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On Domestication Of Masters

    by 4WheelSword, sheepwave

      Summary

      A hard Master/submissive willbreaking fic with maidplay and dollification elements.

On the icy moon of Ganymede, an independent human, Frida, is scheming. She considers herself to be above all others, affini and terran alike. They just don’t have it figured out like she does; that the affini exist to serve those humans willing to see themselves as the true philisophical Masters of the universe.

She just wants to get one little (rather cruel) feralist broadcast out to hurt the Affini as much as possible, then volunteer for the cushiest caretaker she can find to pamper her while she reads philosophy and pats herself on the back for being so, so smart.

Let’s see how that plays out for her!



      Notes

        
          See the end of the work for notes
        



  






      

  












      Chapter 1
  



    Chapter Notes

      CWs: This protagonist is awful, and while her worldview does not map onto any current real world ideology of hatred, she is quite similar to a fascist and believes in her own innate superiority above all other people. This is something the HDG setting has always contained, but rarely takes seriously. This chapter contains a description of her watching a video of a stabbing, and the protagonist mentions her past involvement with organized crime and intelligence agencies that allude to, but do not describe, murder. Also, the planning for an act of terrorism.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “Decoding the data is simple, take a binary expansion of pi multiplied by Harper’s Constant and XOR that with the file. Feed that into a broadcast, and you're good to go.”
I handed the courier- Diego- the small device, with its battered, yellowing casing, an old Terran model with no wireless capabilities and no way of backtracing if this guy decided to try and ratfuck me. I didn't have many left, but it was well worth the sacrifice to circulate the video hidden on it. Not like I would need them any more anyway, after this.
He turned it over in his hands, treating it almost reverentially. He clearly hadn’t spent much time around outdated tech. “Why won't the Affini think to check that when they scan me in the spaceport? Evil bastards can crack any encryption, I hear.”
I didn’t roll my eyes- he didn’t exactly seem the stable sort- but somewhere deep inside I coughed out a judgemental noise at the idiotic show of  Minderwertigkeitsmentalität.  I gestured at the ancient technology that filled the room, the clutter of busted-up machines long past my needing them, serving as a useful backdrop and little else at this point. I was careful to continue hiding my accent and keep my voice dropped as I answered. “This is too low-tech for them to notice. It isn't some advanced AI-backed encryption scheme they can find a pattern in and break. The only way to know this one would be to guess the password, and they won’t, because the password is as long as the file itself. There isn’t enough time until the heat death of the universe. The Enigma Machine’s creators  wished  they had geniuses like me.”  
Diego frowned, the faintest spark of something resembling a human thought bubbling to the surface. “But you just told me the password is just two numbers. I can remember that easy, it’s not even random. How do you know that they won’t just try Harper’s Constant and pi?”
I grinned. “Because Harper's Constant is  wrong.  Why would they think to check what looks like a corrupted hard drive from the 2400s at all? Much less, run a bit operator based on a failed standard model expansion theory, from what they see as an inferior culture? I’m just using their own superiority complex against them.”
The useful moron grinned, turning his face into something approximating a smile, and giving me an entirely unwelcome pat on the arm. “Okay. You've done a great service to the rebellion. You're a good man, Jack.”
I twitched slightly at that. It was uncomfortable being seen as a man again, even if it was the disguise I had chosen to don for this job. My actual name was Frida, but…  een kans als een sneeuwbal in de hel  I was ever telling someone mentally deficient enough to be a Terranist that the one giving him such an important asset was a trans woman in drag. 
“Sure, Diego. We’re done here, and I have shit to do. Fuck off, and never try to contact me again.”
He offered a salute, hardly crisp, hardly military, but a gesture at something he thought was greater than himself. It was frankly pathetic, the great empires of mankind actually worth saluting for all fell centuries ago. I watched him scurry down the rusted sewerway with a sense of deep, confident contempt. I wasn’t doing this for the  rebellion-  that whole charade was laughable- I was doing this for  me. 
The sound of his mag-boots ringing against metal faded until it was nothing. The heavy access door on the maintenance shaft swung shut slowly, creaking against the rust of ages and poor repair, but the bolts ran true, locking it closed. The ‘proud rebel’ would undoubtedly be in a collar before the week was out, but I’d be long gone by then. I was too smart not to disappear the moment the contact was over. If the weeds wanted to look up ‘Jack Stanton’, they’d find out he was already a floret, and I… well. 
I’d be back home on Mars. Comfortable, having beelined my way to a domestication center as soon as I landed. Resting in the lap of lifetime luxury, as high as I felt like being, a pet in name but never a floret in spirit. Strictly submissive affini were rare, but the entire race was servile by nature, some just showed it more than others. Fortunately, independent volunteers got to choose, especially those who had already passed one wardship already. I was, in fact,  fucking adorable,  and could very easily manipulate my way to get whatever I wanted from them. 
So many Terrans missed that the life of a  pet  was yet another form of Mastery, another way of becoming truly realised in one's personhood. Instead, they saw the trappings of the old language buckling under the new and railed against the inevitable collapse instead of learning the new language and successfully asserting their self-actualization. All I would ever have to do is… not let anything slip. Whichever weak-willed plant I chose to ‘own’ me on paper would never learn of the things I had done, and I would take my place as one of the deserving few that were gifted anything they could possibly dream of.
Three packages, three drop points, three blind meetings with runners who might as well be dead men. At least one of the three would hopefully reach a ship's captain, and at least one of those would get the message out. Then it would live forever, propagating on the radio waves, singing its message through space for eternity for anyone who wanted to go looking for it. It would serenade the Compact with the stink of their failure, a constant reminder that they couldn’t even protect one of their own. A knife in the gut of the great Affini lie, just as sharp as the knife in the meat of the  pet  who’d let herself get turned into a  thing. 
But now, I was finally done. I unlocked and opened the bin I had kept the clothes I had arrived on this miserable little moon in, glad to finally ditch the disguises. I stripped the ratty TCN uniform off my body, and took my time tearing off every stripe, pin and patch from it. I tossed it to the ground and lost a few seconds as I watched its slow drift down in the low gravity. It was quickly joined by blue irised contact lenses, a shockingly ginger wig, and beard falsies. I unhooked the chest binder with a deep, satisfied exhale, glad to be able to breathe and feel like me again, even as the frigid cold stung at my breasts.
I slipped on a bra (push-up, to keep the p-zombies gawping), a cold-weather floret dress (cut low in the neck and high in the thigh), a puffy jacket (cute as a button), and thick fur-lined magboots (unremarkable, dangerously close to functional) as quickly as I dared. I grabbed a compact mirror off the desk and gave myself the once over as I wiped away the makeup- I finally looked like a person again, instead of a cheap imitation of a starving rebel. It had only been good enough to fool a couple of ‘true believers’, but that was all I’d needed. 
It was time for a final sweep of anything left behind. Waste had gone straight into the sewer system, hiding any traces in a thousand tons of semi-solid mess. Food packaging had followed, after being doused in a particular bleach mix that was at least going to make it hard to trace me via the garbage I’d eaten. There wasn’t much of that anyway- the only saving grace of the synthcube was how little packaging each one came wrapped in, and how calorie dense they were. Nonetheless, if I never saw another dry little chunk of protein and carbohydrates again, it would be too soon. A month spent shivering in this godforsaken pipe system, eating nothing but the awful cubes, was more than enough for one lifetime. Glad I wouldn’t remember doing it soon.
I could have left there, but needed to see it one last time. I had never been one for anything as base as physical sexuality, but I understood some hint of what others spoke of so fondly while watching the tape. I dug a portable cathode ray tube monitor out of my pack and set it on a dusty old desk. I’d talked some blank eyed floret into compiling it for me on Duri, an easy play when the affini would simply let their strung-out playthings wander unattended. They were so sure of themselves, they’d never suspect someone could get at one of their darlings and take advantage of them. Better for me and my plans; the surfeit of ‘accessible’ compilers made getting old, disconnected tech easier than it had ever been under the Accord. I could stay off the radar easier than ever, I hadn’t had to scrape the pinger off of a PCB in a year. 
The magnetic tape that held the last copy of the source footage I had went into the machine, batteries sparking it to life and playing the scene. I’d been passed an encoded scan disc that held the raw video in a blind drop- an old one, one that hadn’t been used since the war started. Whoever was on the other end, I only knew them as 251, and they only knew me by the identity cards the drop site had been registered under. I’d taken it from an old boss's lapsed debtor a few years ago, and never considered asking what she had done with the rest of him. It was usually dreadfully gruesome.
It was a surprise to get a ping from such an old asset, but a life of perfect luxury where I was free to do whatever I wanted had been leaving me itchy, and I could never resist a puzzle. Cracking the encryption was the work of a few weeks once I had the right hardware- entirely off-grid devices fabricated in useful fools compilers- and when I finally managed to get it loaded it onto a burner device to see what the hell it was, I was  grandly  rewarded for my efforts.
It was a hell of a scene. Maybe I was worn, maybe I didn’t feel the edges, maybe I was jaded after all I had seen and done working for the Syndicates and OCNI, but even for a fucking stabbing it was raw. Nasty. Vicious.  Personal . It made something within my abdomen burn with heat every time I so much as thought about it. 
It wasn’t about the violence, it was about the  context.  It wasn't some nobody punk getting stuck, it was a fucking  floret. 
From the moment I’d first watched it, I knew how important it was. I knew it needed to get out, to be  seen . And I knew I needed one final adventure before I properly retired to study the classics until my hair went white. Someone else might have gotten it wrong.
[image: ]
I knew it, almost frame by frame. Hard not to, I’d cut it together with a literal razor blade to get it transferred from modern scan frames to something that could be played by literally anything in the Accord. Even the most backwoods hick watching shows from five centuries ago would pick up the broadcast on whatever rinky-dink set they were using when it reached them.
It was something, alright. The twisted look of shock on her face, the screams, the splash of claret across her clothes, spreading like spilled wine. The violent psychosis that cracked the surface of her conditioning, the wild, animalistic flailing as the fear truly trickled into whatever was left of her hind brain. It was fascinating. It was disgusting. If that had been all there was, this quick-cut stabbing in the dark, I would have been ready to release with joy in my heart. But then I got the second drop a month later, and everything fell into place.
The second half, the second ‘act’ so to speak, was the  consequences.  The poor little fuck who’d shanked a floret hadn’t escaped, obviously. Hard to get away from the intergalactic babysitters cleanly with fear in your heart and blood on your clothes. No, the sad bastard was put through a hell of a torture routine. Waking surgery, screaming the whole time, and then something out of a horror show was shoved in to cuddle up against their spine. It was truly foul. It was my favourite part.
I had, of course, cropped and cut any shots that showed the stabbing victim sitting in the audience. She seemed happy and healthy, squirming and writhing in some sort of sick pleasure as she watched someone who had truly believed in something be broken and violated to be just like her. If nothing else, the sight of a floret getting off to watching a human suffering made me kind of feel sick. I had also obviously had to cut the parts where the victim claimed to not be human, whatever the fuck that meant.
It wasn’t an  honest  framing, but it was far more useful to let the audience think she’d died. That was the case with all the propaganda vids: The truth was what they let you see. The Affini knew the game, though they played it like chumps. So who cared; let all who watched it think the snivelling subhuman had bled to death in the impotent vines of her so-called masters. It made for a better narrative anyway.
Really, the tape was just the first honest one in existence. It showed the Terrans and the Affini for what they both were. Petty, violent, squabbling animals, a rejection of the Aristotelic rational soul in favour of excess and hedonism. They fought for the crumbs of control, and the reins of state power, slaves to their own pathetic instincts.
Revealing them for what they  truly  were? It was delicious.
This would be the last time I ever saw the video. I wasn’t stupid enough to keep the thing in my real home, even if the colony-side hab I was staying in was a temporary space attested under a temporary name. Perhaps I would be lucky enough to stumble across it in the future, but it seemed unlikely even the kind of permissive affini I intended to end up with would allow that. No, it was time to dump this potential yoke around my neck and get the hell out of dodge.
Still… I couldn’t help just  one  more watch. One more full play, the minutes of audiovisual experience a treat for the mind. I tried to commit every frame to memory, etching the writhing bodies and spilling blood into my grey matter like it was a wax tablet. It was a pointless endeavour- my current plan called for a full wipe of both short- and mid-term memories before volunteering for a cushy immortal servant of my very own as soon as I was back on Mars- but who could blame a girl for trying to keep a few flashes of some truly kino cinema even so. It was as much an exercise in experiencing my own superiority than anything else. Kierkegaard would be proud, I had truly become the Knight of Infinite Resignation, appreciating that which could not be kept, purely for its own sake.
The cassette completed for the final time, and the hiss of static filled my hideout. As much as I wanted to do it a third time, it was time to move on. I pulled it from the player, poured acetone into the cassette, snapped it in half, and tossed it into the pile.
Last measures, then. An old Rinan insurgency fuel-air charge, plucked from its hiding place amongst the broken down machinery, and set on a retaining wall holding an entire pipe junction up. They might have been crushed under the gears of the Accord, but the tiny xenos had at least known how to build a damn explosive. When that went up, it would burn every trace of this room’s existence in pyroclastic chemical fire before it was buried under a hundred tons of rubble and water. Every potential atom of this adventure would vanish in a moment, the only remainder being my own doomed memories and the book I had been using to pass the time that went into the top of my bug-out bag. It was time to ‘bug out’ after all, and  On the Genealogy of Morality  would be going with me. At least once I had erased my recalled of this last month, I could take joy in reading it fresh in the original German rather than suffering through this bastardized transliteration into Terran standard. The knapsack was otherwise almost empty, having dispensed its cargo of food and water over the dreary days and nights, and so the book rattled alongside the emergency Class-B injector that I’d never let go far out of reach. 
I took a quiet sense of satisfaction as I set the fuse on the explosive charge. Nobody would ever know my role in showing the Affini for the authoritarian schmucks they were. Incompetent, emotionally motivated, fallible, fundamentally made of the same stuff as those they claimed to master. The only difference between affini and terrans were the circumstance of origin and time. Both would pretend at being the angels of God given the chance, but God was made in the shadow of a man. The closest the Affini could ever come to divinity was that they ultimately served those of us smart enough to apply the correct  leverage . Their nature, their system, their ideology, my benefit.
One last look around. Deep breath in. Deep breath out. Low heart rate. No excitement, no rush, nothing untoward when a good floret-to-be climbed out of a sewer inspection hatch and stepped into bare Ganymedian light and booked it back to the other side of the asteroid belt to find her owner. I unbolted another, smaller door, swung it open on greased and soundless hinges, and walked directly into the affini that was standing in the hallway outside. 








  
    Chapter End Notes

    God, shes so awful.

Hey there! Did you know comments and kudos feed authors good brain juices? It’s true!

If you want to check out more of our work: 4WheelSword and Sheepwave!

If you want to learn more about the setting, the HDG Community Discord is the place to be!


  


      

  












      Chapter 2
  


    Chapter Summary

    LAST CHAPTER RECAP:
Frida handed off an anti affini propaganda video to a rebel named Diego, set a bomb up to destroy her hideout, then discovered an affini outside.



    Chapter Notes

      CW: For the entire rest of the fic, Frida's terrible politics will be presented (and challenged and eventually broken entirely) and her being a shitty person will not be CWed on a per-chapter basis unless it is a novel form of bigotry she has not yet presented.

Worth mentioning here that this story is a sequel of sorts to Alder's Prize(M/f)/ Adelira's Prize(F/f), though Alder will be the version who appears in this story.

AP is not required reading, and the tone of both stories is quite different, but you'll get a lot of interesting context if you have read both (it doesnt matter which version, theyre effectively the same.). Also, this is an F/f and f/nb story exclusively in terms of the main narration, so those for whom male romance pairings are a dealbreaker should have no problem.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “Hello there,” the affini said nonchalantly.
The xeno was standing almost directly outside the door to my hideout, as though this was the most casual of places to meet. As though I hadn’t just armed a fucking massive bomb intended to send all physical evidence of the last month of my life into the icy depths of the Ganymedian sea.
I thought I had chosen this location carefully. This particular confluence of sewer pipes and maintenance shafts was buried deep under an old safehouse in the ice underneath the Ganymedian capital, disconnected from but nonetheless located right above one of the strongest currents on the entire moon. They weren’t supposed to be able to find it, and it would be long gone by the time they showed up - or so the theory went, at least. The affini could do a great many things, they had a multitude of technological miracles at their disposal, but I had yet to see one that could recover burned evidence that had been scattered across the entire subterranean ocean of Ganymede. Besides, what would they do if they ever found out, domesticate me? Too late for that.
But apparently in their particular bag of tricks, they  did have the ability to take me unawares. 
“I would like to volunteer for domestication!” It came out as a surprised bark, rather than the gentle request I had intended, but the words were clear and that was what mattered. They were the magic words that every feralist was too stupid to utter. Perfectly chosen to take me out of the threat category, and make me a future ‘floret’ to be cherished and protected at all costs and beyond all limits of reason.
My hand was creeping towards the main pocket of my bag as I fixed my eyes on the giant creature’s… well, I took it to be a chest. It looked kind of like a dress suit made of interlocking leaves. What it called the front of its own body was anyone’s guess. It didn’t matter. If I could get the injector in my skin, I’d lose the last six months of memories in a mad jumble and wake up a comfortable, happy pet. An ideal outcome? No. I would much rather be more precise and only lose the last month or so. But it would be better than getting caught in the act and knowing enough to talk. I’d already seen what the affini did to one ‘feral’ who’d broken whatever code of conduct they held  untermenschen  to, and I had no plans of being the star of the next rebel snuff film.
“Greetings… Jean De Saint-Pierre? Ethan Rosenberg?” The plant's voice rumbled, low and threatening. My heart sank as it listed off both of the other aliases I had been using for the last month. I couldn't see its face clearly, if it even had one, but I could feel the predatory smile in its voice. “Or do you prefer Jack now?” 
I inched my fingers closer to the injector. It clearly had a fair idea of who was and was not supposed to be in these tunnels. Any contingency except the most final was up in smoke, I just needed to get myself away from the bomb before I forget it had ever existed. It was fine, I could stall and lead it away from the scene. I took a deep breath and adjusted back to my preferred register, a sweet, feminine range that let my accent shine and made every affini who heard it want to coo and pamper me. It was a little raspy after a month of throwing it deep, but it was just the thing to get out of hock when facing down a creature defeated by a particularly adorable maid dress.
“Sorry, Miss, those sound like men? I’m transgender, I really do not like being called male names, it is very upsetting. Please don’t do that. Now, can you please take me to a domestication center?” 
A vine whipped out from the mass of green, unimaginably motile, quicker almost than the eye could see, yanking my hand out of the bag. I’d seen the affini shift slightly, thought I had a handle on it, and instead I was fixed in place by the thin tendril that held my wrist in an iron grip. It was raised, slowly but with great certainty, until it was above my head, bending just enough to make my shoulder ache against the joint.
“What does the adorable little feral have in its bag?” The affini asked in an almost sultry voice. It's face was still cast in shadow, but as it leaned closer I could see two eyes on its vaguely feminine face glowing purple. I knew a rhetorical question when I heard one, and it was all I could do not to sneer. This was a pathetic display. Who was it performing for?
I was yanked out into the hall, where the lights finally let me get a good look at the thing. A pale wooden mask, immobile and unnervingly life-like, twin antennae poking out from a thatch of leafy hair, a cape of flower petals and furling curlicue leaves. The usual plant monster nonsense.

  [image: ]

A blade-tipped vine cut the strap of my bag and another caught it. More still went rifling through my pockets for contraband I obviously wasn’t dumb enough to carry- but would absolutely be found in the room behind me if that explosive didn’t go off. Eventually, as the rapid motions stilled, it was just me, the affini, my book and the injector. I stood there, frozen in my comfortable boots, hot breath plucking ice crystals from the moisture in the frigid air, as caught in the currents as I was caught in the glare of a predator.
This was very bad. If I was within a hundred feet of here when my bomb went off, I’d be as unidentifiable as the rest of the evidence. So would anyone else nearby, but the only other person I might have worried about was my big brother, who had been declared ‘missing, presumed a hero’ by the Accord brass during the domestication campaign. I wanted to be long gone by the time it even began to look like following in his footsteps was a possibility.
I put on my best smile, my cutest voice, and hoped I could maybe manage to talk my way out of this pile of shit before the thirty-minute timer went off. “Is something the matter, Miss? I took a Class-A a little while ago and went exploring in the old tunnels, and… I know it’s silly, but I think I’ve gotten myself a bit lost! Do you think you can help me find my communicator? I think I dropped it somewhere up in the city!”
The affini didn’t answer, it didn’t need to. Instead, the ‘rebel’ courier, Diego, stepped out from behind the mass of leaves and vines, holding out the old microcomputer I had given him. 
“That’s her.”
The stern demeanor of the affini immediately softened, and Diego- if that even was his real name- was showered with the kind of physical praise the affini reserved for those who had fully embraced the true oblivion of becoming a floret. 
“Good fishing, dear, and thank you again for your service. I’ll have many praises to pass along to your owner.”
His eyes, sharp and wicked in the dim light of the access corridor, never left mine as he gave a triumphant smile. If I wasn’t certain in my understanding that men were just automata, I’d have thought that grin hid something more than base satisfaction. “Thank you, Miss Lataria!”
A pacification collar clicked around my neck.  Ah, Scheisse. 
“Miss, this seems very forward. I really want to be a floret, but I would like to be able to choose my owner, please? Could I have a Class-E? I have an injector for it in my bag. You are stressing me out a lot, can you just let me take it?”
The affini- Miss Lataria, apparently- held up the autoinjector with its orange and blue caution stripes. I quietly cursed myself in every one of the languages I knew for never having removed the warning labels that revealed my desperate attempt at deception.
“Hmm, you seem to have chosen the wrong injector, little one. This is a memory agent.” As soon as she was talking to me and not the floret, she went back to being as cold as the air around us. “I would be more than happy to provide you something for your anxiety from my own grafted selection, however.”
A sharp shock of pain, a jabbing pressure in my arm, and the fire in my veins cooled. Fuck. This was the worst-case scenario, I was now robbed of even the most basic instincts to self-preserve. The rising panic ebbed away, though it did nothing to quell the looming sense of existential dread. At least that was not a disgusting process of the animal body, but a logical and reasoned response to being faced with certain… perhaps doom was a strong word, but it felt like it in the moment.
There was more motion, more clanking of vines and sussurus of scores of vines on dusty concrete. Two more affini joined us, and the three descended into rapid fire exchanges in a dialect of their strange language I’d yet to manage to learn even the barest smattering of. Diego was recollared and led away by one of them before I could give him anything more than a filthy look.
Vines wrapped around me in turn, my discoordinated body lifted off the ground into full suspension. The points of contact were barely under tension, there were so many of them supporting what weight my mass granted me on this moon. It was like a verdant full-body climbing harness. A month in a sewer followed by the tunnels frigid air had destroyed my sense of smell, but as the affini held me against her chest and wrapped her cloak around us, I still felt the assault of her aroma. She was dancing incense smokiness wrapped around aldihylic floral scents, irises and rose petals. There was something else, something a blocked nose couldn’t chase down, something wicked hidden behind the first tastes, but I couldn’t pin it down. 
Instead, I gave in. Miss Lataria had won this battle, and I chose to conserve my energy for the ongoing war. I was carried like a doll, held tight so I didn’t drift in the low gravity, helpless to alter my own inertia or fate.
For now.
 

 
The interrogation had at least gone better for me than it had that poor fool whose exploits I had pored over frame-by-frame. A simple intracerebroventricular injection of truth serum, and I had spilled everything I knew. Worse- or perhaps better, though I was in no state of mind to argue either way- I was curtly praised for every droplet of information I had given. It was the closest thing to predictable behavior I’d gotten from my captor thus far.

   “You don’t know it, but I have been waiting to meet you for some time. I have been tracking you by a multitude of aliases since I caught your scent, little leaf, but I would appreciate you stating your name for the record. Your real one, the one you chose.” 


   “Frida. Frida, and my family name by birth is Aguirre, but I haven’t used that in a long time.” 


   “Frida. Very pretty.” 


   “It means peace.” 


   “Did the petty inversion amuse you?” 


   “I chose it to make your kind trust me more, but I do genuinely like it.” 


   “I see. Let’s continue with the things we already knew, then.” 

My name was swiftly followed by an outline of what little of my network remained, my plan and a detailed explanation of my motives, the confused feelings rewatching the tape had given me, my world view, my innate superiority to their species; it all poured out of me in a great long flood of words over which I had absolutely no control. 

   “Video material featuring this kind of violence produced consensually by actors is easily found on erotic websites. What led you to seeking out the real thing?” 


   “I didn’t seek it out. It was handed to me in a dead drop.” 


   “Yes, we are aware. Allow me to adjust the question. What led you to choose to watch it, repeatedly and without cause.” 


   “It… It made me feel warm, deep down in my stomach. It’s not a familiar feeling for me. I’ve seen a lot of people die, though obviously none I had any personal hand in. None of them made me feel this way. 


   “I see. Do you consider yourself to be a masochist? Someone who enjoys experiencing pain in a controlled environment?” 


   “I’ve never tried. I’m not a freak.” 

The only comfort was that the holding room was so comfortable it could have been an Accord-era spa and resort. It sure made a change from the drab little cells and grey back office rooms where I’d conducted some of the nastier inquisitions I’d been a part of while contracting with the OCNI. 

   “You really don’t care how I got my hands on a bomb?” 


   “Not particularly, forensics will answer that question. I would rather ask you about your choice of reading material. You believe this construction of morality laid out by Nietzsche reflects the natural state of the universe?” 


   “Yes. Mine has always been the view and morality of the Master. I know that you simply remain bound by the positions of the slave. The Affini Compact is not made up of evil monsters, but actors operating on biologically scripted instinct.” 


   “And you are exempt from this? What of other sophonts?” 


   “Most sophonts barely qualify as moral actors. They are simply selfish agents of id. I have only rarely encountered any evidence that any of you have much meaningful internality compared to someone like me.” 


   “Only rarely? Who has been capable of earning the Master Frida’s respect?” 


   “I had an older brother. When we were young, I thought he was Achilles, invincible and inimicable. He wanted to be a myrmidon, so he went off to war. He was killed in action with the Affini.” 


   “I find that extremely unlikely. I’ll set a trace to hunt through the records. What was his name?” 


   “Andreas Aguirre.” 

There was no question as to my fate. Even if I hadn’t volunteered, I’d have been getting volun-told and sent for mandatory domestication. They had enough on me even if they hadn’t found the bomb I’d planted, a bomb that could only have erased every trace if it had actually had a chance to go off. I wondered in my idle moments between exchanges of questions whether it had ever been live to begin with, or if it had been tampered with long before it made its way into my hands. 

   “Why did you want to spread this video?” 


   “Because I wanted to show everyone that your kind is no less immune to your instincts than humanity is. You are not perfect Masters, you are not the ubermensch, you are just another species full of p-zombies.” 


   “What does that term mean?” 


   “It means automoton. You are like a fish responding to stimuli, you have simply crafted an environment with more complex stimuli. You are not like me, you are not human. I do not mean the human species, I mean philisophically.” 


   “And you wished to prove this… by creating an edit of a stabbing that uses implication to suggest a terran being murdered by another terran?” 


   “I didn’t say terran, or floret for that matter. The former is an ideological construct, and the latter has removed themselves from consideration as part of humanity. When I say human, I mean it.” 

It wouldn’t have surprised me if the bomb had been a dud; it turned out the Compact’s vines stretched further and deeper than I could have possibly realised. Apparently the affini woman- one of the others had called her Ophidia, though I wasn’t going to attempt to first-name-basis my captor- had been tracking me from a distance for at least a month, surveying over me long in advance of her trap springing shut. 

   “Do you feel insulted or demeaned when you are called cute or otherwise complimented by an affini in the diminutive?” 


   “No. Obviously I’m cute. That's the word your race uses for someone they want to serve. I’m goddamn adorable.” 

The questioning was not long, perhaps two hours at most. It almost felt insulting how little she cared about the resources I had managed to acquire and keep even under the Terran Protectorate; She seemed as interested, if not more, in asking about my opinions on the works of philosophy I had been studying since retiring from my Syndicate ‘cybersecurity’ job when the Affini rolled in. Invasive personal questions seemed to pique her interest, while anything relating to debriefing a terrorist was treated as a mere formality.

   “And then, you intended to volunteer and find a pliable candidate as an owner?” 


   “Yes. Your entire species is servile by nature, even if you frame it as dominance. It would have been easy.” 


   “I see. An utterly precocious perspective, and a fascinating one. This is the first thing you have told me that comes as a complete surprise. We did not know your identity, but that was just a gap in knowledge. This is an unknown quality of information. How interesting.” 

I was not exactly sure when the interrogations ended and the negotiations had begun, as Ophidia did not seem inclined to flirt frivolously and innanely in the middle of every discussion like most of her kind. Even her most invasive inquiries into my intimate history- and relative lack thereof- left me feeling spoken to like a specimen. If not for her casual comments as to my appearance, my size, my relative weakness compared to her, I would wonder if she was an affini at all.

   “And you are asexual, and aromantic?” 


   “Correct.” 


   “Wonderful, less that will have to be changed…” 


   “Even if I wasn’t, the odds of me ever finding anyone I respected enough to actually pair off with are low. Love requires true equals, and I have none among the living.” 


   “Romantic love, perhaps. You will be taught other forms. Did you feel fondness towards your former employers, handlers?” 


   “They paid me to be an intelligence agent. Why would I feel fond of them?” 


   “Perhaps fond is the wrong word. Did you feel a sense of allegiance, a certainty in your place when you were being managed?” 


   “It was useful to me that they considered themselves above me. I was allowing them to take a position of authority for my own purposes.” 


   “Perhaps. Nonetheless, a record of your past activity indicates a preference for rigid structures on which you anchor yourself.” 

Confusing behavior and the haze of xenodrugs aside, I did at least know that we had reached the end of negotiation. The contract that was set before me was a particularly clear full stop on the conversation. This, when signed, would be the end of Frida Aguirre, Independent Human. I saw her full name for the first time then; Ophidia Lataria, Seventh Bloom. While I had not been best placed to negotiate terms- inebriated as I still was- I had at least got a few things down in writing, ink already drying on the page. 
She was not allowed to use xenodrugs that would change the shape of the feminine body I had chosen to sculpt for myself during my original wardship, and never force any surgical alterations on my body that were not medically beneficial. 
She would never deny my intellectual enrichment unless I sought out further contemporary feralist media; my particular choice of philosophy, being generally older than capitalism, would never be restricted, barring extreme circumstances.
She would not make me engage in romantic relationships, sexual intercourse, or otherwise force me to physically or emotionally pleasure  anyone.  Thank fucking god.
Ultimately, those stipulations all existed at the mercy of Ophidia’s adherence to the narrative of affini omnibenevolence, and I knew from the video that particular claim could be stretched quite far. The clause that could, and very likely would, enable her to alter the contract at will loomed large above me like a Damoclean sword, but that had always been part of the price. My status as legal property was going to be a fact whether I volunteered or not, and the lack of political rights was something I had long since come to terms with. The affini could take every speck of bodily autonomy and freedom they thought they could; the true freedom of a woman such as I was in the realm of her mind, between only Id, Ego, and God. 
The xeno handed me a pen, and I signed the final line at the bottom of the page.  Frida Lataria, Fifth Floret . It still felt alien on my mind's tongue, an adulteration of something once so meaningful. The one name I had chosen and never discarded, now bent to a new meaning, a new surname. 
Ophidia surveyed the paperwork with a satisfied, even  smug  smile plastered across her stern-looking death mask, apparently content with the way things had ended. She was not who I would have chosen of my own accord, I would have far sooner preferred a caretaker with a softer, more pampering style I could order around and control with the coded language of sweet words and a docile affect. Instead, I seemed to have slipped into the leafy grip of a strict, authoritative type, with sharp eyes, a wicked tongue, and the corset-boned dress sense to match.
“Very good, pet. I am glad we can put all that troubling business behind us.”
She was certainly pretty, though in an undeniably alien way. She had a central body that took the vague shape of a formal governess dress with a skirt of vines buttoned at her narrow waist, but formed and dissolved hands and other manipulators freely, as and when she needed them, rather than attempting the clumsy mimicry of so many of her peers. It was clear that she could not manage the human form as it had evolved in the image of God, and she at least had the good graces not to kludge out something ugly in the attempt. I could respect her utilitarian approach to her body plan, if nothing else. The pair of false eyes she kept affixed in her face in an entirely unnecessary performance glowed softly, and the vines that formed something akin to hair were woven with vivid white flower petals. 
I sighed in resignation. “I suppose it’s done, then. Shall we get on with it? The rest of my life?” I realized perhaps a moment too late I was taking what would absolutely be taken as an insolent tone with her, but the truth serum had not entirely left my system yet, and it was difficult to hide my displeasure at how far off track my plans had gone.
Ophidia clicked, a snapping sound that resonated in the air, a clear signal of her disapproval. She tapped a clause she had added to the contract with a sharp ‘finger’, indicating the stipulation that I refer to her only as ‘Master’ unless given permission otherwise, then pointedly allowed it to drift up to the more standard term regarding her ability to discipline me. 
I’d read the Terran Domestication Treaty several times in multiple languages, and had never found any details on what, exactly, ‘discipline’ could include that were consistent between all translations. I doubted that would stop a particularly willful owner from doing whatever she chose. The implied threat was painfully obvious, and I was not stupid enough to fall into language games. Master mentality was an abstraction, it could be called Red mentality and Blue mentality and still have the same inner meaning. Fighting her on something as silly as word choice was beneath me.
“I would like to leave, Master.” 
“Good. We shall make a happy pet of you yet. To my hab, then.”
I expected a tugging vine on the loop of the pacification collar that had been snapped shut around my neck. Instead, she simply opened the door and gave a short, shrill whistle, following it with a command. It was a single word, spoken openly and without force, lacking even a single drop of the hypnotic influence I knew affini were more than capable of.
“Heel.”
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  I followed behind Ophidia like a lady-in-waiting chivvying around after her Mistress, doing the awkward magboot shuffle that was required on a body as tiny as Ganymede. It burned in my soul, the fact that she had not even attempted to force such obedience from me. There was no shame to be taken in being coerced, no true submission to be found in an act of systemic rape. But this was  not  an assault, not a transgression. She  could  hypnotize, drug or even simply drag me. Instead, she was allowing the ill-defined threat of ‘discipline’ to create the circumstances for a willing sufferance. 
It was difficult, but not impossible, to maintain control of myself under such ignoble degradation. I still held the reins of power within mine own mind, even if I had taken the choice of acquiescence. My options were to call her bluff, force her hand in turn, and learn what  discipline  entailed, or… not. It seemed utterly irrational to set the precedent that I would flail so weakly on such a ridiculously small hill. Anyway, I wanted to get the fuck off this iceball as fast as my legs could carry me. I missed real gravity.
“When did you detect my activities?” I asked, mostly out of curiosity and only a little bit because my pride had suffered a damaging blow in the last few hours. 
She didn’t reply, simply moving down the corridor in front of me with a gentle glide that seemed entirely affected and completly at odds with the low gravity. It was obviously why she wouldn’t reply, she wouldn’t give me anything easily, of that I was sure. Her silence, then, was a trap. An obvious one.
The problem with obvious traps, is that when an enemy has set a tripwire so that it is obvious, they are inevitably hiding another, far worse device just a little off the beaten path. 
Given the choice between the known knowns and the known unknowns, I made the only choice I could. I placed my foot on the bear trap's trigger and set my weight upon it.
“When did you detect my activities,  Master?” 
There was a subtle shift in her gait for a moment before she answered. “Soon enough.”
“I think I was unclear. When did you make me?”
“‘Make’ you?”
“When did you figure out what I was involved in? How long did it take to work out where I was?”
She laughed. It was light, musical, but it was unmistakably at my expense. I bit back the urge to snap out a harsh word, absolutely aware of the consequences of such a sloppy breach of unspoken protocol.
“You are asking how long the Compact was aware of your location in that disgusting drainage hole? Consider the following possibility; We knew who you were before you even arrived on this moon, were aware of your supply levels, and would not have allowed anything critical to happen to you. We simply considered you low enough priority that you weren’t flagged for direct intervention. What difference would that make to your current station?”
“You-” I stopped, catching my breath. I couldn’t let her get to me. I was in control of my own mind. She could not make me react, she could only needle and jab like a beast with blunt teeth. “The whole thing was a set-up. A honeypot.”
“Do you know what a  Nepenthes  is, a pitcher plant?”
A misdirection. Deny all knowledge. Keep her sweet.
“No, Master.”
“It is a type of plant from Terra, long since extinct, but your species kept detailed records of at least  some  of the things it destroyed. It was considered a type of pitfall trap, one that attracts its prey almost entirely at the whim of each individual creature's decisions. The fauna that provided it with sustenance simply wandered into the sap that trapped them to their final fate.”
I did not like her implication. “I… see.”
“To the Affini Compact, feralism has an inevitable end. If you oppose our aims, you will find yourself in our loving embrace. The only question is whether it comes sooner or later, whether the descent into the pitcher is a straight line or a twisted path.”
My stomach twisted, anxiety gnawing at my guts as we walked. Her easy confidence was unnerving.
“You didn't actually answer my question, Master.”
“Correct. I owe you a lifetime of care, as I have promised. I do not owe you an answer. I will not humor a pet’s perseverating as to the timeline or specifics of which of its actions to evade capture were in vain, because its actions were  all  in vain. Your feralism was doomed from the outset, whether you were set up from the start or if I first learned of your plot mere hours ago.”
I chose to assume that her choice of pronouns was an explicit reference to the hypothetical, rather than to me in the specific. I dreadfully hoped that embarrassing phase of self-identification during my original wardship would not be dragged back. I would ply her for information with humor, perhaps.
“What's the usual saying? I never stood a chance?”
Ophidia continued her false walk silently.
“I mean. I assume from the moment I picked up the dead drop, I was going to end up your pet no matter what I did, right?”
“No,” Her voice lilted, echoing off itself in something like good humour, “I think you had every chance of getting away with it. You were cleverer than most of your disposition.”
I stopped dead in my tracks, the blood draining out of my face and my heart hammering in my ears. She turned her head, looking over her shoulder at me, bright eyes shining gold in her unmoving face. They fixed me more firmly in place than even my panic could. 
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“Let me be clear; you would have been  discovered  regardless. But your plan to find an owner that kept you on a loose leash would have probably worked. There would never have been retribution against a floret.”
“Pet,” I mumbled the whispered objection, fumbling over such a simple word.
 “Quiet.  Do not attempt to correct me. Your plan to seek out a permissive caretaker who would pamper and coddle you was not itself feralist. That is the grand promise the Compact will deliver to any and every xenosophont that asks. It is their truest right, and the final one many of them ever have a chance to exercise.”
I found my courage somewhere deep and shot her my foulest glare. I knew better than to speak again until given permission. Her mouth split open, creaking wood and splitting vine, revealing two rows of jagged, thorny teeth.
“Consider the following possibility. Perhaps, had you passed along your little message to just  one  rebel ship, you would have won our game of wits. Well, according to the surprisingly sophisticated rules you set for yourself, at least. If you had, then maybe by the time I had learned the footage’s origin and tracked you down, you would already be claimed. You would be wearing the collar of another affini, and we would never have even had a reason to meet.” 
She began moving again, and sighed with the sounds of the first spring sun feeding the growth of a thousand sprouting saplings. “Nevertheless, I am glad you did not show such an admirable style of restraint. You will be far happier with me, in the end. Someone else would have gotten it wrong.”
 

 
Ophidia’s hab was close enough to a freight terminal that I felt the rumble of a scheduled lifter taking off through the soles of my magboots. I recognised the necessity of such convenient locations for housing, but who could bear to think with the ear-splitting crash and thunder of bulk cargo shuttles landing on their thrusters at all times of day and night? Hopefully, her hab would at least be sound-dampened to accommodate it. 
It was, when the door opened, warm; far warmer than the surrounding tunnels. I walked into it gladly, letting the heat seep into chilled flesh and aching joints. It was hot enough- or it had been cold enough outside- that the sudden rush of blood to my extremities made my nose and ears tingle. 
I took the opportunity to look around, not missing a single opportunity for reconnaissance and, frankly, to see how a creature such as this one lived. My first thought was that it was... Poky. It lacked the conspicuous palatial aesthetics that, as far as I could tell, was almost a standard amongst the new rulers of Terra. Instead, it was a warmly lit, high-ceilinged space that was dense with decorations of a thousand different styles. It should have looked disorganised but, as I let my eyes drift across shelves, sideboards, a mantle over a fireplace, I recognised that there was a theme, a particular methodology that I might not understand yet but which I would certainly be able to figure out in time.
The space was busy, but at no point did it seem  cluttered  . It was as if every item was placed just so, part of a pattern, part of a unified motif that brought together an otherwise perfunctory space. It made sense that an animal with no sense of her own intrinsic place in the world would decorate her home with the kind of fripperies that sated base needs. This was not the home of an aesthete or an aristocrat; it was the home of someone who required  objects  in order to be content.
It was just what I would expect from a species that engaged in interstellar conquest to turn sentient beings into  florets.  Was every object stolen? Ripped away from some culture whose sorry few great minds were bent into submission, dragged down by the rampant growth of unthinking, invasive plants? 
A more focused examination of the works as individual objects said no.
Much of the art was pointless and abstract, and many of the objects were shaped with no significance or intent. Little of it represented anything real, and no meaning could be gleaned from the work of incompetent creators. My eyes slid effortlessly across several pieces, able to take in and reject the vast majority as meaningless with no more than a moment's thought. One of the few pieces worth commenting on was a small ceramic bust of a khetari, elegant and doll-like in its complexion and features. A shudder ran up my spine as I noticed the sculpted collar around the neck, and wondered if I too would one day be immortalized in such an objectifying way.
I began to pull off my jacket and scarf, sweat beading in the small of my back as my body reacted slowly to the sudden temperature change. Before I got more than a single button undone, there were vines wrapping around my joints and others threading themselves under the hems of my garments. Ophidia tore my outfit to ribbons with all the effort I might have expended opening a bag of salad. I was left in my underwear as she gathered up the shreds, vanishing them into a decompilation chute on the wall.
“Was that needed? Master?”
“I do not have an aversion to the same chemical signals your nose does, but when your sense of smell recovers from the cold, you will thank me for ridding you of the stench suffusing your clothing. Washing your skin and hair is my next priority, and will happen very shortly.”
I couldn’t help a weary sigh, shoulders slumping. “Fine. May I at least have new mag-shoes? I don't want to accidentally put myself in an escape trajectory if I put a foot down wrong,  Master?” 
“No. You do not need them in here, and I am not letting you outside today.”
She set me down, and against all odds I didn’t bounce. I couldn’t imagine she had managed to perfectly balance my momentum, so I took a cautious step. Carpet fibers moved suddenly, gentle despite their speed, wrapping around the sides of my foot. They clung with just enough friction such that a clumsy landing wouldn’t send me flying in the low gravity. I resettled my feet and shifted from leg to leg, testing my weight. The fibers released me as soon as I tried to take a step, but only one foot at a time. It was a strange feeling, utterly alien, but it allowed a semblance of motion somewhere between a Looney prowl and a Martian saunter.
She moved around me, and I assumed she was going to take the opportunity to leer at my bare form. I wasn’t just adorable- with the full resources of the Compact, I’d made sure I was  hot  . I didn’t want to be looked at with  expectations,  but if someone  was  looking, they’d see actualisation written into my flesh.
I was wrong, though. She opened a thick desk drawer with the clack of releasing catches, locked in place to prevent it from opening itself in low gravity. I was left feeling faintly ridiculous, standing there in nothing but a bra and underwear, but she wasn’t even particularly interested in me. I glared at the pointless splashes of color on the nearest painting, as though the smearings of xeno fingerpaint could hold some useful information.
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I gave up on trying to invent some sign of humanity in the presumably drug-addled splatters of color and dragged my mind back to more practical matters. I peered around, even chancing a few steps away from Ophidia. She seemed disinterested, so I went a little further. I peered down a hallway that was the only other exit from this oddly cluttered room and saw three doors. Bathroom, her bedroom, perhaps? 
“Do I have a room?”
She didn’t even glance up from her paperwork, whatever it was keeping her leaning heavily over the desk, two clusters of vines supporting her. “I am not keeping count of your failures to obey a basic instruction, but I could start at any time.”
I clasped my hands behind my back, put one foot behind the other and pushed out my chest. With my most adorable pout plastered thickly across my face, I managed to excavate all but the deepest layers of contempt from my voice and asked, “Which of those is my room,  Master ?”
“None of them. I had no plans for a floret, and was not going to take you myself. Your space will come later.”
No matter how little I wanted to be hers, I felt a sight dampening of my pride. “You didn’t plan to take me?”
“Indeed, no. Rather, I fell in love with you during our debriefing. I was going to set you on the course for a more standard adoption, an owner eager for a volunteering pet to break into something more accommodating and then spoil rotten. Fortunately, you made yourself interesting.”
“I don’t do  love.” 
“Not that kind of love, pet.” Her eyes glanced up for just long enough to meet mine, the first time she’d looked at me since she undressed me. “Did you ever have an animal of your own, a creature that you cared for and maintained? It is not a practice all xenosophont species engage in, but yours is particularly insistent on companionship.”
“My dad had a dog.” I shrugged, lip curling as I vaguely remembered the harsh yipping of an animal smaller than a dog should be. “At home, when I was growing up. He loved it, as far as I know. I guess that counts.”
“Ah, then you understand. A trained service animal would make for a more fitting analogy, but any experience with that relationship would do. The love I feel for you is the kind that is felt for a pet, rather than any sort of romantic affectation. You are simply too adorably naive not to take home.”
It was always a hope of mine that I would find an affini whose script lacked entirely the kind of flirtatious innuendo and ridiculous verbal capering that was so predominant in their species. I had hoped that, vicious as she seemed intent on being, that Ophidia would be one such case. My hopes crumbled to dust with every word.
“Fine. Do I sleep with you tonight, then?”
“No.” The word was sharp, bitten off by cruel teeth, “Under no circumstances will you enter my room until and unless you are told otherwise. You may use this room and the bathroom with permission, but every other part of this hab is barred to you. And, unlike your repeated and wilful refusal to use my proper title, breaking this rule will have immediate consequences. I will not brook ignorance in this matter. At least your language is simply a matter of adjustment.” She added the last dismissively, an afterthought. My dissent was apparently a blade easily turned aside.
There was no changing the facts, then, and I looked around for where I would be sleeping. There had to be one, an absurd little padded place that was disastrously comfortable. There was none, not at first glance, but at least the couch would be a better bed than any I had ever slept on before the Compact’s arrival in Sol. Even the padded rings of cushioning the affini seemed to love were quite comfortable, and I was not a fool who believed that the aesthetic of an oversized pet bed degraded the mind of the Master who slept in it; plenty of proud cultures in human history slept on simple floor mats when Terra was Earth.
As I examined the space, I noticed the little signs that the adaptations of this space to low gravity were somehow out of place, temporary. The desk and its strange drawer, the art clinging fitfully to the walls, even the sculptures and other objects had rubbery clamps placed beneath them, holding them in place. The decor all suggested Ophidia was used to something more familiar to me, like a proper planet or at worst an affini hab ring.
“Oph- ah. Master. You don’t live here permanently, do you? On Ganymede?”
Ophidia closed the drawer after secreting whatever she had been going over in it. As far as I knew, my domestication contract had joined them. “I do not. I usually move between ships as my work requires me. I was most recently living on the  Chaleuria,  and the  Cymbidum  before that.”
I sighed a small breath of relief. Thank God, this was a mobile hab, and she was just visiting this tiny awful moon. I wasn’t going to have to permanently adapt to using a hose to piss.
Ophidia turned to walk down the main hallway and clicked, the same reverberating, ringing snap of sound that cut through my thoughts. She was holding a hand just so, a sign I didn’t know yet. “Come. I will be washing you.” 
I sniffed like I’d smelled something rancid. It was utterly transparent, how she planned to condition me to follow basic commands like some unthinking animal. Unfortunately, the inhalation was my downfall; the warm air had primed my body to reopen my sinuses, and it was immediately demonstrated just how badly I needed to be cleaned. Transparent it might have been, but it would have been stupid to object. Besides, having a servant to wash me was exactly what I had been planning for my future life as a pet.
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  The bathroom was exactly as classlessly ostentatious as was expected from any affini interior designer. I wasn’t particularly impressed, of course; the aesthetic tastes of the general affini were underdeveloped and simplistic. Not only that, but I had been a citizen of the Terran Protectorate for almost two years. The time for being awed by hollow displays of opulence had long since passed. When I could bat my eyelashes at the nearest affini and receive a mansion in return, it simply began to lose its lustre. What was the point of this style of wealth without the required emotionality and intellectualism to shape into in a vision that suited it?
This particular bathroom was was strangely outfitted. The empty tub was bone dry, presumably never used in the low gravity. The mirrors were all fogged, to avoid any potential disorientation. In the corner, a locking, sliding door was affixed in a set of transparent walls, creating a separated and enclosed space.
This last was presumably for showering in the current conditions. A welcome reminder that Ganymede was a temporary base, rather than my station for the rest of eternity. I had grown to despise this dirty little ice ball of a moon and had hoped to be off it by now. I never did understand why mother was so convinced its pagan-leaning peasantry were worth the effort of trying to convert to her particular brand of religious delusions.
All in all, the bathroom was what I had expected. No space I had seen since the fall of the Accord was truly beautiful, simply  enjoyable.  The Accord itself had barely been better, but my line of work had seen me as a guest in many a crime lord’s home, and the decor my employers had usually chosen was, while usually intellectually lacking, defined in power. Glittering gold means something when you cannot simply compile it. The affini did not know power, as they did not know what it was like to not have it. Hollow aesthetics propped up by meaningless displays of stolen abstract art and living trophies. Power without vision. It was so fabulously dull.
A click from the xeno dragged me out of my fond reminiscing. “Strip,” she demanded.
I glared at her for just long enough to let my opinions be known before reaching behind my back and unclasping my bra. My movements were perfunctory as I slid the loops off my arms and dropped it, my underwear shortly following it to the floor where I could kick them into the little pile of dull, stained cotton.
My face burned with humiliation, but that was a societally conditioned response. There was no shame in nudity, no rational backing for the blood vessels in my cheeks to flash, it was simply a reflexive response to being threatened.
Ophidia’s behavior was undeniably menacing, like a knife held to the throat by a confident hand, but was almost certainly transiently so. I  had  just planted what I had at least  thought  was a bomb directly underneath one of the busier tunnels in the capital of a Jovian moon mere hours ago. Her good graces were something I would have to build around myself from scratch.
She was most likely going to spend a week or two punishing me to the greatest extent this weak willed race was capable of; perhaps she would only want to cuddle me for a  few hours  each day. Her little show of stomping on my will, the hubris of taking decisive action and deciding what was allowed for myself, until her natural affini programming took over again. 
There were clear signs that she would soon fall into the expected patterns. She was going to wash me herself for a start. If she was truly angry, if she was intent on being such a firm governess, she wouldn’t have impulsively spot-adopted me and then said she loved me before even having a room for me in her home. Her threats were a game, and I could control the board by playing by the rules I knew.
I looked to her for the next instruction, the direction to the shower, or whatever malicious command she decided to begin attempting to instil in me. Instead, she knelt, taking my hand in hers. She was gentle, holding it delicately in one of her beastly mitts. It was miniscule by comparison, her newly-formed paw outsizing mine by a factor of nearly three. I was, against my better judgement, mildly charmed by this strangely tender moment and thus, of course, the monster showed its true colours and immediately spoiled it.
She bent my wrist, flexing it backwards, pushing my arm up and twisting,  firmly enough to make the joints ache and lightly enough that I could help but accede. I was forced to twirl in place, exposing my entire naked body to her ghastly observations. I felt like a creature in a zoo. I felt like a slab of meat on a hook.
“You were not lying in your self appraisal. You are indeed adorable. An admirable member of a very cute pet species. Very pleasant to look at, though you will be cuter when you are not filthy and ill-tempered.”
A pair of vines pinched the flesh of my arm between their dextrous tips, pressing down where there was nothing but toned muscle. Even in a sewer pit, a person can exercise.
“You will also be better equipped with more fat on you. Far too little cushioning. An impact should bruise, not shatter bone and tear muscle.”
“You’re not allowed to change my body. It’s in the contract. We negotiated-”
“I agreed that I would not make any alterations to the form of my property via xenodrugs, surgery or other direct intervention. You did not specify any changes that came as a result of standard biological processes, and if you had requested such, I would never have granted it. I will not allow anyone to accuse me of starving my pet. No, your rounding out will come as a result of proper nutrition and control, now that you are not subsisting on synthcubes and petty hate. Ideally, you will be like  this  everywhere.”
She flicked at one of my breasts with yet another one of her endless vines, leaving it to bounce up and down, momentum barely slowed by mass on this godforsaken moon. I kept my mouth shut; I was furious, a heat building in my chest and lower, but I was not a slave to emotion enough to do something stupid.
"It is quite cute that your mammalian taxonomic class evolved such an efficient way to transfer nutrients to your young, and even more endearing that your species keeps them engorged at all times as an attempt at a mating display. They will be much more pleasant to look at once a month of sweat, grime, and dead skin cells are no longer trapped under them. Now, time to learn the scope of what I assume will be the site of the worst of the hygiene issues."
Firm vines wrapped around the muscles of my legs, forcing them apart, making me bend my knees and let out an indignant yelp. She glanced over the fine Compact surgical handiwork between my thighs with all the passion I would give a stripped circuit board before discarding it. Then, she ran a vine across my labia and the fury broke.
 “Bâtarde, tu vas me le payer-  You specifically agreed you would not try to sexually-”
She looked straight at me, her cold face mask doing nothing to hide the piercing blue of her eyes. They were like a dawn sky, startlingly sharp, shot through with the glittering of an internal fire. Somehow, despite the fact that her expression had not changed, she was fixing my with a quiet look of condescension, even as her grip softened slightly. “Relax, precious pet. I do not care for the state of your sexual organs, beyond how soiled you managed to get them in that little burrow of yours. You are safe with me.” 
I blushed under the softening of her gaze, then directed my own elsewhere, noting Ophidia had not seemed to care I had failed to address her by title. She held the vine that had touched me under my nostrils, and my eyes watered slightly. It wasn't just the rank of not bathing though. There was an acidic scent that suggested the effects of my body experiencing physical arousal. My face burned, but I knew nothing I said would improve my situation, so I chose to stay quiet.
“I have no interest in intentionally sexually pleasuring you,  pet.  If you ever develop an interest in such things, you will be permitted to seek them elsewhere. But I am not responsible for the shape of your desires. Do not insult and degrade me by suggesting that my cleaning my property constitutes Terran sexuality.”
I attempted to dissociate as she continued to probe and prod at me, all the more defiling an experience for how dispassionately it was being done. It can’t have been more than a few seconds before she was satisfied with her inspection, and she let go of my arm. I fell back, trying to step away, sudden enough that the grasping carpet fibers were all that kept me from floating into the air.
Ophidia opened a cabinet inset on the wall, and produced several bottles, holding them in her myriad vines. I could hardly see the writing on them from where I was standing, and even if I had been able to they were presumably in some affini script that I had never bothered learning beyond the basics. Even since the affini arrived i had maintained my focus on languages with history and importance that Terran Standard lacked; Deutsche, Français, English, Italiana, Latinae.
At least I could rely on the fact that even this harsh taskmaster of an affini would provide me with the comforts I had found so enjoyable during my wardship. I had never stopped using drugged shampoo after earning my independence, it was too luxurious an experience to let escape me. No matter how much of a degenerate she eventually demonstrated herself to be, she was still an affini, she still had all the programming to be a good, servile ‘owner’. Frankly, after shivering in those pipes for a month, being doted on by a member of a race so intent on placating the needs of their  florets  was exactly what I needed. After all, this was the species that named their education classes things like ‘  Terrans are Adorable!’ ; she would be hand-feeding me caviar and blini by the end of the week.
“What does that one do? Master?” I asked, curious as to what exactly i was about to be dosed with.
“It cleans your hair.” For a brief moment, I thought that her otherwise motionless birchwood mask shifted to display a playful smile, but it couldn’t have done. “Do you require an explanation of how soap works? It would certainly explain the state of your body.”
“I know how soap works, thank you.” I pouted, “I know what you affini are like, though. My warden always insisted on xenodrug shampoo, y’know, the usual. I’d like to know what you’re about to put in my body.”
“Curious.” She considered the bottle for a moment, “I don’t have any. Why would I? You already know I did not plan on taking a pet today.”
“I’m not sure if you know this, Master, but the Affini Compact is post-scarcity. Atomic compilers? You can just fucking print whatever you want.” The flash of temper was a mistake, but one I’d gladly give up. It was entirely rational to demonstrate that I still maintained my convictions and my capacity for objection. Her  inspection  hadn’t shaken me, nothing she would do would shake me.
“Your presumption is truly precious. If you had wanted power, I would have suggested not engaging in acts of feralism. If you wanted to maintain the exacting conditions of your wardship, perhaps you should have simply remained with your warden. Now, instead, you are mine. Your intoxication with euphoriants or otherwise will be at my discretion and will be for my benefit as much as yours.”
“I thought the point of the drugs was to make us  pets  feel good.”
“In a sense, yes. Pets that ‘feel good’ are cuter, more pliable, easier to train, and enjoyable to watch and play with. As I said, it is for my benefit too. Any pleasures that you receive in the process are entirely at my sufferance.” She eyed me, those beaten-metal gems set into her facemask angling down, and up, assessing me again, “Has it never occurred to you that your wardship was, in the crude language of terran idiom, a ‘sales pitch’ on the behavior of only a  singular  affini?”
No, of course it hadn’t. I’d met more affini than just my warden, I knew what they were  like . I’d watch them dote on drooling animals that might once have considered themselves terran enough times to know that they were the standard. Ophidia was simply attempting to present herself as an outlier, attempting to coerce ‘good’ behavior with unspoken threats. 
The only thing I could imagine that would cut her lecture short was plain honesty. “No, Master.”
“You could have simply asked to be owned. If you had, you would have maintained the conditions of florethood that you previously enjoyed. Instead, you decide a wild gamble suited you better- you seem not to identify as a Terran, perhaps the Furool would be more fitting. You have made the assumption that your experience could be guaranteed to generalize to an entire intergalactic civilization. You are wrong.”
I huffed, shifting my weight from foot to foot.
“Your actions, foolish as they were, fundamentally constituted an elaborate form of exhortation. Despite everything of the circumstances, I am nonetheless glad that you decided on such a course of foolishness. Your actions set you in motion to meet an owner who truly understands you: Me.”
I decided to let her have the final word, simply grunting out a mumble of acknowledgement. She wouldn’t have the pleasure of humiliating me in this particular engagement. Ophidia finally opened the shower door and ushered me in with a click and a light push on the backside. It seemed typical of the boxy watering closets that were required for bathing on moons, though scaled to a body twice as tall as I had ever used. The total lack of the usual facemask to assist in breathing when the air inevitably filled with droplets was concerning. She wouldn’t let me drown, surely, but a little waterboarding was not beyond my expectations of how low she could theoretically sink. 
As she followed me in, I was forced to back up against the wall, her body moving closer and closer until she was looming over me, surrounding me, filling the space with her body. There was no avoiding the proximity; her vines and leaves were pressing all around. I took a deep breath in through my mouth, a vain attempt to calm my pounding heart and avoid a noseful of her scent. It would be laced with pheremones, aerosolized bonding enhancers, everything she could use to confuse and disorient me. 
It was far closer quarters than I had realized it would be. “This seems small for an affini shower.”
“Perfectly large enough for a person who moves frequently and lives alone. I have no intention of changing it.”
I frowned. “You don’t live alone  now,  though?”
She somehow pressed even closer, her vines pressing into the wall. I flattened myself into the corner, barely breathing, barely daring to blink as she dominated the tiny shower box. “You will find I do. Alone, with a pet. You are property, not a person, and I will not be taking your half formed opinions on interior design into consideration in the styling of my living space. Besides, you are tiny.” 
I gulped. “Fine. whatever. What else, are you going to try and to drown me? I need a mask in this grav. If you turn the water on, the air is going to fill with droplets I can’t breathe. We aren't in Xa’a space, I'm not aquatic.”
Without a word of answer, she extended a funnel of her leaves on a vine. It opened like a false flower, pressing against my face, foliage adhering without the slightest pressure. It was close, close enough that I could feel tiny hairs brush against my lips. I didn’t want to suck in air, didn’t want to breath when she was so close that I would inevitably be utterly assaulted by her scent. 
I didn’t get a choice. Vines pressed against my belly, pushing against my diaphragm and applying force until it was just too uncomfortable to keep holding on. I opened my mouth, exhaled, and inhaled hard, filling my lungs with oxygen and the smell of her so strong it was a flavor on my tongue. 
Caraway and ritual incense, like the inside of a church on all saints day washed across my tongue, followed by the bright florals of iris, rose and then musky, mossy, heady labdanum beneath it, staining my palette, clinging to the inside of my mouth. She was somehow almost acrid aniseed with amber that clung to every molecule of air. 
I lost my sense of time to it, tasting it, exploring it, processing the complexity of everything she had pressed into me. I was only broken out of my task by the sudden spray of water from the ceiling, crashing across her vines, running rivers flooding through her body and down onto my skin. It was hot, scouring, and it bit into the crust of dirt and grime that was layered across my body. 
Droplets ricocheted off of Ophidia, off of me, a thin film forming across every surface. Steam began to fog the space, the air that wasn’t globules of fluid filling with haziness that cast a rainbow around the light fixtures where they shone through frosted glass.
I let myself relax, slowly, cautiously, breathing in the thick air laced with Ophidia's scent. She pulled me from the wall and I complied, watching bleary-eyed as she mixed a generous blob of body wash into the water around her, then angled her leaves to bounce the sprays at me, creating gently focused streams that lazily wove over my whole body. The experience was certainly pleasant, after spending a month in a hole. Greyish-brown spatters appeared in the humid air, a stark reminder of just how filthy I had become while striking a blow for those who truly knew themselves.
Some of the water gained a gently pink tint, a humiliating reminder that I hadn’t remembered to make space in my bag for tampons. I’d ruined two pairs of underwear that cycle, and had only myself to blame. It had made the rest of the month much less comfortable. Living within arm's reach of a compiler had made me soft, forgetful. Admittedly, though, I had never had the requisite anatomy or a menstrual cycle before my wardship anyway, so it was hardly my fault for having forgotten them.
She uncapped another bottle, and formed a quartet of small hands to run through my hair. She tugged firmly at knots, disentangling the messy work of four weeks underground. It was not rough, nor overly affectionate, rather simply utilitarian. Yes, it was another reminder that she did not approve of my principles or the actions I based upon them. At least it would not be long before she forgot. For immortal beings, affini had short attention spans.
My thoughts were once again shattered in their tracks as I found myself lifted from the ground and turned until my back was facing her. I squirmed slightly in her grasp, testing the limits of my binding. The directed rinsing stopped, and Ophidia went back to allowing the water to drift around freely. Droplets floated in lazy arcs around me, spiraling micro-systems of globules that span and spattered off of one another. They were entrancing, glistering in the many-coloured lights, entertainment for a soul parched for nutrition. Maybe the smell of her really was getting to me.
She ran a soap-covered leaf across a stretch of arm, cautiously, experimentally. I almost coo’d as she did it again, curious as to what effect the suds would have on my skin. Euphoriants, perhaps, or nerve stimulators. Whatever it was, Ophidia seemed dissatisfied with the results. There was a subtle tone of disapproval in how her body moved, but felt more vague than the baseline that had been directed at me so much already. I had always had an easy time telling what Affini were thinking without even trying. One look and I immediately could read their emotional decision making. I always knew what they were thinking, because just being well adapted to expansionism did not make a virus any more capable of being truly alive.
“You are going to have to trust me, pet, and I apologize for how this will feel. Your eyes cannot see what I can, but you are covered in a residue that mere soap and water will not address. I will not tolerate the potential effects of heavy metal powders on your skin, and I will need to do significant exfoliation. This is not a punishment, I promise.”
Something hard and rough scraped a length down the tender skiing of my back, and I let out a pained little whine into the mask covering my mouth and nose. “That hurt,” I mumbled through heavy breaths, because stating the obvious was better than thinking about why other parts of my body, parts she hadn’t even touched, were suddenly feeling electric and tingling.
I craned my neck, trying to look up and into her face, trying to catch those vivid, blazing eyes. They shone down at me, cutting through the sluggish tar I called my thoughts, a deep golden glimmer in the otherwise icy blue. I could see the glint of light that danced on jagged teeth as they curled into a hungry smile.
She ran the same abrasive, textured surface- a particularly barky covered vine, perhaps?- over my skin again, firmer, less carefully. I whimpered at each deep scratch, fighting back the urge to arch my spine into her ministrations. I began to feel just how tightly her many fingers were digging into my flesh, holding me in place as I twitched against her. 
She followed each scrape of the film of grime and dead skin cells I had been living with for a month with a gentler application of soapy water that erased the lingering sting but left the endorphin rush. Every brush of pain made me feel more dizzy- some kind of reflexive response, I would have supposed, but I was barely able to arrange a supposition. 
Only the first pass over each patch of skin hurt, every following one numbed by the rush of pleasure hormones that were flooding my body, a flood that was quickly breaching every dam holding back the urge to go limp in her grasp and simply allow her to continue. There was a building, heating, tightening feeling in my lower abdomen, behind the clenching, spasming muscles of my core, a feeling I had rarely felt before first seeing the video that had, eventually, led me to her grasp.
[image: ]
She chose mercy; she did not attempt to exfoliate anything between my legs or on my face, saving me the humiliation of thorough work on those more sensitive areas. Instead she used a gentle but rigorous application of several sponges. I let her work without protest, though still gave out the occasional humiliating whine of indignation. Despite that, I certainly felt better for her efforts, even if the tenderized skin of her first pass still stung a little. It felt good to be clean again. I had grown very used to the absolute comforts of my life in the time since the Accord fell, and while I was glad to have proven I had the mettle to survive without them, it didn’t mean it had been a pleasant experience. 
She hummed an approving tone, allowing it to radiate from her chest cavity like expressionistic whale song. I gasped as my next breath drawn in through the mask of her leaves tasted like sharp, sweet strawberry on my tongue. It was a startling surprise, one that shot through my psyche like a bolt of sugary lightning. 
She shifted, pressed against me, my face turned sideways until my cheek was flat to the wall, her weight against my back. Pinned, tiny, helpless, between tile and a creature with the power and inclination to enact absolute physical control over me. My breath sped up, and the fruit laced air stuck to my tongue deeper for my hyperventilating. 
This was not coddling, this was not a being lost to the whimsy of condescension. Her application of force felt calculated, squeezing with the strength to communicate in a language that ran deeper than any words, that between clever prey and the brutish hunter that had caught her. 
Stillness overtook my body. She was so massive. So fundamentally domineering in her control of the space. Her control of me. My eyelids drooped. My breathing was shallow and still speeding up, still tasting the sweet berry on my tongue, my saliva infected with the traces of that saccharine treat. I heard her voice from just behind my left ear.
“You are being very good, for such a fresh feral capture. I think I will reward you. Just remember the cause and effect here. Good doll.”
My body felt heavy, despite the low gravity. The water was warm, but the heat was somewhere far away. Every breath, in and out, in and out, was relaxing, soothing, calming, a pressure on my soul that was… I was being drugged. The realization came suddenly, startling. 
The weight against my back pulled away as quickly as it had come and I whined out, verbally chasing the pressure that had compressed my tits against the wall. I was set on the floor quickly, despite my protest. My eyelids felt so heavy.
Blink. Ophidia had turned the water off.
Blink. I was being dried off, without the sparks of pleasure at every brush that had ignited something low in my belly. I wasn’t as high now. Still I pressed against her touch.
Blink. A simple lacy bra was slipped over my head and underwear was pulled up my legs. My tits were finally restrained from their weightless dance, and I was grateful as their lavicious bouncing that had come with every motion was making me uncomfortable. She picked me up.
I blinked again and breathed deeply, and all I could taste on the air was aldehydes and bergamot, the rich patchouli softening the sharp citrus. I wanted to bury my face in her shoulder and simply inhale everything I could find of her. It was easy. She was carrying me, limp in her arms. She was right there. I could smell her. 
Ophi- The Affi- Master floated us through an archway in the main space to a kitchen. She placed me on the soft floor by her dozens of lower limbs as she set to cooking, though one vine lay atop my midsection, planted like a foot to prevent me from floating off if I moved too suddenly. 
The hardwood floor was comfortably cool under my body. Something about it was more relaxing than anything I had ever felt, smoother than a bed could be, more comfortable than a hundred couches I’d tried. Considering compact materials, that was quite impressive.
The savoury smells of hot food drifted through my mind in a haze. I recognized onion, garlic, paprika and other spices I couldn’t name. It was hard to keep track of. There was so much to think about. I yawned at the idea.
Blink.
I was in her lap at a table, a steamy box of food set in front of me, clear covering completely foggy and unclear. She filled a pipette from a bottle of liquid whose label I could not clearly see.
There was a brush against my lips. The signal to allow a servant to feed me. My mouth dropped open, as I had been taught, so that I didn’t have to think about anything but the joys of taste. Several drops of a thick fluid pooled on my tongue, a heady cavalcade of berry juice and sweet cream, and I swallowed automatically at another gesture. 
“Good doll.” 
Blink. 
She was speaking, and her words echoed off the recesses and sconces of an ancient mausoleum, grand walls bouncing and rebounding everything she said in a way to make it indistinguishable from the beating of my heart and the filling and emptying of my lungs. Only her praise was clear. 
I could see the bottle from which the fluid had been drawn. I knew so many languages. The germanics, the latinate romances, even the graceless perversions native to my own birth I knew better than to ever speak where others could hear. Unfortunately, the bottle was turned the wrong way.
A second set of gestures, a second pooling liquid disappearing down my throat. It was sharp citrus and bitter chocolate, harsh contrasts. Some part of me wondered if honey was the missing flavor. I looked down at the food container. The steam had cleared a little, allowing me to see that half of the food- a kind of stew, I think, I wasn’t certain- had disappeared. I wondered where it had gone. My eyelids felt so heavy.
Blink.
She was speaking, melodious and heavy, each word a honeyed slug that slipped into my ear and wrapped around my mind. I drifted in and out of focus with each curling of her lips.
“Ornery as you may be when I allow you to be lucid, a toy will always be lurking within, ready to emerge. You may rage and thrash, but the toy will be mine whenever I will it. One day you will know it in your bones, intuitively and without the need for intoxication. An obedient, beloved pet that knows its place at my heel.”
Her vines brushed across my skin and left trails of golden, glowing light smeared across the landscape of my being. I giggled, leaning back into her grasp, aching for the pressure. I had been high before, but this…
Blink. 
The taste of seared lamb, sweet bell peppers and smoky spices still lingered in my mouth, but the box was empty now, allowed to drift away and bounce idly in the low gravity.
Brush. Open mouth. 
Tap. Close. 
Stroke. Bitter almonds, cherry juice, sugar pastry spilling into the space between tongue and teeth, rolling across the muscle. I swallowed the final dose as Miss Lataria directed. Instructions. Directions. Comprehensible, actionable. It felt good to have such a clear mandate.
I couldn’t move. My muscles wouldn’t spasm, my nerves wouldn’t fire. Everything felt so good, and I was immobilized by a lack of discretion. There was no need, though, no need to have my own volition to drive me. I could listen. I could wait. Some deep void within my chest felt filled, flooded by Miss Lataria’s droppers.
She picked up the empty box, the discarded pipette, and the bottle of liquid. It turned, and the last thing I saw as my soul melted away, my consciousness splattering across the inside of my skull, was the label affixed to the front of it. There was a cartoony illustration, an articulated doll with the dress and the collar and the eyes of a floret. Underneath was a line of symbols, a line of clear, stark text in affini script common enough I recognized all of it, though the exact meaning was too far away to remember.
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  It was the light that woke me up.
Streaming photons bounced off my skin, warming it with the imparting of energy created in a fusion furnace millions of miles away. I felt like it was the activation, the thing that brought wakefulness screaming out of the dark and reaching my distant consciousness in the morass of lassitude that pervaded everything. I was clay, touched by the fingers of God, shaped for understanding, reasoning, and it swept back into my soul like a deluge. 
I shifted, feeling the brush of gripping fibers release my naked back. I was comfortable, curled up on the ground, hands tangled into a slowly shifting carpet of motile vines. There was nothing for it, I was waking up within reach of the bane of my last few hours, whether I wanted it or not. Stretching began at my toes, working slowly up my body until I was finally arching my remarkably kink-free spine, all the muscles feeling loose and comfortably tender. Eventually I couldn’t stave off the inevitable any more. I yawned, blinking, opening my eyes slowly to blear hazily in the light.
“Good afternoon, pet.”
Disentangling my fingers from her vines, I sat up, sluggish, still shaking off the last vestiges of slumber. I was in the central room, surrounded by a thousand trifling trinkets, and had been curled up next to one of Ophidia’s gigantic armchairs, arranged near the front windows. The skirtlike curtain of her many foot-tendrils were draped across the floor and across me, covering me while I dozed. I couldn’t help the bite in my voice when I replied.
“You made me sleep on the  floor?” 
“Would you be surprised if I had? I would not deny myself the potential opportunity to do so, but no, I did not. You chose to sleep there last night, and moved to rest at my feet after I fed you breakfast. You insisted, even, that you be allowed to curl up by my feet, in needy whines if not words.”
I frowned even as my chest felt an embarrassed tightness. I tried to scour my memory since the shower, and found only the vaguest flickers in the deepest recesses. I knew she had drugged me, I had a gestural implication of a bottle I couldn’t read the label on. I thought there was something with sweet smells and sweeter tastes, but I couldn’t… I couldn’t find the connecting links between a hundred micro-impressions. What had happened? What had she given me? 
“Do not assign intent to the random motions of a drugged mammal body,  Master.  If I slept on the floor it is because you allowed it, do not pretend that it was my idea.”
She made an amused rattling. “A surprisingly fair argument. However, it is hardly surprising you found it an appealing place to rest. You were sleeping strapped to half of a broken pipe for the last month, and my flooring is quite an upgrade to that. It is comparably comfortable to any bed I could have provided.”
“I… see. Fine.” Should I have appended her title to that? I wasn’t certain, and my head felt stuffy as I attempted to solve the mystery. Everything was heavy, my thoughts moving like sludge seeping from a factory's outlet pipe. She was the one who had drugged me, she must understand the source of my disorientation and afford me patience for it.
If whatever inscrutable algorithm that made her choices saw fit to cruelly punish me for breaches of decorum in this state, it was because she was looking for an excuse to cruelly punish me. I focused my full attention on her, but could barely see her face over the hard cover of an oversized book she was reading from her chair.
I attempted to take stock, and found little stock to take. My skin felt like it was glowing, radiating a dull sense of pleasure from somewhere deep within. I would have attributed it to the xenodrugs running rampant through my blood stream, except it was a localized, specific sensation rather than something that suffused my entire body.
I was warm and comfortable, my hairless skin completely flush without a single goosebump. Nudity was apparently no limitation on my well-being, though I had a moment of absolute fear and dread shoot through me and settle in my stomach. Had she done something untoward, something awful, while I was drugged? No, it seemed accurate that Ophidia had limited interest in sexual contact; the xeno had her chance in the shower and had not taken it. What better time to engage in…  penetration,  than when she had me uncomfortably pressed against the wall. 
I couldn’t remember anything clearly between then and waking, but hopefully nothing had happened of that sort. I was rather happy staying uncorrupted by something as animalistic as sexual intercourse, and remaining a virgin was important to me. Especially given my state-assigned rapist was an uncultured  xeno. 
I couldn’t string together the sequence of events, my memory a messy jumble rather than anything intelligible. She had showered me, and in doing so assaulted me, up to the absolute limits of what I assumed our contract allowed her to. After that humiliating experience, she had fed me, and used xenodrugs to render me a pliable plaything, which was where memory changed from a clear sequence to ephemeral smudges. That much was par for the course of any affini-human relationship and devoid of any real significance or consequence. It was hardly surprising that a member of a species that once reproduced via intoxicated pollinators would still be a slave to her more primitive instincts, failing to break the necessary biological urges as I had.
But, I cautioned myself so as not to become hubristic, I had not expected her to dive so deep into the alphabet as a Lima-Mike on my first night as her charge. My warden had never been so bold: was Ophida truly so committed to such control, or had it simply been a large enough dose of something unremarkable like  apocynai  to make me lose my senses and the bottle was merely a fake-out?
A memory flickered, sputtering into light like an ancient film projector. An injector breaking my body’s epidermis, pouring the affini’s viscous phytotoxin into flesh over and over, the first seeds of the addiction to her my body would inevitably develop, planted deep enough to germinate. It was already difficult to drag my gaze away from her, a certain sign my body was aligning to her influence. She turned a page in her book, and the motion caught my attention entirely.
It was to be expected- I had never been stupid enough to think I would not become addicted to whatever caretaker I chose as my lifelong servant, not in such close quarters, not with such proximity to their entirety. I had only managed to overcome the miserable withdrawals of independent living with a careful blend of human philosophy and whatever recreational substances I had been able to manipulate my vet into giving me. It had been a harrowing, winnowing experience, one that had hardened me into a true Master of my own destiny, capable of taking the kinds of action that were required of the noble, morality-making class. What Ophidia would choose to do with that kind of power over my subjective experience and dependency on her was a thought I did not dare dwell on.
The effects of her toxins, her injector barbs, were not predictable, but the more I watched her, the more I could make sense of the sensory echo hanging just out of the reach of my intelligent mind. Flashes of ill-defined sense-data spiralled through my head, memories of screaming in animal need at the wall of foliage binding it, of the desperate pursuit of sensation that she painted across every surface of this reshaped, perfected body. Something in me had sought out affection and gained it, earned it, though absolute and agonising submission to her. To Ophidia. 
Smeared glimpses of a wall of crimson and blue, too massive for a single glance, too massive but to be known as a cavalcade of moments, each one a snapshot of an angle of the edifice that loomed above me, over me. It reduced me by its size. It was splattered, hot and wet, unknowable, the details too transient for identification.
There! Something stood out, a buoy in the tide, a glimmer in the darkness, spikes of clarity pushing through the sensory smear of my ugly little trip.The slam of knotted vines against tan skin, the thundering, screeching gasp for mercy, violence against a body bound by wooden cuffs and metal chains and imposing, devastating willpower. That same body, with the ego trapped deep within the id, had screamed with desire under a thousand imagined body blows.
No. I couldn’t believe that. Surely that was just a horrid little dream, the machinations of an animal hindbrain that wanted to understand the vivid colours in its unbound soul. I stood up, levering myself on shaky, weak limbs as my head spun faster than any grav-ring. I caught a blurry glance at myself in the reflective metal of the desk’s side, and I wobbled over to it without much thought. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I took a moment to look myself over, and couldn’t help but yelp in surprise.
I was a tapestry of the aftermath of violence, a demonstration of unmistakable sadism and battery. I was covered in scratches, bruises, even a few welts that hadn’t fully faded. I ran my hands over them, feeling the raised lines of multiple impacts. Some were the dull circles of kinetic transfer, others wrapped around limbs where only coiling vines could have squeezed those sorts of injuries into my flesh. Closer inspection revealed dozens of tiny pink dots running like twin tracks along the veins of my thighs and arms, the only remains of dozens of penetrations, injection after injection after injection punching through my skin. The scraping abrasions of dragging claws ran down my back, along my hips, even across my belly. 
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I was the image of a battered woman, and couldn’t imagine how much pain I would be in if it wasn’t for the damping haze that hung over my senses.
“You…  beat  me!?” It came out as a squeak, a squawk of impotent frustration rather than a roar of indignation. I twisted to glare at the beast, unbalancing myself enough that I had to clutch at the table for support. 
She did not even look up from the book she was reading.“I decided I would help myself to a preview of what you will become in time,  with a simple application of a Class-L xenodrug, though I did follow with far more than that. You make for a very enjoyable toy, even in such an… unrefined state. My peers were right about your species making wonderful pets.”
There was a momentous silence. Did she realize that the final straw had been applied, that she had finally gone too far? Did she know she had fucked up?
“You’re disgusting. You’re a fucking degenerate automaton, a monster of id. All you have is thoughtless scripts, you’re incapable of restraining your violent, animalistic impulses, your fucking pathological need for dominance. You dare-”
She made a quiet noise, a disapproving sigh like a Martian spring wind through outback brush, that was nonetheless enough to strike me speechless. “Be quiet. I have not owned a pet since long before you were born, and I decided to refresh myself on the pleasures with a sample of what you will eventually become. Besides,” Her eyes flicked up above the top of her book, meeting mine for just the briefest of moments, “I am entirely capable of reading the type of stimulation you require, far better than you can. You wanted it and I enjoyed the experience. Quite symbiotic.”
My belly twisted in on itself, a deep-seated sensation that was surely nausea. “You’re a fucking rapist. You fucking  raped  me, you disgusting xeno!”
“Quite definitionally not. You are an object that belongs to me; nothing I will ever do to you would qualify as that word.”
“I look battered, like a fucking victim. This is hideous.”
A more easily manipulated fool would almost think there was something sad in her tone as she replied.
“You are beautiful. I have never before had a floret without fur, feathers, or another body covering like scales. You are more naked than any who have walked at my side before, you should consider that a remarkable honour. Those marks, the ones you call hideous, they are an echo of my love, visible only thanks to thorough application. It is appreciation of your station, of what you will become, and what you are even now.”
I remained silent, pouting at Ophidia as she tilted her head slightly to look me over again while she nonchalantly turned the pages of her book. Was that a hungry smile on her wooden lips? 
“You have the remarkably rarely evolved gift of flesh that visibly bruises, pet. It would be an abject waste not to mark you as mine in a way that only your body can possibly carry. You are the one who chose to render yourself entirely hairless below the neck when you transitioned, did you not wish for your skin to be appreciated fully?”
I turned to look at my reflection again, in some vain attempt to see what she seemed so sincere in describing as attractive and desirable. My cheeks were flushed, and a faint redness had bloomed across the skin above my breasts. It was a reflex, a trained response to the tone of her voice, to her praise for my body. 
I failed to see the beauty in the mockery of affection that had been inflicted upon me. Beauty was to be found in elegance and purpose, in reshaping something to be better, stronger, faster. I looked like a ridiculous abstract painting, something this beastly woman would keep hung on her wall, with the darkened purple blotches and the thin red lines that patterned my entirety in injuries. 
There were even obvious signs of compression around my neck, from which the thin plastic collar I had worn since my capture was curiously absent. I wondered, disgust filling the pit that had been carved out of my belly by her praise, which of her vines, which of her amorphous hands, had squeezed tight enough to rupture blood vessels and leave contusions around my throat. To carve her collar into the very cells of my flesh.
My memory spat up the phantom sensation of suffocation, of being unable to catch even the barest mote of breath, entirely helpless, aflame with the pleasure of absolute physical submission. The negative pressure of lungs desperately trying to suck down air through an impermeable seal over my mouth and nose, burning with the heat of arousal and helplessness. She had held me in place, wrapped in powerful vines and afforded me not even the barest ability to move. I had been made a subject to her violence, an immobile canvas for her whims. She had decided to hurt me, and some quirk of biology within me had wanted it, and even through the shadowed half-memories of the drugs I knew that she did not need intoxicants to do it again.
I thanked God that craving  physical submission  did not equate to mental surrender. She could not have me while I still retained my mind as a fortress against her assaults. She could drug me, and I would still be my own, She could beat me, and I would not break. There was nothing she could do but take me temporarily into oblivion and use my physicality as her motionless doll. It was nothing to me. She was nothing to me.
Finally dragging my eyes away from the marks that littered my body, I caught my own gaze and found a fresh horror to recoil from. The pupils were blown out and bloodshot, altered by whatever my kidneys had yet to manage flushing, but aside from that, the little ring of deep brown iris that still showed now glittered with faint speckles of gold. 
“My  eyes!?  They changed color!?” It was an undignified shriek, a horrible, harridan sound that I wished I could have turned on her in full fury. At least I had the confidence of being entirely justified. 
“Indeed. A common, minor side effect of the Ω-27 I used last night to put you in a more pleasant state. I expect to employ it often, and with repeated doses, the golden tinge will eventually be rendered permanent. There is no shame in it, many florets can be recognized as enjoyers of the Class-L by this altered coloration, and they are as beloved as any other.”
“You said- the contract- you  said  you would not use xenodrugs to change my body!” It felt futile at this point, to hold her to an agreement she clearly did not care to honor. If nothing else, I wanted to remind her that she was in breach of her word, that she was violating our negotiated agreements. I might not have any power, but I had the moral high ground, I had the position of authority.
“I think you will find the exact wording was in regards to the shape of your body, not its hues. But clearly this is an unproductive and upsetting line of discussion for you, and I am ending it here.”
A vine tipped with a pretty white flower hovered in front of me for just long enough that I noticed its existence, before it darted forwards and plunged a needle into my skin. My righteous anger was gone almost immediately, stolen away by the sting of its injector and the flooding application of medication. I knew this one well, the drug whose effects had come the closest to convincing me to beg to stay when my original warden had recommended me for independence; the dreaded Class-E. The one that deadened my ability to access the capacity for rational analysis that was so vital for a human mind, and so antithetical to the tamed little lap-primate this society wanted to turn me into. The drug I would have stipulated to never be given again when I volunteered for pethood as planned.
My legs went out from under me, my coordination going from ‘wobbly’ to ‘entirely unstable’ and dropping directly onto my ass on the carpeted floor. I stared into my reflection, the beaten and abused floret looking back at me a clear reminder of exactly what my place in this new society was supposed to be. I was supposed to be quiet, content, happy and fattened. My mouth hung open and I was, instead of protesting, entirely silent. It was not a strategic decision, not an attempt to let this one assault in a myriad of cuts go, but sheer, abject shock at the casualness of her behaviour. She had simply drugged the ability to feel upset about her treatment out of me. 
The floret in the mirror offered me a vacant look, the only companionship I had a bleary eyed fool. It looked as though it wanted me to join it in absolute submission of both flesh and mind. It offered nothing but artificially altered body chemistry and the dopey, intoxicated happiness that came with sullied blood. I could not reliably access rage, upset, panic, even fear. Ophidia could simply rip them away from me at a moment's notice, with nothing but disinterest offered in return for my sentimentality. I would become that floret, with its staring, misty eyes, if I attempted to rely on the shaky ground of romanticised passions as an anchor. I took a deep breath in, and chose the hill I would plant the flag of my defense. If there was any hill worth dying on, I had found it.
“Your intoxications prove nothing but that I am a living being that runs on chemistry. This is no conquest of the mind, no true argument being made. My will is unshakable, and you undermine it only with tricks. You could not handle a debate with a true intellectual better such as me. You are nothing but an unthinking monster without control,  Ophidia Lataria.”  
For the first time since waking, my voice was calm, slow, measured, stating facts in a managed monotone that communicated exactly how much she had affected me. She could give me another truth serum, and I would only repeat the same. It was nothing but truth, derived from the axioms on which the universe spun and on which I built my understanding of all things. She could alter the contents of my bloodstream, she could bend my body into any shape she liked, but my spirit and soul would always survive, for she did not possess either for herself. She could never meet me on that battlefield without being properly equipped, and she would never be that.
I expected anger; it was the most commonplace response when an intellectual inferior was confronted with the facts of the matter. She could swing a vine or fill me with more drugs, a new burst of violence enacted entirely as in an attempt to punish the spirit of a free and actualised human that she could only see to conquer with tricks or chemistry. 
Instead she smiled. She smiled very widely. The bark of her face split along her cheeks, and she gazed at me with a look of stern excitement, like it was the first time I’d walked directly into her vines.
“I knew I was right about you. You truly are perfect for me. What an interesting game you taunt me with,  pet.” 
I stared at her, fixing my eyes on the beaten-metal gems that served as hers. It was a challenge, daring her to shift those glittering purple flecks of her eyes to a swirling, hypnotic one. She could use her natural abilities to rip away my mind and, in the process, prove herself incapable of engaging with my ideas, with me, on common ground. She was undoubtedly a predator and I was unquestionably her prey. On this I would not debate her. But the only true indignity was in actions taken willingly, and she was losing ground against my fortitude of will every time she stooped to petty tools of enforced compliance. 
“I have a fucking name. A first name, at least. You didn't take that from me, not yet,  Master.” 
The affini closed her book with a snap that I briefly thought meant had finally touched a nerve, but her expression when she looked at me was one of a person who was utterly and overwhelmingly bored. She set it down on the low table beside her chair- I briefly caught a title in french, ‘ Damnés de la Terre’, and was surprised it wasn’t written in some scrawling xeno gibberish- and continued to speak without ever moving her lips. Instead the drawling, weary tone came from somewhere in her chest. I kept my eyes on hers. I couldn’t trust them not to change.
“I have not forgotten your name, pet. And in any situation where ‘pet’ would be ambiguous I shall call for you by any name I choose, and you will answer accordingly, because you will know from tone alone your Master is summoning you.”
I didn’t grumble, or even screw up my face. I simply remained placid, facial expressions soothed by the drugs pumped into my brain. My determination transcended the externally forced affectation of pethood. I was no floret, not in any way that mattered.
She continued, seemingly unaware of what lurked underneath the glassy, docile facade. “If you’re quite done with the pretense that you did not enjoy my attentions- which I  know  is a pretense, because I  made  you enjoy it- we have matters to discuss. You may have noticed that you are experiencing the effects of thrust gravity; we are no longer on Ganymede, and I have no plans to return any time soon. You seemed keen for this to happen.”
Would it be shameful to have not realised that I was experiencing gravity for the first time in a month and a half, or was it simply my body not alerting me to a change towards its preferred environment? Either way, the weight of my own butt against the carpet was a clear indicator that she was right. I peered around the enormous armchair, around her enormous form, and towards the false window nestled between a pair of bookshelves. Jupiter’s familiar twin red storms raged against the warm and roiling clouds behind them. They looked like wool from here, like I could reach out and grab a clumpy handful of cotton candy to eat. 
“Where..?” I asked, which wasn’t a complete sentence but it apparently conveyed my meaning well enough.
“We are in transit on a shuttle, moving to the logistics vessel  Occantalis II,  which is currently docked coaxially inside the command ship  Illastria.” 
“That was… fast.”
“Indeed. You will get used to it, if you were not already from your history in organized crime. As an intelligence operative, I move my hab frequently. In this case, it is because the search for your sister completed while you were-”
"Wait! My  sister?  She transitioned too?" I realized after speaking I shouldn’t have interrupted her. Fuck.
Her wooden mask warped into a kindly smile I had only seen her make once before, an expression offered to the floret who had helped with my capture. “At ease, pet. I will never begrudge you a genuine and healthy connection to another xenosophont, and you fully believed her to be dead. Such a joy is worth more than protocol. I care about your wellbeing above your obedience. Wellbeing and obedience, for you, are simply aligned goals in the vast majority of cases.”
A hand formed from vines, and she gave me a gentle stroke along my scalp. I didn't resist, even leaning into her as positive feelings flooded me. Amplified by the drugs, certainly, but real nonetheless. “Can I see her, Master? Talk to her on a video call? Where is she, where has she been for the last five years?”
The hand came to gently rest on my shoulder, but she formed another, and pointed out the window at the tiny dot of one of the many affini ships that swarmed inside Jovian orbit. “Hab ring four of the  Occantalis II  is where your sister now resides, which is where we are currently headed. She has been informed we are coming and would like to see you, and as luck would have it, there was already a shuttle scheduled to depart for the command ship the  Occantalis II  is currently docked inside.”
I nodded, the warm feeling in my belly a consequence of genuine gratitude. I pressed a hand to it, imagining I could feel the tiny fire that hope had kindled. My sister? Ophidia had found my sister? And she  wanted  to see me again, even after… the terms we had separated on. I had lived the last years fearing that the Accord's records had been correct, that she’d actually died in action, and now- now it was the affini reuniting us, that particular fetish of theirs for paperwork doing genuine good for once. 
She was alive, and not just alive, but I would see her again. She wanted to see me again. I had been terrified, somewhere deep in my soul, that even if she was alive she would never want to speak to me again. I was mistaken; she was alive. I’d be allowed the opportunity to apologise. Praise unto the highest, two miracles in a matter of minutes.
Nothing Ophidia had said before this had mattered, hell, nothing that she had done to my body mattered anymore. She had found my sister, she was  reuniting  me with my sister. My person. It didn’t matter what gender she was now, she was back. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes, a confusing rush of joy and grief flooding through me despite the xenodrugs still limiting my emotional landscape.
Perhaps, within this xeno, there was a semblance of a soul after all.
“Thank you, Ophidia,” I mumbled, utterly overwhelmed. She seemed unbothered by the breach of rules, and draped another few vines around me affectionately as my mind raced.
The various translations of the Terran Domestication Treaty I had read were wildly inconsistent on the exact details of the rights of ‘florets’, but one thing that had been present in every version had been the right of a pet to petition to have a relationship recognized as being ‘pinnates’- jargon that meant the Affini could not seperate those designated. I would have to be careful to do so in a way that did not end in her sharing my fate of being domesticated, but I had a tool. A way to ensure we were never separated again, no matter what happened, or whatever I said that I hadn't meant. I could only hope that she wouldn’t pique the interest of Ophidia or another affini in the process, I would not want to condemn her to florethood.
My head was spinning, but there was only one logical next question. “What’s she called, Master? I mean, what name did she choose?”
"Cassandra. Cassandra Fraxinus, Eighth Floret."
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  Ice crawled along my nerves, settling heavy in my stomach as I processed my sister’s new name. Whatever bare whispers of adrenaline my body could produce while on a Class-E touched the back of my tongue. It was acidic and coppery, as the last vestiges of an ancient animal instinct attempted to corral my behaviour into something approaching survival. I bit down on the inside of my cheek, controlling my mind, focusing on the problem. My sister had a new name now. A floret name. Cassandra Fraxinus, Eighth Floret.
“She was… domesticated?” I asked, as though that was a question that had any potential answer but the worst possible. The affini were not above lying, but to lie about a floret’s status, about something they considered almost sacred? No, that was ridiculous.  
“Yes. She has been a floret for five years now. I understand that she was with one of the first fleets to engage Compact ships.”
I couldn’t help the sardonic little smile that ghosted across my face. That was my brave Achilles all right, charging directly into the teeth of the beast when a smarter approach might have even succeeded. But… 
“Wait,  Years?  The Accord fell in ‘54… There was so much time. Why didn’t she find me?” 
Some dull ache bloomed in my chest, a distant howling of some starved creature that could have been fed all along. For the first time, I almost felt glad of the Class-E running through my veins. Floret. My person, my sibling, a Floret? Had she been so erased that she didn’t even remember to look for me? Had her affini destroyed her so utterly that she would forget the Demosthenes to her Ender?
Ophidia hummed a single note that resonated through my chest in something that felt disturbingly close to sympathy, or perhaps even pity. “You faked your death several times between your last meeting with her and the fall of the Terran Accord, and even when I found you, you were operating under an alias. Our archeoxenobureaucrats would have made the connection  eventually,  but information like that still takes time to sort through. It is one of the grave failings of the Compact, that information is still limited by our ability to collate it. A fairer universe would have had you reunited far sooner than this. I personally consider that an injustice against you both, and am glad to correct it.”
There was an unstated implication in what she said, a threatening suggestion that was only ever muttered in sub-vocal tones- If I had simply trusted the Compact from the beginning, I would have known. I would have seen her bloom. I would not have had to spend almost two full  years  of my life missing and mourning her, even once the Accord was but a distant memory. 
It was so obvious, too, now that I thought about it. Of course, she had transitioned, I’d never seen the signs, but they had to have been there, maybe staring me so clearly in the face that I had been blind to them. I was just about ready to slap myself, no wonder I hadn’t been able to find anything more about  her  after the Compact’s arrival. I’d been looking for information about  ‘him’  while acting under anonymous aliases, skirting around the edges of the panopticon in a vain attempt to keep myself off of their radar. But the Compact, in all its thoughtful and compassionate methods, had made it impossible to look up someone’s deadname without a damn good reason.
My sister. She was a floret, a servile beast to the imposition of power, but more importantly she was  alive . I could see her again. I could have her again, the only person I’d ever truly loved. I could finally apologize.
“Can I see what she looks like? Do you have any pictures?”
Ophidia’s desk had been unfolded into a far more elaborate affair at some point while I was… otherwise engaged, great cantilevered extensions hanging over each side of the core box, resting on delicate trellis structures at each corner. Each side of the desk was thus a covered little space, shadowed and enclosed in a way that seemed attractive. My nudity was not affecting, but some chunk of grey matter had decided that it would rather huddle itself in something that looked like a cave than be so exposed.
She produced a folder, opened it and riffled through the contents. I was fascinated by the potential contents, but it was a fascination that couldn’t last long; I was passed down a sheet of smart paper. On it was a photograph of a woman, taken with her knowledge. She smiled at the photography, a look of absolute satiation in her eyes. She looked unsettlingly like my mother- I almost wouldn’t have recognized her as my sibling at first, but no, the subject was unmistakably the person I had grown up with. 
Cassandra was still carrying the same jaw and nose that had always marked us as siblings, dad’s prominent dark eyebrows, our grandmother’s lips. Her hair was long, midnight black and puffed out at the bottom like mine did. Her old tattoos, the cack-handed and slapdash animals she had once been so proud of, had all been removed, but she had mom’s freckles now. 
I kept coming back to her eyes. They were dilated, clearly under the effects of the full suites of drugs that pets were usually on, and still sharp despite it, still piercing. Now, instead of brown, hers were a vivid viridian green, the quirk of a full-grown haustorium visible in my sister's irises. At least when Ophidia inevitably implanted me and that particular trait displayed itself, it would be quite complimented by the tan complexion we shared.
But by god, her outfit. Her face was unsettling, surprising, utterly beautiful, but her outfit? It was a lot to take in. As Andreas, she had always dressed relatively flatly, baggy sweats growing up and not much changing later on. The style was unassuming, boring even, though there was a certain style in refusing to engage with something as base as fashion. 
The woman I was looking at, captured in a still photograph with blown-out eyes and a beaming smile, was a fucking  princess  . Her outfit was not at all modest, but despite the lurid accentuations it was absolutely  dripping  with a sense of regal style. Gemstones and gold bands and glittering chains, soft silks, deep purples and gleaming whites. Even her collar was a solid golden band. It was certainly all compiled, the disinterest of the affini in culture and antiquity evident in their behaviour, but nonetheless there was something there, something wicked and clever. The adherence to an ancient style was only made possible thanks to the excess of the new system, and it conveyed a meaning that the hollow facades of visionless empty opulence did not.
She was also, and I couldn’t help but notice this, very… chubby. Some part of me felt unsettled by it, a furrow forming in my brow, but perhaps I was missing the point. Ophidia had, in the process of ogling my naked form, remarked on her own tastes and inclinations regarding my exact body fat percentage, and I could only imagine that Cassandra would have suited those. Perhaps my sister had simply done a better job of adjusting, changing her body in order to excel within the beauty standards of those who beauty now served to manipulate. A valuable lesson, I thought, ghosting fingertips across the gentle softness of my own belly, a reminder that everything I was equipped with was a useful tool. Ophidia was still a servant of her lusts and desires, and if I could inflame them with the simple addition of a few pounds, then that was a more than worthy sacrifice to the cause of regaining some measure of social dominance.
I tapped an arrow at the bottom of the page to see the next photo, and the paper updated itself with a fizzing effect that bubbled across the display. There it was, my sister’s captor. He was, I should say, the paper helpfully informing me of the proper form of address by printing a nametag over his head as it detected where I was looking. Alder Fraxinus, Sixth Bloom, he/him.
He had red leafy hair, and a body made of densely woven roots and thorny, barbed vines that wrapped across his chest in a mimicry of corded muscle. She was ensconced in his arms and vines, held against his pectorals like precious cargo, and she was looking up at him with an expression that I could only possibly perceive as… lustful adoration. Something crawled, ugly and foreboding, into my throat, a lump where none had been before. I had never given any thought to my older sibling’s attractions before; it would make sense that they were kept well hidden if she felt she needed to transition before she could openly express her feelings for men.
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She had a pet of her own wrapped up in the tangle of vines and arms, a golden dog that seemed to be clinging loyally at her side, as I had once had. A relieving sign of her status and lucidity that such responsibility was within her grasp, much like the higher caste florets that ran cafés and stores. The dog- a fluffy creature whom the paper informed me was both named Lupin Fraxinus and was a very good boy- looked very sweet. Perhaps our father’s love of dogs was hereditary, though I didn’t remember any particular soft moments with his last pup barking at us. She looked very happy cuddling with her pet, and with her owner-servant holding them both up.
I flicked to the next photo, and raised an eyebrow in surprise at yet another new revelation. It was taken from a wider angle, and allowed me to see the bushy dog tail that sprung from the small of Cassandra’s back. The whole ‘alpha wolf, leader of the pack’ thing must have run a bit deeper than she had pretended before she went off to play at soldiering instead of following me into intelligence work like she should have. Fine. Same as before, she had made herself an Aphrodite, a vision of Affini beauty standards set in perfect place to manipulate and control them. She was enthroned in the very same seat of true power I had sought to find myself in as a pet, one that put paid to the notion of the floret’s inherent submission. Admirable and clever of her, if so. I had always thought she would be wasted as a marine.
She had done well for herself, clearly. Even her choice of name, Cassandra, spoke volumes regarding her wit, her quickness in response to the vicissitudes of fate. It was Greek in origin, meaning “shining upon man,” or perhaps,  “over  man.” A blunt statement, perhaps, that my former Achilles had found her new place as the princess of Troy, blessed by Apollo with visions of the future. 
A smile slowly crept onto my face as I flipped through the gallery, drinking in every detail of her life; at least, as much as I could glean from the dozen or so still images. The commonality of almost every one was the hab she presumably lived in, built like the inside of an ancient temple with great Conrinthan columns that reached up edificial walls. Even her manservant was a rugged kind of handsome, though the way he smiled implied a certain lack of reason behind those glittering eyes. It made sense, he was both an affini  and  a man, he was categorically an automaton twice over.
Ophidia seemed uncharacteristically approving as she observed me. “In case you were concerned about reintroducing yourself, Cassandra has already been informed that you are a woman and go by Frida now.”
I doubted she had meant it this way, but it was another stinging reminder that I had been the architect of our failure to reunite. Cassandra could not possibly have known to look for Frida. She would have been looking for her little brother, and found evidence for no less than three cycles of that man dying and assuming a new identity during my time in the OCNI and Syndicate employ. I had done an excellent job of covering my tracks each time, disappearing from existence like a shade. I tried not to let it sour my uplifted mood.
In the next picture, Cassandra was laughing, smiling, surrounded by what were presumably friends. A grinning redhead reclined across a couch, an Antarctic-pale butch woman with purple hair and an arm around Cassandra’s shoulders, a pretty doll with braided dark hair and gold trimmed wooden limbs sprawled across the other three. Cassandra had always been so cautious in the company she had kept, a loner to outsiders, and we had maintained a deep bond built on our shared social estrangement from others. It was uncharacteristic to see her so comfortable in a crowd.
The other three Terrans were all florets too, judging by their collars- but perhaps if my sister kept their company, they were more accurately described as pets? I had to at least assume they had the potential to still be human, to still rationalize and philosophise. 
I moved to the next photo, Cassandra bounding across grass clutching a metal club with her tail wagging, playing a game with the same trio involving a white sphere. It was clearly much warmer, and my sister was wearing even less than she previously had been. I was at least able to get a better look at the three that seemed to be her closest companions.
The purple haired one seemed unremarkable enough, aside from the artificial phytotech shoulder. But the redhead and the doll girl both had similar tattoos on their shoulders. Martian Duster tattoos. Why my sister would be associating with anyone who proudly displayed such an ill-fated ancestry was beyond me. Why were they visibly linking themselves to Mars’s first colonists with those ridiculous tattoos? They didn't even serve any purpose anymore, Mars’s artificial magnetosphere had been around for generations now. Nobody needed tattoos that itched in response to dangerous levels of radiation on the Mars I had grown up on, no more than they needed to wander around with a helmet and vacuum suit. Why admit your ancestors experienced non-stop cell and tissue damage by continuing to display the dose-reactive tattoos that had been so commonplace among the planet’s first colonists? Why self identify as fucking Dusters?
It wasn't like we looked any different from everyone else on Mars. They only knew who we were if we told them.
Our mother had always drilled into us as kids that we were never to even  speak  of being Dusters, especially because we only were on her side. We were respected, didn't make waves, a proper family with no reason to ever out ourselves. We would do what she did; pair off with offworlders, have babies who would never have to live with their disagreeable heritage, and let it be forgotten. It seemed vanishingly unlikely Cassandra and I would be following the decree about procreation, but the underlying concept remained sound. Assimilation was safety, assimilation was how you stopped yourself from being cast out.
Admittedly, most of the concerns about coming from a culture renowned as traitors to the Terran Accord was less of a concern after its fall, but tattoo removal had become both easy and, perhaps more vitally, given the economic status of most Dusters, free. I certainly didn’t have my Syndicate ink any more, and Cassandra was free of the worst choices of another life. Who would willingly  advertise  that their own bloodline and antecedents was contaminated by the divine retribution of solar radiation  or  the stink of a failed attempt at unionist independence? Who wouldn’t want to simply shrivel up and disappear if someone even sniffed at the idea that coming from Mars associated you with them?
I made a mental note to ask Cassandra what she was thinking by keeping such company when I saw her. Perhaps it was merely an act of humiliation fetishism for those who revelled in inferiority to the affini, to proudly show that we had been considered tainted stock even before the regime change. Then again, these humans had presumably all avoided my fate of landing with a governess who beat them, one who had so little respect for an intellectual superior that she would sooner rely on intoxicants and force to attain her preferred behaviour. Maybe it was a clever plot to use the Affini's own act of faux liberalism and acceptance against them. Maybe I could leverage my own unfortunate hereditary to manipulate her too.
I came to a stop on the final photo loaded onto the sheet of paper. It was her, my sister, my Cassandra and Alder, at some kind of ceremony. She was wearing what could only be described as a wedding dress, but one designed as much as lingerie as it was anything else. It was a little sad, to see such an inspired depiction of virginity made into something so foully carnal, but it was, as with all her outfits, utterly beautiful. Her affini was trussed up in a leafy mimicry of a suit and tie, and even Lupin was in the background held on a leash by the purple haired woman from the last photo, a little bow tie clipped to his collar. Cassandra was caught mid-laugh, glowing with contentment and joy. My sister had been… happy, for the last five years.
Cassandra and Alder Fraxinus, wed in the summer of 2554. She had really  married  him, married an affini. And I hadn't been there for the ceremony. I hadn’t been there for my big sister on what might have been one of the most momentous days of her life. She had found herself, transitioned, even fallen into some version of love, and I was… I tried not to linger on what I had been doing instead of being present for her. 
The notion of simultaneity was an illusion at relativistic distances; all the time I had spent in jump space had utterly confused my own personal timeline enough that it was difficult to pin point exactly when that might have been, but also, that was a cop out. I knew exactly what I had been doing in the summer of 2554. I had spent the entire season sitting in my hab on Mars, playing video games alone on a compiled console of some sort, and attempting to play at being a competent enough ‘independent sophont’ that I could avoid a second wardship. I hadn’t even reached out to any of the family I still knew were there on the planet, since they all thought I was dead and I preferred they remained thinking that.
I focused on the important details instead. My sister was alive, thriving, happy. A beautiful, decorated princess of a wife that lived in a palace of marble and gold. Happy. Contented. Surrounded by friends and a dog and a husband and without me. Without the one person she had promised she would always be with. Perhaps without the Class-E narrowing my emotional range that one would have hurt more, but whatever. All of this was good news, all of it was indicative of my sister living a better life than she ever had before. I gave the wedding photo a final glance, then held the smart paper out for Ophidia for her to take back. I felt a buzzing in my head and a heavy weight in my stomach, waiting for whatever tests came next. 
Ophidia took the paper from me, and stood, making the click that meant she wanted me to follow her. I shakily stood from my position on the ground and wobbled my way over to the hallway closet she had begun rifling through.
“Our voyage will not be long, and I elected for the fastest transport rather than one with the communication bandwidth to have a live video call, but I am told she is excited to see you as soon as we arrive.”
I steadied myself against the wall with a hand, still re-adjusting to true gravity, and nodded. “How long will it be, Master?” 
The title came more easily that time, without a thought to include it. It had simply seemed appropriate. A subconscious impulse to reward her for having served me well in her role as a caretaker, perhaps, in finding my sister for me. She gave me a tap on the shoulder, and I raised my arms automatically. I had been taught in my wardship this was the ideal way to let an affini help dress you. A relatively plain white smock of a tunic with geometric stripes went over my head, and she slipped a pair of soft cotton underwear on under it with a tap on each ankle to communicate when to lift my feet.
“Not long. Two, perhaps three hours more and we will be aboard. If you wish to pass the remaining time, you are free to roam in the shared space outside the hab. There is another Terran on this shuttle who will be our neighbor while we are on the  Occantalis II,  and though you have met them before, this will be a better context. Perhaps you can make a friend.”
I doubted that highly, but perhaps they would make for idle entertainment until I could be reunited with my sister. Ophidia strode over to the front door with a few long steps, and opened it wide. The shuttle interior was typical of affini overengineering, a small grassy park filled with trees surrounded by a handful of habitats being transferred from one place to another. At least the ground looked soft, I thought, and wouldn’t hurt myself if I fell on my ass again. Fucking Class-E’s.
“I will call for you when I need you again. Enjoy the freedom while it lasts. You will not experience such again for some time. Perhaps, once you have impressed me, we will discuss your ability to roam a full ship’s hab ring unattended, pet.”
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  The air in the verdant park of a shuttle bay was crisp and fresh. Nothing like the canned, sharp, and frigid quality on Ganymede, or even the familiar grit of the Martian outback. The grass underfoot was pleasantly spongy, even as the steps themselves were unbalanced and timid.


  I barely managed to totter my way over to a log, a few meters from the front of Ophidia’s hab. The drugs in my system made the walk more complex than it usually would have been, a wobbling, toddler-like stumble until I had safely perched myself on old wood that felt deliciously coarse under my hands. It was, as things invariably were when in the grasp of the Compact, quite physically comfortable, pleasant. I should have been experiencing it as the pampered, free-range pet I wanted to be.


  
    Enjoy the freedom while it lasts. You will not experience such again for some time, 
  
  my captor had intoned, an unnecessary dig at what she must have assumed was a vulnerable psyche. Bitch. Was that granting her actions too much agency? Perhaps. The favored pretense of these walking topiaries to shape themselves like human bodies did unfortunately trick the animal brain into undue anthropomorphizing.


  
    Freedom.
  
   What did Ophidia know of freedom? She was a slave to her instincts, unable to resist reproductive instincts her own species had long ago engineered out of itself in a way Terrans had been too cowardly to do themselves. I had freedom, the freedom of mind, the freedom of thought. I did not need some Hegelian nonsense about the freedom birthed of synthesis, or of the freedom of one’s duty. My 
  
    Master
  
   had not taken my mind, and thus I had all I needed to successfully self-actualize in a way she had no control over. 


  The false sky overhead was blue, clouds drifting in an imaginary wind. At the center of this imaginary picture, set into it at a strange angle, was our destination; the budding flower of a massive Compact command ship. It, in turn, held a smaller ship within, ensconced wherever the affini docked their ships. An ovule, perhaps. It would be like them to name it something so foul, so enamored were they with the nature of sex. Nonetheless, in one of those stark ovaries was the 
  
    Occantalis II
  
  , and aboard that ship, like nested dolls tucked inside one another, was the center of the universe. My sister. I would see her again soon. 


  “Frida!” A voice called, ringing out across the open space, “
  
    Bonjour, 
  
  Frida!”


  My future neighbor, presumably. I turned to face the distinctly French accented but oddly familiar sounding speaker. Whoever they were, they were clearly a floret, judging by the garish multicolored hair, tasteless facial piercings, and hideously androgynous dress covered in waves of multicolored sequins. I looked them up and down as they strolled over, a louche cadence to their walk. I felt the faintest stirrings of recall, but it wasn’t until I saw the collar that I remembered. I had seen it click into place around that throat just yesterday.


  “Wait… 
  
    Diego?”
  


  Their giggle was musical, hand coming up to cover their mouth near-theatrically. “Ah! Miss Lataria has left you more intact than we thought she might. My guardian and I, we had a little wager, you see, and I was convinced you would already be broken.”


  “I’m glad your owner has such faith in me.” I jabbed, shuffling on my log to face them better.


  “Oh! I wouldn’t be, xe was convinced you would be knocking on our door to apologize for causing such trouble.” They laughed again, the same tittering shallow sound that made the corners of their eyes crinkle. “I am not Diego the rebel, he is simply one of the characters I play. I am the one behind the act, the essence that flows into the mold of each persona I bring to life. River Strelitzia, Second Floret, they/them when not in a role. Happy to hear you’re coming back alongside us, I figured we would never cross our paths again.”


  “Oh. I see.” I attempted to rummage up something worth saying and stumbled eagerly over my own name, “Frida Aguirre. Or-” I sighed. I had chosen my hill to defend, and a family name my sister no longer even shared with me was not it. “Frida Lataria now, I guess.” 


  The floret held out an arm, hand outstretched to be shaken, smiling warmly with dazzlingly white teeth. “Your performance as Jack Stanton was quite good, even if the critical reception was… thorny. I’m aware of a handful of venues on the 
  
    Occantalis II 
  
  that are always on the lookout for fresh meat, if you have the inclination and the wherewithal to behave.”


  I made an attempt at shaking River’s hand, missed by about six inches thanks to the drugs, and only with River’s assistance did I finally find my mark. They had very soft skin. I felt awkward. Were they a man or a woman? They said they/them, a pathetic attempt to dissuade the comprehension of the average mind. Nonetheless, they had made it very difficult to tell. Their clothing was loose enough I struggled to tell if they even had breasts or not, which given how easily bodies could be reshaped by xenodrugs, would be a good indicator to which true essence they were attempting to capture.


  “So, are you…” I considered my wording carefully. The Compact was not particularly considerate of inquiry down this particular path of consideration. Fortunately, their accent offered a possible angle of attack. 
  
    “En français, il ou elle?”
  


  Their polite smile faltered for a moment, just long enough for me to see a crack in the ‘open and welcoming’ facade they were presenting. 
  
    “J'utilise iel.”
  


  “That isn’t a real pronoun. French has 
  
    il
  
   and 
  
    elle,
  
   which would I use?”


  “It is entirely real. It has been in use for over half the time French has been a standardized language, and the vast majority of schools teach it and several additional alternatives, as a fundamental part of the vocabulary. I am not sure how you managed to avoid it.”


  “I only read the classics.”


  “Uh-huh.” They seemed sceptical. Uncultured, then? “I think you may have spent too much time freezing in smelly drainpipes and not enough talking to other people, Frida. Maybe I can help. Can I join you?”


  I offered a noncommittal shrug, shifting over to make space for them on my log. They took it, and then some, pressing in close without any regard for my personal space. I didn’t know what to say as their warmth radiated against my skin, so I simply looked up again. The ship overhead was at least twice as large as it had been when I sat down. Finally, I spoke.


  “Do you 
  
    have
  
   to sit that close?”


  “No, but I know the look on your face. You're drugged to the gills, because you'd be having a panic attack otherwise. Common feral rescue stuff. A little physical contact will help to ground you.”


  [image: ]


  “I don’t need 
  
    grounding
  
  , I am perfectly in control of myself.”


  “Oh yeah?” They held a hand out, palm up, “Take my hand again.”


  I dismissed the idea with a hiss of disinterest and a frosty glare. I went back to my steadily growing spaceship. River’s arm was resting against mine, and the contact felt nice, of course, but that was just the xenodrugs talking. A basic programmed Homo sapiens touch response, amplified with the power of affini pharmacobotany. They shuffled, and from the corner of my eye I could see them looking me over, apparently admiring the cut of the dress Ophidia had chosen for me. It was my neck they lingered on, however.


  “Damn, girl, you look like you had fun. Miss Lataria really put you through it, huh? The gold eyes and bruises are a hell of a vibe. You did Class-Ls your first night? Intense.”


  It was a stream of words I barely heard, instead remembering just how many tiny injection marks dotted my skin, how they were so red they almost glowed under my clothes. The ones along my arms and décolletage were entirely exposed, naked to the false sun in the dress I had been forced into.


  There were layers to that particular violation, an intentionality to the act. It was trivial for an affini to puncture without marking, to inject without a drop of residue or sting of pain. Ophidia chose to mark me, chose to dress me this way, chose to ensure River would see the evidence of her animal indiscretions.


  “That and other things too. She has not deigned to share exactly what regiment she had selected for me. She made sure that I ‘enjoyed’ it, though.” I sneered, voice fat and dripping with sarcasm. 


  “Ah.” The same hand they had teased me with found my knee and squeezed it in a gesture that was probably intended to be comforting. “It’s hard, sometimes, at first. The affini know what’s for the best, and I cannot imagine Miss Lataria would have done something if she didn’t think it would benefit you-” They very obviously looked me up and down, “-in the long run.”


  For the best, was that what it was supposed to be? For my benefit? My sitting companion was a floret to the Nth degree, a slave in love with his or her… 
  
    their…
  
   bonds. “I am the only person who can judge what is appropriate for me, not some automata with pretensions to philosophy. I am the Master of mine own mind, because my reason can be derived from logic alone. The affini are not gods. 
  
    Gott ist tot. Gott bleibt tot. Und wir haben ihn getötet.”
  


  River laughed, a gentle, patronising laugh. Somehow, I didn’t particularly mind it. “Sorry, I don't know that language.”


  I sighed. Definitely uncultured. I wondered, briefly, how much French literature they’d actually read. “It's German. ‘God is dead, and we have killed him.’ We defeated the need to worship gods centuries past, and we should be enlightened enough not to think the affini are any different.”


  “Oh, does the big bad feralist think the affini are gonna 
  
    eat
  
   us? You miss the Accord, miss your little cubicle?” They stuck their tongue out at me playfully and the silver ball of a piercing glinted at me. Disgusting. “You hate the meanie plant communists?”


  “Firstly, applying Marxism to a framework without any economic model whatsoever is absurd. They are not communists, just as certainly as they are not socialists or capitalists. The terms assume finite accessible resources, which the affini functionally do not have.” River was looking at me with a thin little smile. Perhaps they thought I was flirting, it seemed to be the expected outcome of any conversation in the Compact. They would be disappointed if that was the case. “Communism was a fundamentally doomed, inherently Terran ideology. It could not succeed because the base nature of the animal is to be selfish, because the average Terran is inherently selfish.”


  They smiled, nodding along.


  “Also, do not attribute the weak willed 
  
    Sklavenmoral
  
   to me. I am not the kind of fool who thinks in terms of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, nor am I some dullard who thinks the morality of fear is something to be abided by. My actions are either good or bad, and bad is value neutral.”


  Their face finally split from that gormless amused affect and I saw a sharpness in their eyes for the first time. “Mmm. I’m willing to tolerate a lot of early bumps for a fresh capture, a lot of… 
  
    friction
  
  , let’s say. I’m not going to hold anything you did against you, you’re here now, you can't possibly hurt anyone anymore, and that’s what matters, right? That being said, my guardian told me about you. Intelligence operative, OCNI ‘clean’ asset and then a little rendezvous with the Rim Syndicate, right? That’s not ‘value neutral’, silly, they were just evil. Immoral. Whatever you wanna call it, you worked for murderers.”


  I glared at them, wondering if even through the haze of drugs, I could make them feel small under my gaze. Their eyes, I couldn’t help but notice, were completely undilated. I felt a deep well of pity form in my chest for this terran, so broken as to believe the nonsense and regurgitate it completely sober. 


  “If it makes it easier to rationalise, I have never personally killed anyone. The Accord simply had a very obvious role for someone with my intellect and particular skills. Is it evil for a cat to pounce upon a mouse, or pluck a bird from the air?”


  “No, and I think this conversation would be very different if people were driven to work for crimelords and secret police by instinct. Anyway, the Accord was 
  
    also
  
   evil.”


  “The Accord was not 
  
    evil,
  
   it was not even 
  
    bad.
  
   It was just inefficient, an emergent system that did not function well. I was powerful under the Accord, because I worked for the powerful. A Master-morality Good is the values of the ruling class, and only my environment has changed. I am a pet, and I see the world as it is. You are a floret, a slave in mind whole, and you see the world through a lens of emotional biases.”


  River was silent for a beat, staring without blinking. Then they raised their eyebrows just so, such that their eye shadow caught the light and sparkled like fire.


  
    “...T'es sérieuse?”
  


  
    “Oui.”
  


  I glared at them, all I was doing was glaring at them, but I hoped that they would see the determined fire that burned in what little of my eyes were not dilated to black pits or tinged golden by drugs. Something in me wanted to reach this pitiable p-zombie and find some modicum of common ground. At the very least it would make living beside them more amenable.


  The moment broke with a full-throated, bellyfull laugh from the floret, an outburst that had them rocking back and forth and clutching at their sides. They were shaking the log, and it was discomforting. Finally, as the laughter died out, they flung an arm around my shoulder and I was too surprised to protest. 


  I caught the first hints of a scent on them, reaching me now we weren’t just close but 
  
    embracing
  
  . The acid of pineapple and the sting of lemon made them smell like a frozen yoghurt shop, too sweet to be inviting.


  “You really are fascinating, like a relic of another time. I wondered how you could be quite so feralist when I read your file, especially after two years in the Compact, but… I think I see it now. A truly principled 
  
    fasciste. 
  
  My grandmother would have shot you on sight, and in her time, been right to do so.” They gave another hearty chuckle, squeezing my arm. “You are lucky, you know, in another time, another place, the bullet would be the 
  
    only
  
   solution for a puzzle like you. Not in the Compact, though, in the Compact you’ll get to shine. You’ll  become something quite marvelous in a few weeks, days even. I expect you'll have some more very ugly moments along the way, but everyone deserves a little grace to heal. The butterfly at the end is worth the cocoon.”


  I wanted to ask what sort of beastly creature would so casually threaten me with the suggestion I should be shot, but when I looked at them, I saw no malice in their expression. Instead, I found sympathy, even pity. I was struck dumb by the strange sort of compassion I felt from them.


  I… I disliked the analogy as well. I had never even 
  
    seen
  
   a live butterfly before the affini came and began their grand project of revitalising the Sol system. During the month of my wardship, I had walked through a butterfly house for the first time, with a body still halfway transitioned. It would almost be a fond memory, if not for what happened later.


  “I am already as much of a butterfly as I will ever be, xenodrugs and surgery already saw to that. Ophidia will serve me, or she will kill me, turn me into a drooling floret without a capacity for thought that so many of her kind seem to inexplicably favor over a more meaningful companion like myself. In either case, I will die a free human. She will not break my spirit.”


  River smiled a gentle, pitying smile, and reached up slowly to push a loose strand of hair out of my face. It was a soft gesture, and I did not understand why they did it.


  “You really haven't talked to many florets before, huh?”


  “No. I cannot say I have.”


  In fact, I had actively avoided socialising with those that had been designated pets. River, with their total lack of understanding of personal space, was demonstrating exactly why. The programming that replaced every iota of humanity and philosophical consideration had the side-effect of making them all intensely touchy-feely. Maybe I’d be the same one day soon, with an implant grown inside my spine. No matter how much it might twist my external behaviour- and I was not deluded enough to think a total overtaking of my nervous system would leave me unchanged- the ideas and rationalizations I built myself and my character on would remain true, even running on altered hardware. No amount of chemical alteration could change facts obtained from the reasoning of pure thought and logic. No, I wouldn’t be the same. I would be a beloved pet, and I would never end up some lackadaisical sex toy with delusions. 


  “Might want to fix that. Maybe once you’re a bit less feral, you could come to one of my shows? Music, costumes, dancing, the whole thing, it’s a real production when it all comes together. Judging by your… costuming and character choices when we first met, you might just be a hit.” They finished the flirtatious invitation with an unsubtle wink.


  I wrinkled my nose. Drag shows. Of course this fucking soul-scoured floret did drag. Why wouldn't the affini enable such ridiculous mockery of those of us who actually experienced gender dysphoria.


  “I'm a bit… crowd averse,” I managed to murmur, as diplomatically as I could.


  “And no one is going to pressure you into something you’re not ready for. There are quiet social spaces too, there's a library in town on the hab ring we’re headed up to, or maybe once you're, you know… A bit more enlightened, we could get coffee…”


  It was only at that moment that I realized I had been leaning my head against the warmth of River’s bare shoulder and listening to them talk. It was easier than holding myself up. Underneath the saccharine fruit smells there was something else, like old forests and dense woodland and the strangely vegetal taste of ink. They finished rambling, and we sat quietly together. The ship overhead took almost the entire false sky now, and I could see the way the petals of the drive section almost glowed under the light reflecting from Jupiter’s storms. Blues, purples and yellows were all filtered with a ruddy orange glow that tinted them near-monotone, but with enough definition to see the different stripes and lines and spots that ran across it.


  “Why are you treating me like this? What is the point?”


  “I need a reason to make a friend?”


  “Everyone has goals, motives, objectives in engaging with others.”


  “Well…” They hissed out a breath, a sigh with some meaning hidden from me. “To be honest, it’s because you’re going through a lot. Like, nobody makes it through a wardship, spends over a year living the good life in the Compact, and then decides to up and spend a month freezing their ass off in a sewer because they’re doing good. You were struggling even before you were picked up by a real mean ‘fini. Probably were even before you started reading that old world bullshit, like they wouldn't have thrown you right in the camps too. Now you’re getting that stuff torn out of your head, and it's good, you’re gonna appreciate it in the end. But right now, you’re hurting horribly, even if you clearly think it’s for the opposite reasons it actually is.”


  I wanted to spit acid, throw the argument back in their face, but nothing I could think of exceeded the level of pathetic objection. Instead I simply gave a wordless hum of acknowledgement, a dissatisfied grumble by way of answer.


  “Besides, the most rabid ferals do tend to become the sweetest florets, and if you end up being a cuddleslut once Miss Lataria sets your head right, I sure wouldn't mind having a pretty girl like you in my lap. Or whatever kind of slut you end up as. I’m not assuming anything about how 
  
    you
  
   turn out.”


  I scowled at the flirtatious tone, a blush rising up my cheeks in spite of myself. At least, with that comment, it was setting. They had sexually propositioned me and thus River, even if I could not tell what sex they had been at birth, was 
  
    firmly
  
   in the male behaviour category and thus fair game to dismiss entirely. “Good of you to assume. I will not be a 
  
    slut
  
   and I will 
  
    not
  
   be having sex with you, River.”


  “I appreciate you setting a boundary, Frida, thank you. Is having my arm around you still okay?”


  Of course the automaton simply jumped to the next step of the script, attempting to imitate a conception of personhood and understanding of transactional relations. I wanted to roll my eyes, but honestly, the weight was quite nice.


  “...Yes.”


  Their fingers stayed at my shoulder to begin with, then began to drift, tracing faint abrasions and welts that still stood proud against my skin. Even through my tunic I could feel the soft pads at the tips of each digit. It was nice. 


  I looked back up, and startled with a moment of terror and vertigo as I realised that, in the heat of the discussion, I had completely failed to notice our shuttle slipping inside the larger ship that was our destination. 


  From my relative viewpoint, looking up the cylinder that ran the length of an affini command ship, it was like having great rings of landmass circling us, hills and towns and rivers and industrial parks all rotating around a central point fixed on me. I was the centre of everything for a brief moment, and it felt impossibly factual that it would all come falling in and crush me, or that I would fall in all directions at once and be slammed into the many different grounds. The fearful whine that dragged itself from my throat was utterly undignified, but the human brain had never evolved to see things quite like this. It was simply reacting on instinct.


  River’s arm tightened around me, and their other hand found mine to squeeze it. “Hey, you're safe, it’s okay. I take it you’ve never seen one of these from the inside?”


  I shook my head, neck arched back, eyes pointed straight upwards at the marvel playing out before us. I had seen 
  
    photos
  
   of hab rings, of course, I’d seen a great many photographs of a great many affini ships from a great many angles. It had been part of something that had seemed important, once. Being on the inside, however, was another matter entirely. 


  “I was mostly on Mars for the last few years. I’ve been on small shuttles and a little system hopper to get all the way to Duri. Nothing this big, nothing so… habitable.” I gave a gentle little laugh, surprised to want to share. “I wasn’t going aboard one of their ships while I was planning… well, you know.”


  “Ah. Well, just wait for what comes next!”


  I watched, open-mouthed and awe-struck, as an opening maw of unfurling flower petals threatened to swallow the whole sky. It was an inter-ring airlock, a way to cross the divide between the massive, multi-mile habitation rings and it was utterly gigantic. Even the largest OCNI blacksite station I had ever worked on would have tucked snugly inside the cavernous bay, and our shuttle would have surely seemed to disappear entirely to an observer.


  The other side opened smoothly, and we continued our slow traversal of the interior of the command ship. It was enormous on a scale that was hard to imagine, and must have massed many millions of tons. The sheer industry that would have to be utilized to accomplish a megastructure of this scale was hard to believe, and this was a singular example amongst thousands, or even millions.


  I watched rivers curve, winding their way between crop farms and fruit orchards, and splitting into many tributary streams. Towns dotted the circumference of each ring, some large enough to reach the sides, and there were other, larger structures, permanent fixtures, towering skyscrapers that reached like gasping hands towards the impossible centre-point of their world and low buildings with entire stories that curved to maintain level with the rings surface.


  There was a suspension bridge built across a broad bend of the river, wide enough it could almost be called a bay. The size seemed impossible, and only more so as I spotted the distant, miniscule white triangles of open sails. The water was so expansive, so terrifyingly enormous and it could only have been placed here purposefully. To create a work of nature and then subvert and dominate it was perhaps the first act of affini aesthetic vision I had any appreciation of.


  “I’ve been a floret for a couple of years now, so this is all just… pretty normal for me. The 
  
    Occantalis II
  
   hops between other ships and stations a lot, but it usually comes back here as a kind of home base. It can take a little getting used to, living on a logistics ship, but it’s fun. It's small enough that it's easy to know just about anyone on the ring, but you never know who might be just an elevator ride away.”


  I took a breath, and another, and let myself truly process everything I could smell. What was the little park and what was River’s perfume, I couldn’t tell, but the sweet, woody patchouli and soft, leathery saffron was a soothing combination. It was an intimate scent for a quiet moment. “There is a beauty to it. I admire the demonstration of industry at this scale. I’ve mostly seen what the Compact did to the Martian skyline, and it was a hollow mimicry of human architecture, devoid of any real aesthetic vision or purpose.”


  My sitting companion chuckled. “Uh huh. Whatever you say, Frida.”


  The shuttle detached itself from the main central axis, shoved off course by on-board jets or unseen effectors. It shifted sideways in a way that made my head spin as I attempted to reorient the various vectors I was watching. Eventually it reached a secondary axis, a switching point for several smaller ships that would each in turn have dwarfed any construction of the greatest empires of Humanity. The Pharos at Alexandria, the mega-carriers of the 21st century, the Martian colonyships that had carried my mother's ancestral family, the dreadnoughts of the Cosmic Navy; none of these would have measured up to a single one of the ships arranged carefully in this inner space. Each was itself, even ignoring the larger ship they were stacked within, a defiant middle finger to the sensible applications of spin gravity. I had only ever had a passing interest in physics, but it very much felt that the assumed dominance of Newtonian orbital mechanics were being disregarded as a flex.


  Across the false sky, a dotted path line began to glow, leading towards one of the smaller vessels, one that was surrounded by a bloom of broad pink petals. 


  I pointed with the hand river wasn't holding, albeit not particularly accurately given my current discoordination. “Is that it?”


  “Sure is. Home sweet home, The 
  
    Occantalis II.”
  
   


  Home. River was more right than they could possibly know. That was the ship where my sister was. My person. For the first time in years, I was coming 
  
    home.
  


  The moment was broken, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up and my spine straightening. I felt the cracking snap for attention before I heard it, knew Ophidia was here to fetch me without needing to turn to see her. Nonetheless I turned, disentangling myself from my conversational companion. She was standing a few feet away, towering over us, face impassive and unreadable. 


  “Frida, we are arriving. Follow.”


  I nodded, but stumbled slightly as I attempted to rise. River helped me stand, then gave me a tight goodbye hug before heading back to their own hab. “See you later, Miss Lataria, Frida. 
  
    Bonne chance!”
  


  I waved goodbye at the departing floret in spite of myself, feeling more than a little unsettled by the suddenly present and loudly nagging doubt that perhaps I had just spoken to another human after all.
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  As we walked along the grassy shuttle bay, Ophidia once again did not offer a vine to cling to or one in the loop- Oh. At some point, she had removed the pacification collar and not replaced it. My neck had been bare, and I hadn’t taken the opportunity to…


  Do what, run? Aboard a tiny shuttle, with multiple affini aboard? No, that was just some animal in the back of my mind that still feared for some imagined physical freedom. There was no physical freedom to chase; there had been none before the affini and there would be none since. No, running would only ensure a more painful bondage.


  I shot a barbed look at Ophidia’s back, walking a few steps in front of me. It would almost certainly be her particular kind of perversion to make that literal. Perhaps the next time I woke up from a night of drug-fuelled sado-sodomy I would find myself entombed in thorns.


  No, it was too late to run. I missed my chance for that, as Ophidia couldn’t help but point out. Better to stick with the known threats than attempt the unknowable in the search for something else. My best strategy, as always, was to secure comfort and status within the new order, rather than attempt to escape or subvert it.


  Her pace was desperately slow, a glacial motion across the small park that centered on a large, transparent tube. I wanted her to move more quickly, she seemed so interminably sedate, but anything faster than a quick walk threatened to send me off balance from the lingering dis-coordination. So I simply focused on putting one foot in front of another, hands held slightly to each side, and followed the silent, infuriating affini. 


  As we approached the tube I realised it wasn’t transparent, but… well, I wasn’t sure what it was doing, entirely. It was either reflective in a warped way that made it seem like there was a whole different garden being mirrored, or it was a projection of the other side, or maybe it was a whole different image entirely simply displayed on a screen to make it look transparent. It was fascinatingly complex for something as simple as an-


  It was an elevator stand.


  I fumed gently about the sheer excess available to the Compact and the ways in which they would waste it. By the time I had finished a slow consideration of the ways something more artistically meritorious could be achieved, we were in the elevator capsule and mag-locks were releasing with a soft clunk.


  As we began to accelerate down, Ophidia coiled clusters of her vines into loops that ran along the walls of the elevator, hooking hands that secured her in place. I made as if to reach for one, though I really should have known better by now. A vine swatted my hand, before others wrapped around my waist and dragged me smoothly up against her chest. My head was tucked under her chin, my face pressed into the vague gesture of a neck she used to connect her mask to her torso.


  It was intimate, nuzzled in amongst her thick vines, in a sling made of a dense weave that held me close against her. More comfortable than I wanted to give her credit for, too. Certainly, I was at least grateful for the looping, winding tendrils that secured me at the shoulders and hips as the elevator reached a speed commensurate with the hab ring’s spin, and I began to feel the weightlessness of freefall in my belly. I had never particularly liked low gravity, and the security of her hold was suitably purposeful to not be worth protesting against. It would save me the foolishness of fending off the walls as I bounced around, dragged to the counterspin glass by the shear of centripetal gravity.


  Gravity. Something worth asking about. If my sister had spent years adapting to compact life, what was I about to be exposed to? “What is the effective gravity on this hab ring? Master?”


  When she spoke, it was in a gentle tone that seemed entirely at odds with the harsh commands and berating barbs she had levelled at me up until this point. A remarkable kindness that murmurated out of her chest and into my throat barely before I comprehended the words.


  “Very slightly higher than your home planet’s gravity on the surface layer, 3.81 m/s².”


  I nodded, as much for myself as for her. That was, what, a few percent above a standard Martian Gee? So much better than another fucking moonlet.


  I felt her begin to stroke through my hair with what could be fingers. It was pleasant, and slow enough I could have spoken up if I disagreed. Whether she would have listened was another matter, but it didn't feel like I was being made to give a concession, more like we’d reached an accord. I let her pamper me, and continued probing at what might optimistically be a newfound rapport.


  “Is your hab going to go down without us?”


  “Yes. Your new friend River, their owner will be arranging that. It will not be far from where your sister lives, but I have admittedly not looked into the exact location. I prioritized scheduling you a visit with a medical specialist tomorrow. Those rusted tunnels were no place for a soft creature like you, and I shudder to imagine what particulates might currently be in your lungs and mucous membranes.”


  Her gentleness continued, and continued to be disarming. My grunt of understanding was cut short as I let out a little gasp. A vine had started to wind under my dress, exploring up the bumps of my spine. Her touch had obviously been made to feel like heaven by whatever narcotic substances she had flooded me with last night, and I had to resist the involuntary moans my body attempted to make. I could not and would not resist forever, but I was not going to reward her escalation with an auditory affirmation. We had found a perfectly reasonable degree of physical contact - whatever she was able to take - but this felt different. This was almost a public display.


  I felt her voice thrumming though the vines wrapped around me now as much as the air. “It is adorable how you resist your desire for basic closeness, pet.”


  I tried to focus on the hab ring outside the elevator tube. We had just punched through the cloud layer, clearing the water-slicked partition and coming into a clear view of everything this shipring held. It was, in a word and in comparison to the command ship we had just transited, tiny, even if it would still dwarf any Terran ship ever made. The comparatively diminutive size of this ring made the curvature of the ground much more noticeable, even at the scale of roads and rail lines that connected several clusters of buildings. 


  There was a distinct and noticeable separation of scales- the buildings spinward were nearly twice the size of those counterspinward, though there did seem to be a bit of a natural gradient rather than a hard line of distinction. Presumably, there was a sort of independent’s district one way, with affini and floret habs the other.


  There were large circular ports set into the ‘floor’ of the ring like massive, star-filled pools- obviously false projections, since they displayed an exterior view of space, rather than the interior view of the command ship it was actually docked inside. Even here, there seemed to be produce farms, though obviously there was no livestock farming, which would be an absurd cruelty in a society that so self-effacingly spoke of its benevolence and had access to near perfect atomic replication. 
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  I was jolted from my observations by the feeling of her vines beginning to trace over my lips, and my mouth opened without conscious thought. Fortunately for my pride, she did not stop me from closing it again immediately after. Her aimless touch did not feel bad. I almost wished it did, but the combination of the dormant conditioning I had received during my wardship and lingering effects of her drugs ensured her touch only felt good, happy, pleasurable, which was perhaps worse. I tried to focus on information gathering rather than the sparks I felt as she wrapped a vine just barely tight enough around my neck that I became aware of my own pulse against it. 


  “Do you know anyone that lives here?”


  She slowed her toying with me slightly, focusing on my question instead of her idle ministrations. “I usually know a few affini on 
  
    every
  
   ship in a region of space I am in for any length of time. I have had many colleagues and associates in my time working as an intelligence operative and information handler. Koelar Antirrhi, Vera Aconita… I rarely put down roots, however. I am a solitary sort, save for the companions I choose to keep and even those I see only rarely. It has been half a bloom and a floret since I last saw some of those friends. I expect to be moving on to the next campaign in a few years at most.”


  I let her go back to playing with my lips without protest. That was… troubling; I needed to make sure she didn’t separate me from my sister. A petition for pinnate status would be best done after we had reunited, so I would just let it go unremarked on for now, but I would have to move swiftly and decisively when the time came. I could not imagine my sister not fighting my corner as well, but she might have to be convinced that such a step was truly necessary, rather than simply trusting the technologically overdeveloped servant species’ definition of their own benevolence. Ophidia seemed biased to take any such thing as a challenge, but I suspected if I instead plied Cassandra's husband-servant, I might have better results.


  “So, do you know anything about Alder? My sister's… affini?”


  “Alder Fraxinus, Sixth Bloom. Respected Xenrani art historian, turned…” There seemed to be a sudden tangy note of bitter irritation in the air. “Terran-space pacification specialist.”


  Several of the vines that had been idly roaming over my skin stilled, matching the taste in the air with the sudden untone of something like irritation. “You don't approve? Master?”


  She seemed to slip into thought, perhaps considering an answer, perhaps considering whether to bother answering at all, and during which she unfortunately resumed absent-mindedly playing with my body. She was now running tendrils through the folded skin under my breasts where they had been terribly sensitive since my transition, and it resulted in a rather distracting sensation. I refused to react to her touch any more than the tiny little whimpers I couldn't stop from escaping my mouth.


  “I think there are better ways for someone with an interest in the arts to spend their time than that, yes. Particularly with terrans.”


  I doubted any affini could actually be said to have an interest in the arts, judging by their particular focus on hedonistic excess rather than the refinement of a style. I certainly doubted it of this particular affini, given the inside of her hab. “Do you not hold terrans in high regard?” 


  “You are a member of a species whose natural ideal engagement is social cuddling and whose most dangerous evolutionary weapon is the thermoregulatory ability to sweat, granting you tremendous stamina- which is best used on social cuddling. Your most advanced weapons are definitionally harmless, your memetics weak and obvious. Your society was so unstable we actively had to work to unify your culture against us via intentionally unconvincing propaganda during the campaign because you were more dangerous to yourselves if it collapsed than you were dangerous to us unified. Hardly worthy combatants. You are no Maelodions, no Khetari. Art is far more interesting to engage with than punching through flimsy bulkheads to rescue rebels from themselves.”


  I gasped out a strangled little laugh in spite of myself. The Accord had indeed been pathetic, a wet fart of an interstellar empire that couldn’t even maintain its own internal community for longer than a few decades. The bigger fish of the Compact had simply taken its expected place at the top. 


  “He didn’t seem like much of a fighter in those photos you showed me.”


  “I suppose he has retired from that as well. A pacification specialist's bioform is hardly necessary for the day-to-day care of a single well-trained floret. Most affini go through a cycle of sorts, focusing on a career, then fixating on a floret for the most obvious reasons to the exclusion of their other work. I am not one of them. You will be a beloved companion to the life I would have lived with or without you.”


  She paused for a long moment. When she spoke again, she almost sounded pensive.


  “That being said, his having taken eight florets in only six blooms is somewhat notable. Many affini will take one every few blooms. To have such excess of companionship is considered… An attractive quality, certainly.”


  This was news to me, not that I had ever given the slightest thought to what base animal urges attracted affini to each other. I didn't know how to respond to that, but fortunately I didn't need to. I was starting to feel the mass of my own body again, the elevator beginning its steady deceleration. We came to a stop at the base of the spoke, and Ophidia stepped out into a grassy field next to a road of sorts, with me still held firmly against her chest.


  It was only once we were fully out of the way of potential foot traffic that Ophidia set me down again, and I realised with some relief that I was able to stand properly again. The anxiolytics she had dosed me with must have finally begun to wear off, and thank goodness, I didn't want to be a stumbling mess when Cassandra first saw the new me. The bruises were less than ideal, but I had no control over that.


  A tendril snaked loosely around my wrist, a makeshift leash of sorts. I hoped this meant we would be on our way soon. I tugged at it impatiently.


  “Which way are we going? Master? I want to see her.”


  “And you will. But first, I wanted to inform you of something. You did very good. I will reward you.”


  “I- what?”


  Before I could react, a mask of petals sealed around my face, and I took a breath out of surprise as much as anything else.


  It felt cold in my lungs as the rush filled me. I crumpled into her vines, thrashing in giddy delight. A giggle grew in my chest, a moan of pleasure, as everything became so much, impossibly more than it had been a moment before. Everything was glowing, everything was wonderful. Her scent was flooding my mind, my synapses firing as I tried to breathe through the first notes of aldehylic open skies and the bright, bursting spices of caraway that punctuated every passing microsecond like a firework pulse in my lungs. Irises and incense strained my psyche to the breaking point, their heady combination making me whimper out another breath, another, another. It was nothing compared to the deepest drops of well water, the leather and gun oil and alkali oakmoss that wanted to seep into every pore I had and fill them with her, her, Her.


  I rolled and writhed in her grasp, trying to find a way to douse myself in separation, every breath filled my lungs with another breaching, breaking, cracking impossibility. Every sensation on my skin was spiralling tingles blooming against each other.


  …And then, suddenly, the giggles stopped. I came crashing back into my own body with a rush of awareness of what had just happened. I wiped the drool and slightly sticky tears from my face, and hiccuped. Shaking, I clung to her for support as I regained the use of my legs.


  “Good girl. Now, on we go.”


  She made the ‘follow’ click, that deeply resonant sound that carved a space through my attention, and started to walk. She used her dozens of legs to set a brisk, gliding pace down the walking path, pulling me along behind her.


  I blinked in confusion as I followed, my legs leading even though my mind was elsewhere. I had been every bit as high as I had felt the other night as I went slipping down the rabbit hole of the drugs she had dosed me with, but that feeling was completely gone. I felt completely sober; or at least, I felt as sober as a floret was allowed to feel.


  “What the 
  
    fuck
  
   was that?”


  Silence. I sighed.


  “What the fuck was that, 
  
    Master?”
  


  “Ω-12-j³. A formulation that lasts only about one second per milligram. I gave you fifteen. Wonderful for reward doses.”


  “What behaviour are you even rewarding, I didn't do anything.”


  “Exactly. You were pleasant for the entire elevator ride and, while I am sure your head was still full of feralism, you did not say it aloud. Positive reinforcement can be as useful as negative, and your silence is the first step towards what you will become.”


  We were in some kind of residential area now- and the habs were the affini sized ones. There was, as expected, absolutely no coherent sense of style to be found. Many of the habs were painted in slap-dash styles, a riot of nonsense colours that didn’t fit into any kind of greater vision or ideal. Some leaned far too deeply into kitschy theming, far deeper than whatever shallow aesthetic they favored could actually support. A castle? Really?


  Regardless, it was frustrating to hear that she required silence of me rather than stimulating interlocution, as I might have more usefully provided. I could only hope that Ophidia would be more easily swayed to be lenient with me once she saw how much better things were when I had Cassandra again. My body, based on my owner’s behavior so far, would likely become more of a 
  
    toy
  
   than I had ever planned, but I could acclimate. I would begrudgingly admit that a lack of physical 
  
    enjoyment
  
   was not my issue with the way she interacted with my body. Perhaps she had even been right about her originally baseless conjecture that I held masochistic and submissive tendencies. Nonetheless, I had some serious concerns.


  I frowned. She was moving more quickly now, and I had to focus to maintain the sort of half-jog scurry needed to keep up. “Isn't drugging me like that every day going to be extremely addictive?”


  “Addiction as you speak of it is a construct of your society. The stigmatization of chemical dependencies that incentivize behaviors not rewarded by a capitalist society is not a useful tool to the Affini Compact, and thus there is no need for such considerations. There is nothing wrong with you becoming dependent on me or any substance I give you. I will always ensure any need I have created is provided for, pet.”


  That was… 
  
    not
  
   a no.


  I winced at the thought of her brazenness, but this was part of the song and dance I needed to play along with. A fifteen-second-high offered just because I had behaved myself on an elevator ride was at least not long enough to carve new abrasions into me and leave me even more dishevelled for my momentous meeting. I would let it slide. With better rapport, I might even enjoy it.


  We rounded a corner, and suddenly everything was familiar. I had seen this street before, in the photos of Cassandra walking her dog. I sped up, jogging ahead of Ophidia, only caring for one thing; the house that would be suited to the acropolis, the ancient temple that held my truest prize. She let go, her vine untangling from my wrist, but I barely noticed; I was already running. Sprinting, with long leaps over and past and around any prospective obstacles. Tears of overwhelmed excitement were running down my face as I ran just as fast as I could. There! There she was! The woman covered in glittering jewellery with black hair and a wagging puppy tail standing outside the hab.


  She saw me, and moved faster than I ever could have to meet me. A girly scream of excitement rang out, and I was tackled in a hug that knocked my breath away, but I didn’t care. I was being held by my sister.


  “FRIDA! YOU’RE ALIVE!”
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  “Cassandra…” I murmured, lost in her, unable to drag my eyes away from her face, unable to think about anything but her. I wanted to say a thousand things, a million things, things I thought I would never get to say. 
“Frida, it's really you… I thought I'd never see you again, I thought you died in that stupid war,” she babbled, voice choked by emotion. “But you're here, and you're you, the real you. Frida, Frida, Frida!”
It sounded beautiful on her lips, an address from a princess. She was alive. Cassandra was alive. I pulled her close against me, inhaling the scent of her, the rose petals and sharp bergamot that lingered in her hair, the incense and cinnamon so thick it was almost tacky on her skin. She didn’t smell like I remembered, barely even looked like I remembered, but it was her. There was no mistaking the eyes, even blown out, or the way she held me against her chest in sororal regard. This was Cassandra. My sister, my person. My Hector, returned from duelling mighty Ajax, laughing, breathing, gripping, vital, alive! 
“I almost did die in the war, Cassandra. Faked my death a few times. I had to, to get out from under the various handlers I was bound to. Two branches of OCNI, two competing factions in the Syndicates… it was quite an experience.”
She laughed, a beautiful sound that still carried hints of the gruff barks of humor I had so cherished when we were younger. The many bits of golden jewelry that adorned her jangled as she moved. “You were always so clever, lil’ sis. I should have known it would take more than… whatever it was you were doing, to get you! Aren't you glad we don't have to do that anymore?”
She was right. We were both free of those lives now, and with her by my side, I could allow myself to actually enjoy it. Live, rather than frantically, bitterly seek a sense of purpose from my studies that could never fully fill the void she left.
The tears came unbidden, barely noticed until they were spilling down my cheeks, soaking into her hair like glittering pearls that danced in the light as she pulled away. Strong thumbs wiped my eyes, and she giggled, shaking her head to make the droplets dance in the sun. I sniffled, embarrassed at my own emotions. She was so beautiful, so absolutely, ideally here and present. She radiated happiness as she pressed her forehead to mine, stooping only a little to do so. She’d always been taller than me, someone I quite literally had to look up to, and she’d lost none of the height in her transition.
I composed myself enough to speak again. “I'm glad our paths came back together. I worried you wouldn't want to see me again, after-”
I was rudely interrupted when an unwelcome vine wrapped around my waist, dragging me back into the pit of frustration that was my current predicament. My heart sank, swallowed up by the omnipresent reminder of my captor’s foul whims.
“Hello, little one. May I ask your name?” Ophidia almost purred from somewhere behind and above me, as though she hadn't already told me herself. Her voice was suddenly saccharine sweet, a tone infecting it that she had never offered me while I was lucid enough to appreciate it. It was gross, so obviously manipulative, and still there was a traitorous little part of me that felt like  I  deserved to hear that tone, that  I  was owed that kind of affection from my erstwhile captor.
“Cassandra Fraxinus, eighth floret, she and her please Miss!” She enunciated, clearly and sweetly, in a sing-song voice that carried none of the pressures of a hard life, and barely the slightest trace of the gruff accent I’d grown up around.
More vines crept into my field of vision, running through Cassandra’s curly hair, brushing down her neck and across her shoulders. She leaned into them, grumbling a pleasant little sound like a contented puppy would make. Truly, she had become the ideal image of a pet-creature to these monsters, and if I wasn’t so uncomfortable with  Ophidia touching my sister, I would have been impressed.
“Miss Lataria.” Ophidia intoned, apparently not deigning to give a pet a proper introduction, “And I believe you have already figured out who this is.”
I scowled as she ran yet another one of those searching, probing vines through my hair, pressing into my scalp just firmly enough that it sent a pleasant shiver down my spine. 
“Yes Miss!” Cassandra almost squeaked, reaching out to grab my hand. “Come on, Frida, time for you to meet the rest of my family!”
I blanched, suddenly shy in the face of her excitability. I couldn’t help it, she had always been the more outgoing of the two of us, the more rough and ready, and I felt myself grow meek as she pulled on my arm, dragging me along behind her. My heartbeat was racing, hammering in my chest, anxiety or fear or something sending a bolt of adrenaline through me as I reveled in the warmth of her skin and the trail of her sweet, warm, ambergris scent. 
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Cassandra led me up the steps to the hab, a standard affair but for the porch that was flanked by a pair of colossal Doric columns seemingly carved entirely from pure marble. I expected her to drag me inside, but instead she ducked to one side and headed between her house and the one next door. She let my hand go for just long enough to fiddle with a gate, pressing her hand to a reader that led to a lock disengaging with a loud clunk. 
“You're allowed to come and go as you please?” 
Cassandra turned back with a giggle. “Of course I am! How else would I take my baby boy on walks?”
I glanced back over my shoulder. Ophidia was following a few paces behind us, and the expression on her usually still face was strange, alien to me. It looked uncomfortably close to  compassion,  an impossible emotion for a base creature like her to feel.
“I am currently being denied such freedom, due to the circumstances of my captivity.”
Cassandra pulled open the gate with a look of pensive recollection. “Oh yeah! I heard you were doing something silly with a bomb when you got caught, but you'll be  free to fly as a Martian chicken  in no time!”
The use of an old Duster idiom- spoken in Mariner English rather than Terran standard, no less- prompted a raised eyebrow. It was a phrase our maternal grandfather had been quite fond of, a reference to the infamous pest animals that blighted our home planet, but one that our mother had made very sure we never repeated for fear of revealing our ancestry.
I watched her intently, studying her, assessing her for any signs of the brother I’d grown up adoring. She moved with grace, if not precision, clearly quite well adjusted to whatever xenodrugs she was on, overcoming the lack of coordination rather than fighting and losing. She was there, I could see the twinkle in those blown out eyes, the obvious signs of a sharpness she’d barely had when we were younger. 
We walked into a densely planted garden that opened into a grassy, open space. It was as large as the hab’s footprint, and it felt… cozy. Surrounded by thick foliage and broad tree trunks, it was an enclosed space that still enjoyed the warming sun and the gentle breeze and the buzzing of unseen insects that I couldn’t tell if actually existed or not. We were on a starship, and this felt so perfectly like a little slice of forest, a clearing where foxes and fauns might gambol and play.
Suddenly, there was barking. A shape came rushing around a corner, bowling into Cassandra and eliciting fits of giggling laughter that might as well have been honey on my ears. It was the dog, Lupin, a yapping, barking blur of light fur and petulant attention seeking, and I would have been frustrated by it had my sister not been scooping him up, giggling, laughing, such beautiful peals of joy. 
The pup lapped at her face, long tongue swiping at her cheeks, and she seemed so utterly contented. I reached out and ran a hand through the animal's curly fur, and couldn’t help but let a smile creep into the corners of my mouth as he began to lick my hand as well.  
 "Guter Hund,”  I murmured.
Cassandra let the dog hop back down to the ground, and he took off back into the yard. Cassandra grabbed me by the hand and gestured for me to follow. We rounded the corner of the hab, and that was when I saw him.
An affini,  the  affini, Alder Fraxinus, her manservant and  owner . The whole idea made me want to spit, but I held my tongue, bit my lip, and tried not to look for something to throw at him. He was standing over some smoking contraption, perhaps a machine that might hopefully explode and kill him.
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He seemed somehow larger in person than the photos had made him look, somehow both grander and more imposing than other impossibly overawing affini managed to be. He was similar in height to Ophidia, but so much broader he might be three times her overall mass. The light caught vivid scarlet and orange in the leaves that made up his mimicry of hair, and the thorny vines were far more menacing in motion than they had been still.
I shrank back in apprehension, and Cassandra's fingers slipped loose from mine. “Daddy, they're here,” she called, dashing straight for the alien mass, her own tail wagging just as hard as Lupin’s was, and towards the monster she had tamed. As Cassandra reached Alder, he stooped to scoop her up in his arms and bury her close under his chin. I watched her nuzzle into him, sick to my stomach at the things she had to force herself through in order to survive in this vile empire.
A vine looped over my shoulder and made me start, a bolt going through me that jolted me from my reverie. It was Ophidia, the vine resolving into a hand that rested gently on my shoulder, giving a firm squeeze that made my skin gently sing. 
“It might be hard, pet, but I promise that nothing can truly harm you. I will not allow it. You are safe here.”
I grunted at her, irritable and unwilling to engage. I might not have trusted Ophidia, but I at least knew that that her claim was supposed to be true. Could I trust Alder? It didn’t matter, if I wanted to be close to my sister I would have to approach him. 
The lumbering man of roots and leaves turned to me as we approached, Cassandra nuzzling idly against a fuzzy chin whose imposing thorns seemed to actually be quite soft. He turned away from the device and kneeled down to only a little above my eye level, his face split into a smile. “Hello, little one. My treasure has been beside herself with excitement to see you again. I am Alder Fraxinus, sixth bloom, he/him.”
“Frida.” I could smell scorching heat and charcoal, a roaring fire crackling just out of sight despite the warmth of the day.
There was a slight disapproving click from behind me, and Ophidia corrected me. “My pet means to say Frida Lataria, fifth floret. My apologies, it is still quite untrained.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at her. “And I am Ophidia Lataria, seventh bloom, she and her. I am with the NFPO, if such things matter.”
Alder stood back up to his full height and laughed, a deep rumbling sound like bark creaking and branches snapping. “Ah, I had heard many tales in the last day of little Frida’s specialties, but I didn't know yours were so  similar,  Ophidia. How sweet. I hope you like veggie burgers, my wife is vegan.” He gave Cassandra a gentle pat on the head for emphasis. My sister whined.
I turned back to Ophidia inquisitively, since I had never heard her mention the organization she was with before, nor did I have any idea what NFPO even stood for. I was surprised to see several thorns poking out of her hairlike mane of flower petals even as her facial expression remained unchanged, blank, motionless. Was she… bothered, that he seemed so unimpressed by whatever acronym it was she had slid into the conversation? I was no expert on subtle social cues- that so many beings chose to rely on unstated implications rather than clear and direct communication had been a major part of my realization that most of them were simply P-zombies operating on scripts- but I would have sworn there was almost a tone of dismissiveness about how Alder had said the word ‘similar.’
“Veggie burgers are fine,” I interjected, deciding I would rather not attempt to decipher whatever particular power play was being waged between the two xenos.
Ophidia continued talking like I hadn’t tried to interject, and my stomach balled in on itself. “I would not compare our intelligence operations to the crude work of feralists,  Fraxinus.” 
He slid a metal implement along the wire mesh of the device, a mesh that was licked at hungrily by flames. With it, he scooped up a-
It was a grill. The strange device was an open-fire grill and he was cooking burgers, like some alien mockery of a distant, ugly charade of human excess. He was gathering the patties onto a service plate, one that was already stacked with buns and salad leaves and all the other trimmings one might need for burgers. “Well, I wouldn't know about that. These days I prefer to focus on the more important parts of our society, such as our lovely florets. Congratulations on your new pet, by the way.”
“Thank you. I suppose the complexities of intelligence work need not be for all of us, there will always be more…  casual  roles to fill.” She extended a vine out in a common Affini greeting I had seen countless times before, though she seemed oddly rigid and inflexible in the process. He met her gesture with one of his own, significantly thicker, stronger, and curled tight enough to forcibly bend Ophidia's into a more relaxed and friendly posture. She made something like a growling noise I had not heard before.
I shot Cassandra a raised eyebrow, and she returned a grin and a shrug. Clearly, she did not mind her manservant making some not-so-subtle jabs at my owner’s expense and, frankly, I was not about to protest either. 
Alder led Ophidia, still tangled vine in vine, deeper into the open space of the yard. Goosebumps raised on my neck and arms, hair standing on end, a sympathetic response. Whatever trickery was tightening our bond and drawing us closer made me feel some kind of alien shock as the larger, stronger affini seemed to overbear the other. He walked past me, tray of food in one hand, Cassandra in another and my Owner vine in vine with him and still a fourth reached out to pet me gently on the head even as I moved to walk with them. 
When he touched me, I got a near overwhelming noseful of Cassandra’s thick scent- no. It wasn’t Cassandra’s scent on him, it was his on her, far stronger on his body than it ever could have been on hers. Citric florals were suddenly overwhelming, breaking on the rocky shore of vetiver, musk, patchouli and the strangely sweet vanilla that would have made me choke if it was any thicker. She smelled like him, so overpoweringly like him. That was a most unpleasant realistion, one that could have triggered a flare of anger… but I would only benefit by keeping a level head. They lived together, and were... married. Of course she smelled like him.
He led us to what at first glance appeared to be a lean-to shed, but which was actually a picnic table of sorts, with multiple layers of seating to accommodate Terran butts and affini vines. Cassandra and I were placed on opposite sides from each other, and our respective Affini simply enmeshed their bodies with the second tier of seat to appear as though they were sitting beside us. They were also still entwined, and Ophidia and Alder seemed quite focused on each other, trading melodious barbs and cynicisms in whatever affini dialect they shared. Unfortunate that they were clearly bitter enemies on sight, but the Affini instinct to serve their pets could surely be bent to prevent that from interfering with my plans to be declared pinnates with my sister.
Alder assembled two burgers swiftly, with barely the barest inquisition as to our preferences, but in short order one was placed in front of me and another in front of my sister. They looked… delicious. What else could they possibly be?
I was relieved to see Cassandra picking up her own burger rather than Alder feeding her, and she made a happy noise after taking an enormous bite out of it. I gave Ophidia a nervous glance, but she seemed content to let me handle it, leaving me loosely wrapped in a few stray vines that thankfully left the faint drug-induced need for her touch fully sated.
“So. How have the last few years treated you, Cassandra?”
She swallowed before answering. “Pretty good! I play with Lupin a lot, I hang out with my friends, we play golf sometimes, and I'm getting better at it even if I'm still kinda clumsy!” She was overcome by a fit of giggles that seemed to be the product of a punchline I’d missed. “And Daddy works at the tracking station to try to find some… scientist guy I think, so sometimes I keep him company there? He has a little bed under one of the work stations and I get to curl up under there with a stuffie when he’s too busy to hold me. It’s really cozy. Um…”
My eye twitched at the fetishistic term of address being used yet again, but at least it wasn't  Master.  Ophidia had also perked up a bit, and made some remark in the Affini language directed at Alder, which I couldn't fully translate. There was an element of surprise to it, at least, perhaps astounded that a doltish brute like him was involved in something that sounded suspiciously like the work of intelligence operatives of one stripe or another. I wasn’t really paying attention to the woeful mutterings of two  domkop. 
Cassandra, meanwhile, had gotten caught deep in thought, pout on her lips and a wrinkle creasing her brow where she was thinking hard. Suddenly, she grew very red, blushing fiercely, and stammered out another addendum to her activities. “And me and Daddy, um, you know, we do, like, wife and Husband stuff.”
I didn't like the tone of reverence she was using for her ‘husband’, and had certainly hoped to find a more obvious ally in her. Perhaps she was less in control of this situation than I had assumed, but best not to catastrophize. “Please spare me the details, I don't think I want to know about my sister’s… intimate life.”
“Yeah, heh, that's fair. So what about you? You've been in the Compact since Sol fell, right?”
I squeezed one of Ophidia's vines to calm my nerves, feeling the pulse of subconscious response return along the creeper. “Yes. I retreated deeper into Accord space as the fleet advanced, and in the end… well. I found myself in a wardship, which I passed-”
“Wait, you passed a wardship and then got domesticated anyway?” Her face creased in a wide grin, showing off such sparkly white teeth they were almost blinding.
“I… yes. My warden believed I was fit for independence. She became quite enamored with a volunteer floret shortly after, and we stopped talking entirely.” The less said about that sordid business the better. It had simply been a confirmation of everything I already knew. “I became very interested in literature, especially some very, very old works of classical non-fiction. Philosophy held a lot of pull, because… well. I thought you were dead, Cassandra. I’d lost whatever I thought was driving me forwards, didn’t have a purpose anymore, I didn’t have anyone, really.” It was so easy to rattle off these memories as cold facts, points of information with no emotional weight to them, “Just books, and games, and a few forums on the Martian sub-net full of Terrans who were just barely similarly minded enough to point me towards the most useful literature.”
Cassandra swallowed the bite of her burger she had been chewing, and reached across the table to take my hand with a concerned look on her face. “Oh, Frida… nobody? Nobody special to you? Still no boyfriends or girlfriends? There's so much stuff you can do, like, you know…” she trailed off, apparently trying to think of how to word it delicately. I didn’t need my big sister to tell me about the birds and the bees while our  owners  watched over us.
“I learned during my wardship that I am aromantic and asexual, actually. I don't do that ‘stuff’ like everyone else does.” A frown flickered across my face. As before, the less said the better.
Her eyes, glassy as they might be, lit up with understanding. “Oooohhhh! That makes sense, yeah. Little confused by why you have so many cute bruises then, but uh. Okay. So you fell in with rebels, then?”
“Hardly. I was going to volunteer to be a pet, but I thought the Affini had killed you so that seemed… unjust. I scoured so many hours of propaganda broadcasts trying to find you among them, and I came to understand the simple rules the Affini operate on, far better than those idiot free Terranists on the net did.”
“Oh? What did you learn?”
“I realized that to be a pet is not to submit, not in the sense we would think of the term. It is to allow yourself to be served. Judging by your life as I have seen it, you understand what I mean, intuitively if nothing else.”
Cassandra looked back at me with some other look in her eyes, something limpid and wet. She coughed out a nervous laugh. “Uh, sis, I'm gonna be honest, you're talking to one very submissive puppygirl. I'm not sure what you're talking about exactly, but…” she glanced up at Alder, deep in his own conversation  with Ophidia, with a look of undisguised lust and brain-addling desire. “Alder is my  owner,  and he takes care of all my needs  very  well.”
“Not-” I winced, trying not to imagine what that would look like. I didn’t want to consider what  he  might decide to do to a girl like my sister. “Not  sexually  submissive! Spiritually! Being in charge of one's own fate! Twisting the machinations of the Compact to benefit us, to take our place as pets to be served as true Masters!” I was snapping like a sheet in the wind, every sentence punctuated with the whip-crack of frustration. I felt Ophidia's vines rippling against my back in amusement, but it was easy to ignore her.
Cassandra just gave me another confused look, then shrugged her shoulders. “I don't think I get it, Frida, but I don’t think I have to. I’m glad you’ve found some peace in being a floret at last, I think? It’s not exactly a bad life.” she finished with another girlish giggle, amusing herself.
I looked in desperate frustration at the woman sitting across from me. I had thought if anyone in the universe would understand me, it would be her, my Achilles, my Ender, my perfect, ideal person. This barrier between us, it couldn’t have been a natural thing, it stank of the artificiality of blunt force. What had they done to my sister?
“I don't know I would say that I am at peace with it, but if nothing else I’m… Cassandra, I can’t begin to express how happy I am to see you. To be reunited with you. That’s all that matters to me now, that, and… I need to apologize for something as well.”
I took a deep breath, ready to take responsibility. The moment I had been waiting for, the moment I thought I had been eternally denied. I stole a glance at Ophidia, who tightened her vines around my waist in a way I didn't want to admit was a badly needed reassurance. I closed my eyes, and spoke, quietly but clearly.
“I never got a chance to say I'm sorry. For what I said to you before you left Mars.” Another deep breath. “I shouldnt have said you were wasting yourself. I was scared of what might happen if you signed up for the Marines instead of miltiary intel or OCNI like me. I said some… I said some really regrettable, awful things about you, about your intelligence and ability. They weren’t fair, or true either. I was just scared, scared that you were leaving, scared that you were taking a different path in life. I was afraid, and I lashed out because of it. That wasn’t right. I’m sorry.”
I let out a shallow exhale, wracked by tension, terrified that she might choose to reject me now we had finally been brought together again. I had been staring at my hands, I realised, and it took all my strength to look up, to meet her eyes. I was terrified. 
Cassandra smiled blankly at me with a slight smile. “Oh! Well, that's okay. I don't remember that anyway, but I accept the apology!" She took another bite of her lunch, and mumbled her next question through her food. “I was a Marine?”
My jaw hung open in shock. “You don't… remember?”
“Nope! Most bad stuff stays locked away unless I'm in therapy.” 
She turned to Alder and tugged on one of his vines, who broke his focus on Ophidia to turn to her. “Yes, my prize?”
“Was I a marine before? I don’t think I like boats, but Frida said-”
“Yes, little one, you were,” Alder chuckles, interrupting her unfiltered sentence, “You attempted to give me quite the fight, and failed utterly. I took you home with me afterwards, remember? I know you remember the first time I called you prize.”
I could only stare in wide-eyed horror as she flushed and whimpered, nuzzling into her conqueror’s hand. “Was it like when we play fight in bed?” 
His answer was a sultry rumble. “No. You put up  much  more of a fight now than you did then, my beloved little trophy.”
I interrupted their disgusting interspecies mating ritual with an inquiry. “When you say she doesn't remember bad things outside of therapy, how much do you mean by that?”
Cassandra seemed ready to answer, inhaling to speak, but Alder leaned forwards and she reflexivelly deferred to him as he began to answer instead. “There are many things she is happier not remembering, not least her service in the pitiful excuse for a military the Terran Accord maintained. One such block was even recently removed. The news of your death devastated my poor little gem, we had to stop her from being able to remember she ever had a younger sibling outside of therapy,” he winked at me, “but I'll forgive you, Frida, now that you're here.”
My sister- my person- had gone down fighting, blow for blow, steel for steel with the Affini, a true Achilles. But then, afterwards, she had been denied her memories and the ability to even grieve me when I, Patroclus, apparently went following after her. No wonder she had never found me, she wasn’t allowed to remember there was anyone to look for. I was the only one who knew to look, and I had been holed up in a safehouse hoping beyond hope that a ghost was watching over me.
She wasn’t her, anymore, not truly. With all the memories, all the context pulled out of her head, how could she claim to be the person I had sought for so long? Who was I sitting across from? Who was this person whom my entire history could be pulled out of her head without her even noticing?
Cassandra laughed. “You better forgive her, Daddy! That's my sister and I love her as much as I love Lupin and you!”
Something snapped inside me, something that had only been held down by the barest of elastic. “You don't actually think you  mean  that, do you? You  love  this shell of vines and bark covering an alien core in the pale mimicry of mankind?”
Cassandra’s face fell, and she spoke more harshly than I had heard all afternoon. “I’m his wife, Frida, of course I love him. I know my Husband isn’t a Terran, I’ve seen that core under the vines plenty, I’ve seen things I doubt you can even imagine just yet. I love him so, so much, little sister, so much it makes me burn for him. He’s my Owner, and my Husband, and my Daddy, and you’d have to be very silly to suggest I don’t love him.”
She seemed more composed than I had perhaps ever seen her, speaking sharply, directly, and with just enough force to make it stick. My knuckles went white beside my untouched meal. She was wrong. This wasn’t love, not true love. Love was knowing each other your entire lives. Love was always having each other's back. Love was unconditional caring, compassion, a deep understanding between beings. It was what I felt for my sibling, not some crass, horny thing twisted and warped by elaborate animal mating rituals and social conceptions of romance, and certainly not all that at the whim and machinations of some xeno  prick. 
“He's a wooden dildo that takes care of your needs like a layabout princess. I admire the life you've made for yourself, and you seem very happy, but  love  is much more than that!”
“How would you even know? You just said you don't do sex or romance, like, a few minutes ago?”
“I still feel  love!  For the person I grew up with! For the only person who has ever been on my side no matter what, at least until you got taken away from me and brainwashed to forget I even existed!”
I felt my skin tingle and I knew Ophidia was glaring at me even without looking. When she spoke, her words were laced with the bitter honey of disapproval. “Pet, you will treat Cassandra with respect.”
I glared at the domesticated beast sitting across from me, stared into her watering eyes, desperate for any sign of what few flickers of my sister were left inside the thing they made out of her. There was nothing familiar in the flecks of green, the haustoric implant firmly embedded in her neural net. It was just a construct, a hollow mimicry. I had been fooled by my own brain's propensity to find patterns where none existed, seen a familiar face in random static.
I looked away, taking my eyes off of the  floret  across from me. “I was right from the start. You monsters destroyed my sister, and you're making me have a picnic with her animate corpse.”
I summoned all the righteous fury I could manage, and pointed all of it at Alder along with a jabbing, hostile finger. “You killed her, you fucking unthinking automoton. You fucking pederast monster, you took my sister and turned her into a debased  whore  for whatever degenerate animal urges your society is too sick and  diseased  to even be ashamed of!”
Ophidia froze, vines suddenly entirely motionless. The jovial smile on Alder’s face vanished, thinning down to nothing as something dark and horrid flashed in his eyes. 
The thing wearing my sister’s flesh began to cry.
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  I was not dragged away from the sobbing creature that used to be my sister; I didn’t have to be. Nonetheless, Ophidia was pulling me along, a vine cinched tightly around one of my wrists, and she gave no quarter for the speed at which I could walk without regularly breaking into an ungainly trot. I wondered if I simply gave up on walking, would she tow me along behind her, allow me to slide along the ground with no thought to my wellbeing?
I had made a terrible mistake, I could see that well enough. My emotions had gotten the better of me, and they had swallowed up my first real opportunity to salvage something from this vile situation. I glared daggers at the back of Ophidia’s head, wondering if she had a skull my furious glare could burn through. What else was I supposed to have done? She had shown me the remnants of the only person in the universe that had mattered to me. She might as well have taken me to see the sack of Troy or the burning of the library of Alexandria. What was I supposed to do but weep? 
It did not take us long to reach our destination, although I had not recognized most of our route. Whatever mechanism had been used to transport Ophidia’s hab from the shuttle to the ship proper had done so quickly and efficiently. It was already in place amongst a riot of colourful and vegetated properties and, standing in contrast to its fellows, it seemed almost morosely drab. Apparently whatever small amount of artistic thought this beastly creature had had been spent cluttering the inside with bric-a-brac rather than decorating the outside in a crass display of ostentation. 
She shoved me through the entryway without a word, and though she did not slam the door, I felt like she very much wanted to. She was clearly furious, I could feel it radiating off of her in fiery waves, a pulsing, alien sensation that was quite unlike anything I had felt from an affini before. And here I was, alone with her, sealed away from any who might hear me scream, any of her kind who might intervene if she lost control of her urges. 
The affini were, as a rule, not inclined to violence. They were a species and culture dominated by the  lumpenproletariat , sated by easy hedonism and access to their advanced technology. Ophidia was, quite clearly, of a different class, and as she looked down at me like I was an animal that had relieved itself on the carpet, I wondered just how different a beast she might prove to be. 
I shivered, adrenaline coursing already as she bent at the waist to loom over me. 
“What are you going to do, beat me? Punish me?” I tried to not let the fear show itself, but the quaver in my voice betrayed me. My neck already bore a ring of dull bruises of her expressions of supposed adoration, I dreaded what her rage might look like. “You’re my  Master  aren’t you, and I know what happens to an-”
“Enough.” It was one word, two syllables, and they held enough force that I was forced back a step, the breath catching in my throat. She made a rustling sigh, and the tension in her vines seemed to give, just a little. “Of course I’m not going to beat you. I would not reinforce antisocial misbehaviour by rewarding it with an activity you would enjoy.”
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My cheeks burned. “I- I do not  enjoy  being beaten, you sick degenerate!”
She did not answer as she brushed past me, walking to that behemoth desk. I was… confused by her behavior. I had expected her to lash back at me, with vines or drugs or words, any of those would have sufficed. This was none of those, instead a sort of silent disregard for the fact I was still entirely unbowed before her. The automaton had gone off-script and I, the feckless human, was simply at the mercy of the machine. It was a terrifying concept, to be trapped in the clutches of a creature so much more physically powerful than I.
There was a simple choice to make; bring her back on script, or allow her to run renegade. Assert my position, or allow her to set the pace of her own accord. What else could I do but incite her?
“So, what  does  an angry owner do with their pet, then,  Master?” 
She looked up from her desk, her mask and eyes again expressionless. Her antennae were still, and her eyes glistered a near golden-orange. There was no evidence that she was even the slightest bit affected by my acid barb, other than her fixing those eyes on mine. When she spoke it was slow, measured, without a trace of hostility or upset.
“I am not angry at you, pet. If anyone is to blame for the recklessness that allowed two florets to be harmed today, it is me. However miniscule that harm is, that is my responsibility. However little you manage to accomplish, pet, you belong to me and thus your petty outbursts are mine to have controlled.”
Ah, it was to be a lecture then. I could stand that well enough.
“The photos I showed you were carefully selected, an attempt to make you aware of the extent of Cassandra’s preferred lifestyle. I assumed, wrongly, that you would understand that from them. I will be sure to be more direct with my intentions in the future. I miscalculated, clearly, and I apologise for that, my pet.”
I clenched my hands into fists so tight my knuckles whitened. She wasn’t supposed to be condescending, especially when she had so clearly ignored every grievance I had been allowed to level. As though the real problem had been my disruption of decorum and not its cause. The nerve of her, to insist that this had been Cassandra’s preference, that she somehow chose this life for herself. She truly had understood nothing I’d said in the last days since my capture.
“Why are you apologizing to me, for showing me something I already knew? I know your whole fucking Compact is rotten from the inside. The only apology I want to hear is for what you did to my sister!” I spat anger at her feet where it could spill botulous and ugly, a stain on the carpet that couldn’t be removed. This was my line in the sand, my Gibraltan rock. I could hardly hope to resist long term, but I could make every step in this dance a treacherous, unfulfilling thing.
“I will not apologize for the state you found Cassandra in, because there is nothing wrong with it, no matter how far it may diverge from my own preferences for a floret. The only ill she has suffered in several years is having been exposed to a rabid little nest of feralism that I happen to call  pet . She is far, far happier than you have ever known her to be.” A strange glint entered the affini’s eye, an odd hue at the edge, “Had you been inclined to watch pornographic material on the overnet- rather than browsing pseudoferalist literature boards and discussions on outdated military strategy simulation video games- there is a strong chance you would have already known she was still alive. Or, at least you would have known ‘Alder and Cassandra Fraxinus’ by their performances.”
I choked back the waves of nausea at the thought that the defilement of my sister's body was available for public consumption. Wasn’t it enough that he owned whatever little part of her remained, couldn’t he at least allow her some dignity? Couldn’t he leave her some measure of composure, rather than turning her into a sideshow for disgusting men to gawp and gawk at? No, of course he couldn’t. He was uniquely perverse, not just an affini, but one who saw manhood and decided that was the particular mantle for him to take up.
“She was happy with  me,  when we were younger!” I snapped, burying the ugly, roiling feeling in my gut. 
The xeno made a rustling noise of discontent again, and laid out a file on her desk, making a show of peering across its contents. 
“Given what we now know about your childhood and particularly the behaviour of your mother, I think that is a dubious claim. In any case, I thought you were ready to be socialized because you seemed so excited by your sister. I caused you and her both great distress. I should have waited until you were already broken in.”
Rage rose fresh in my chest. “There is no way I could ever have met that  floret  wearing my sister's skin without  ‘great distress’!  There is no breaking I could go through that would make me, you cannot  make  me love something that isn’t her. All you could do is kill me, the same way you fucking killed her!”
“You would, and you will yet, if her owner and I decide that allowing the two of you to meet again would be beneficial. If not, well… she forgot you once. Once implanted, your memory will be just as easy to alter. The fleet is continuing down the galactic spiral arm, and it might be best for me to follow and take you with me, far away from any concerns about familial bonds.”
“You- you cannot be suggesting separating us. You cruel, imperialistic fucking-”
“Which is it,  Frida?”  The file snapped shut, closed with the sudden motion of a single vine. Suddenly she seemed very tall again. “Is your sister dead, or alive? Do you wish to be near her, or do you fear what you see as her corpse? Do you hate florets and all they represent, or did your plan to hurt the Compact end in volunteering to be one? You are a creature of fascinating contradictions.”
“I was volunteering to be a pet,” I sneered at her. “Not a floret.”
“While I do not think your worldview is correct, it does have elements that remain cohesive internally. This is clearly not one of them. Why do you think Cassandra is different from you? What does the word floret mean to you when you say it?”
“I was going to be- and still am- the master of my own fate. You have failed to take that from me at every step. I should be pampered in the seat of the greatest luxury your progenitor civilization exists to provide. I will not be reduced to some mind wiped sex slave who was claimed in battle like the spoils of war!”
She made a shrill bark of something like laughter, like a tree screeching as it was wrenched from the ground by gale force winds. I faintly found myself wondering if this thing was capable of experiencing  schadenfreude.  
“You are hardly the master of your own emotions, pet, let alone your ‘fate’. Left to your own devices in paradise, you opted to acquire a bomb and nest in a rusted drainage pipe. You were unable to restrain yourself from causing havoc for a single afternoon picnic, so bereft are you without direction from above. What you  are  is a scared little doll, desperately seeking a sense of purpose to bind yourself to, which has grown cracked and damaged after a life in a world that never accommodated your differences. You may have fallen down a particularly curious path, but you are ultimately just another feral, flailing around with dull claws until you dig them into something firmly enough to notice.” The petals that made up her mane of hair rippled in some expression I didn't recognize. “My mistake was in allowing you access to the one sophont your wild lashings could actually hurt. Fortunately, all she will require is a remedial memory aid if Alder sees fit, and the entire day would be nothing but an uncomfortable dream for her.”
“You said that already.” I sounded petulant and weak, and there was little else I could imagine being. 
“I know. I am reinforcing the lesson; you and your sister are the same. Your bodies, your sense of self and even your memories are forfeit if they are to your detriment. If it comes in the pursuit of your wellbeing, I am empowered to do anything and everything necessary to ensure it. If I decide that you are not fit for purpose, pet, I will reshape you until you are ready for it.”
“You cannot break-”
“You will  shatter,  as billions of your species alone have before you, but this one will come by my hand. Whatever plan you had, whatever funny little trick you were to consider performing, the Compact has seen it before. We have stopped you, we will break you, and you will make a perfect companion for the rest of your days. This I promise you.” 
She was belligerently exhausting, and I didn’t have a useful response. 
“Fuck you, Ophidia.”
Silence poured through the room, broken by my breathing and the faint rustling of leaves in circulating air. I didn’t move, not because I had not been permitted, but I simply had nowhere to go. I had no room, I had no sanctum of my own, the last time I had slept it had been on the very ground I now stood. What would be the point of storming off, only to find myself standing at the end of a corridor that didn’t even have the benefit of being  spacious .
Nonetheless, I fumed, and my captor stood guard, motionless. Was she watching me? I didn’t want to raise my head to look, didn’t want to draw her ire for another round of remonstrations that truly meant nothing. We could simply be comfortable and resist the urge to emotionally collaborate, and yet she insisted that she would be the one to break me. More fool her, I supposed. 
I didn’t jump when she finally did move, and I took a little pride in something so petty. She lifted a book from somewhere within the depths of her desk, and extended the vine holding it until she laid it on the nearest low table. It was Nietszche, On the Genealogy of Morality, and I could tell just by looking at it that it was my well-thumbed copy, the same slightly ragged version I had had with me in the sewers that fateful day.
“You imagine a world where you stew in your own captive misery and call it master morality, and your own flesh and blood lives in luxury with total freedom of movement and a pet of her own and is called a slave. I have read this book, and while my critiques of your culture’s philosophy are ultimately as irrelevant to you as yours would be to mine, I have my doubts that you even  understand  what you have read, pet.”
“I understood exactly as much as I need to. I know that yours is a weak civilization, built on sentimental ideals and technology stolen from countless others. Any society could have snowballed as the Affini did, you merely happened to be the ones to take over the Local Group first. There is nothing special about you other than circumstance, no essence you possess that I do not. There is no ‘Affiini Soul’ that sets you apart from me in any way bar the circumstances of each of our creation. You are made of atoms like me, filled with biological processes like me. You are a product of the very evolution you pretend to have engineered and enlightened yourself past. You can compel me with force, and I’m certain you will in fact, but you can never defeat me on the ground of my choosing. There will never be sufficient data to convince me you are anything but natural servants. A creature like you could never make a floret of me. If you kill me and parade my breathing corpse around like a puppet, then perhaps it will seem that way, but you will not have  me.” 
Ophidia glared down at me, radiating disappointment. I stood my ground, staring directly back at the hypnotic orbs placed to mimic eyes, daring her to prove me right.
“You draw a line between classes of florets, in which some are beloved and others are exploited? Putting aside for the moment that this is false, why do you believe you are singular in your deserving of the former over the latter?”
“Because I and I  alone  see the world for what it truly is! I'm not some idiot rebel clinging to capital, I take your Compact at its word, and I see the pitfalls of this new system and how it is supposed to work.”
She broke eye contact with me and turned toward the wall of pointless abstract art that swallowed her living room wall, ceding the ground of using those crafted eyes to compel me.
“No. You see what you have been trained to see. You were raised in a system that found romance in the idea of delinquent consumption. This particular brand of feralism, this belief that you can simply eke out a life amongst the Compact in the way you did your previous masters, is not new or unique. Your type forget that what is promised is freedom from scarcity, freedom from fear, and freedom from responsibility. There is nothing for a xenosophont species to be delinquent  of , as all has been removed. There is nothing you can consume that cannot be replaced, all your avarice is wasted in the face of the resources of a thousand stars bent to our wills.”
She stilled, and something in her voice shimmered strangely, a sonorous, distant sound that might have sounded almost like melancholy ringing from somewhere inside her massive body.
“The Terran Accord is not the first society of its kind we have subsumed into the Compact, and it was not new or unique. The more brutal Maelodion Choirs attempted the same gambit you imagine yourself to be engaging in, on a scale you would not imagine, and ultimately their songs were still rewritten from the basest note long before my time. It is rare, though, for a Terran to maintain these ‘principles’ after so much exposure. You do not have the mechanisms to resist change that decentralized hiveminds like the Choirs did. You are already entirely dependent on me, and yet you claim otherwise…”
She seemed almost thoughtful as she spoke, some deterministic gear locking into place in her decision making. 
“What's your fucking point,  Affini?” 
“You would be trivial to break now. I could keep you drugged until your implantation, wipe your memory and reshape you into something far more simple. I would move on to the next domestication campaign, in company with my immaculately conditioned and obedient pet, and you would never know pain again. Or… I could allow you to struggle though this condition, unmodified in hopes of a better, more fulfilled outcome overall.” 
I scowled at her as she spoke of violating my being with the air of someone discussing the weather. “That you talk of erasing me so casually is proof you are a being without compassion or reason in your heart.”
“Once again you misunderstand, pet, so I will engender clarity. The first option is the far, far kinder one. I would make it painless for you, unaware of the change, blissfully happy without any notion of having ever been any other way. I love you deeply, and the thought of doing anything but this is very nearly anathema to that. The second option will hurt, even more than you are hurting now, for the rot within you will rip as its roots are tugged free. Both will shatter you beyond your comprehension, but only in one do you retain any hope of remembering this conversation. To use your own twisted terminology, either your current self ends willingly, a Master in spirit exercising your freedom to choose to become better, or you remain low, common, refusing to change until you have no choice.”
A vial of grimly murky fluid, speckled with a colour I couldn’t help but recognise, was produced from somewhere inside her chest. It was the dreaded Ω-27, the drug she had stolen at least a day from me with already. “Choose to surrender to the greater power now, or refuse to choose, and lose the option to truly steer your destiny in the favor of the illusion of control. I offer you redemption, if you crave it, pet, redemption or salvation. I would not judge you for choosing either.”
My lip curled. What a choice to be given now. The quick, sharp death, or the death of a thousand cuts, each one stripping back the flesh until I was entirely flayed away from my own shambling, still-living flesh. Which would be worse? In only one would I feel the slow decay, but would I prefer the ability to still lash out with my apparently ‘blunted’ claws? A gordian knot of a choice, and not one I enjoyed the idea of making.
“I choose neither. You are nature, and I am man. I will either triumph, or I will not. You do not rule me. Hurt me as you see fit and if you go too far and murder me as you clearly expect to, then enjoy your sex toy as everything I was rots under your implant, you necrophiliac freak.”
Ophida made a noise of some alien amusement and returned the vial to her chest. She turned her mask back towards me, and her slitted eyes glowed purple and cyan, swirling in patterns that hooked my brain and denied me the option to avert my gaze. She slithered close, keeping me rooted with conditioning unknown. 
“It is, if nothing else, the more interesting option. Very well, pet. Thank you for helping me decide. The easy way is closed, and so begins the fun way.”
A vine lashed out of her and I flinched, but its touch was fairly gentle, simply wrapping around my neck and over my mouth and nose.
“Breathe, pet. Don’t worry, it is nothing I have not given you before, albeit in a smaller dose.”
Citrus fumes choked me, but there was no point trying to fight against it. I was expecting the class-E to deny my capacity for reason, or the paralytic to make me immoble, or the Ω-12 to bury my very sapience in a euphoric rush. Most concerning of all was the  lack  of any noticeable immediate effect. My protesting yells were muffled, and ultimately, pointless.
She made the follow-click, and there was no resisting. A leaf split off the vine, and sealed over my eyes, denying me the tasteless view of her decor, which could only be considered so much of a loss. I was pulled along her, vines guiding my ankles to mark my pace and, perhaps, to ensure I didn’t stumble over my own feet.
The childish smock was torn from my body as we traveled down the hall, and my breath caught in my throat, half-formed imaginings of being drowned in the bathroom or flensed clean in her unseen bedroom. There was another option though, the third door, the plain portal which hadn’t even received a description beyond being  verboten. 
A lock clicked, the sound piercing through the thick, tense air between us. The air was displaced as the door swung open, soundless on its hinges. This room was an absolute unknown, and I had to fight down the urge to kick and scream and wail. There was no point in physical resistance, Ophidia could simply overpower me whenever she liked. Better to go to the gallows with my head held high. Whatever the ‘fun’ way was, I had nothing for it but indifference.
I couldn’t help indignant whimpers slipping out though, and their echoing sounds betrayed a room with high ceilings. I was allowed the freedom of my mouth and nose, though the blindfold remained, mere moments before I was shoved firmly to the floor at her feet. My knees landed on a padded surface that seemed horrifyingly familiar. I had been in this room before, last night. This was where she had brutalized me, and claimed I enjoyed it. This was where this freak had hurt me and claimed it was for my own good. A tingle of traitorous anticipation crept up my spine.
“Now, pet, you have shared much of your tastes and opinions today, none of it asked for. It is time for you to listen to me.”
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  I waited for Ophidia to speak, but all I was given was silence in the darkness. I heard her rummaging, but with the blindfold and vice grip around me I could not move. A moment of peace, undisturbed. I might be furious, but provoking her seemed foolish.
So I sat, naked, forced to kneel on the soft surface, something that gave beneath my weight until finally it compressed enough to give real resistance. A pillow, then, or a cushion, with a smooth surface and enough support wrapped around my knees and calves that I barely noticed my weight pressing down on my haunches. 
The leafy blindfold over my eyes was irritating, but nothing I couldn’t ignore. The fronds tickled at my cheeks and brow, but it was firm against my skin where the main body of it cupped my eyes. Just tight enough to keep out the light without pressing on the sensitive skin of my eyelids.
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It was certainly far more comfortable than the type of blindfolds I was used to seeing, though I had never been the one wearing them. I’d seen them deployed a handful of times, dehumanizing hostages and victims who had earned the ire of my employers in the intelligence and criminal fields. This was no canvas sack tightened around the neck with zip ties. It was far closer to a sleep mask, and were I to try to sleep, it might even be deemed pleasant. The latter was especially true as, in the coming years and decades I would be stuck with Ophidia, my body would inevitably synchronize to hers until her touch was the greatest comfort possible, that was simply the way of things.
The scent of citrus still stung in my nose, the taste of it almost bittersweet on my tongue. Whatever she had given me was either subtle- at least, moreso than her apparent fetish for the Ω-classes infamous for causing permanent  brain damage  when overused- or was perhaps multilayered enough to prevent me from noticing some obvious effect as abnormal. I could, of course, simply ask.
“What did you give me?  Master?” 
She seemed amused when she replied. “A bonding agent. This will be your new baseline. We will visit the vet to put a temporary implant in to keep you properly medicated without my need to micromanage it, until your-”
I tuned her out, it was obvious what she would be describing, I knew what a class-C was. This was a less than ideal outcome- but ultimately, if she wanted to make me dependent on her affection, it was one of the weaker tools she had demonstrated thus far. I would never have imagined I wouldn’t have found myself addicted to her, I had simply hoped I would have slightly more time than this. Nonetheless, no plan survives contact with the enemy. I would simply have to remain on my toes.
Perhaps it was to my advantage- for whatever fault in her caretaking routines caused her sadism, Ophidia was still clearly of her species, and I would prefer she always treated me with the same adoration she had shown Cassandra and River. If her being kind and cuddly towards me was elevated to the level of physical need on an accelerated pace, she would provide it, her kind was incapable of not doing so.
There was a gentle movement of air in the space, circulating around me, brushing against my skin. The coolness tingled, raising goosebumps down my arms. I could feel them, how proud they stood, how obvious they must have been to her. My nudity was still something I was growing used to, but here, blindfolded, it was easier to bear. I could not see her watching me, and that was enough of a pretence to keep me satisfied.
The only changing feature was my breathing. In, out, in, out, diaphragm expanding, lungs filling. There was something meditative to it, a soothing rhythm that allowed me to recentre myself despite the nothingness I was, apparently, locked in.
I waited for her, my captor. The silence and the darkness didn’t bother me, I could remain patient through a great many things if that’s what she had intended for me. I could find tranquillity even as she intended torture for me. This was hardly a torment, to be constrained to my own thoughts for a little while. What sort of creature would I be to find my own thoughts threatening?
Nonetheless, the moment of release came as a shock. The blindfold was whipped away, and the flood of sensory stimulation was like a slap. Not just the light, though that was almost overwhelming, but the sudden realization of what proprioception had only hinted at, the garish colours that activated rods and cones blazing into my vision. 
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For a moment I thought there was only crimson, a bright nightmare realm impinging on my ability to think, it was so bright. Then the monotone colour faded a little, my eyes adjusted, and I could see the shades of purple and orange, the mid-hues fading into existence the longer I focused on it. Finally, my vision cleared entirely, and I could see Ophidia from the corner of my eye. She was standing there, silently, looming darkly, eyes fixed on nothing but the art that dominated the wall. 
“What is this?”
“It is a painting, pet. You expounded on your opinions on art extensively during our initial interview, though given the circumstances I don't imagine you remember clearly. Perhaps looking at it will challenge some of those positions.”
I saw nothing to do but refocus my attention and consider it. It was huge, and I was so close that the expanse of canvas filled almost the entirety of my vision. If I focused, I thought that I could see the individual brush strokes that made up that near-perfect, dangerously saturated red. 
I had called it art, but the more I looked at it, the less I could consider it such. This riot of colour, while shocking in my initial viewing simply by merit of its intensity, was nothing more than that. There was nothing depicted, no subject of the piece. It was simply paint applied haphazardly across a frame without direction or intention. It was a decadent display of indecent, uncreative hedonism, a sad attempt at creation with no divine purpose guiding the artist’s hand. 
I tried to turn away from the painting, to glare at my captor, to offer her my contempt. A vine caught my neck as I pivoted and forced me back forward until I stopped trying. My view was fixed. I could either look at the painting, or close my eyes again. Clearly, whatever machinations Ophidia operated upon, she believed there was a point to this display of malfeasant artlessness, so I might as well attempt to divine what she saw in it, determine what quirk in scripted behavior made her choose to hang it here.
It was… red. I stared at those same meaningless brushstrokes for what seemed like an eternity, analyzing them, assessing them, barely breathing in my search for some sort of answer. The hues changed subtly across the scope of it, and a vertical line of an almost coral orange ran vertically to my left. I tried to find a landscape hidden in the brushstrokes, or some subtle implication of a figure, but there was none, of course. This was not art worthy of consideration, this was modernist abstraction. Whatever expression the expressionists were looking for had found no purchase here.
Why in God’s name had Ophidia hung this massive canvas on her wall? So much of her hab was occupied by trivial knick-knacks, and yet she devoted an entire wall to this monstrosity of colour. It was a disaster in a red paint factory. I could have painted it, a damn  infant  could have smeared it into being with fingerpaint. There was no meaning, no hidden depth, it was not even particularly pleasant to look at. The most vivid reds caught the light as if fresh blood still stained the piece, and it assaulted the sense in a way that was most unsettling. Perhaps that was not an issue for the xeno, perhaps there was some spectrum she could see on which I could not. Perhaps the fault was with her assumption, rather than my eye.
“Are you trying to make me bond with this…  Entartete Kunst , Master? I know how your bonding accelerants work. They would only affect things I actually like.”
One of her vines twirled menacingly, coiled like a whip, and some burning depravity she had surely inflicted upon me with drugs sang with phantom desire. Memories of last night swirled, of screaming in her grasp, of her inescapable control. The sick gratification of her violent impulses that had left the ring of bruises currently acting as my collar, and how my own body had begged for them.
“Bond to the painting? Don’t be foolish.”
I began to retort, but then the vine whip unfurled, and her intentions were made clear. The stroke came before I saw her limb move, before the cracking sound reached my ears, and the initial impact felt like barely more than a shove. An explosion of noisy sensation across the flesh of my back as the whip landed. A heartbeat passed before the nerve endings recovered from the shock, and white-hot pain tore across my spine. I froze entirely, rictus stiff as the lash sent fire across my skin and tore a whining cry from my throat. A heat plunged into my belly, an iron shoved into water, making it hiss and spit.
“What the  fuck?”  It wasn’t particularly inventive, but it was the first thing to come to mind when I regained control of my voice, albeit with a tone disturbingly close to a moan.
Ophidia didn’t respond, but she moved back from the corner of my vision, and I was left with nothing to see but the monstrous scarlet intruder. It towered over me, ugly and insistent, and as the stinging pain began to radiate away, I found myself filled with nought but questions.
“Is making me stare at this degeneracy while  whipping me  your idea of a punishment for upsetting the  sheevra  inhabiting my sister’s body?”
“This is not a punishment, pet. Put the idea that this has anything to do with your outburst towards Cassandra out of your mind. This is a lesson, and a bonding exercise. You believe yourself raised up by intellectual inconsistency, you consider yourself some  Ubermensch  that your philosophical forebears wrote on. What fascinating surety allows you to believe yourself above the Compact?”
“I don’t.” I hissed, straightening my back despite the stinging welt I could already feel forming, “You affini believe yourselves god-like, but there is no God before mine. Your idolatrous worship of only yourselves is at least partially the reason for your debased and venal lifestyle.”
I felt her still without hearing it, and braced for a strike that didn’t come. Strange. Was she that shocked by my position?
“Do you believe in a god, pet?”
Then the stroke fell with a thunderclap against skin, coming too late for me to realize, too late for me to brace for it. My body sang where the whip-vine struck, the razor’s edge cutting through my thoughts and drawing sweet agony to ball behind my lips in a burst of heat so bright it might have been solar fusion. It began to fade far too quickly, and I keened a horrid, animal noise. 
She let me pant my way back to full lungs before prompting me again, pushing her desire for knowledge on me wordlessly.
“God is a… a metaphysical construct, a theoretical ideal that drives us towards moralistic perfection. I believe in God as far as I believe in anything; it is a framework on which I build my own morality.”
I heard her begin to slide around again, pacing behind me like some predator’s prowl. “You are such an arrogant little creature, it’s delightful. Moral perfection is no atomic object, no element that can exist in isolation. It is a creation of context, a social conception.”
“There are fundamental truths that we strive towards, axiomatic certainties. Things that derive meaning outside of context-” I knew I was whining, and I couldn’t think to help it. My skin was flushed with hot blood, my back ached so perfectly. I knew another blow was coming, and I could not summon dread, only a buzzing of anticipation.
When it landed, a few inches above my buttocks, I could only arch my back and scream, hot pain sending trembles of perverse joy along my legs. I clenched my fists, digging nails into flesh just to hold myself within the realm of conscious thought. I would not collapse for her.
“There is a God, and her name is the Affini Compact. We built her, this grand edificial construct, with the work of vines and hands and paws and a trillion-trillion sophont souls. We built her with the only fundamental truth that matters; that everything done in the service of kindness is good. Our grand design outgrew us so swiftly we barely noticed, and now we are here, working in veneration of the Compact herself. We are not agents of our own will, pet. We build temples to the Compact and the Bureaucracy and call them  offices.” 
I glared dead ahead, focusing the monstrosity of paint that was to be my companion in this trial, lest my focus wander to the impact of what she was doing to my body. “You can’t even comprehend the illegitimacy of your statements.”
“Illegitimacy? Pet, the truth of the matter is written across your back.” 
The whip cracked again, catching another patch of unblemished skin, dragging another wailing cry from me, sending me reeling into rapturous spasms. It was a burning high, a seeping warmth, a forbidden desire.
My vision cleared so slowly, white spots giving way to swimming, tearful hallucinations of the painting moving, the orange stripe bending towards me, crowding all around me. I felt imposed upon, intruded upon, and it was almost smothering bright. 
I did not know how long it took for the moment to pass, but I was eventually able to right myself, kneeling once more, holding still for her. I fought the urge to turn around, and simply allowed the tears to spill down my cheeks and onto my thighs. She would not break my mind with pain nor pleasure, she would not break my spirit with a lash.
“S-so. It’s some grand project, fine. How do I fit into it? Am I just another soul to be devoured in your pursuit of foolish imperialism? Am I just another pair of hands to build, and remain nameless lest I demonstrate the hypocrisy of your ‘God’.”
The sound of her circling halted, and the sudden lack of an audible reminder of the swaying of her body made something low and needy within me ache. I scowled at it, and the fire in my belly was only stoked. 
“It’s far more simple than that, pet. You please me. I am a simple nerve cell in a greater organism, and you keep me in good spirits as I continue to uplift the rest of the universe.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but was cut short by another crack. Another searing lash against my back, stinging pain that twisted a moaning scream out from my throat. The whip had struck diagonally over my back, over pre-existing welts, and the two points of strongest impact burned hot with pleasure. I hissed a needy breath through my teeth as I recomposed myself once more. She had circled back to the opposite side she started, and the reflected red of the painting glowed slightly against her pale white petals.
“My Mastery of myself has always existed within a context. Your system is still a machine of rules. It does not contain divinity, only the human soul does!”
“We have discussed this before, this so-called Mastery of self. It led you to rot in a frigid sewer.” She waved a vine dismissively, “This author you are so fond of was, when not fixated on ethnic phylogeny, critical of the whole concept of master. Even were he not, you are clearly not one. You are a comfort animal.”
I rolled my eyes, only half-focused through the wet, saline tears. “I don’t have to agree with every single word a dead man wrote, Ophidia. He lived 600 years ago. The broad strokes, not the specifics.” A shudder ran through my body, the aftershock of pain still permeating my flesh, “And yes, I am a pet. I never claimed otherwise.”
Her vine slammed across my shoulders horizontally, another sudden shock, another unexpected crack of intense pain. The searing sting felt like blissful sunlight, dawning over my soul, a fiery scouring of thought. With it came a burning approval, a flame of commendation for my last reply. She was bluntly, blindly attempting to condition my submission, to reinforce my admission of pethood with her own will. I hated every nerve that hummed in response to her appraisal.
“I see. Explain then, what you believe these broad strokes are. Do not bore me with exclaiming your own state. You are dripping with arousal at my feet. Tell me what you think of this writing, of the world outside of you.”
I had barely noticed, but she was right. The pillow between my knees was soaked, and my thighs were dotted with droplets of both tears and arousal. I was a mess, and something in my hindbrain hungered for the lash again. I hated her. I hated her so fucking much, and the fluids between my thighs were just a reminder of my loathing. 
“Its- Power is amoral, not immoral. Feralist Terrans miss this, and think your crushing of freedom is evil, missing that they are more free than before, as long as they think like men and not slaves under a new regime. Evil is a concept of a weak mind. You are not evil, any more than a wild animal is.”
“A wild animal, perhaps, in as much as I could be considered an animal still. Then what are you, pet? You are no longer wild, your adaptations to the power structures around you will make you tame.” She paused, and I braced for the strike that didn’t come. Instead, she continued, “All things seek purpose. Whatever was once yours is gone now, replaced by me, replaced by your Master. Your life is to be loved, and to be cherished, and to be trained. You will learn purpose in submission, and I will provide the structure you so obviously, desperately need.”
Another crash against my back knocked me off balance, and I tipped forwards, splayed hands on the floor, hips rocking as I howled. There was barely any impulse and still the breath was snatched entirely from my throat.
The painting ran dripping red on the corners of vision blurred by involuntary tears. I cried out in frustration, and cursed whatever factors of evolution had sculpted the human body to muddy the extremes of pain and pleasure with endorphins that did not know the difference. My body was betraying me with hormonal poison.
Something warm and wet dripped along the indent of my tailbone, and I could not tell if the icy sting was my own lifeblood or some contact xenodrug she had applied to the vine striking me. It felt disgustingly, nauseatingly good.
“You-” I choked on my words and gasped for breath, “You’re a fucking termite. Eusocial insects build structures, that does not mean they carry meaning or intention!”
“Up, pet. On your knees.”
I levered myself up, expecting another blow any moment. Had I finally touched a nerve? I could only hope.
Finally, upright again, I glared. I glared at the painting, because I could not glare at her. I placed my palms, sweaty and hot, on the tops of my thighs. The red wall of canvas glared back at me, reflecting my pain and my anger and my sweating, needing, desperation. There was something more I couldn’t grasp, something missing that felt quite alien. It was a mirror to something, and that felt utterly discomforting as I stared at it. It made my stomach churn, my anxiety turning in knots. 
“I hate you, I hate the Compact, and I hate this… stupid fucking painting!”
She turned to regard the wall of violent hues. “Curious. The first two have obvious motivations. The painting is merely an object hung on a wall in my home. Why does it rise to such a level?”
I stared up at the massive, imposing canvas, kneeling pathetically on my damp little pillow, desperately trying to grasp what alien purpose would see fit to hang something so abstract, so dominatingly covering an entire room of her home, and worst of all, how her tastes were mirrored in the species of my origin. I was mocked, challenged by an unknown artist of unknown origin, denied understanding and connection and explanation. It implied meaning by virtue of its presence, that could not be divined with logic, the wall of red, orange, and purplish accents demanded my engagement and refused to provide answers. 
“I don't understand it!” 
There was silence after the screamed admission, save for my own ragged breaths. Every panted gasp was drenched with unwanted want, each whimper echoing from the high ceiling and bouncing back on me, redoubled, louder, agony on my ears. I waited for the crash of another blow, but it never came.
“I don't understand it,” I repeated shakily. “It doesn’t make sense to me!”
She moved closer, the whispering step-step-step an undernote to my own heavy breaths. My eyes slammed shut in anticipation of the inescapable estatic rush of another strike, my shoulders coming up, muscles clenching, but when her vines touched me they were gentle. My skin screamed at the gentle sensation, so tender where before it had been so painfully vile, but the burning heat in my belly craved to be struck again. 
“Indeed. And we can work with that, pet.”
Ophidia’s vines stroked over the crown of my head, a comforting gesture I nuzzled into without thinking and without resistance, unspoken praise running electric through my nerves. Slowly, fearfully, I turned away from the painting and towards my Master. My eyes were still clamped shut, and every breath was appended with a tiny sob of near-relief. I wanted that comforting touch, that tender contact, and though I was terrified of the unknown darkness behind me, I was just as fearful of the canvas’ demonic glow.
Only the pit of emptiness within myself that failed to reflect anything from the wall of red terrified me more.
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I felt it as I turned, the ragged, broken skin of my back and the wetness that trailed down my flesh, as if the paint had been whipped and spattered across me in her precise violence. It was as though I had been violated by abstraction, an extension of her own experimental expressionism. She had hit me, certainly, she had laid me bare externally, but she had scourged my soul, shattered open the spaces where purpose was supposed to fit that had been plastered over with so much care. 
She described her temples, her holy sense of determination and focus, her own idea of truth, and I had never known anything like the feeling with which she spoke but for my need for my sister. My mind had been rent open, and a naked singularity demanded my attention. I could not face it. The howling, scouring winds were too much.
So instead I externalised, simpering, whining, every part the kicked animal seeking comfort from the Master who had kicked it. I hated her, I hated her whipping, vicious vines, I loathed what made me enjoy it, I despised her exploitation of whatever quirk of nature or nurture that converted the pain into greater pleasure.
The war was not over but this battle had been won. It would be foolish to fight the void in my heart that knew I needed her comfort. I cracked my eyes open and dared look at the glowing orbs beneath her mask, asking without asking. I craved her permission to stop fighting, if only for a moment, to relax into her arms and save my muscles even more ache.
In her cruelest act of all, she gave it. 
“Good, pet, that’s very good. Fall into my vines, sink into my comfort. You did so very, very well. You are utterly safe, and you are adored, little floret. You don’t have to look at the painting anymore. Just look at me. Focus on me.”
She swept me up, holding me tight, tucking my head under her chin. I wept again, tears streaming down my face, catharsis and release mixing on my face, each droplet flooded with the hormones my brain didn’t have the space to process. Holding me like a babe in arms, I curled against her, chasing comfort, seeking as much contact with her as I could capture. My face in her foliage, I could smell rich leather and heady oakmoss, the musky scent of her inner spaces that was nonetheless still punctuated with sharp black pepper, iris and rose. I needed to fill my lungs with her so badly, needed to know every mote of her scent, and I hated the fact that I could smell the wet, salty tears as well, a clashing overlay that did nothing but frustrate.
She turned, blocking the canvas from my peripheral vision entirely. I could have tried to look around the rest of the room, even in the darkness, but I did not. I gazed into her eyes above me, and felt the swell of heat in my heart, my belly, and the stinging in my back. Tendrils wiped the tears of release from my cheek, and the deep hollow that the painting had challenged felt just a little fuller as she doted on me.
“I hate you,” I mumbled, almost to myself, as she began to carry me out of the room. We went down the hall and towards the washroom, her eyes on mine the entire way, until we were close enough that I could smell hot, soapy, fragrant water. My limbs would ache, and my back would sting, but she would take care of me.
“I know you are hurting, my pet. I will take it all away, I swear, far sooner than you think. And you will love me, just as much as I love you.”
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  The hammock of vines that cradled me could not avoid every mark of the lash that had laid into my back, and despite the care with which my owner held me, the dull hum of residual pain kept me floating above the comfort of unconsciousness. Exhaustion hovered over my mind like carrion birds, waiting for the opportunity to fall, stooping on wings of ebony to claim me. None came, however, warded off by the ache across my shoulders and down my spine, and the cavernous gap in my soul this monster had carved.


  The bathroom had changed since my last memory of it. The shower cubicle was gone, perhaps folded into a wall cavity or tucked behind a false panel. The opaline bathtub, once dry, was rapidly filling from outlets in the bottom, inch after inch of steaming, perfumed water rising up. The walls were a dimmer shade of blue than they had been, shimmering gently with light reflected from the gently rippling, growing pool. Then there was the toilet.


  I had no memory of using the bathroom for its other purpose at all since arriving at Ophidia’s hab, since that first overwhelming shower. I hadn’t needed it, either, and that dragged up the gloomy and discomforting revelation that the affini must have helped me relieve myself while on the Ω-27. It was an obvious humiliation, an intrusion into the personal that I'd have rather fought her on but, if I was being honest with myself, I did not have the mental energy to linger on it.


  The bathroom, then, something to consider that took no real effort or thought. It was… crass. Glittering, shimmering, opalescent, marbled, every surface was a riot of subtle off-shades and key changes. Another display of discomforting excess, this time giving nowhere that my aching eyes could rest and find a moment's comfort. 


  I couldn’t understand the method behind her vile aesthetics, and worst of all I knew how true that was, now; I didn’t understand. Her vines were the only solid thing in reach, and thus I clung to her. What else could I do, separated from comprehensible bedrock and more legitimate forms of expression? For better or for worse, Ophidia had at least demonstrated herself to be sympathetic to my confusion, and thus clinging to her was the only self-soothing I had the energy to manage.


  The affini moved us over to the enormous tub, the now darkening blue water glittering with light reflected from the opalescent walls that it pooled within. Ophidia hefted a bottle of something unidentifiable and poured a pink, shimmering liquid from it into the bath. A vine went into the water, stirring the previously calm surface, disrupting and churning it until the surface was a viscous froth of rainbow bubbles, some sticking to the limb as it was removed. Seemingly satisfied, Ophidia moved her entire body over the edge of the bath without needing to take a single step, then slowly but surely began to sink.


  I tensed up, holding my breath, waiting for the inevitable sting as the abrasions on my back were submerged into the soapy, alkaline water. It did not come, instead the warmth providing a soothing, analgesic glow as it spread heat through aching muscles. Some twisted knot of desires deflated in foul disappointment.


  It was easy to let that discomfort slip away as fresh vines sought to manipulate me. Lifted from the submerged hammock, thatched tendrils withdrawn from beneath me, I was allowed to lay supine across her chest. It was a comfortable position, her false breast a pillow for my hazy-headed basking, warm water lapping at my skin. 


  Her vines drifted across my skin, a gentle pressure, a soft scraping, pressing into muscles and dragging sweat and tears and other pollutants from me. She rubbed perfumed oils into the freshly scrubbed skin, and once again the vines returned. Each acted as a 
  
    strigil, 
  
  dragging whimpers, exhausted little moans, out of me with every pass of the firm, cleansing tendrils. I tried to breathe in, to smell the unguents and potions she was decorating me with. Instead, my inhalation only caught the smell of her.


  Irises and roses. The floral markers of her presence that had hung around me every moment since I’d become a fly wrapped in her web. Earthy, woody, powdery all in equal measure, an undertone of leather and incense, a dangerous promise of something far deeper buried than the gentle surface layer of floral aldehydics. With my eyes closed, my limbs still, even my heartbeat slow and steady, I could find the absolute depths of her scent, the whole range of her complex and heady musk, the mountains and valleys of flowers and spices and oakmoss and-


  And it would be very easy to lose myself in it. To fall into that sea of scents, to lose myself in the spaces in between the notes. I could become nothing but an adherent to every trace of her, a thing that knelt at her feet and basked in the glittering, darting motes of her pollen that fell as she went about her work.


  My muscles spasmed against the vines I was laid across, the barest attempt to drag myself up from the pit she was luring me into. I did not rise, nor did I slip from her grasp, but it was enough to make the water lap against me and draw her attentions once more to my consciousness.


  “Rest, little pet, rest. The seeds are planted. Let them grow.”


  “I don’t-” I croaked, throat dry. I tried to swallow, then to wet my lips, and only managed to let a little of the bathwater spill into my mouth. Were I anywhere else, I would have expected a vile soapiness, but this was the Affini Compact, so somehow it tasted like a slightly oily fruit juice. “I don’t understand.”


  It was all I had, all the words that could come to me. Everything I had was spent. Everything I was was shaken.


  “In time, all will become clear, sweet thing. All that you crave within, what it is that you are missing. But for now, I will help provide the calm your mind denies you.”


  A flower swept into view, moving quickly, but not so quickly it was startling. Petals, brightly coloured, lurid even, wrapped around my cheeks and jaw and formed a perfect seal over my mouth. There was no reason to resist, no reason to object. She could inject me if she wanted, to identical effect. This was a gentleness offered freely and of her own accord. Nothing was to be gained here. I had planned to volunteer to be a pet. Hadn't this been what I wanted?


  I breathed deep, and lingered on the saccharine sweet, tangy taste of strawberries. My eyelids grew heavy, my body weak, and I tried to quickly suck down more, to exert the agency of opting out of the indignity of having agency at all. The flower and its delicate pets were pulled away swiftly, denying me even that. She would allow me to rest, but she wouldn’t allow me the choice to have it on my terms. I made a childish whine, and she answered with an affectionate stroke across the crown of my head.


  A vine went into the water, then was lifted over my back. I could barely see the arc of it from the corner of my eye, and no part of me could muster the energy to do anything but watch. Some hidden valve opened and a stream of gently falling fluid washed over me. It splashed across my bare back, softening the tautness of dried blood and staining the water an uncomfortably gory kind of pink. 


  “You were such a good doll, such a good pet.”
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  I tried to groan out a sound of protest, some whine of disagreement with her assertions; what came out instead was a whimpered moan of unrestrained pleasure. I so desperately did not want her praise or her acknowledgement of just how quickly she’d broken me beneath the lash.


  No, not the lash. Her artful control of whipping vines was something even worse than punishing. Rather, it was pleasurable, and the only harm she had done was to my psyche. With her insistent words, her driving pleasures, her coolness when offered an answer that didn’t meet her expectations, she had pushed against me until finally I’d taken a knee and bowed before the storm. 


  She had not broken me. I could take refuge in that at least.


  “We will train you yet, little pet. There is a gap in your breast, a hole left where others hold their purpose. We will fill it with a scaffold, a structure that we can build happiness and fulfillment around. It will be everything you deserve. You will be marvellous.”


  I whined, a pitiful little sound. I didn’t want to be marvellous, I wanted to control my own fate, and the aching in my back and the swirling calm in my head told me I would certainly never have that again. 


  Trained? She would train me, like some common animal? It was a ridiculous proposition, but the emptiness in my chest, the absence of furious retaliation said something, didn’t it? Where went that foul tightness that at least hungered for the affini’s violent caresses. At least that was something other than begrudged acceptance. At least it was more than slack-jawed surrender.


  I shivered in spite of the warm water. There was a coldness in my bones that the heat couldn’t touch, a root-deep knowing that even the marks carved in my spine couldn’t touch. Despite this, despite the chill, Ophidia responded warmly, as if she could pull that feeling out of me with pure resonance.


  The surface of her, the breadth of her chest that I was sprawled across, every inch of it sang. It rumbled and purred, like it contained a cavernous chamber which let out a sub-sonic feeling that carved its way into my soul. I could feel her everywhere, proximity allowing her to drive herself into me deeper than perhaps any time I hadn’t been dosed to the eyeballs on omega’s. Every part of me that touched her - my belly, my breasts, my core - sang its own reply, aglow with the sensation of her very presence deep inside me without the slightest penetration. 


  I was being moulded, shaped and reformed, turned into something more appropriate for her. This was always going to be something to come, but I recoiled emotionally from the idea that what she wanted me to be was a simpering, dependent thing. I did not 
  
    fear
  
   addiction to her touch, but I was repulsed by the idea of becoming a needy, whimpering pet in the seeking of it. She would not harm me with it, her kind was by all evidence incapable of mistreating their pets- at least by their own definitions of hurt. The lashes were, by her own admission, what she considered good and proper treatment of a floret. 


  There was a thrumming chord of hate that filled me as I considered her particular proclivities, and another, strong strum of the strings that overwhelmed the upset. Begrudging as I was to admit it, be it by a natural inclination I had not explored or having been induced somehow, my body clearly craved the violence she had visited upon me. My first warden had been generous with affectionate treatment by default, almost to the point of being overbearing, and never managed to coddle such a deep sense of release into the muscles of my back.


  No, it was not a concern that she might neglect needs she had created that gnawed me. I feared, truly, how she might redefine whom it was she was caring for. Ophidia may have been one of her species, but she was also clearly depraved, a degenerate amongst her own kind. No wonder she seemed to have taken a dislike to Alder so quickly, shunning him with barbed words so that couldn’t pry into her own failings.


  Alder. I shuddered at the thought of him. He had known to erase Cassandra’s memory of me and thus had known of my existence, even if he had thought me dead. Had my plan to volunteer for florethood gone as planned, I would likely have ended up his, alongside my sister but… I hesitated to examine the flashing imaginings running through my head. I knew how willing he had been to reshape Cassandra, to break her into something more 
  
    accommodating
  
   to his vile desires. I couldn’t help but feel a dark, twisted sort of gratitude form in my chest that I had been captured after all; Ophidia might desire for something broken and mewling, but at least she wouldn’t make a sex toy of me.


  The creature seemed to notice the sudden return of tension to my shoulders and jaw, to the flex of muscles in my legs. Tendrils stopped their idle washing and returned to stroking, rubbing, pushing into me where I held my anxieties. Several ran through my hair, carding through damn tresses and massaging my scalp. Her caress scattered my thoughts like so much game, bursting from the shrub at the crack of the keeper's gun. 


  These motions bared some void lurking within, a hunger that quietly craved the comfort of her touch. It was a truth I would have liked to avoid, and yet each stroke of her vines brought me closer to an undeniable truth.


  “Wherever your mind is taking you, pet, let it go. Be here, in this moment, with me.”


  I wanted her. Needed her. There was no point in arguing with that desperation that ran through my nervous system like a capacitor’s discharge. My mind was the product of natural evolution, and biologically, my species engaged in social grooming behaviors. Touch had always been, to my great chagrin, a physical need. No matter how much I tried to ignore that fact or go without for years at a time, it would always be lurking in the back of my mind, waiting for the opportunity to rear its ugly head and demand attention. On whatever dose of bonding accelerant xenodrugs she would see fit to keep me on, that need would likely only escalate.


  A veil of irritation filtered through the haze, a gauzy layer over my thoughts. This too was an act of rape, as much as it had become my life now. This would be the way of things, forever; I would never again be allowed to experience her touch as anything but momentary and continuous bliss. Eventually, this violation would become normalized. Eventually I would cease to consider it anything but a pleasure. 


  In time, Ophidia would receive my loyal companionship, my undying devotion. I would become a pet that she could dote on and spoil to the fullest extent of her biological imperatives. I had always envisioned this as the inevitable consequence of my plans, but this was undeniably something different. The context had changed. She had altered the arrangement, as was her wont.


  At least the water was warm and comfortable, and her touch was soothing. At least the way her vines wrapped around my limbs, my torso, my head, at least they left me incapable of feeling the extent of my frustrations. Intellectually they were there, the philosophy of masters and slaves lingering in some untouched corner of my mind, but the burn of ideological fury could not reach the forefront of things. I was stuck between two modes, one the incandescent fury of ideological rejection, the other the mewling of an uncaged pet-beast. 


  This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. I was a free human, not a kept animal. I was meant to be unrestricted in my pursuit of hobbies and studies, I was meant to be fed and pampered, I was meant to be kept in a style of my choosing. That was the promise of their empire, the collation of all their resources, all these species gathered under the banner of the Affini; that I would be given my share and would use it as I will. All I had to do was acquiesce to this new liege in the unimportant and symbolic ways, kiss the monarch’s ring, and be granted access to a life of paradise.


  “I want a tablet,” I mumbled into her chest, already bracing for resistance. “I want to read. I want to play my games again.”


  It felt weak to admit I wanted such fripperies, but the smallest breach in her control was worth opening myself to this. It was a risk, but if I could make myself seem pitiful, perhaps her plan would change once more. Perhaps I could preserve more of myself than she had planned.


  “Of course, sweet thing. I’ll arrange for one.”


  I tilted my head just enough that I could steal a glance at her. All I could see was the lower half of her lacquered wooden mask, the mouth I expected to see baring rows of jagged teeth in a vicious, cruel grin. Instead, she was smiling softly, a gentle upturn at either end of her broad, thin mouth. There was no aggression or shame hidden in that expression, she simply appeared satisfied. I supposed that would make sense- she had just whipped me bloody. No wonder she was so content, now she had taken her bloody wage from my skin.


  Stewing in silence, unsure of what to say, I finally sighed and settled on a gesture towards ignoble truce.


  “Thank you, Master.”


  I felt a satisfied hum rumble through the leafy surface against my chest, and a traitorous burst of brightness answered from within my own.
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  Kneeling, naked, blindfolded. It would seem this had become my favoured fate, an idealised place my  Master  had assigned to me rather than allowing me even the barest scrap of freedom and dignity. On the soft floor at Ophidia’s many feet, I didn’t even have the choice of discomfort, as she couldn’t possibly allow it. My forearms were pressed together behind me, bound by vines and their weight held just so to avoid the remaining abrasions on my back. 
I had woken up curled beside and against her on the couch, eyes flickering open and conscious only of her scent. There was barely enough time to recognise my own wakefulness before she was re-dosing me, filling my blood stream with bonding accelerants, euphoriants and disinhibitors. She was consistent, at least, with her refusal to allow me sobriety.
There was no pain lingering from the welts on my back, despite the caution to keep me from irritating them. My captor had smeared some tingling ointment upon my skin that soothed the burn and accelerated healing.
It had, to my disgust, smelled like cherries.
Humiliating arousal burned in my core, the muscles of my abdomen clenching in the vain hope of animal satisfaction. It was as unwelcome a feature of biology as any that I had been unfortunate enough to be born into. Something- a vine, presumably- stroked against my cheek, and I nuzzled against its softness, scowling beneath my blindfold at how quickly my body’s natural responses had been co-opted and how crudely I was being puppeted to manufacture this facade of docile bliss. 
The brush of another vine against my lower lip had it hanging open, trained reflexes activating before I could even decide whether I wanted to accede to her wishes. Another bagel bite was placed delicately on my tongue and I sat, the very picture of a fool, with saliva pooling behind my teeth. I waited patiently for the tapped signal that I was allowed to close my mouth and chew; an additional restriction my original warden had never attempted to enforce. Ophidia had already demonstrated the consequences of biting without permission to me today, which was an empty mouth and starting the entire routine over.
I did not have to like it, but starving myself in protest was deeply foolish- I would not deny my brain the energy and nutrients needed to continue waging my small but vital war against her. Despite my frustrations, I didn’t want her to snatch this treat directly from my open maw, so I waited. Seething.
Just as drool was beginning to bead at the corner of my mouth, the permission tap brushed against my chin, and I bit down on the morsel. Dense, doughy bread gave way to a burst of sharp, herb-and-oil sun-dried tomato paste, bursting contraposto to silky sweet cream cheese that mellowed the brightness of the fruit.
I chewed and swallowed at my own rate, though I did not doubt that Ophidia could manage that process too if she preferred. Given the flexibility of her many vines and her eagerness to violate my sanctity of self, it would surely barely phase her to reach down my throat and force peristalsis of her own accord. There was another tap on my lower lip, another expectation levied, and I bared my teeth as best I could while still opening my mouth wide enough for her liking.
“Last one, pet.”
I waited for the miniature bread roll to be placed in my mouth, but instead felt something heavy on the top of my head, and found myself being pulled forward. My muscles tensed, shoulders snatching forwards, trying to catch my fall reflexively, and found all effort useless against the tightening vines. My limbs were firmly bound, and with thicker tendrils pressed between my thighs and calves and laced around my waist, I couldn’t bend anywhere but at the hip.
My weight shifted just enough to engage the muscles in my core, clamping down in an effort to arrest the movement and leaving me off my ankles and leaning awkwardly. She had pushed me into an uncomfortable stress position that sent oxygen into the cooling embers of my gut, and burning heat into musculature that had barely been used in my month on Ganymede.
The groan I let out was an ugly, arousal-fuelled thing, and I would have rather it tasted of bile.
A lesser mind would have accused her of evil intent. I was still not so foolish as to believe in good and evil- it would take far more than a disquieting discovery of my having masochistic tendencies to unseat  that  axiomatic truth. No, she was simply responding automatically based on evolved imperatives, just as my own body was. Her script may have been to degrade and humiliate me, but it was still merely a deterministic algorithm.
The blindfold was pulled away from my eyes and I blinked wildly as I tried to adjust to the low, warm light of the room. The final piece of my breakfast was held in a half-formed palm, barely higher than the floor. I was still utterly restricted and thus couldn’t bend my neck far enough to look her in the eye, so I glared at her feet instead. There were every bit as capable of sight as the false gems she’d set into her face, and could surely feel the wrath she engendered in me. 
“I will not eat out of your hand. I will not play an animal for your amusement.”
She let out a sequence of chirping yips I had come to recognize as her laughing at me. 
“But you should, it would be very cute.”
“I would more willingly lick the underside of your fucking boot,  Master.” 
She noticeably paused for a fraction of a second before answering.
“Noted. Now eat.”
I expected some further show of force, but none came. I could feel her expression of smug bemusement in the surrounding air, a smell that lived beneath the layer I could detect, a vibration that didn’t move the tiny hairs on my arms. It was a disquieting reminder of just how strong her bonding accelerants were, and an omen for how quickly I was synchronizing with her.  Already  synchronized, would perhaps be a more accurate framing.
There was no further show of force because there did not need to be; this stalemate could only last as long as my stamina did. I was off-balance, and the only way to maintain my position was straining my weakened core. Eventually, my strength would fail me, and I would topple forwards, and receive a face full of bagel toppings for my trouble. 
I gave the most indignant sigh I could manage with the air left in my lungs and, with abdominal muscles trembling to the verge of pain, bent down to eat the fucking bagel. It was, in a word, delicious. Humiliation burned between my thighs, and I once again counted my blessings that Ophidia had no interest in touching me down there. In a state as altered, manipulated and well-fed as this, I might almost begin to  enjoy  it.
 

 
“I will join you shortly, and you’ve been good. Go and… find something to play with until it is time to leave for your appointment.”
Ophidia pushed me out the door with a firm shove on the butt. She’d chosen to dress me like a slut, in an outfit meant for only the worst of carnal gawking. My midriff was bare, the hanging cloth not even covering the underside of my breasts. My entire back was open, and far too much of my thighs were visible for anything close to a modest presentation. I felt a fool, a painted floozy, and the only choice I had was to go wandering around in public until she saw fit to come and find me.
No collar marked my neck and no leash hung between my breasts, but there was nowhere to run to, even if I could find the energy to make the attempt. I was on an affini ship; if I even bothered trying, I would be found in minutes. They had plenty of ways of tracking a human on the run that didn’t require something as gauche as worn technology. So, instead, I took the opportunity to simply observe the neighbourhood around me. I had been far too furious to be curious about it on the way here, and I needed to develop a mental map of the area.
The marble pillars of the building where my sister was held captive were just barely visible from where I was standing, though a density of trees obstructed a perfect view. What a cruel joke it was, to force me to live so near to this mockery of my kin, torn asunder with personality and memory alteration. Close enough that I could imagine reaching out for her, if there was any of her left to reach for. A tortuous thorn lodged in my psyche almost as an afterthought by the creatures that had the audacity to label themselves  benevolent. 
It made me want to spit.
The sound of wood sliding on wood shook me out of my thoughts, moments before an unfortunately familiar voice followed it.
 "Bonjour, belle fasciste!"  
I turned my gaze slowly, unwilling to keep anything but abject disdain off my face. My… sweet and overfamiliar neighbour was leaning out of a window, chin resting in the palm of a hand, carefree grin plastered over their infuriating features.
[image: ]
“Hello, River,” I sighed. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken; I am not a fascist. That term refers to a very particular historical political ideology specific to the-”
“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say bestie,” the floret interjected, a dismissive wave brushing aside my accurate and informative correction. “Guess that saves asking if Miss Lataria set you right yet. I didn’t take her for one to play with her food. Give it a few days, I suppose.”
River huffed out a grunt of exertion as they nimbly vaulted over the windowsill and landed beside me. They struck a silly pose, giving me my first good look at their disgusting choice of an outfit. A loose top whose fabric was a disaster of clashing patterns of dots and fractal stripes in cool tones and white, clearly intended to entice the infantile sensibilities of the Affini. Below that, absurdly tight orange jeans, which seemed almost designed to highlight a genital bulge. Degenerate fashion at its absolute peak. 
“That  creature  will not break me, no matter what she thinks. She can either leave me as I am, or squeeze and crush until all that I am suffocates and dies, but there is no version of  me  that will ever be a  floret.” 
River leaned behind to one side, a raised eyebrow and an invasive leer painting their face as they took in the state of my back. “Uh huh. Well, whether ‘you’ become a floret or not, it looks like you and Miss Lataria are still having plenty of fun on the way.”
I blanched, heat rising in my cheeks as my brow furrowed further. Internally, all I could do was curse the disinhibitors and euphoriant xenodrugs that were clearly playing merry havoc with my emotional stability. “I… I am being  abused,  River, physically  battered!  I would ask you to help me contact floret protective services, if such a thing actually existed.”
River’s snort of laughter did nothing to offer me the impression they might take me seriously. “That’s not how the Affini work, Frida. Even if I  wasn’t  entirely certain Ophidia has your best interests in mind, you weren't exactly being  quiet  last night. I’m fairly sure every affini within a kilometer was listening to that moaning  very intently , as well as a good chunk of the florets.”
I wanted to scream at them, to flail my arms and curse, but I stopped myself. Hostility directed at my neighbour was not likely to produce good results. It would not do to repeat the mistake of making a floret cry, even if I would mistakenly have expected a little leniency given the floret in question had once been my sister. “Anyone can be forced to enjoy anything with the right combination of chemicals.”
They had the temerity to add a wink to their sickly grin, “Don’t worry Frida, neither the compact nor I will judge whatever you’re into. I’m a little more vanilla, maybe even a little romantic, but whatever a pretty girl like you wants, right?”
I stared at the ground, mouth suddenly dry, and a metallic tingle touching the back of my tongue. Flashes of vivid red paint were seared into my memory, a blinding, furious saturation only punctuated by the blinding, excruciating pleasure of the lash. 
“Whatever.”
Silence held strong between us, and I slowly grew conscious of just how much skin they could see. I crossed my arms low, hiding as much of the softness of my belly as I could. There was nothing I could do about my thighs or back, but the least they could do was stop staring. They were seemingly fixated, and every time I glanced up to see if they had finally gotten tired of it I grew redder, encountering their piercing eyes with mine. 
“I think I’ve figured out what you need, y’know?”
I opened my mouth to ask what mere fractions of a second before their body made contact with mine. They were hugging me, strong arms dense with muscle wrapped around my neck and shoulders. I was hit with a wave of their scent, pineapple and pepper nipping at the inside of my nose. Oakmoss made me think of deep forests, patchouli and rose a hippy’s herb garden. Under the perfume there was something else, something bittersweet and warm, musky sandalwood and leather and just a little bite of natural musk. How did their sweat make their perfume smell even sweeter, even fruitier? How did they make themselves smell so infuriatingly  good?  
The touch and the smell in concert drove the xenodrug induced inferno in my gut into an even hotter blaze. The kindness and the physicality made me burn. All the knowledge, all the absolute certainty that a floret’s actions had no true moral weight or internal meaning, meant nothing compared to the way my skin sang. 
“Get off,” I mumbled, but even I could tell there was no force behind it. The liquid disinhibition in my veins made the shivers running up my spine far too obvious to even both with pretence. I wanted their touch, whether I liked it or not. 
“I’m trying really hard to keep a straight face here.”
“What?”
“If you wanna get off, I’ll happily help.”
My groan was unmatched in its intensity, and I wriggled against their grip. The friction of skin had the unfortunate side effect of turning my groan into a whine as warmth pooled between my thighs. “River, must you really be  such  a sex pest?”
“For cheekbones like yours, I would die an incorrigible flirt.”
“That’s-” not the point, I was going to say, but what  was  the point? They might be a floret, but they were kind, and surprisingly tolerant of my more firmly held convictions despite their own moral vagrancy. They seemed to take even the sharpest jab in their stride, like I offered nothing but a butter knife and not a deft thrust of the sabre. I stopped struggling and just let them hug me.
I breathed deeply, trying to soothe myself, and only got another taste of that hedonistic scent. With class-C’s pouring ethanol upon the fire of my unfortunate physical need, I was desperate for this closeness. I hated my body's desperation for physicality, but to have it met was… pleasant. There was something about this very human contact that sated a void, one that the opiate drip of interaction with Ophidia failed to touch. They were warm, and soft, and despite all my attempts to find them otherwise, comforting as well.
When River finally released me, my skin felt chilled by the absence, and I was revolted by its betrayal. 
“Listen, don’t be a stranger, okay?” They tried to catch my eye and I found myself staring at their multi-coloured top instead. “I’m around if you ever need to talk. I can only imagine what’s happening in that strange little brain of yours. What’s your net handle?”
“She doesn’t have one yet, sweetie.” Ophidia’s voice followed the gentle thunk of a closing door and the rustle of a leaf cloak pulled close, “I have, however, just finished collating her many aliases into a single inter-connected account. It will be easier for her to manage her social engagements, especially as it grows more difficult for her to keep track of so many things at once. I’ve already had you added to her messaging program.”
A vine reached over my shoulder, reaching out to pet River with a warm, uncomplicated affection. They nuzzled into the thick tendril, smiling easily. In a haze of drugs and ill-treatment, my natural disgust was warped into something that felt awfully close to jealousy. I kept the feeling to myself.
“Thanks, Miss Lataria. I’ll see you both around!” River shot me a winning smile before turning on their heel, taking a slow wander back towards their hab’s front door - it seemed they didn’t plan to enter the same way they had left.
I rounded on Ophidia with a thousand daggers weighing heavy on my tongue, poisonous and ready to fire; my spite was arrested when I realised why she had stayed behind in the hab for long enough that I could be accosted by a freak. She was holding the tablet I had requested last night.
It was not, however, within reach. Or rather, I could quite possibly have jumped to reach it, but I had no illusions about just how much gravity was playing its part in keeping my breasts covered. She was looking at me with an expectant expression, and the tension hung in the air between us. If she wanted to see me make a fool of myself, she would be disappointed.
“Thank you, Master.” I mumbled, just loud enough for Ophidia to hear, “May I have my tablet,  please?” 
Her smile was uncomfortably broad, filled with an offering of unpleasant warmth I had no interest in receiving. Still, she lowered the device within reach, and I snatched it from her vines eagerly.
“Do you want to walk and set up your device on the train, or shall I carry you so you can do it immediately?”
I held the tablet to my chest like it was some sort of strange salvation and considered her offer. I was not about to concede to her carrying me around, pumping me full of bonding accelerants and whatever other horrid concoctions she could invent. If I did that, I would have to prepare to never want to walk anywhere else myself again. I stowed the machine in the only pocket my outfit had, a loose bag of cloth attached at the hip. “Train.” I grumbled, not offering her the satisfaction of looking up at her.
“Very well then.” Ophidia clicked her follow command, and began to stroll slowly along the pathway. I sighed, considered protesting her chosen pace, and began to trot after her.
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  I jogged to catch up with Ophidia, feeling my body jiggle gently, the effects of even a few days of a pet’s insistently decadent diet already subtly present on my body. As soon as I passed her, trotting along with bare feet slapping down on the soft path, a vine was looped around my shoulders. It steered me gently, guiding me in the correct direction but still allowing me the freedom to move at my own pace.


  I appreciated this moment of moderated emancipation despite myself. With the wind in my hair and only a single gentle vine guiding me, I could almost pretend I had choices of my own.


  We passed the ridiculous sandstone castle on a hill that I had seen yesterday, absurd statues and massive stained-glass windows marking it as an absurdity of Affini excess. It was inescapable, the constant demonstration of degenerate modernism without consideration for a consistent artistic or architectural vision. As if to reinforce the rancid nature of their ill-fitting public design, we arrived at a glass pavilion that emerged from the ground like a sprouting flower.


  Multiple shards jutted from the ground like the petals of an emerging growth, with shades of blue and pink and yellow shot through it creating a rainbow of dappled light on the ground. We walked into it and, rather than waiting for an elevator, we began to descend down a spiraling staircase that wrapped around the central shaft. It was lit artfully, I had to admit; crystal glass reflecting sunlight down the stairwell, multicoloured but nonetheless bright. I could see easily where to place my feet, stable despite the fact there was no hand-rail, and I barely even needed the support of the vine that was still draped so casually around my shoulders. 


  The floor below the main surface of the ring, at least the part of it that we reached at the foot of the stairs, was home to a metro station decorated with tessellating patterns of tesserae, tiny tiles layered in row after row after row. They made patterns and pictures, winding vines studded with thorns, portraits of a hundred different shapes of life the Affini had annexed into their empire, memoralia and script from a thousand different wars of conquest. The gaudiness with which they celebrated their biologically imperatived expansionism left a foul taste in my mouth, but at least there was some continuous concept to the entire piece. At least there was a single consistent style that lined the arches supporting the vaulted ceiling.


  Ophidia had sequenced things such that the moment we set foot on our platform, the train was pulling into the station. It was preceded by a wall of warm air that crashed across sound baffles and ruffled clothing, no clattering of carriages or scream of brakes, just the silent, measured arrival of a gleaming bullet ready for more passengers. 


  The doors hissed gently, announcements in several languages sounded, a beeping, binging alarm echoing up and down the platform. Was it a generic alert for those waiting, or was it somehow tailored to those lining the platform? I couldn’t know in this moment, so I prepared to board.


  Instead, I was lifted without warning, vines wrapping around my butt and shoulders to support my body as it was lofted into the air and carried aboard the train carriage. Ophidia set me in her lap in one of the large seats, maintaining my restriction effortlessly while beginning to idly toy with my hair. When the train began to accelerate, I barely felt it, cradled in her arms as I was.


  It was bliss, obviously, every stroke of her vine a moment of almost overwhelming pleasure that threatened to flood my brain with soporific joy. The well of physical submission had been dug deep by whip and thorn and needle. Her ability to draw from that pit was not in question, and the other passengers on the car would probably think me a mewling, adoring floret at a glance.


  [image: ]


  “Please- I want to set up-” a moan interrupted my attempt at verbal sparring as her vines began to massage down my neck. They lingered and focused in particular on the vertebrae between which the tendrils of her haustoric implant would grow. The pressing, rubbing, winding vines grew in their intensity and pressure, applying more and more of their strength, dragging whimpers and soft sounds from my lungs that I couldn’t control and just as I started to reach the climactic crescendo of this performance-


  “Very well, pet.” 


  She relented slightly, allowing my breathing to come back to a more normative level. I could not allow her to frustrate me with something as base as public humiliation. Instead, as she continued her assault- albeit more gently, more focused on the plush of my breasts and thighs- I retrieved my new tablet and pressed the recessed button to switch it on. It opened quickly and smoothly, lighting up with a cartoonish affini figure giving an amiable thumbs up, a stark contrast to the slow, clunky machine I had cobbled together in my month in the under levels of Ganymede. That had run a particularly ancient and particularly secure software package from the early Accord days, a prize I had won by digging deep enough into pre-overnet archives. 


  It had not offered me a pretty mascot on start-up, but it had insisted on using my social identification number and thus my dead name. A small price to pay for operational security, and at least it had not been Windows XP.


  I was prompted to name my newly unified and frustratingly public account, and swiftly typed in a particular favourite reference of mine; MarbledOrator, a direct acknowledgement of the Attic Logographer that had so inspired some of my own heroes. As soon as I was done I was alerted of a pair of contacts, added automatically and without my consent- GenderThespian, a name that made me shudder even as I realised it was surely River’s, and, somehow even more bizarre, KittyKeeper. The latter was only identifiable as Ophidia thanks to a profile picture appended to her name, a professional front-on headshot that cast her wooden mask in a stark light. 


  There had been a bust of a khetari in her collection - perhaps her name was an abstract reference to such. Who could know with our inscrutable overlords?


  Despite the intrusive nature of the communication app pop-ups, I set about exploring the features made available to me. The tablet was not particularly different from the devices I had previously used on Mars after the occupation, though the affini urge to reinvent the wheel was utterly obvious from the entirely differentiated operating system this example was running. Seemingly every ship and planet insisted on a bespoke solution to the same problems. I could only imagine the nightmarish complexities of running technical support for Compact electronics. 


  The selection of applications was, nonetheless, relatively standardised. A communication program, a basic overnet terminal, a creative suite, a game library that was looped into every single subscription-based always-online pay-per-play content provider I had ever signed up to. Despite that, it seemed to be missing several of my favoured military strategy simulators, and in their places many doll-themed social and farming ‘cozy’ games had been added instead. At some point, I would have to uninstall the garbage and find a download of Galaxy of Tanks IV. Maybe they would have added some new vehicles in the last couple of months. Updates had been much more regular now that military secrets were simply easily accessible and not being posted to the forums by rubes to win arguments.


  I checked my contacts next; I hardly expected to rebuild an intelligence network on an unsecured device, but information was a weapon as sharp as any other. My associates list had been almost entirely cleared of independent users, the few that had remained of my civilian social life towards the end of my time on Mars. The increasing clarity of my philosophical vision, and the firmness with which I insisted on the underlying truth of the universe, had led the less intellectually inclined to abandon me on my path. Only the most principled, the most educated, and the most clear-headed had remained, and welcomed me within deeper circles of enlightened thought, especially as I had divulged hints of my time in intelligence operations and organized criminal organizations.


  But even those luminaries of post-Compact thought, even those few who had retained a cool enough head to continue some small resistance against the affini, all the accounts from those forums who still had me as a contact… were florets now. Every last one had been scooped up and denied their agency by the system that had, unfortunately, caught me in its clutches as well.


  I was able to trace some of my old network, flicking through contact lists, message boards, public notices. My blood ran cold as I scanned through profile photos and usernames, all linked back to assets I had known as blank, abstract and anonymizing avatars, or the occasional image of bronze statues and military hardware. Now I could put faces to those users, and I liked neither the expressions on their faces nor the poses they were striking. Many were lurid, some were even graphic, and I saw significantly more of several old allies than I would have preferred. I shouldn’t have been surprised, I knew the fascinations and depravity of florets well enough by now, but still, there was something disquieting about seeing the diversity of forms those I had known were now forced into.


  Morbid curiosity drove me to click an icon on one of the profiles, a pop-up linking me to their owner. I couldn’t help the rise of my eyebrows when it alerted me to a mutual ‘professional’ contact - KittyKeeper. What an odd coincidence.


  I navigated to another of my old network, fingers deftly switching screens, supported by the swiftness of the tablet's features. I found the link and one shared professional contact - KittyKeeper. I checked a third, KittyKeeper again. There was no point continuing, I would only find more of the same, more of Ophidia’s infuriating username. Every member of my operational network had been domesticated by a member of hers, one of a broad group of acquainted Affini, and all within a two-month window. 


  
    Someone
  
   had been compromised. 
  
    Someone
  
   had allowed the covert collection of informants, intellectuals and insurgents that had gathered on Mars’s planetary network to be breached. I was only lucky that I had gotten the Qiru tapes when I did. Any later, and I might have been caught alongside them when the jaws snapped shut, rather than off-planet and away from it all. 


  Who had it been? It was easy to wonder and impossible to know. Was it a key player acting the leaker and ratting out the whole chain? Or perhaps, the moment I was gone the entire group had forgotten the basic principles I had tried to convince them to operate within, operational security slipping through their grasp. They didn’t have my OCNI training, after all.


  I stared blankly at the tablet in my hands, distracted from my astonishment only by the constant and insistent groping. The very operative in whose clutches I found myself was forcibly touching my belly even as I discovered her connection to those who my former colleagues had been snatched up by. It was a fact that felt important, something that should go into the collated data in my head, but… Ophidia was hardly the type to manage an operation of that scale. She had hardly demonstrated any sort of authoritative skills outside of that sad kind of dictatorial power some liked to utilise against their 
  
    pets
  
  .


  Her profile was right there on the screen, the bland photo and ridiculous screen name almost a mockery of proper information management. I clicked on it, sickening curiosity thrumming through my nervous system. Her profile proudly declared that we were connected, ‘friends’ in the platform’s particular patois. I clicked on that icon; the options to remove or block her were grayed out, but a pointer indicated that I could send her a ‘floret poke’ if I wished. It seemed positively intended to encourage such farcical behaviour.


  The profile proper was sparse on details, no significant bio beyond a ship of residence, no personal details beyond her bloom count and the number of pets under her thumb. It was in many ways the professional profile of a bureaucrat or other worker drone, were it not for it being named KittyKeeper. 


  There was only one final button that was at all accessible to my apparently quite limited account- her personal social post history, accessible to anyone that had been added as one of her ‘friends’. It even offered a list of them, a significantly smaller list than her professional network. I raised an eyebrow in curiosity, and opened the tab.


  It was dedicated almost entirely to… me.


  There were written messages, inscrutably captioned images and photographs, so, so many photographs, more than I could imagine posting even if I had nothing to do with my day but post. There wasn’t a single one that wasn’t directly or indirectly concerned entirely with my behaviour, actions or appearance. Even worse, I had no memory of any of the photos being taken; perhaps I should have expected that. In some I was frowning, in others I was drooling, in still more I was 
  
    smiling
  
  , high on one of her poisons, my brain fooled into a kind of simplistic joy by the reversion to beast. One that I found particularly detestable saw me looking up at the camera, goo smeared across my cheeks, a vine lodged firmly between my teeth where I was gnawing at it. The expression on my face could only be described as a foul kind of placid worship, stupefying and unconscionable to my waking mind.


  I scrolled back up and found the most recent of her intrusions into my privacy; I was grabbing the tablet out of her hand, the picture taken from her chest. Had Ophidia manipulated the photo before posting it, or had I actually been pouting quite so petulantly?


  It didn’t make sense. Sure, I could understand such thorough documentation given her profession, but this was hardly a dossier. She would have no reason to gather material for blackmail or lobbying- by her own culture's laws I belonged to her, body and soul and in perpetuity. What, then, was the purpose of this trove of surveillance, posted publicly as it had been, for anyone she allowed to see? What advantage could it garner her, what possible move could she be making in our ongoing struggle?


  The text under the photos was not written in any language worth knowing, one of the many affini scripts they had developed for no reason other than to complicate their own bureaucratic processes. I swiped two fingers up and found the auto translator, switching Ophidia’s posts to Terran Standard, as was the insistent and uncultured default. I found a dropdown of language options and my finger hovered over 
  
    Deutsch
  
   for several long seconds. 


  Glancing to each side, checking to see if any other riders were observing me, I scrolled a little further. None were paying my the slightest mind, seemingly not even the one still tracing circles over my scalp. I made my selection.


  Martian Duster English was a guttural and low form of language, but whether I liked it or not, it was my native tongue. The fewer leaps of translation I had to make, the easier it would be for me to understand the machinations of an alien mind. And now that I could 
  
    read
  
   the text, I could, unfortunately, begin to understand its meaning.


  It was, in a single word, nonsense, and embarrassing nonsense to boot. She spoke of me at length, in a tone that suggested I was less her intellectual adversary and more that I was an unfriendly, ill-tempered animal she had rescued from a drainage system. Every caption- or at least enough of them to make an assessment- was dedicated to how ‘adorable’ she found me and how ‘precious’ my behaviour was. ‘It looks so sweet when its sleeping,’ read one, while another professed that I was ‘so cute when it gets mad and puffs its cheeks up.’


  Self-conscious, I exhaled the air that I had indeed trapped within my mouth.


  She had paid particular attention to how cute she found me when I was frustrated or upset by something. The translator had highlighted a word as contextually difficult to translate, and I tapped it to choose from various options. The first it offered was ‘scrungly’ and the second was ‘grumpster’. Neither seemed an appropriate thing to call another sophont, but the interface was insistent. I selected scrungly just to get it to let me go back to reading.


  I was not impressed by the rank unseriousness of my tormenter’s online presence, but perhaps she had merely been trapped in the throes of an interminable curse her race seemed to suffer from; the madness they were driven to when presented with the possibility of a floret. I filtered for posts more than a week old, and was immediately met with a wall of text-only posting- and many paragraphs of it. This was more what I expected, and everything I could have hoped for. Now I could truly learn the mind of my captor. 


  I set about reading the posts with renewed vigor, and was… immediately baffled once more. They appeared to be entirely composed of heated arguments with other users, all affini, about 
  
    romance novels.
  
   Page after page of deliberation on which adaptations of some forgettable bodice ripper called 
  
    The Stars Betwixt
  
   constituted the original, true vision, and which were ‘root-rotten disasters that failed to encapsulate the nuances’. Was she communicating in some kind of code? It seemed likely, why else would someone waste their time arguing over such banalities? I closed the page, frustrated; it was unlikely the hidden message had been preserved when translated from Affini symbols, and thus my research was for nought.


  The subway began its gentle braking process, rocking me against the supporting vines just firmly enough to notice. Ophidia’s vines ceased their infuriating massage, and wrapped around my torso instead. The tablet was plucked from my hand and placed in the pocket at my belt, even as the affini began to walk.


  “If you are well-behaved pet, I may allow you to continue your investigations into my past later. We have arrived.”
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  Ophidia did not repeat the dignifying gesture of allowing me to walk to the train station by myself, instead carrying me off of the carriage in a tight hammock. I could peek over the edges of my confinement, but no more than that, and thus my view was relegated to the walls and ceiling of the subterranean tunnels. They were remarkably bland for Affini architecture, white and without texture, almost staid. I wondered if they might be impregnated with all sorts of ultraviolet patterns and similar, as I was aware was the case for many of the plainer floret fashions that were sometimes popular in Compact space. At least I wouldn’t be missing out on anything of particular note. The affini had yet to demonstrate any particular public art that had any real meaning beyond the purely facile. 


  We passed through some sort of stained glass doorway, and into a space that seemed the very stereotype of a stone-and-roots veterinarian’s lobby. Had whoever decorated the space simply created an amalgam of all possible vet lobbies then refined them down until they could create the most neutral, unthreatening, yet still fundamentally affini space that could ever be designed? All evidence pointed towards a yes.


  Ophidia murmured something in her own tongue, something there was no reason or need for me to know, and I bit back a sigh. I had hoped that our second trip would be somewhat more enlightening than the first, where all I had learned was the state in which the barbarous giant known as Alder kept my sister captive. 


  Instead, it seemed that my own captor was far more interested in keeping me ignorant and quiet, unwilling to allow me the reins of my own experiences given that she had yet to plant the first of her worming roots inside me. Even if what I would be getting today was not 
  
    the
  
   implant, the haustorium that allowed for such fine nervous control as to enable the erasure my sister had suffered, it was a first step. My own body chemistry would be made part of the war of ideas now, and I would have to remain diligent to not let emotion sway me.


  We stepped into a great mahogany elevator, varnished and lacquered wood grain running the entire expanse that I could see bar the panels for lighting that cast a warm glow across the space. “Third floor, please,” Ophidia spoke aloud, showing the elevator more polite decorum than she showed me. 


  I fumed as we began to descend, deeply annoyed at this object that she seemed to think worthy of a kind tone. It seemed ludicrous that such a thing could be grown as a single piece and carved quite so cautiously and yet, where else could one find such a thing. Where else in the universe could one marvel over the time and patience it would take to create such a thing from the bole of some massive and incredible tree. What a waste of purpose and drive. Had the affini offered these energies to something greater than their self-centered hedonistic pursuits, perhaps they would even achieve something.


  I barely noticed the elevator slow to a stop, nor the hiss of the doors opening, lost as I was in my philosophical solipsism. What was there for me in this hallway, lined with a pale birchbark and dotted with light sconces formed seemingly entirely from broad, waxy leaves. What was there but a line of featureless door tops, undifferentiated from the glances I was permitted.


  The vines that bound and surrounded me unwound without a word, and I found myself seated on a high table- No, not a table; an adjustable padded bed designed to offer those under examination the barest of comforts while a monster poked and prodded them. I shivered gently, goosebumps popping up all down my arms. It wasn’t cold, but the lack of clarity around what was to come had me feeling unsettled. 


  “Ophi… Master?” I asked with a, and the looming affini turned her emotionless mask on me. Despite the obvious vector for discomfort, I found some small peace in having her attention.


  “Yes, pet?”


  “I still don’t… You haven’t explained exactly what this implant is for.”


  “That is correct, pet.”


  “Oh.” I still, despite all evidence, hadn’t expected her to be quite so blunt in her reply, “I would like to know what’s going to happen to my body.”


  She made an amused chirp.
  
     “Your
  
   body? You are filled with such fascinating ideas, little one. Be patient- the vet will be here soon.”


  There would obviously be no convincing her, and I fumed silently. The opposite wall was almost interesting enough to pretend my fascination, as I cursed every chance that had brought me into the clutches of something so ill-equipped to meet me as an equal. Seemingly, she saw no other way to best me than to leverage systemic power. It was pathetic, really, a failure of imagination from a being that positioned itself as the inheritor of the universe.


  At least she had the good manners to be truthful. It wasn’t long at all before a chime sounded at the door, and it hissed open, pulled to one side by hidden systems. An affini stepped into the open space, slithering on a multitude of tentacle-like vines. It had only one eye, and wore a giant lily pad on its head, looking for all the world like a witch’s hat on a fairy tale character. It was hardly the most egregious expression of personal aesthetics I’d seen since joining the Compact and I could imagine that some might even find it whimsical. Perhaps the choice had been made to entertain those more susceptible florets during dull appointments.


  “Hello. I am Dr. Marsha Lywick, sixth bloom, she/her.” the Xeno intoned in a voice so monotone it could be used to tune a piano. If she hadn’t been an alien I would have assumed she had intentionally trained all melody out of her vocal cords. “I will be your pet’s physician today.”


  I scowled as I realised that she had been speaking to Ophidia, ignoring me entirely. At least their conversation gave me an opportunity to compare the two. They stood in contrast to each other, though not nearly so much so as I had seen in some others of their kind. Dr. Lywick was only slightly shorter than Ophidia, but plumper, dark blue-green leaves wrapping close around her midsection and giving her a slightly bulged form. I estimated her to be perhaps eleven feet tall, counting the antennae, tall enough that neither was any less than twice my own height. 


  Her single massive eyespot was set into a shadowed face, dark beneath the brim of her broad hat. Her mouth seemed purely decorative, a small flash of light not moving when she spoke in her own particular way. Her hair, her face, her hat; all of them were extensions of her body, and there was no significant effort made to disguise that fact. She seemed almost unkept in places. She stood in sharp contrast to Ophidia, whose body was unchanging, immaculate, clearly held to a very particular design without ever a single leaf out of place. 


  “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, Dr. Lywick,” Ophidia’s voice was almost solemn, it was so polite. “This is my pet, Frida, it/its pronouns, though it also responds to she.”


  I frowned again, furrowing my brow and shooting a look at the affini who wasn’t even giving me her attention. Her continued insistence on using the pronouns I had briefly and embarrassingly entertained during my wardship on Mars was as baffling as ever. The lure of weak liberatory propaganda had almost wormed its way into my mind before I was set straight by my true peers on the darknet. Despite the inaccuracy, I thought it better to save my breath until I could argue the point in private.


  Dr. Lywick reached a set of tendrils over to a cabinet, opening it and retrieving a sealed canister. It was glass-sided, entirely transparent, and had Ophidia’s name carefully penned across the top in, for whatever reason, Terran Standard. She held it almost casually, seemingly unconcerned about the contents, as she continued her conversation with my Master.


  I stared at the briny fluid, saturated with whatever the affini used to maintain their various phytotech horrors. It was a fibrous, writhing thing, reminiscent of a centipede, already grown enough to be hungry for the flesh of the poor unfortunate soul it was going to be buried within; in this case, me. It was a disgusting sight, multi-legged and insectile, chitinous and foul. Hopefully that was just the external growth case, a medium for it to develop, and whatever was inside was…. Wet and soft and crawling.


  I shook my head, but the image wouldn't leave it. The seed, the tiny clot of cellulose and phloem, this marvel of biotech, would root itself inside of me, sundering my flesh with its alien parasitism. There it would slowly poison me with the steady and incessant dripping of whatever drugs it, and my Owner, saw fit for it to dispense. It would be too small to see, and far too well embedded to feel, but I would know that she had planted ruin within me right up until the moment she chose for me to no longer know. I did not like the aroused burning in my cheeks that thought prompted.
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  “Excited as we all surely are for the procedure, I will need to do a proper inspection before we begin.” 


  The doctor set the jar down on a nearby tray, and I winced as I watched the vile thing wriggle in its fluid. The goosebumps had come back, but it wasn’t uncertainty causing them to flare along my arms. I thought of it squirming, invading, changing me from inside. I shifted slightly where I sat to close my legs and hide the paradoxical reaction to this horrifying fate.


  An instrument covered in white flowers was pressed against my arm. I felt a tiny pinch, and the petals soon turned crimson as they processed the blood sample. Dr. Lywick seemed surprised as she looked down at the device, back to her handheld, then back again.


  “How was a Terran with so much Compact surgical work able to enter the early stages of malnutrition and be exposed to heavy metals? The medical records indicated your pet was integrated and considered well socialized on Mars over a year ago.”


  “It is a complicated affair, but the principal route of exposure was the month it spent in a drainage system on Ganymede.” Ophidia remarked casually, as if that hadn’t been the centre of a much greater conspiracy, “It was rescued and domesticated from that site.”


  The doctor paused, and while she didn't turn her head in the slightest, I got the sense she was staring at Ophidia incredulously. “How did that happen?”


  I took a moment of pride, revelling in having bested the Affini for so long. It was all the sweeter for the tone of disbelief in the doctor’s voice, the first off-key sound that the otherwise unaffected affini had made. 


  Ophidia switched away from Terran Standard for the first time since we had entered the hospital, answering Dr. Lywick with a short burst of their shared, musical language. Fortunately for my understanding, the doctor did not change her own.


  “I see. And that intelligence operation is now concluded, I take it?”


  Ophidia made a shrill noise of acknowledgement. “Indeed, thankfully. Most importantly, my pet is now where it belongs.” Vines stroked through my hair, and I whined in equal parts bliss and annoyance at the sensation on my scalp.


  “I see. You will be happy to hear that your agency’s efforts to minimize risks to her health were successful. This level of exposure, while far above typical for the Terran Protectorate, is still well below what many considered normal during the Accord era, and quite treatable. The remaining contaminants are only present in trace amounts, and the interim implant will be able to filter the last of them out in a few hours.” A vine tapped almost idly at her datapad, a pretense of being lost in thought, “In any case, I will conduct a thorough examination of her body for any residue trapped within epidermal folds and mucous membranes. And please send me a copy of the private NFPO file when you get a chance.”


  The top half of the slutwear Ophidia had seen fit to clothe me in was stripped away before I could give even the barest squeak of protest. I scowled, folding my arms across my chest, as the bottom half and my stored tablet followed after with just as much of a struggle. An indignant grunt was all I could offer to register my displeasure; there was no point in fighting beyond that. 


  The poking and prodding that followed was, at least, mitigated by the softness of the probe that had been produced from within Dr. Lywick’s chest, but it did nothing to soothe the indignity of being inspected like a slab of meat. Her waxy manipulators were, much to my chagrin, nowhere near as pleasant to the touch as I begrudgingly found Ophidia’s to be. 


  No part of me was undisturbed, and I was not even done sneezing from the sinus inspection when I saw the doctor picking up a firmer instrument and applying a lubricant to its pointed tip. I was grateful that she was at least not going to sodomize me with her own vine. 


  Ophidia lifted and spread my legs, and I took a deep interest in the wood grain of the nearest cabinet in an attempt to dissociate away from what was happening to my body. Dr. Lywick completed the rectal examination, switched instruments, and performed a similar inspection of my vaginal canal. There was nothing I could do but grit my teeth and glare daggers at the wall, daggers that were hardly my salvation and barely worth the affini’s notice. 


  The motion of the writhing xenodrug implant caught my eye, and I gave another frustrated grunt. Or rather, I intended to make a sound that communicated my irritation and disgruntlement with my treatment. Instead, what slipped out of my mouth was a pornograhic whimper, something better suited to a home video than a doctor’s examination room. The pair did, at least, have the good graces to not to remark on it and for that I was grateful. 


  I did not spend particularly long with my panties dangling from around my ankles before she was done, the doctor displaying a similar dispassionate attitude towards my sexual anatomy as Ophidia generally did. Her intrusions were as brief and clinical as they could possibly be, and my underwear was soon back around my hips. 


  Her focus returned to my underarms, then finally retracted the feathery appendage that had explored my entire surface and voiced her analysis. “There does seem to be significant evidence of hygiene problems. Most of the fungal and bacterial colonies on its dermis will be dealt with by regular bathing, and the odor should pass soon. If any notable scent or discolouration remains in a few days, a medicated soap may be warranted.”


  Ophidia patted me idly on the head, as one would a sleeping cat. The euphoriants lingering in my system were not half as idle, and the tingling rush of sensation made me moan quietly.


  “I believe my pet’s lack of personal grooming was a longer term issue than just its time in the sewers. Fortunately, that is no longer something it is in control over, and therefore cannot mismanage.”


  “Is it already feeding trained?”


  “Yes, by my predecessor.”


  “Good.” A vine brushed down my lip and I opened my mouth automatically. Before I could think to close it or protest, a pair of rigid feelers wedged themselves between my molars and held my mouth open. My tongue probed at the two, trying ineffectualy to dislodge them and driving spikes of sensation running down my spine and pulsing warmly into my core. I was left panting in humiliated, traitorous arousal by the intrusion. 


  “There is significant demineralization on its teeth- I suspect it was not brushing them for long before the Compact’s arrival, let alone its time unattended.”


  I was unable to protest, unable to voice my objections and inform her that 
  
    actually
  
   I had preferred a non-brush method and principally utilised mouthwashes which I found much more portable. They also weren’t nearly as overwhelming as pressing a horrid little plastic brush against my gums.


  Her vines continued to explore the inside of my mouth, tiny roots and tendrils pressing into the underside of my tongue, against the ridges of the roof, and along the inside of my cheeks. I croaked as she started to push deeper, then gagged around the intrusion, coughing emptily as she kept me pinned in place. 


  The doctor pulled her vine back out, and drew a pinkish yellow flower from her chest. “Ah. I see it still has that reflex.”


  A puff of misted damp air that tasted like sea salt and saffron was sprayed into my mouth, and after a moment to let it settle, the doctor plunged deep down my throat once more. I wanted to struggle against the invader, choke and throw up and make this as vile an experience for her as it was for me. Retching and coughing would have been more dignified, a sign of the unwelcomeness of this horrid ordeal. The last thing I wanted was to feel myself becoming aroused at the violating presence that seemed to plunge deeper without limit, sliding down my esophagus, bulging obscenely against the flesh. I could feel my own pulse pounding against the vine through my neck, and when I tried to vocalize protests the pleasurable sensations only got worse. 


  Every flexing of her appendage made my body twitch with bliss, and a swift coiling of Ophida’s vines around my chest and limbs kept me from thrashing. She wound her restraining bondage around the yellowing bruises of her prior crushing grip, and my voice reverberated in my chest as I tried to whimper around the fullness in my throat. It was an overwhelming violation, a thorough coring of the centre of my being and, worse than that, it had been twisted by the machinations of xenodrug and alien into one of the most sickeningly pleasurable things I had ever experienced. 


  The tube was pulled fully from my throat with a wet sucking sound, muscles clutching at it without conscious thought, trying to drag it back down. It was slick, covered with a thin slime, and I coughed up a mouthful of thick gunk the doctor had either secreted or loosened by her horrid work. I glared silently, not trusting my voice to work after her assault, but communicating my hateful fury with every iota of sub-vocal communication I could manage. She did not seem to notice.


  She lifted the vine that had been at least a half meter deep inside me, fed a sample of the coating into an instrument, then wiped the rest off nonchalantly. At least there was some purpose for her vileness, even if she wouldn’t explain exactly what it was.


  Some sort of negotiation began between the two aliens, filling the air with whatever strange language they shared. I stopped paying attention, as Ophidia and Dr. Lywick were no longer even making a gesture at including me in their conversation of shrill, high pitched melodies. Instead I waited, and found my eyes drawn back to the wriggling centipede in its briny jar. I swallowed, wincing at the ache in my throat. All of this, just for that parasite to be pressed into my flesh, to defile me and make me something changed, something altered. To try to force me into the role of a compliant doll, consumed with adoration for its Master.


  Ophidia began to massage my foot idly as the two of them talked. Was it a response to my anxieties, or was it an idle stim? Nonetheless, it made me squirm against her grip, kicking uselessly, whining like an animal. I wondered if even the experiments I had delivered for that insane doctor during my time in the OCNI had suffered such torture. I doubted it. This was something else, something fouler. 


  Gritting my teeth, I tried not to let my mind wander to the details of those unfortunates who had run afoul of my employers. I was only dispatched to track them down occasionally, and only when it was entirely necessary. Many ended up on far firmer tables than these, and I, well, I came out of it with a new burner identity to spend the next time around. I knew the affini had no interest in butchering me physically, but that did little to calm my apprehension. 


  I had not always found my targets particularly deserving of their fates, beyond their own stupidity. They were too queer, too communist, too uppity in a society where making oneself a target was liable to contribute to a rather terminal end. Keeping one’s head down, making oneself useful, these were the only sensible options in any society, and those who had suffered had only brought it down upon themselves. Even if it were otherwise, I had never been the one to pull the metaphorical or literal trigger. My hands were clean of the consequences. 


  Was this some misguided punishment for something I hadn’t done? The affini were always clear that they didn’t believe in punishment, but how many of my peers had remained free of their supervision and ownership. My own circumstances were, fundamentally, a reaction to the actions I took that placed a target on my back. I put my head above the parapet, and while I wasn’t suffering the consequences I had expected, there was always this potential. 


  The affini seemed to come to an agreement, enthusiastic chittering firing back and forth. A purple cream was rubbed onto my lower abdomen and allowed to soak in. The skin tingled as the leftover was wiped away a minute later.


  “Are you going to sedate me now?” My whining tone was not particularly dignified, nor was my position, but I was smart enough not to simply assume competence in others. 


  No one answered me. A blade slipped slickly from one of Dr. Lywicks vines, while another pressed against my belly. She was lining up her target, as if to make the first incision, and I was still fully awake. 
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    “Verdammter scheisse, du blöde kuh,
  
   was 
  
    brutalizing
  
   me not enough? I’m awake, you bitch, I haven’t even had any painkil-”


  A vine was shoved down my throat again, silencing my speech while keeping my airways open and flowing. Another pressed across my chest and pinned me to the table, and I felt the bite of a needle sink into my hip. Paralysis spread through my veins like a seeping warmth, pooling in my chest, and I was left entirely helpless. The struggles faded away, muscles failing to respond to commands, as the knife was readied to begin its cutting work. Only the autonomic responses of my body were allowed to speak- and the blood vessels in my cheeks suggested it was far from a reliable source.


  “Be still, pet. If you allow yourself to, you will enjoy this gift.”


  I wanted to scream. Gift? Waking surgery was a gift? The bladed extension pressed against the flesh of my belly and I wanted to grit my teeth and growl my way through it, but the drugs refused me even that self-soothing. The scalpel bit-


  Light burst behind my eyes, colors cascading across my consciousness and the hot bliss of pleasure caught my breath and made my diaphragm stutter. I couldn’t see it, but my epidermis parted under the pressure of a blade so sharp I barely felt it consciously. I wanted to scream, sheer insensate bliss roaring through my body, but all that escaped me was a croak of unmodulated sound. 


  There was blood spilling across my abdomen, wiped away by vines or sponges or something, I couldn’t tell. All I could feel was the hot, flowing liquid and the beating of my heart that pushed more out to spill. The pain was nowhere to be found, remapped to excruciating pleasure, and while some clinical part of me could still understand it should have hurt, the greater whole was being sucked under, into the vortex. 


  The wriggling horror that would be my internal companion was held in the air where I could see it, still dripping its sustainer fluid. It flexed back and forth, grasping blindly for something it couldn’t yet find, grasping for my flesh. I wanted to flex away from it, pull myself out from under the gripping vines that held me, but the paralysing agent was efficacious. The parasite was slipped carefully into the incision in my belly, and it immediately plunged searing roots of uncontained delight into my psyche by way of internal nerve clusters. I had become the gordian knot and the implant was Alexander’s sword, shearing cleanly through my soul and splitting me asunder. 


  Whatever implement was gripping the carapaced mote of hellish influence twisted, adjusting its position into its final resting place. Then she retreated and began to stitch the incision shut, a simple needle and thread all that was needed to hide the injustice that had just been done against me. Even worse, each driving penetration of her sharpness was another nuclear rocket, burning against my resolve, catching sharp whimpers from my lungs and dragging them into the light.


  A spray of fine mist became a patch of false skin across the sutured wound, clinging to the seams and hiding it from sight. Was this intended to assuage their guilt? Had they finally done something they could not look upon without shame? I could not voice my anger, but I could begin to relax as the sensations finally began to subside. I was through the worst of it. I had survived their torture.


  Then, I felt the simmering heat start.


  It was just a flutter at first, a returning awareness of my physical body, almost like pins and needles focused entirely on my core. It was easy to dismiss and ignore. Slowly, though, I started to notice every fiber against my skin, every point of contact between my body and the examination bed, the firm press of Ophidia’s vines against my body. Every sensation was sating a want I hadn’t realised I had, and it was growing. I wanted more, I 
  
    craved
  
   more.


  Soon, it became indescribable, a desperate need to be held, a gripping, furious desire to be touched. I whined limply until Ophidia picked me up and did nothing to hide the whines and whimpers as she did. The endorphin rush of bonding that foolish idiots called love crashed upon me over and over, breaching the sea wall of my mind as her disgusting device pumped me full of chemicals meant to build social bonds in lower animals. 


  I knew what was happening to me. It was as subtle as a brick to the side of the head. But knowledge of the facts did nothing to silence the driving, thrusting, hungry need that had been driven into my belly like a railroad spike. With the paralytic wearing off, I was able to squim in her vines, trying to press as much of myself against her as she talked to the doctor.


  “Master, please,” I whined, words finally returning, and thought I hated the sound of my own pitiful voice, what else could I possibly want, “You did this to me… you…” She was monstrous, this beautiful, severe creature that held me too loosely, too idly, not giving me everything I needed even though I needed it so badly. I wanted her to grip me firmly so bad that it made my eyes prickle with unshed tears. “Touch me? Master? Master, please, I need-”


  Her eyes met mine and there was wetness running down my face, tears spilling silently as I bathed in her attention. She held her arm around me, cradling me against her chest, and her other hand split into its component vines to wrap close around my body. It was heaven. It was hell. I needed it more than I needed air. I despised it, wishing I could vomit up this desperate flood. 


  “Of course, my beloved pet.” She murmured, almost a whisper, and I sobbed against her. I struggled against her outpouring of physical affection, and every spasm of my pitiable form sated the need even further. Digging my hands into her chest, I sought out as much of her as I possibly could. 


  “Thank you so much for your help, Dr. Lywick. I will be in touch when it is time for her full implantation.”


  I heard the words but they weren’t for me, and thus they didn’t matter. All that mattered was Her, my Master, how I hated and loved her, and the hum of need for her in the back of my mind, the incessant, suddenly all-encompassing, throbbing need.


  She began to move, walking out of the room, and the slight jostling drove me into a heady bliss. I could not speak. I could not think. All I was, was sensation.
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  I awoke in a hammock; not a makeshift one of vines, but an actual rope sling. My body was warm, warmer than the balmy atmosphere of the ship, warmer than anything other than direct sunlight and the stinging crack of Ophidia’s whip. I did not recall ever being put in a hammock. At some point on the train ride she had started to reward my touchdrunk behavior with Ω-12-j³ and my sapience had been mercifully spared residence in my body.


  Even here, suspended in zephyr and swaying gently in the air, I could feel the aching tremors held at bay only by my Master’s recent efforts to satiate them. It did not take an analyst of my calibre to know that I would feel that need again, and far sooner than I would have preferred.


  It was not 
  
    the
  
   implant- it was closer to an insulin pump, but it could clearly tell when I was enraged, and dulled me to compensate. I wondered where she was, but I assumed inside. Even if I could not see her, she surely was watching.


  At least I had this small respite, and the pressing of something rectangular and firm against my side suggested a way to use that time. I fumbled around, grunting in frustration as my hands followed my wishes a noticable fraction of a second more slowly than I would have preferred. Eventually, though, I had my tablet in my lap and enough time to actually enjoy myself with full access to the affini Overnet once more.


  I ignored a pair of pop-ups - one informing me of useful contacts, the other of several new messages from my owner and others - and navigated directly to the games library. I scrolled through a wide variety of options presented to me, most of them bright and colourful and utterly, mind-numbingly dull. It took longer than I would have expected to find the strategy sub-category, where I learned a new vile fact of my existence.


  Galaxy of Tanks IV was greyed out, as was the entire rest of the series. It didn’t stop there, though. Apparently not satisfied with simply denying me my favourite opportunities for entertainment, instead 
  
    every
  
   game that featured anything even resembling warfare and combat was similarly blocked from me. I tried different searches, different avenues, but all I found was that same murky grey block that refused me access. With a sigh, I instead scrolled through the selection that had been permitted.


  Mind-numbing puzzle titles, pointless farming games, shallow social sims, cartoony kart racers, xenophilic dating games, and a seemingly endless supply of interactive pornography. All pointless time wasters. The settings were so strict that even sports games that featured direct opposition between teams of players were disabled. City builders, too, were disabled unless they operated upon the smallest possible politic of a single family home- infrastructure design clearly too demanding for the doped up idiot these settings had been built for.


  I pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration, and opened one such game at random called Madame M’s Dollhouse Simulator. That such pointless social titles were allowed and those that featured the triumphant thrill of victory and loss were not was a transparent attempt to force me to anthropomorphize the beings around me. 


  There was some silver lining. At least a game without a loss condition couldn’t have had an easy mode crowbarred in like so many Accord-era titles I had once enjoyed. Knowing that others could reach the same victory screen without mastery of the underlying mechanics had ruined most single player experiences for me.


  A colorful title screen animation played, and the camera immediately panned in on an overhead view of one of the titular dollhouses. An avatar of me was imported as it started, a little balljointed reimagining of myself as a toy with far more of a plush belly than I had in reality. I groped at my own stomach, and the patch of false skin, and recoiled from it like I’d been stung. I saw to my dismay that a little Ophida puppet had been automatically added as well. Her vines were rendered as yarn, with a wooden button for a face and fabric ruffles for her leaves and petals. It was, however begrudgingly I might admit, a very clever representation of the affini.


  I was presented with the option to add more dolls to the dollhouse, and I typed “Cassandra Aguirre” into the name bar. It immediately corrected the last name to Fraxinus, but it did create a version of my sister in the same style as it had me. There was something charming about seeing the two ball-jointed characters on the screen at the same time. Unfortunately, the program also insisted on adding a puppet of Alder to the house as well, all smooth wood and soft threads. A plush Lupin joined them, and I rolled my eyes. Bad enough that I was forced to reckon with what they had made of my sister, but her entire entourage had to come with her?


  I scowled, but returned my attention to my dollhouse, and considered how the building itself might be improved. It had grown while I wasn’t looking, large enough for several bedrooms and plenty of areas to socialise, relax, and engage in more serious pursuits, such as the reading of philosophy or chess. The options to customize these rooms were extensive, but I had never had any particular eye for architecture or design of my own, so I left the preset as it was.


  While I was exploring the menus, the Frida-doll had gone to the dresser and chosen a ridiculous French maid outfit, changing into it with an odd spinning animation, and was now using a small feather duster to clean the space. It was a frustrating inaccuracy on the part of the system; clearly, the personality import left a lot to be desired in terms of accuracy. 


  The Puppet-Ophidia, on the other hand, had already started to prowl about against my will, and every time she interacted with my counterpart, their bonding meter increased. Even a simulated toy of my owner sought to thwart me at every turn. Fortunately, I was capable of actual thought, unlike the real Ophida, and certainly unlike a puppet of her made of digitally rendered yarn. I set out to outsmart the program. It would surely be trivial.


  I directed the avatar of myself to invite Cassandra’s counterpart over to sit with her on the couch, and paid close attention as the models moved. It was clear their pathfinding was a relatively straightforward node based algorithm. The game actors seemed to be moving around on a grid, with special objects designated as transition points.


  I reopened the customization menu, and scrolled down until I reached one I had seen before- a swimming pool. I placed the pool in the yard, followed by a diving board and ladder, and the response was almost immediate. Every one of the five characters immediately went wandering over to investigate the new attraction.


  I had no ability to give the Ophidia puppet instructions as I could my own avatar, but I was given the option to fast forward. Around and around the various little dolls ran, the affini entities almost impossible to pin down. They never seemed to stop moving except to interact with either the human dolls or each other, and had no time for anything else. Almost in contrast to their energetic nature, the counterparts of my sister and I quickly settled into a routine, one that saw them sleeping in the same bed together after just a few sunsets. I gripped the tablet a little tightly as I watched the two cuddle.


  I felt a creeping warmth in my belly as I watched them hold hands, a metallic flavour touching against the back of my tongue. Once again, my hand went to the patch of false skin and the pulsing reminder that I would feel that same horrid need once more. I breathed deep, and felt the throbbing lessen as I played witness to two dolls sleeping quietly, breathing in time with one another, warm and safe and close. It was difficult to look at. It was almost impossible to look away.


  Finally, I caught a moment where the two affini were both in the pool- the game clearly had made some kind of collision error, since the yarn of their bodies were quite tangled and small heart icons were appearing over the pile. I returned the game to normal speed, opened the customization menu, and triumphantly bested my opponents by deleting the ladder and diving board.


  I had my doubts the game would simulate the yarn simulacra 
  
    drowning,
  
   but at least now, I could simply focus on the Frida and Cassandra dolls and the oddities of their own behaviour. The puppet NPCs could remain stuck in their watery purgatory for the rest of the game, for all I cared. The dog was fine, as long as he was the only forced addition.


  My plan was working with the utmost efficacy, right up until the hunger bar for both the Frida and Cassandra dolls dropped from green to an almost imperceptibly substandard greenish-yellow. In a flutter of yarn and string, the affini disentangled themselves, and simply climbed out of the pool in total disregard for the game rules they had prior obeyed. They began arranging a meal together while the dolls played with the dog plush, as if nothing was out of place at all. 


  I fumed. How dare the game break its own rules just to spite me. Could I have 
  
    nothing
  
   of my own in this world? The twisted family of five sat together, every one of their happiness meters maxed out, eating a meal in domestic harmony, and I watched them with nothing in my heart but fury. How 
  
    dare
  
   they mock me like this. 


  I was abruptly dragged from my frustration by the bubbly sound of the 
  
    actual
  
   Cassandra’s voice from behind me, and I nearly fell out of my hammock in surprise. 


  “Hey, Frida. What’cha playing?”
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  I looked up from the battle I had been waging and saw my sister, dressed in silk and gold and looking for all the world like a member of an Ottoman harem. She was standing on the pathway, pushing a stroller with her fluffy little dog strapped into it, fast asleep. Even from here, I could smell red wine and bergamot, the hideously rich notes of her captor smothered all over her skin.


  “Hello, Cassandra. I’m surprised that Alder let you remember me.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Frida, half the florets I know have had an initial lashing out period, including 
  
    me
  
  . Yeah, you hurt my feelings, sure, but that’s hardly enough to make Daddy erase you from my memory. Don’t be silly.”


  “He already took me away once,” I grumbled, refusing to meet her eyes.


  The floret struck a sassy pose, leaning on the stroller. “No, he took away 
  
    missing
  
   you. I thought you were dead- 
  
    you
  
   made me think you were dead by faking your own death! He took away 
  
    that.
  
   Now you're back, and I would rather have you in my life, once you get over… whatever this is.”


  “‘This’? Cassandra, just because I have firm and well-considered philosophical positions doesn’t mean I have something to ‘get over’.”


  “Yeah, well it’s not very cute of you.”


  “Cute?!” I spluttered, rearing up in my hammock fast enough that it sent an aching pulse of twisted pleasure through the sutures in my abdomen. I gripped at it and scowled as the unfamiliar heat radiated up my spine, “I- Cassandra, I am more than just my aesthetic sensibilities.”


  “Hmm, okay. What happened to your belly?”


  “Surgery. Ophidia let a freak of a vet operate on me.” I thought about the way my Master had pinned me to the operating bed and felt my thighs try to close against one another. “They gave me some depraved implant that is filling my bloodstream with bonding enhancers, Cassandra. It gives me unnatural urges I can only barely resist.”


  “Oh, yay! That should really help with your attitude.” She seemed completely unaffected by the forcible alterations made to my body and mind. Maybe it was my fault for expecting so much from someone already deep in the rabbit hole of affini ‘care’. It still stung to look at the girl I had once been so inspired by and hear that she wasn’t stirred to action by my metaphorical and actual rape. 


  The dog snuffled himself awake, and Cassandra leaned down to coo over him. If she had been wearing the kind of outfit that covered her breasts at all, it wouldn’t have mattered anymore. “Look Lupin, that’s auntie Frida! She’s such a 
  
    grumpster,
  
   yes she is! But Miss Lataria is fixing that, and then she's going to be so, so nice!”


  I watched as my sister picked the puppy up and began rubbing his belly, and I was forcibly reminded that the human race had its own equivalent to the floret madness that the affini appeared to suffer from.


  “Please do not breastfeed your 
  
    child
  
   in front of me, Cassandra,” I shot sarcastically.


  “What? He’s not a baby anymore, Frida. I mean, Lupin is clearly my baby forever, obviously, and I love him so much!” She nuzzled her face against his snout, and the animal began to make happy little yips, both of their tails wagging wildly. I decided for the sake of my sanity I would not pry into whatever she meant by that ‘anymore’ she had used. I was not 
  
    entirely
  
   sure Cassandra was even aware Lupin was a dog.


  Cassandra set Lupin down, and he immediately trotted over to sniff at me. “Hello… Lupin.” I hesitantly petted my newly alleged ‘nephew,’ and the dog immediately licked my hand, coating it with a thin layer of slimy drool. My sister gave a happy little squeal and shuffled over, kneeling beside her pet to dote on him and offer him even more affection. I could smell 
  
    him
  
   on her, the bright, sweet flowers, the musky amber and sandalwood that made something new turn and twist in my belly. It was disgustingly citric, a vile assault on the senses, and I hated the voice in my head that wished she would come closer.


  “So, you made any new friends yet?”


  I glanced at the tablet I had been playing the dollhouse game on, and flipped it upside down on my thigh, so the screen was hidden from her. “Unless you count my neighbor River sexually propositioning me and suggesting that their grandmother would put a bullet in my head, then no.”


  “I guess you haven’t been here very long. Lynn is throwing a floret sleepover tonight. If you are willing to behave, you should come along, it would be fun!”


  Some sick twisted thing within me sparked with interest, egged on by the swirling substances being manufactured within me. A desperate, hollow animal clawed at the dangling promise of community, sisterhood both general and specific, but I shut it down immediately with the obvious logical contradiction.


  “Why would 
  
    I
  
   be invited to a 
  
    floret
  
   sleepover?”


  Cassandra was silent, one eyebrow slowly rising with an uncanny resemblance to an expression our mother had made whenever she thought I had said something silly. I realized why after a moment. 


  “Ah. I am legally a pet as well, yes,” I grumbled in admission.


  Perhaps I held the same legal status as florets, but it would have been polite of her to recognise the separations between myself and 
  
    that
  
   kind.


  “It would be a good way to meet the folks in the neighborhood. I assume you've seen the castle? We have hangouts and parties up there all the time!”


  My face twitched slightly at the thought of that ostentatious eyesore, but if it was being used as a community recreational space, the scale of the structure at least made a bit more sense. That still did not address a very obvious obstacle.


  “I doubt Ophidia would allow me to attend such a thing. I'm surprised your own affini gives you reprieves from whatever his carnal urges dictate.”


  “Why would she not let you go? It’s fun.”


  I rolled onto my side, baring the deep back cut of my outfit, so Cassandra could see the bruises and welts Ophidia had left following our first disastrous reconnecting. ”Her actions lead me to believe she would tolerate nothing that did not bring me suffering and humiliation.”


  “Frida, don’t lie to your sister, it’s rude.” She stuck her tongue out, grinning like some kind of lunatic, “I already know what happened, silly. The entire hab ring could hear what you two did last night. Or your moans, anyway.” Cassandra had stopped paying me any attention, instead typing on a handheld device with the hand not rubbing Lupin’s belly. There was a ding, and she looked up with a bubbly smile. “She said it's fine.”


  “You 
  
    messaged
  
   her?”


  Cassandra tilted her head to the side like a confused puppy. “Yes. Why wouldn’t I?”


  I had to admit, the idea of a night away from Ophidia was… appealing. That, if nothing else, might be worth it. But what could I expect from the minds of broken florets? I doubted there would be much in the way of stimulating conversation.


  “What does one… 
  
    do
  
   at such an event?”


  “Uh, that depends. Are you into girls? Or boys, or anything else? I don’t really remember you ever expressing interest in 
  
    anyone
  
   when we were younger.”


  “I am asexual and aromantic. And men in particular disgust me.”


  “Ah. I guess you probably won’t be joining me in spin the bottle, then. Though… Would it be weird if we played together? I should ask Daddy. Don’t worry, there will still be plenty for you to do!”


  She laughed, a sound of carefree joy. I glanced down at Cassandra’s soft, pillowy lips, suddenly consumed with inexplicable rage at the thought of her kissing some undeserving floret chosen by the randomness of a spun game piece. Worse, still, when I remembered the company she kept.


  “Are your 
  
    duster
  
   friends going to be there?”


  Cassandra froze, hand stilling on Lupin’s soft tummy, and looked up at me slowly. Her brow furrowed slightly, an unusual sight on the face of a floret. “Frida, we are both dusters. Why are you 
  
    saying
  
   it like that?”


  “Half. 
  
    Half.
  
   And at least we don't…” I gestured at my own shoulder, indicating where radiation detection tattoos usually went on those who still pointlessly clung to an identity best forgotten, buried in the orange sands of the planet that had birthed it. “We don't show it, advertise it. I saw pictures of some of your… friends.”


  Cassandra was silent for a long moment. When she moved again, it was to pick her puppy up, and slowly rise to her own feet without making eye contact. Her face was inscrutable, and her tail hung still.


  “I'm sorry, Frida,” she eventually said with a tone of deep disappointment and regret. “I should never have left you alone in that house with our mother. You were so easily led and impressionable… and I was wondering where this all came from, but you really are exactly what 
  
    Phyllis
  
   was trying to turn us both into.”


  Of course, she had been brainwashed into some fairy tale that our own heritage was something to be proud of. Mars’ first people had lost the political war for the planet generations before we were born, and pretending otherwise was irrational. “Ah yes, forgive me for forgetting. The Affini Compact is a paradise of equality for all- everyone made equal as enslaved subjects.”


  She was silent, avoidant of my gaze.


  [image: ]


  “I’ll… I’ll see you in a few days, Frida. Whatever’s left of you when they remove… this. Maybe It’ll be less than I hoped.”


  Cassandra sighed, and strapped Lupin back into his stroller. I shook with anger at what they had done to her, rage overflowing to the point of tears. Something ugly curdled in my stomach, heat cooling wetly against my skin. When she turned back to me, I saw her own eyes were no less wet.


  She walked away.


  I sat.


  A ding sounded from my device. 


  The Frida-doll and Cassandra-doll had maxed out their bonding meters, and were now dancing in the courtyard, giggling hand in hand. A dialog box had opened, offering me the opportunity to declare them pinnates.


  I threw my tablet against the hab wall.
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  “You could still go, pet.”


  Ophidia’s vine lingered on my shoulders and waist as she spoke softly. I had been staring out of the window that faced the tall hill for far longer than I would like to admit, to the point that my Master had offered to lift me up to the sill so I could see more clearly. The ridiculous castle sat, its brooding, ominous nature transformed by bright lights and energetic sound into something almost fantastical. 


  I gave Ophida a grunt to indicate that I had heard her as I watched yet another pair of affini dragging a bouncing, absurd caricature of a terran up the winding path to attend some small slice of this ‘party’. Many local pairs and triplets of Affini were around, engaging in socializing behavior with each other around porches and patios. Seemingly every terran in the vicinity had been pressed to go and visit the overnight party for at least a little while, some awful social game the affini were playing with the creatures they had captured for their own amusement.


  Every terran but me. 


  
    My
  
   affini hadn’t forced me to climb that steep hill, 
  
    my 
  
  affini hadn’t dragged me into a pointless social situation, 
  
    my
  
   affini hadn’t forced me to play nice with my sister, no matter how easy it would be for her to do so.
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  I squeezed at a tendril that wound between my fingers, and found some soothing in the gesture. It was pathetic. When had I started to ache for her? Not just the comforting touch she was giving me now, but something more personal, more specific. A taste for the bite of her aggression had been found or planted within my nerves, and the squirming new addition to my homeostatic system was only stoking that inferno. 


  Ophidia was clearly a true sadist, a pupil of the school of Salò, empowered by the state to torment me in particular. She had offered up just the barest, brief morsel of the vicious sensations that made me scream, only to deny them after. The bite of her claw and whip had wiped away intrusive thoughts in favor of perfect silence and purpose, only to tear away the thin ribbons that let them hang heavy on my psyche. 


  Instead of the enervating attention she seemed to prefer, she had instead been frustratingly generous with the kinder touch since my failed second attempt to find the human being within my… I sighed. Since the failed second chance to connect with my sister.


  It had been pathetic, the hours since, my thoughts plaguing me with frustrating what-ifs rather than focusing on the reality; My sister was an embarrassment.


  No, that wasn’t… fair. Her being misled into 
  
    liberalism
  
   by her captor was hardly surprising given everything else she was being fed. I could, once again, have been more mindful of my words and opportunity. Upsetting her without reason was unnecessary- it had cost me yet another opportunity to ingratiate myself with whatever remained of the only person I had ever trusted, even if our mother would have barely recognized her. As far as I knew, it was just the two of us now; wherever our parents were, they were at least incommunicado, and I had no intention to attempt to change that. But I could at least offer her some sort of familial connection.


  When Ophidia spoke again, breaking the silence between us, it was in a sickly sweet voice totally uncharacteristic to her. “I know it has been a difficult adjustment, pet. Can I get you anything else? Do you need more toys, perhaps? Something to eat?”


  I was silent. 


  Ophidia stalked off, spurned empress on her viney skirts, and chirped some command at the hab. There was a whiff of cinnamon in the air as the atomic compiler buzzed out an operation. A plate and a booklet appeared beside me where I was perched on the windowsill, vines disappearing as if she was trying to minimize her intrusion into my stewing. When had she ever been this considerate of my solitary nature before? 


  I looked down, glancing at the proffered gifts. A grilled cheese sandwich with pickles, a creamy spread of coleslaw, tomato slices, and perfectly crisp fried potatoes. The literature was 
  
    No Exit
  
   by Jean-Paul Sartre, in its Duster English printing. I had never read it myself, but knew the gist. ‘Hell is other people’, indeed. I wondered if she was trying to mock me, or was she instead attempting to offer some twisted sympathy for this hell of socialisation I was being forced into. The presence of others was being forced onto me, no matter how much I recoiled from it. It left me pining for the simplicity of living alone in my hideout on Mars, secluded from the fouler influences of my supposed peers.


  On some level, I even missed the sewer on Ganyede. It had been cold and uncomfortable, but it had been undeniably 
  
    mine
  
  . What else could I say that of anymore?


  I gave a dissatisfied grunt, signalling my frustration clearly, and she responded with an intrusive tendril run through my hair. I wanted to protest, but the flood of bonding chemicals that hit my bloodstream a moment after contact had me nuzzling into her touch like some worthless addict chasing her next hit. I hated it. She had reduced me to a creature of pointless instinctive craving. A brightly colored, red bouncy ball was placed down next to the plate, stilling itself against the glazed ceramic. “In case you are struck by a different mood to reading.”


  Her vine retreated as she walked back to her couch, and I sulked. I didn’t want to eat, I didn’t want to read, and I didn’t want to play with a distracting, childish lump of rubber. But, more so than any of that, I didn’t want to go to a fucking floret party with my brainwashed sister and her freak friends from a rat's nest on Mars.


  So I decided that reading was acceptable. I had insisted upon my access to enlightened enrichment when signing my domestication contract with Ophidia, it would be foolish not to exercise that right, and tempt her to creatively reinterpret it as she had the promises of my bodily autonomy. I picked up the bound play, and peeked at its length. It was less than forty pages, a bare quantity, but I was loath to argue with her for something more promising. It would keep me busy for a few minutes, at least. 


  The script opened with a man named Garcin arguing with his valet as he is delivered to hell. I felt a moment of great… identification, with the plight of the man, as little as I was inclined to believe that those with the brutish gender were capable of worth. His frustrations with being in a garishly decorated unbreakable prison were familiar, and I winced as the valet- perhaps a thinly veiled boatsman of the underworld, or Lucifer himself- mocked Garcin for still thinking he should have human dignity. He was, after all, damned.


  A woman was added, and then another, and the three of them grated upon me almost as soon as they began to speak. The dead souls, understandably, introduced themselves in the context of the manner of their deaths. Each insisted that there was someone that mourned them deeply, a parent or a child or another who couldn’t bear the world without them. As I continued to read, the lies fell apart almost immediately, and the true stories of what had earned them their placements came out. 


  Line after line passed under my eyes, and I increasingly concluded that every one of the characters was intended to be disliked. Disgustingly carnal, fixated on idiotic matters of petty morality, and yet entirely failing the standards they themselves had set. Adulterers, all of them, and clearly deserving of the fictional damnation that Sartre had assigned them to. They felt very true to my experiences with other Terrans, an inglorious, self-satisfied bunch ruled by their own genitalia. At least I could find some small comfort in the fact that one of the two women hated men the deserved amount.


  But then I reached a section that I had never come up when my philosophical peers had discussed this play in passing. Garcin, pushed to his limit by the absurd situation he had been placed in and the two tormentors he had been placed with, threw himself at the door, begging for escape, for any torture rather than another moment of isolation with them. Then the door simply opened. And yet Garcin found himself unwilling to leave. 


  He stared at the open door and refused its offer of freedom, denying himself salvation from this small damnation until he had proven himself to his co-damned souls. There was no way he could leave, he insisted, not unless he had demonstrated that he was no craven. They would agree he was there by mistake, and there would be nothing out there for him without it.


  A passage stood out to me, a monologue by Garcin. 
  
    “And you know what wickedness is, and shame, and fear. There were days when you peered into yourself, into the secret places of your heart, and what you saw there made you faint with horror. And then, next day, you didn't know what to make of it, you couldn't interpret the horror you had glimpsed the day before. Yes, you know what evil costs. And when you say I'm a coward, you know from experience what that means. Is that so?”
  


  Garcin proceeded to insist he was surely not a coward, that he can be forgiven for deserting. That his pacifism was the real reason he did not do what was right. Finally, Garcin closed the door, and delivered the line so memorable it had survived in some form in the public consciousness for 600 years, “Hell is other people,” 
  
    L'enfer, c'est les autres.
  


  The story ended, on a reflection on how this fate is eternal, and there is no escaping it. The characters will simply continue with this circular firing squad for eternity, as fate demands it.


  It was a confronting tale, short as it was, and left me feeling somewhat wry about the whole thing. It was a tale of three degenerates, only coming to understand that they were such when it was far too late. In forty scant pages, Sartre had dragged out a feeling of uneasy queasiness out of my belly and into my throat. I went reaching for old answers to new questions and found them wanting, sitting on the windowsill between a cooling sandwich and a rubber ball.


  I was left in a new position. I had never read a philosophical text without being primed for it, and with no preconceptions regarding its contents or message. The play had little to say that could be construed or extruded with regard to the coming of the Affini, and thus my peers had neither recommended it for affirmation nor vilification. They had regarded it in a kind of sneering neutrality, only ever mildly deriding its faint queerness, which I had long since learned to write off as them simply joking for the sake of being edgy. It was a common enough position in the crowds I ran with, that it had become second nature to simply respond to foul language with a slur of my own, a deflection of the ribaldry onto another of my group. 


  This play was not Neitzche’s work on class and morality, which the group had taken great pains to impress upon me as the most straightforward opinion, the most obvious conclusion. I was already aflame for the demonstration of reality by the time I had even cracked the first page. It was also, notably, not de Beauvoir, who I had been informed was of a weak, sentimental view of the world and skimmed mostly for the sake of participation in the shared activity of its mockery.


  No, rather than being presented with a work I had already read an entire prefaced essay on, I was instead forced to reflect upon the work as it was presented. It was a bare, cold experience, and I was not sure I liked what the mirrors were casting back on me.


  I did not agree with Sartre, of course. Hell was not other people. Or at least, that was not what I took away from Garcin’s suffering. Yes, the suffering of forced socialization with idiots was clearly a kind of hell, worse than any the priests of my upbringing had preached. But the only barrier holding Garcin in place was his refusal to break from the idea that a peer's judgment had any weight. Obsessed with what his fellow damned thought of him, he could not possibly escape from something he failed to even recognize as a trap. 


  No. Hell was his own head. There was no debt owed, other than to a memory that was entirely within his power to control. He had not known these women in life, why was he so insistent that they forgive him, such that he would prefer continued torture to blessed release.


  The characters had introduced themselves not by their own actions or exploits, but by who would miss them; The sister, the wife, and… nobody, it seemed. It seemed that, in truth, nobody would mourn or miss 
  
    any
  
   of them, these abusers and murderers, infanticidaires and sadists. They were deservedly damned, banished to hell by their own malfeasance, and set about each other entirely of their own accord. Garcin was right, they could have simply isolated themselves from each other, but then what would be left but the inside of their own heads. There was no escaping it, this hell of their own creation. They could rationalize that it was right, curse the valet who had led them here, they could stab each other, but there would be no release from what they had done.


  The garish memory of the Autumn Vitis stabbing came to mind unbidden, the flickering frames of my repeated viewings embedding images eternally into me. Bloody tapes I had edited and had delivered to family members with an indicated digital wallet address and an amount to be paid while working in the Syndicates. Infiltration and locating of safe havens of unionizers and degenerates in the OCNI. 


  But, I had never put blade to flesh or pulled the trigger that ended a life. There was no blood on my hands, and even if there had been, it was plainly obvious no Terran around me was worthy of moral consideration anyway. This play was a prime example of the cruel sort of soul that inhabited the average human, the kind that had never and refused to try to understand me. It was a universal observation with only a sole, singular exception; the older sibling who would make sure with a blackened eye that my childhood bullies chose other targets. 


  Something was stirring in the implant inside me, twisting my belly in knots, forcing intrusive thoughts to the surface that I had, until now, kept suppressed. I was trapped in my own miniature hell, Ophidia cast as my vindictive, unblinking valet. How 
  
    benevolent
  
   of her to allow me to learn exactly what she had decided my fate would be, to read my own kismet on the pages of some Frenchman's opining on the existential. The thought crossed my mind that it would have been easy for her to edit the work to contain hypnotic subliminals. It would explain a great deal. Nothing about the ideas it contained would be this difficult to shake otherwise.


  I was 
  
    nothing
  
   like Garcin. None around me had ever been creatures of rational thought. None but my older sibling had ever managed more than the barest understanding of my psyche. I had no wife to shed two tears, no lover with a gun in his mouth, no jilted cousin. Why would I wish for a mourner at my graveside, when the emotion driving it was so clearly a farcical thing. Olga danced with Peter, and neither had cried at Estelle’s funeral despite donning the black of grief. 


  Nor did I have enemies, not really. There were people who would have killed me if they had known who I was, but I had never been face to face with the victims of the nastier things I had aided my employers in doing. I had just done what was necessary to keep myself… to not… to avoid relying on the family money and mother’s inheritance. To not need to become indebted to the one person my elder sibling could not protect me from.


  I closed the booklet on a later page, on Garcin asking the younger woman if he was a coward. He was, of course. A coward and a deserter, and the kind of man to shoot another in the back rather than risk discomfort for his principals. Returning to the window, I stared up the hill, at the lights of the social gathering where my sister was dancing, or eating, or kissing some ugly, strung-out floret with radiation-sensitive ink crawling up their shoulders.


  A contraction gripped my chest. I choked back a noise, but it nonetheless slipped free. My tear ducts burned, the corners of my eyes stinging painfully. 


  Ophidia was there in a moment, soothing touch enveloping me, gentle fronds wiping a wetness from my cheeks. She came before I really knew that I was howling out a pain I felt deep down in my soul. I wished that she had come with lashes and lacerations. At least those would have left me no room to think. At least that would have been a mercy.


  “You should eat, pet. Even if you’re unhappy. Even if it hurts.” Her words were a whisper in the shell of my ear, a nauseating softness that was as good as poison for as much as it meant to me. 


  “Why? If I’m locked in hell, what will eating do for me?” My voice was wretched, small and croaking. 


  She didn’t look at me, but I could feel her radiated frustration. More fool her. The moment I was shown hell’s open door, I would not be trapped of my own volition. I would be sprinting down the corridor before she could even blink. I was not Garcin. Her vines pressed into the dip above my cervical vertebrae, and I pushed back against her, arching my back into her touch. My belly stirred pleasantly, and I ran a hand across the softness of it, one of her tendrils curling pleasantly around my wrist. A soft, needy gasp of catharsis escaped my lips, a plea I would not have uttered sober.


  It was a tender moment. I was furious. I wouldn’t change it for the world.


  “I am not a monster, little one. I am not a fairy tale creature coming to get you. There is nothing dishonest in my intentions.”


  “I do not think you are evil or wicked, 
  
    Master.
  
   I simply know you are a creature without the capacity for either.”


  There was a rustling sigh. “Perhaps it was cruel of me to allow you this period of self reflection. I tell myself that with proper support, with fertile soil, you will bloom into something magnificent. Others do not approve of my choice, believing that a… directer measure would be more effective. Sometimes I wonder if they are right.” She hummed a quiet sound, thoughtful and low. “Speaking of which, I will be entertaining a guest. You may knock on my door if you need anything.”


  A soft kiss from a wooden mask pressed onto the top of my head, and she left me sitting on the sill. I heard the door to the hab open, and whistling language. I did not bother looking at her guest. I did not care what she did in her own time, no more than I cared for whoever else she paid attention to. Her bedroom door closed and, soundproofed as it was, I heard nothing further. Presumably it was some sort of clandestine operation, a meeting of operatives in her agency to coordinate whatever conspiracy they were organizing next. I resigned myself to staring out the window, pulling the cooling sandwich towards myself. 
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  My sandwich sat cold and untouched on a plate beside me. I didn't want it any more.
It was dull, disheartening in the extreme, to be perched, isolated, on the window sill while the only people I had even a fleeting attachment to were busy with… I didn’t know what. I didn’t want to know what. If I was certain of anything, it was that I did not want to know what. I wondered if River and Cassandra knew each other, but down that line of thinking lay hideous things.
Eventually, I sickened of looking out the window. I considered trying to play some mindless puzzle game on my tablet, but was not in the mood for that either, not after the dollhouse game has seen fit to torment me so. Bored, and lacking anything better to do, I picked up the bright red ball that Ophidia had compiled to keep me entertained and hopped down from the windowsill, leaving the bound script and food for Ophidia to have to clean. I would take whatever small victories I could.
I paced about, throwing the ball into the air and catching it restlessly. The room was enormous, but dull. I could barely reach the ceiling throwing the ball up at it, and yet despite the gargantuan size it was such an emotionally grey space. Every wall was dotted and studded and lined with sculpture and painting and ceramics. None of it made any sense. What was it even for? Who would want to live in a cluttered, messy, dusty, boring art gallery?
It was the home of an ingrate, a being who thought art brought culture to the uncultured, rather than… Well, rather than being a stupid waste of time. Right? That was what I understood and knew and trusted. Mother had steered me towards the hard sciences from a very young age, and being mostly homeschooled, I had little experience with the actual creation of art.
I walked out of the room and into the less decorated, less confronting hallway. The ball could ricochet from the surfaces more comfortably here when I threw it, without the glut of picture frames and cameos that could cause it to bounce unpredictably. Perhaps the thumping would even annoy Ophidia, though that would require the soundproofing to be mono-directional.
Despite my precautions, I missed a catch; presumably because of the discoordination caused by whatever drugs my Master had decided to leave me full of. The ball rebounded off my arm and ended up rolling down the hall, past Ophidia’s bedroom and towards the dimly lit combination art gallery and whipping post. I noticed the door to that room was very slightly ajar. The pulse of something that wrenched my lower abdomen as I recalled her violence almost dragged a whimper from my lungs, but only almost. 
I was not a slave to my instincts, no matter how she tried to tie me to them, and the bitter warmth between my thighs that pulsed in time with the still fading welts across my back was not enough to send me to my knees. The subtle violence of her actions was impressive, a masterclass in torture, but it was only the work of a miserable savant. 
Still, I couldn’t help but shy from the door. It would be easiest to leave the ball by the passage to that horrid room, another mess for Ophidia to clean up after. Would I cower in fear from my own memories? No, that was childish, foolish. I pushed myself to walk towards the room.
I heard nothing from Ophidia’s space as I wobbled past it. All was silent, only my own breathing and the shuffling of shaky footsteps to keep me company on my slow walk towards that dungeon of a room. How like her to leave the space with that horrible painting cracked open, for me to stumble upon. 
It was much like whatever open window or perhaps broadcast speaker system that had allowed both River and Cassandra to hear my screams of unwanted desire that night.  Not even allowing me the dignity of soundproofing that she coveted for herself in the space of my undoing. I assumed it was not really about me at all, but an attempt to scare the florets with a show of willbreaking force to one whose spirit stood strong. The hypocrisy of desiring privacy for her own time and not offering it to me was just like her. Or perhaps she was a simple show-off, gilding her ego with a demonstration of her sadism to the entire neighbourhood, with my screams as a vector. Pathetic.
I was fighting a losing battle, the hunger for the sweet emptiness of her lash building in my belly with each step I took towards that dreaded gallery. I gritted my teeth, thumb finding a bruise on my arm as I clutched my arms across my chest. I squeezed down on it, enjoying the cold satisfaction of some small agony. It was nothing like when she did it, a muted mockery of the blissful injuries she pressed into my flesh. The hate for her returned tenfold, only outweighed by how badly I needed her to hurt me. 
Following the ball, I peeked through the door where it was cracked, savouring the cool brush of recirculated air against my face as I did. I had been barred from entering without her, without the intentional control of my experiences. Even in that brief admission, I had barely seen any of the room bar that edificial, ugly painting, the blindfold and the extreme lightning combining to limit my field of view only to that glorious, empyrean scarlet. 
The image of that stars-damned painting was seared into my mind after my ordeal with it. A canvas of unknown, alien meaning, a horrid mirror for some deep emotional sentimentality within me. I couldn’t recognize it, and yet some part of me knew that feeling, that discomforting twinge of cognisance that understood what Ophidia kept this beastly image around for. A tremor ran from my shoulders down to my core, pressing my thighs together involuntarily. 
Holding my breath, I knelt by the door. She couldn’t be angry at me for the effect of air currents, the way they would move objects with no volition. I pressed my ear against it, heavily grained wood rough against my skin despite the varnish, and felt it gently part. Swinging open on well-oiled hinges, the door’s movement allowed a sliver of that vicious crimson to fill my eyes. I pressed my palm against the door, sliding it further, allowing me to see it with both eyes. It was so much grander than I remembered, so much more horrible, such a giant, imposing thing. 
I wanted to fall into its depths and rest, cradled in its vile scarlet ichor.
Rising, I stumbled forwards into the gallery, a strange crab-like gait carrying me towards the portal I wished so dearly to climb into. The painting was corruption, seeping from the canvas and spreading in a pool of viscous influence all around the room. It was reflected in the light, in the wood, in the fundamental threads of existence in this space.
My skin peeled, dripping red paint. Reaching out with a hand, I watched as the beneficent vibrancy tore skin from flesh, flesh from bone. I became as if a part of it, indistinguishable from the beating heart that rested somewhere deep within the claret that had invaded the room, a parasite of artistic violence. If I curled around it, would I understand its twisted, beating rhythm? If I tasted it, would I come to know the truth of it?
I slammed my eyes shut. Closed the barricades on my mind. Shuttered the route of infection. The rectangle of monstrous oppression did not need my eyes to see me. It was too late. It was  inside  me. A knife twisted in the gut, blood spilling freely across the walkway, a floret tumbling to the ground, a girl who-
My legs could move still. I ran, blindly, out of the temple to the abomination whose foul visage had been carved into the inside of my eyelids, an ever-present reminder. I stumbled on something and sent it skittering away, falling to my knees to search for it. The rubber ball slipped into my palm, something smooth, something real. I clutched it to my chest, a lifeline in the darkness and pain. 
I could feel the stress, beating through my veins, pumping through my soul, my responses a clear sign of the cracking under pressure that came hand in hand with inhospitable imprisonment. The monster that called itself my guardian had not needed stress positions and sleep deprivation to begin eroding my sense of self. It was a reminder that however ignorant I found her to be about the world, culture and philosophy, she was a skilled practitioner of the more cruel arts. 
Leaning against the corridor's cool, smooth wall, I caught my breath. I could regroup. Rally. Reaffirm myself and regain control. This was not the breaking point, even if the ice underfoot was shifting ominously. There was nothing that would trip me now I saw the traps. She had made a misstep, showing her hand too early, disseminating her so-called art into so many of her little ‘lessons’. The next time she chose to try to correct my righteous comprehension of things, I would know. That would be a surprise for my ‘beloved master’. 
I could regroup, and I could steal agency out from under her. I could fill a void of my own. Storming back into the living room, I made for the compiler. It was late at night and I was hungry, and I couldn’t actually reach my uneaten food unaided even if I had still been interested in it- I had been placed up on the windowsill by Ophidia originally. But she had chosen a sandwich as my dinner, imposed her vision upon me, and I would fight. I could make my own choice. I still had free will, and the power to use it.
“Compiler. Burrito.” 
The interface was silent. 
“Burrito, please.”
It continued to sit there inert, though a small light changed from green to red when I spoke each time. It had heard me, it just wasn’t listening. Admittedly, I could not have reached the counter upon which the compiler sat without a great deal of undignified climbing anyway. 
With righteousness soaring in my breast, I threw my ball against Ophidia’s door as hard as I could, which only made a pinging squeak. It richocheted off down the corridor before bouncing back to rest at my feet. Resorting to my fist, I hammered on the door with a resounding fury and finally received a satisfying sound. “I’m hungry! I want a burrito!”
Ophidia emerged after several long moments, looking significantly less composed than was typical. Her vines were mis-matched and out of place, and her features- bar the typical, inexpressive mask- could only be described as messy. Despite that, the sight of her triggered a bloom of need in my animal body, and I rushed forward to cling to her. The feeling only stilled when I had my face pressed into her vines, and her hand on the back of my head. 
I could smell red wine and bergamot, the soft florals and near-sweet incense that spoke of churches decades since crumbled. I sank into the familiarity of vanilla and soft musk. It was so like my Master’s and yet there was something out of place, just like the rest of her. There was no mistaking it. It was Alder. I stepped back and recoiled.
The man of roots emerged from behind Ophidia, meeting the laser beam of my glare with a casual smile. “What is  he  doing here?”
Alder chuckled before he answered, giving me a little wave of a greeting. “We were debating matters that you need not worry about. Deeply, repeatedly, and passionately.” 
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His arm curled around what passed for a waist on Ophidia’s body, a pathetic, possessive attempt to demonstrate his dominance over the situation. It never ceased to amaze me that the affini were so touch motivated that even bitter enemies would intertwine at a moment’s notice.
“Off, you brute,” Ophidia said in a tone I could not place. It almost sounded like a whine. “The pet needs something.”
“Only if you mean it,” responded Alder. It was fascinating to watch the affini grapple and fumble with boundaries. At least they were just as poorly equipped when dealing with one another. It was a paltry balm, but a balm nonetheless. 
Ophidia picked up my ball from the floor, put it in my hand and swept me out into the main space. Setting me on the countertop, she pulled pans from some hidden alcove and set about making food. The smell of frying onions hit my nose within seconds of her starting, and my stomach rumbled in response.
Alder followed after us, loping into the world like a hungry dog looking for its dinner. He made a beeline for my Owner, immediately intruding into her personal space and making a nuisance of himself again, whispering in some guttural language of clicks and buzzes at her.
“Hey! She doesn't like you. Don't… don't touch her!”
Ophidia added peppers and beans to the pan, as well as a sauce that clung to the bowl it was poured from, and filled the room immediately with a rich, capsaicin and tomato smell that prickled at the corners of my eyes. 
“Hey!?”
Neither Alder nor Ophidia had registered my demand that he respect her personal space. I was being ignored. Looking around for something at hand, I found my rubber ball and snatched it up. Reaching back my arm, winding up a throw, I launched it at him with all the strength in my body. It soared through the air, bouncing off his shoulder with the rustle of dense leaves, then rolled limply away across the smooth floor. 
My maneuver, however ineffectual at causing harm, at least succeeded in drawing the attention I desired as the pair turned to look at me. Alder seemed deeply amused. “Aw, she's protective.”
“Leave her alone,” I snarled at the beast.
“I expect it is territorial behavior caused by the on-ramp of class C,” Ophidia answered him as she poured the mixture from the pan into a freshly warmed tortilla and folded it over deftly. She brought it over to me and handed my the plate, running vines through my hair and down my neck. She still smelled enough like him to make my nose wrinkle. I didn’t like it.
“If it soothes you, pet, I do not entirely understand Alder’s insistence on simulation of such carnal instincts either.”
The disgusting brute of roots chuckled gravelly, his tone grating on my ears. "I took a terran floret, did I not? The species so motivated by sexuality they invented half their most impressive technology for porn, why wouldn't I wish to engage with her on those terms? I wouldn't take a Khetari just to pluck their feathers."
Ophidia and I scowled at him in unison. “Filthy,” she muttered, her voice acid. I nuzzled into her and chewed my burrito, begrudgingly in alliance with her on this matter.
“I must say.” Alder’s grin was sickening, a shit-eating gurn that made him look uglier than ever, “Pets and owners often become similar, but this is remarkably fast. I am seeing double.”
“We are nothing alike,” I grumbled through a mouthful of frustratingly delicious burrito.
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“Of course, little one,” He said, looking smug, “Ophidia, you appear to have your vines full. Another night?”
“Hmm?” She looked at him, and I could feel her disinterest. Couldn’t he? “Ah, yes. Yes, I think that would be for the best.”
He made some murmured comment in their own musical language, and I felt my Owner’s vines tighten around herself, followed by a peal of clicking noises that felt like a begging noise. I hated him for making her uncomfortable to the point of resorting to pleading, even as her petting of me redoubled and I lost most of my ability to focus on anything beyond my burrito and her touch. By the time I came out of the fog of attention, he was gone, and so was my food.
Ophidia carried me over to her armchair and sat, pulling me in tight against her torso. She seemed filled by a satisfied glow I could not place. Perhaps spending time with Alder, however professional the engagement or how detestable he was, had met some need for socialization. And yet, as I curled up against her, I noticed her leaves straighten, her form relax, as though a deep sense of correctness had settled into her foliage. I wondered, in a moment of pure speculation, if the aching bond in my own body was matched within her own. 
I let that symbiotic contentment settle on me, too tired to fight it. There was no victory to be found in denial of the fact that my presence soothed her- I had always known this. But to be needed in such a way was not something I had a prepared response to. I buried my face in her petals, and breathed deep, taking what little of that connection I could. I wished I felt nothing, it would be easier. Hate and love are more similar to each other than either is to apathy.
“Why. Why are you kind to me?” I did not know why the words escaped my lips, even muffled by her body as they were.
“I love you, pet. Even if you struggle to see why. Now rest, it has been a long day.”
The lights dimmed, and I drifted off in my Master’s lap, to the gentle strokes of her feelers down my spine.
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  I stirred my bowl of cereal glumly.


  Gone were the days of a greying paste only briefly interrupted by bursts of freeze-dried blackberry-style flavor-rocks. Now it was a nutritionally balanced bowl of cinnamon and sugar dusted puffed… They were something like an oat, inflated with air, but with the crisp texture of honeycomb. It had the terrifying air of something one was supposed to find 
  
    fun
  
  .


  My opinion on the matter was not helped by an obvious alteration of my nature. A new torment had been visited upon me, pressed into my psyche even as I rested in the hammock of vines Ophidia had curled around me in my sleep. New, in a sense. New to the me of just a week ago, surely, but increasingly present the longer I spent around Ophidia and her many psychoactive violations.


  I was… aroused. 


  The word for this was horny, I knew that well enough from my curious excursions into dreary romance novels and dull pornographic films in my search for meaning in my society's fixation on sex. I was not familiar with it, really, this tight wetness pooling inside me, a stranger. Once, I had dealt with the scourge of testosterone, the hardness and hunger that came along with it a constant presence until I could lock myself in private for a few minutes and purge it from my body. Now I was plagued by intrusive thoughts of… mating. Of being full. Of letting someone fill me. 


  I wriggled in her vines, squirming in an attempt to seek some satisfaction, but the passivity of her touch only made me irritable. Her focus was elsewhere, and it stoked a complaint in my chest that I would rather not acknowledge. I wanted her. I needed her. Fuck her.


  “Master, please. Touch me.”


  She didn’t look up from her tablet- or look down? I was secured in her lap, eating my breakfast while she worked on something she had deigned not to inform me of. Instead of gracing me with her attention, her vines began to idly grope at my body, my belly, the insides of my thighs, the soft curves of my breasts. I was naked, as she preferred, and it allowed her unrestricted access to the softer parts of me I wish she would have let me cover.


  It was supposed to be enough. The muscles in my core coiled and tensed and fluttered, my thighs shook, my breathing quickened… but the sensuality of her touch wasn’t what I ached for. Another vine caught my wrist and fed me a spoonful of cereal, the puffed pods bursting on my tongue even as she wrapped around my exposed tummy and held me close against her.


  I squirmed. I mewled. I whimpered against the vine that held my throat just so, to deny my jaw the movement and my vocal cords the flex I needed to form words. Still, it wasn’t enough, wasn't right. Every soft stroke of her tendrils sent waves of heat roiling through me, and it still wasn't a true satiation of this new need.


  “Not…” The humiliating words caught in my throat, even as she released me for long enough that I could speak, and beg. “Not… gently.”


  She chittered something approving, a series of little sounds that felt uncomfortable close to 
  
    praise
  
  . Sharper points, the tips of thorns, dug against my skin. The pressure would raise fine red lines, easy to imagine even if I couldn’t see them from my position, a lasting mark of her idle attention. The pain stabilized me, sharpened my focus against the melting haze radiating from my privates. I found I could think long enough to develop the concept of a question, and with a little more effort, put it into words. Try to give myself something, anything else to think about.


  “Master? What are you working on?”


  Another scratch made me gasp before she answered. 
  “I am reading, pet. Work is later, this is personal study.”


  “What-” I squirmed against a particularly firm grip, the kind that might draw blood with only a little more pressure. Briefly, fleetingly, I hoped she would press those thorns deep into my flesh so I could scream against her. “What are you reading?”


  “I am engaging critically with the philosophy of your species, and thus I am considering a broad range of texts in my journey of understanding exactly what it is that ails your mind. This is, without question, a most relevant text, considering how much of the garbled philosophy you espouse and opine on was written specifically with the intent to refute it.”


  She tapped a button with a free vine and flipped the tablet over, displaying the image of a worn cover, copied from the physical original. I could immediately read the title; it was printed in bold Duster English inlaid with cracked gold paint that stood bold against the aged red leather of the book’s cover. The Bible, and not just that, but the Martian Vallis Jerusalem translation of the Vulgate Bible. The very one from my own childhood. 


  I balked looking at it. It was fanciful trash, not something worth giving any significant consideration. 
  “What? What could possibly motivate you to read a book of fairy-tales? Don’t tell me you’re thinking about 
  
    converting
  
  ?”


  Ophidia’s eyes flashed as she peered down at me, looking down her absent nose like one might gaze at a particularly interesting bug. “You have a remarkable ability to fascinate me, pet. You present yourself as well-read, and yet every time you speak you expose that tightly-sealed safe you insist is an open mind. Your education may be narrow, but I see no reason to limit my own to only texts that suit my ideological priors. I do not need to believe it is true to consider it worth reading.”


  I frowned as much as I could under the adoring strokes. “That text is everything wrong with the universe, condensed into 78 books of ludicrous nonsense meant to soothe idiots. It’s for those fools that need salvation from a false God before they can believe they are good people. It’s a hollow promise that they will get an eternity of reward for hating the right people they call evil.”


  She made a chirp of amusement. “And you think you are above this, pet? Unaffected entirely by a moral framework you only rejected in your late teens?”


  “My worldview is informed by logic, Master. Not delusions that there is an invisible higher power judging me that conveniently only interacts with the material universe in unfalsifiable ways.”


  She made a rustling sigh. “Pet. Your worldview is entirely Christian, with a thin veneer of atheist reframing. You have taken the coloring book, colored everywhere but inside the lines, and you enjoy the idea that this is rejection.”


  She set the tablet down and lifted me from her lap, putting me down onto my feet without a word. Moments later, she was standing on a dozen half-formed legs, moving to her desk. 
  I followed after her. After all, there was nothing else I wanted to do. I wasn’t hungry, I didn’t need to piss, and there was still a gentle ache in my belly that I wasn’t capable of banishing alone. 


  Stumbling, I tipped towards the table's solid frame as gravity caught hold of me, and Ophidia’s quick vines caught me in a firm grip that dragged a whimper out of me. She lifted me, setting me down on a padded cushion with raised sides at the corner of her desk, and then handed me my tablet. I fidgeted with the dent in its decorative case from where I had thrown it against the wall in rage for a moment, still too angry at the device to want to turn it on. I sighed, and curled up in the pet bed, resting my head on the plush rim where I could watch her work.


  She went at it for a little while, countless minutes or maybe hours, as she shifted smart paper back and forth, always focused on several at once. Then, suddenly, a familiar face, dark hair with silver streaks and gaunt features. The insane doctor I had contracted with once upon a time, in another life. 


  “I know who that one is.”


  “I am aware, pet. Your contacts within the OCNI have been fully mapped.”


  “Are you looking for him?”


  She didn’t answer. 


  “Can I help?”


  She didn’t answer.


  Some ache twinged within my breast. The fleeting surge of purpose that had so briefly ignited at the thought of being able to meaningfully contribute to her work faded, replaced once more with the burning heat of desire to be touched.


  Passing my first wardship had been easy. All I had to do was sell out the rest of the Rim Syndicate network before being given a single drop of truth serum, and they believed every word I said after. It helped that I wasn't lying when I said the Compact was obviously better for humans than the Accord had ever been. Many Terrans clearly genuinely needed to be tamed, but I was not 
  
    Terran,
  
   I was 
  
    human.
  


  Now, here I was, curled up in an oversized cat bed, watching my previous employers be taken apart from the inside, and not even allowed to contribute.


  “Even if I have no new knowledge to share, I have skills as an analyst. I could make myself useful. I could help.”


  She smiled, a sweet warmth forced upon my heart at the sight of it. “Sweet thing. You are helping. You are adorable, you are keeping me company. My work is easier with you here, which is far more valuable to me.”


  I felt tingles at the praise, another twist of arousal from the horrid phytotech centipede secreting traitorous weakness into my bloodstream from inside my lower abdomen. I made a grunt of dissatisfaction, and she elaborated further on her reflexive dismissal.


  “The Compact is not foolish enough to allow those who held any position of power in a fascistic regime to make any material contributions to domestication efforts, pet. We are not, to reference your own history, allowing captured Nazis to build our rocket ships. You will be loved, cherished, and cared for, as is your right. You will not be allowed near the levers of any apparatus of power. Not now, not ever. It is not good for you.”


  She began to squeeze and tickle at my belly, and mirthful giggles escaped me for a few moments. I rolled onto my back, unable to help but spread and present my arms and legs for her to toy with my skin. The cushion was so comfortable, and she pressed me into it with her playful, darting vines. Hot waves of love soaked my being. I wanted Ophidia to die in a nuclear blast, almost as much as I wanted her to hold me close to her chest. I loved and hated her more than I had words for. 


  Finally, the horrible assault ceased, and I was able to wipe the moaning idiot grin off my face after a few long moments. The bitterness slowly poured back to fill the void once more. “But. If I don’t have the choice to be part of the Compact or not, you should at least let me help you! What about River, you used a 
  
    floret
  
   to entrap me! There are roles an intelligence operator could play!”


  “River is a skilled actor, not an intelligence operative. I said no, pet. That is not how we do things. The deadliest mercenaries are cherished as princesses, the austere economists are given simple games to fulfil their need for exponential growth, your tired revolutionaries are given the rest they so desperately deserve, and the architects of genocide against the Rinan people are absolved via the complete erasure of their memories and starting over from diapers.”


  I did not see why she brought that up. I was neither mercenary nor genocidaire. I had no such blood on 
  
    my
  
   hands.


  “But here, pet. If you wish to serve, you may be a good doll and fetch me a durataxin beverage. It would please me if you did.”


  I glared at her, aghast. I was not a servant for her to order around, and yet… something within me yearned for the satisfaction of such a clear task. No managing impossible to decipher social rules. Just the guidance of a Master who, no matter how insane her motives, had never been anything but direct and clear in what her expectations for me were. Something so few Terrans had ever done outside of my employers… and only my own sibling had ever done with compassion and understanding.


  But it was simply impossible. “I can't reach the counter, Master.”


  She hummed in thought for a moment. “I shall need to install steps for you, then. But the spirits in question are under the island, in a cabinet at your eye level when standing.”


  “Fine. I can get your drink.” It would at least be novel, I hastily rationalized. 


  She smiled, lifted me out of the pet bed on her desk, and set me down on the carpet. “The bottle on the far left, fill one of the bowls and bring it to me, please.”


  I was not sure that I had ever heard Ophidia ask for anything politely before. It would be foolish to refuse to comply with such a minor request, especially given that it could buy me favors in the future. 


  I toddled over to the cabinet, and swung it open by the oversized handle. There were glass containers of many shades of pale blue liquid set into neat rows, with colorful labels and scripts I could not read. But there was no ambiguity to the leftmost container, and the bowls on the shelf underneath were all roughly the same in their carrying volume, so I chose the leftmost one of those as well.


  I lifted the bucket-sized bottle from the cabinet, pressed down the cap, and poured as much as I was confident I could carry without spilling while still stumbling from the class-E in my system. I replaced the bottle, and made my way back over carefully, tongue pressed between my teeth as I tried to focus on my task. 


  “Here. Your drink, Master.”


  She smiled, and took the bowl from my hands.


  “My good pet. Thank you. You did very well.”


  I felt a mote of satisfaction flicker in my chest, but before I had time to process the feeling, a flower mask was clamped over my face. I breathed impulsively, sucking in air to squeal from surprise.


  My lungs filled with cold wind, and when the mask pulled away there was the sound of maniacal laughter, musical with giddy delight. Master was pleased. Everything was joy and sparks and happiness and delight. 
  The
   doll crumpled to the floor, rubbing its thighs together, squirming and moaning and losing itself to the tendrils curling between fingers and toes. Its mouth and fingers found their way to her skirt of vines, stimulatory seeking of Master’s attention and praise.


  It gasped for air, warm air brushing across an oversensitive tongue and tingling throat. Every breath became an ocean of sparks and light, popping pods of sparkling gunpowder. One of Master’s vines brushed against its face, dragging its attention to the smooth, strong tendril, and so it kissed and nibbled and worshipped. It knew how to do that, at least.


  It watched, awe and excitement drooling down its chin, as Master’s vines twisted and wove themselves into a boot, high-heeled and greenish-black, shining and sharp. Little worshipful kisses were rewarded by spiked doses of the pitch-dark xenodrugged sap that secreted and solidified into a glossy surface.
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  The toe of Master’s boot was lifting, letting the doll rub itself against the lacquered surface, the coolness of smooth bark doing nothing to dull the heat it was spilling from itself. The doll clumsily pulled itself closer, until the vamp was between its thighs and its lips were pressed against the firm material. 


  Master crooned, and the doll raised its head to meet a piercing gaze, hips moving, lips parted, saliva running down its chin. The deep cerulean pools of Master's eyes filled its head, until there was nothing but Master and grinding and rubbing and the wetness of its own drool glistening against the satin finish of the faux patent boot. 


  I blinked.


  Suddenly, I was back in my own head again. I stumbled back from the boot’s slick surface, still gleaming wet from my spit and worse.  It had only been seconds, and yet I had seen eternities. It was the Ω-12-j³ again. The reward Ophidia had not seen fit to give me since before the disastrous reunion with my sister. 
  I panted, caught my breath, cheeks burning, sparks still flying through my nervous system, trying to push away what had just happened as best I could.


  
    “Fuck,” 
  
  I gasped in Duster.


  Ophidia stirred her drink with a tendril, crossed the pair of legs she had formed, and made a sound like a mechanical purr. “Good to hear you swearing in a language you have not adopted for shallow aestheticism, pet. You should speak your own native tongue more. You have a very pretty voice, when not clumsily forcing out archaic dialects of the languages of failed empires.”


  “I want clothes,” I huffed, avoided the twisted reflection of the blushing doll in the glossy surface of my master’s boots. I could not bear the feeling of air circulating against my nudity any longer. I could not stand how every touch made me want to weep and scream for more.


  She rustled for a moment, then produced a gown of soft white and pink petals nearly identical to her own. It was diaphanous, beautiful, and would cover more of my skin than perhaps any other item she had deigned to offer me. “Very well, pet. Would you like to go outside?”


  I had not formed anything so coherent of a plan, but now that she had said it, it seemed quite wise. Yes, I needed to be away from Ophidia, away from the spreading roots undermining my willpower. I let her dress me and almost asked for more when she gave me an affectionate pat on the head and told me she would message me when I was expected home.


  I took a few steps out into the hab ring interior, trying to clear my head enough to think.


  The mechanism of my undoing was clear now. My biology had an instinct to reproduce, and had evolved reinforcement routines to ensure organisms would self-propagate. Unfortunately, at some point evolution had failed to trim the bounds of these reward circuits, and I was saddled with the consequences. These were older than sapient thought, even some animals sought degenerate physical pleasure and wasted time and energy on mating for reasons other than strict procreation.


  Ophida was leveraging these impulses against me. Carving associations into the lower animal that my true being was supposed to be the master of. I did not ask to be born into a body with such urges. That awful thing whose roots must be stimulating my internal reproductive system was doing the dirty deed that my so-called master considered herself above.


  But, Ophidia had made a mistake by letting me out of her sight. To remain human, to remain above the petty animal squabble, the lower impulses of fairy tales of good and evil, I would have to take steps to manage these urges. I was still the master of my body, I simply had to cede a small allotment of time to allow it the indulgence of baser instinct.


  I considered the resources I had available to me, a standard practice from my years in intelligence, and remembered I did have one relevant contact in my small network. River had done nothing but sexually proposition me. There was only a dim spark of humanity left under whatever the implant had done to them, but at least they had distanced themselves from the patriarchal position of manhood. I could use them to bring my body under control, for long enough that I could go back to relying on meditative techniques.


  And… they were warm, and kind as well. They had smelled nice when they had hugged me yesterday, I- I shook my head, and steeled myself against the influence from within. I could simply go see River, inform them that I consented to sexual intercourse, dissociate myself from the experience, and buy myself a week of clarity. It was no different from what I had once needed to do with masturbation back in the Accord when testosterone still poisoned my body. I had never actually experienced orgasm with my corrected body, but I doubted it would be much different of an experience.


  I made my way to the front of the hab next to Ophidia’s, took a deep breath, and knocked on the door.
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  I stalked over to my neighbor River's front door and hammered on it with a closed fist. There was no hope that they wouldn’t try to engage me in some manner of dullard’s conversation, but they would, at least, be welcoming. Or so I hoped.


  River opened the door with a smug little smile, a sarong of green and gray wrapped around their hips and nothing but a harness of leaves around their chest. Hair ran down their belly from between their tits, thickening as it reached the underside of their chub like a guiding line towards their crotch. 


  “Hey, Frida, what brings you here?”
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  Some xenodrug-addled part of my brain wondered how that hair would feel against my skin. Another positioned itself to follow up with an inquiry as to the scent. I dismissed both with a grunt that could be taken for a hello. 


  “I need to have sex.”


  River raised an eyebrow, one hand in their pocket, the other on the door frame, the very picture of louche indifference. “That’s a rather blunt proposal. What prompts this change of heart? You have hardly seemed particularly interested by my flirting.”


  “You have a penis, do you not? I have a vagina, we are sexually compatible. You have offered me sex, I am taking up your offer.”


  “Uh huh. Feeling romantic, are we?” Their face split into a broad grin, a chuckle starting in their chest that spilled mockingly over curling lips. “There’s a hell of a lot more to compatibility than that, Frida.”


  “Going back on your word? Typical.” At their heart, River was still adjacent to a man, just another phallocentric prick. 


  “No, Frida, I just…” they rubbed an open palm across their eyes, “Come on in, love.”


  They led me into their hab, the one they shared with their apparently entirely hands off owners. It was… nice. Not sparse, but not cluttered either, without the mass of ‘art’ that lined Ophidia’s walls. Several walls were painted in bright colors, clashing with the blue-white that seemed to be the main theme of the space. Warm orange and light green made the place seem almost at odds with its own nature, but it was exemplary of the same aesthetic that drove River's tacky sense of style. 


  Perhaps it was all just their owner's tastes pressed into their soul with the implants branding iron. 


  They led, and I followed, walking down a short corridor dotted with cubbies and alcoves filled with understated flowers and small statuary, until we arrived at a small, unassuming door that was set into one wall. River opened it and led me into a warm close space, the size of which was disguised by a multitude of hanging drapes and thin fabric shawls, creating a kind of maze of textiles that they navigated without pause. It smelled of sandalwood incense and of something rather pleasant that I couldn’t quite identify, as well as an aldehydic touch that must have been leftover from their affini, neither of whom appeared to be here. 


  We made it to the center of the room, or perhaps close to one wall? I couldn’t tell, but either way, there was a large expanse of a bed, smothered with multicolored throw pillows and soft looking blankets. We were cast in a strange blue light, the central area surrounded by the same unifying, cool shade that the bedsheets were dyed. 


  “Why is it different?”


  “Hmm?” River sat down on the bed, tossing a couple of cushions aside.


  “This space, it’s not as… messy. Not as colorful.”


  “Oh, the blue? It’s a calm little oasis in the middle of it all. I like to sleep peacefully.” They shrugged, smiling warmly, “What about you?”


  “Me?”


  “What’s your room like?”


  My lip curled. “I don’t have a room.”


  “Oh. Fair enough. Not everyone likes it. Do you sleep with Ophidia?”


  My eye twitched, as I recalled waking up this morning curled in her lap like an animal. “I don’t- It doesn’t matter. Can we get on with it?”


  They laughed, lounging back across a pile of pillows with that same patient smile. “Sure, sexy thing. C’mere.”


  I dispassionately pulled off the dress Ophidia had put me in, trying to not think about the way their eyes lingered on my lower half. This bout of arousal was an ordeal, and as I would with any trial, I would master my body and persevere. I crawled onto the bed on my hands and knees, presenting the relevant anatomy to River.


  “Okay. You may begin.”


  “Frida, what the fuck are you doing?”


  A hand landed on my hip and I shivered, heat spreading from skin to skin. Goosebumps ran across my shoulders and I dipped my spine unconsciously. The radiating tendrils of warmth that had been forced upon me only seemed to grow in intensity at the promise of fulfilment.


  “I just want to be satisfied.” I mumbled, fighting the urge to press my face into the soft blanket. 


  “You haven’t had sex before, have you?”


  I lowered my rear back to the bed’s soft surface and glared over my shoulder at them. “No. Why would I have done that?”


  They took their hand off me, putting it back on their waist with a contemplative hum. I was suddenly hungry for more of their touch, for more contact with that hand, the thick digits, the weight of it, the heat of it. 


  “Are you sure you don’t want to make that first time something more special? Means a lot to some people.”


  I gritted my teeth and made a noise more like a whine than I would have liked. “There is nothing uniquely special about sex. I simply want to have these needs fulfilled.”


  River shrugged, and with an unfastened button and a lifted leg, joined me in nudity. I averted my eyes. “Okay, fair argument. We’re not jumping straight to penetration, though, 
  
    especially
  
   if it's your first time. Even if we’re just ‘fulfilling a need’-” I didn’t like the hand gesture they made to go along with that, “-I’d like you to look back on it as something nice.”


  “Fine,” I grumbled, reorienting myself into a sitting position. I pulled a pillow into my lap, making some vague attempt at covering my own nudity as I hugged it to myself, “What do you want me to do?”


  “Right now?” They crawled closer, until I could feel warm heat and hot breath on my skin, until I could smell the perfume that went with them everywhere, all acrid and sweet with acidic pineapple and rich saffron, “Right now, I want you to let me take care of you.”


  I made to ask what they meant, but before I could, they began dotting chaste kisses up the side of my neck. The contact, sensitive and electric, prompted gasps to escape my lips, steam escaping a boiler that was fed on the hungry heat between my legs. Each touch stoked the inferno, as soft lips travelled across bare skin, along my collar bone and onto the swell of my breast. They touched my nipple, but only briefly, just long enough to spike a bolt of lightning up my spine that had me pressing myself against them. They chuckled against my flesh, mouth and teeth wet against my skin, and lowered me to the bed with a strong hand and coaxing noises. The pillow had disappeared at some point, and I hadn’t noticed.


  I watched them sit back on their haunches, a winning smile still plastered across their face. My chest was red and hot, my thighs were pressed together, my core was molten and ready to leak out of me. They leaned forwards, prying my legs apart slowly, gently, and I closed my eyes as they lowered their head between them.


  I tensed up at the kisses that River placed on my inner thighs, knowing where they were going, trying not to think too much about the toxic bacteria human mouths were full of.


  Finally, the first kisses touched my genitals and I closed my eyes and tried to relax. River’s tongue felt wet and slimy against my flesh, but my body responded with autonomic enthusiasm to the attention nonetheless. There was a building tension in me that came in clenching waves, but just as I hoped this phase might be complete, they moved their mouth away, went back to kissing my thighs.


  “No, don’t stop,” I grumbled.


  
    “Ne hâte pas cet acte tendre,
  
  ” They muttered between lapping affections, 
  
    “douceur d’être et de n’être pas.”
  


  I lifted my head from the soft blanket and looked at them with confused annoyance. “What? Is that poetry?”


  “It’s nothing, love. Relax.”


  River resumed focusing on the parts that were relevant to sexual intercourse. Suction and licks were applied in what might have been a pattern, though I could not recognize it for the shuddering spasms that each motion sent through my muscles. The bedding twisted under my balling fists. 


  This was admittedly not an entirely unpleasant sensation, even if it was wet and carnal. I felt a tightening and involuntarily made inhuman, animal sounds with my mouth. The stimulation threatened to become overstimulation. A dam of wound tension breached, cracking under the constant ministrations.


  An intense feeling of euphoria spread and made my skin tingle and my muscles clench. I assumed it was an orgasm, but it was unfamiliar in its intensity and its lacking absolution. When I had climaxed in the past, that was it, the feelings vanished, and I was left with only a vague sense of apathetic dissatisfaction and an emptiness in my core. Now, I only wanted more. As I shuddered my way down from the peak of intensity, I felt my muscles clamp down on the nothing inside me, eager for something more, something unexplored.


  I could feel that there was a dampness on my privates that was perhaps saliva, perhaps my own body’s self-lubrication. It was cooling, and I could already tell that it would become quite unpleasant if it was left undisturbed.


  “That was quick. You’re very sensitive, it seems,” River whispered into my pubic hair. “I could use my hand, but maybe you’d like to help me get ready too?”


  I leaned up, propping myself up on my elbows, to look down at them. I raised an eyebrow, and they smiled serenely, as if they hadn’t just suggested something vulgar. They rolled, sprawling, moving up the bed until I could see exactly what they were intimating. Half-hard, it laid across the expanse of their thigh, threatening and strange. It was not entirely dissimilar to the appendage that had once cursed my body, though a little thicker.


  “Um, with my mouth?”


  “If you’re comfortable.”


  I reached forward and grasped the… shaft. I had never held one from this angle, never had one pointing at my face like this, and was unable to rely on unthinking muscle memory. Was I meant to hold… below that? I wet my lips with my tongue and tried to remember things I had heard crass males describe liking. I poked at the head with my tongue and looked up with uncertainty. There was a tangy scent and taste with a faint bitterness to it, almost tropical but with a musky undertone, unusual but not unpleasant. I had assumed the taste would be much worse. Perhaps there was body modification at play.


  “Just be gentle, no wrong answers. You can touch lower, 
  
    jolie belle.”
  


  I explored with my fingers where the hair was thicker. Was that pleasurable? Somewhere in the rational mind, I knew that external gonads were a mere utilitarian fact of evolution. The… 
  
    scrotum…
  
   was an adaptation by boreoutherian mammals to optimize sperm production.


  I put the… thing in my mouth and sucked at it cautiously. This was significantly less transformative than I expected. Certainly, there was an enjoyable tactility to it, but I ultimately just had a fleshy rod in my mouth. A warm, firm, fleshy rod that tasted of their perfume and their sweat, but a fleshy rod nonetheless. River smiled, humming gently as I made my tentative explorations, and ran their fingers through my hair softly, sending joyful tingles down my spine. 


  I set my mind to the job and chased the things that made them grunt. River’s nerves were a puzzle to be solved, and I had always been good at picking up new skills on the fly. The clear feedback of murmured praise made it easier.


  I did not have to continue the task long before the hardness had increased enough for me to be able to trace the pattern of veins on their penis, the mapping of which was actually somewhat interesting. They made a grunt of satisfaction as I pressed my tongue to the underside, and I wondered if they could feel the same ridges and bumps as I could. It was easier to breathe through my nose in this position, and the warm scent of their body was pleasant as well.


  It wasn’t long before they were guiding me off of them, the smile never leaving their face, a gentle hand lifting me by the chin. They didn’t try to kiss me, thankfully, but they were glowing with a warm flush, and their heavy breathing was an indication of clear arousal. I had done well. That was good. 


  River stood on the side of the bed, positioned me so that my legs hung over the edge, and lined their engorged penis up with me. I hissed and tensed up as River dipped a finger into me, testing cautiously, but it was easy to adjust to after a moment. A second finger brought a similar initial discomfort that quickly faded.


  “Okay, you seem ready, but I’m going to be careful. Tell me if anything hurts.”


  They had done a good job of preparing me, their penis pressing into me slowly, achingly, but without resistance or pain. It was a strange, unexpected feeling, this steady penetration that was insistent in its continuation. 


  I whined and gasped at the unfamiliar fullness, grabbed their hand in mine and squeezed tight. They immediately halted where they were.


  “Frida, are you alright?”


  I nodded, eyes shut tight. “I am… it is unfamiliar, but not bad.”


  “Good. Thank you.” River panted, “Unfamiliar is okay, as long as it’s not bad.”


  Fingers stroked through my hair again, and I breathed deep as their thighs met mine. River pulled back and repeated the same deep plunge, a little faster this time. Again, and again, until there was a soft clapping of skin against skin. A feeling like static gathered in my chest, until released it with a moan.


  Seemingly satisfied with my readiness, River leaned down until their multichromatic hair spilled over their shoulder and onto mine. My legs were pushed down by the motion, and I crossed my ankles behind their back and hissed through my teeth as the fullness inside me faded in comparison to the heaviness of their body pressing down atop all of me. The furnace of need roared in satisfaction at the full body contact. This was… nice.
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  The feeling of intercourse itself was so much more alien than I had expected, and yet the contact of our bodies and the heat of River on top of me was blissful in ways I had not been prepared for. Each thrusting press forced a croaking exhalation out of me, my diaphragm contracting without my permission or regard for my need for air. 


  The thrusting grew faster, morphing into more of a shallow rocking. River paused for a moment to reposition, pressing themselves deeply into me, angling it so that the head of their penis pressed where it was exquisitely sensitive.


  My mind was able to drift into a comfortable quiet as River fucked me. The intensity of sensation silenced racing thoughts, the stability of their fingers interlocked with mine was at once grounding and freeing.


  Finally, I felt a twitching inside me, as River achieved an orgasm, and after a long shuddering moment extracted the intrusion from my body. I had thought that that would be the end of the matter, that they would roll over and fall into a snoring slumber as soon as they had their way, and we would be done. I was wrong.


  River’s mouth found its way to my breasts, and their hand slipped between our tangled legs to slide two fingers gently inside of me. They began a coaxing rhythm, gathering tension against the slickness they had left inside of me, drawing flutters of contractions around their deft motions. 


  I experienced what I could not deny was my own climax, but not merely once, but repeatedly, pressed down into a soft bed under a comforting weight and further murmurs of French poetry. I screamed in ways nothing but Ophidia’s lash had managed to wring from me.


  Finally, it was done.


  The blankets were wrapped over me, my face pressed into the crook of their neck, and I dozed off in a comfortable haze.
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  I woke abruptly, and with some alarm. The soft bed, the light blue hanging cloth, the warm arm across me; all were indications of exactly where I was, and I was frustrated by it. I had intended to seek a resolution to my needs, not to collapse unconscious as soon as River was done with me. It was a disgustingly animal moment, and one I would rather put behind me as soon as possible.


  I took stock slowly, assessing myself for damage and discomfort. I was caked in drying sweat, the warmth in the room cloying with another body pressed so close to mine. Worse than that, I was still wet between my legs, though it had long since cooled, and now it was a stickiness of mixed fluids, mine and 
  
    theirs.
  


  It was uncomfortable, certainly, but worse than that, it wasn’t just 
  
    mine
  
  . It was one thing to be covered in the remnants of my own pleasure, quite another to have a foul reminder of their spend drying tacky on my skin. Both were disgusting, but this was fast becoming unconscionable. 


  Worst of all, worse even than the sullying of my skin, was that the hunger was not gone. I had accomplished nothing. I had given away the sanctity of my body, forever robbed myself of the ability to claim an unviolated body, and the hazy warmth within my belly telling me to cuddle up and be docile had only grown stronger. It was chemical slavery, and I despised it, almost as much as I despised 
  
    them
  
  .


  I recoiled away from the floret beside me, threw the cover off of me, and scrambled to the floor, trying to get away from them, trying to find something with which to hide my nudity.


  “Huh? Frida? Is everything okay?”


  I ignored the voice of the one who had desecrated everything I had held dear to myself, for years, decades. They didn’t matter. Just an animal in rut, more interested in their own flaccid urge to reproduce than any true claim to agency.
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  I was stained by the semen of a 
  
    floret,
  
   debased to submission to the- By the- no. They weren’t people, they were all just automatons and I had just let one do filthy, animal things to me. I coughed and retched in disgust at myself, fighting down the urge, no, desire to throw up and scour my mouth and throat with bile. 


  The floret sat up in bed and reached a hand out to my shoulder, touching my skin, despoiling it with the brush of fingers “Hey, it’s going to be okay, love.”


  I whipped around and slapped the hand away, tears and snot streaming down my face in equal measure. I sucked in air, hyperventilating, all the better to fight or run or whatever was needed.


  “Don’t touch me, you… fucking floret freak!”


  The concerned smile faded. The floret sighed slowly. They seemed pained to discover the truth of the matter.


  “Frida, please don’t talk to me like that.”


  No, it was true. I was being cruel. The thing in the room with me was not capable of true acts of violence. Ophidia had done this to me. Planted the seed of animal lust within my abdomen and seduced my rational mind from without with drugs. A two-fronted attack that made me bend to satisfy lower impulses. Made me consort with the very thing I could never be. I had just let a floret cum inside me. 


  “I’m sorry. This wasn’t your fault.” I almost choked on the words, but they were true, rational. I knew them to be so. “You’re just a floret. For fuck’s sake, biologically you’re still a 
  
    man
  
  . I cannot blame a slave for the actions of their masters, whether that master is a god or a cock.”


  “Okay, no. We are not doing this. I need you to leave. Now.”


  My chest was being squeezed as though caught in the jaws of some horrible beast. Everything hurt. I didn’t want them to be angry at me. But I shouldn’t care what some floret thought about me either. This robot with flesh should have been nothing to me and the cramping agony wouldn’t let them be.


  “I said I’m sorry!”


  “And I should have known better. This is my fault, really. You weren’t ready. I took a chance I shouldn’t have, and I am sorry you are having a trauma response. But you need to go back to your owner. I can’t help you.”
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  I screamed incoherently, stumbled on my way out, knocking down several of the curtains on my way towards the door. My clothes were left behind, but I was beyond caring. Half-blind with tears, I fought my way towards the exit from this plush labyrinthian pit and burst into the open air of the hab ring. I needed to go back to my Master. She could help me. She could fix me.


  I slapped myself in the face, staggering in my weaving flight towards what had been laughably decided was my home.


  She had done this to me.


  She had poisoned me.


  She had weakened my morals and left me bare for sick perversions to be levelled against my body. Made me want them. Made me choose them. Tempted me to discard the apple of logic and be a mindless thing, reduced to a construct of Adam’s rib, a creature that existed to be split apart on the wanton need of another.


  I hated her. Hated her, Hated her, hated her. 


  I had tried to act in good faith, tried to cooperate and engage with her rationally, but I had been a fool to think she played by rules. She was evil, wicked, a demon from the pits of damnation to torture me for eternity, a retribution for those I had doomed to a torture of their own. 


  Well, she would find no more willing compromise from me, no more strategic retreats.


  The devil was still sitting in her chair reading the bible when I entered the hab.
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  The devil rose from her seat, putting the book of dimwitted platitudes down on the table beside her. A cruel mockery of concern took form on the humanoid facade of a pale green wooden mask, antennae curling like horns above. 
“Pet? Is everything alright? You look agitated.”
“YOU,” I shrieked, accusatory and furious, at the demonic beast I had been damned to dwell with. She loomed oppressive, huge and overbearing, exuding her own arrogance into the space. Lucifer, inventor of sin, born anew in green phytoflesh to beget fresh temptation and deconstruct the myth of self-determination. “You DISGUSTING, EVIL MONSTER.”
I grabbed some meaningless ceramic trinket from a low shelf as I stomped towards her, hurling it at her with the greatest of my strength. It missed, and she caught the sculpture deftly before it struck the wall. She set it down atop the holy book of fairytales she had been reading, presumably seeking fresh material to mock me with.
I came to a stop before her, ready to hurl fresh obscenity into her foul visage, and felt my thighs stick against one another, tacky as the slick residue of my fall from grace dried. It was a foul reminder of what had been left to settle deep inside me, the taint of Cain’s daughters spreading into my body through some Anakim’s servant.
The sensation was sickening, and yet I couldn’t bring myself to blame the implanted floret for deploying conditioned responses, just as I held no blame for my own biology being turned against me.
Ophidia made a rustling noise like a sigh. “Hello to you too, little one. What is the matter?”
I jabbed a pointing finger up at her, pushed to my limit, pushed to the end of my wit, pushed to an emotional outburst I could no longer contain.
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“You MADE me DEFILE myself!”
She stood, unmoved, feigning ignorance at her own actions. “Whatever in the Everbloom are you talking about, Pet?”
“This!” I clawed at my own belly, scratching the skin red where it covered that insidious centipede that had been placed into me. “This THING YOU PUT IN ME!” 
It had leeched its poisons well, begetting the delayed rape my Master had offered me unto when it forced me to spread my legs like some street-walking whore. “You made me  weak!  You gave me animal urges, and the moment my resolve slipped for but a moment, I… I acted…”
My gaze dropped to the floor in shame and disgust at the filth of my own actions. My cruel Master employed transparent mimicry of a form crafted by God’s natural selection, covering her false mouth with a false hand to stifle a chirping giggle.
“Ah. I had wondered why you went to see your friend. River is quite a kind creature, and to my understanding, quite experienced in such matters. Did you enjoy yourself?”
 “Enjoy…”  I tightened my fists until my knuckles went white, my nails digging into my palms hard enough that I knew I would draw scarlet drops of blood. Hot liquid coated my palms, and if I was to squeeze more tightly, if I was to grit my muscles any for firmly, I would taste that copper too. 
A soothing vine touched my face, and I slapped it away, filled with fury and sinful sparks of desire and want. I pushed the foolish desire to fawn at my tormentor down, deep in the vault where pathetic, simpering comfort seeking belonged, and snarled at her face. “I can’t- You’re  foul.  Enjoy myself? They don’t want to  see  me any more. I am dripping their fluids, and they are too disgusted to even  look  at me. They may as well have thrown me out of their house.”
“I am sorry, beloved. I will speak to River’s owners on your behalf. This was my responsibility, I should not have left you unsupervised and without my guidance. That must have been difficult.”
“UNSUPERVISED?” My head was starting to hurt from screaming. “YOU did this to me, YOU, you and that  butcher  of a witch doctor, giving me base carnal urges I was foolish enough to let get the better of me!”
She made a long, rippling noise, a discomforted sigh, and bent down until her eyes were more level with mine. “Frida, that medical implant did not cause an arousal response, or if it did, the source of that response existed before it was inserted. It only served to make you enjoy physical social contact more and encourage positive reward seeking.”
My face twisted into a snarl at her blatant lies. “You’re not going to wriggle out of this by playing with words, you slimy cunt.”
“I am not  wriggling , Frida, and neither am I misleading you.” Ophidia had the gall to sound frustrated, “Acclimating you to physical affection is an important step in your recovery. That plan never included, nor precluded, something as frivolous as intercourse. That you chose to seek it out was your own choice. I do not care to influence if you have sexual relationships.”
“No, no, no! You’re lying. I didn’t  want-” 
She cut me off, glowing cyan eyes narrowing with focus. “River would never have forced you. There is no shame in trying something and finding it is not to your liking. Clearly you at least wished to experiment, if your state of undress is any indication.”
My fist flew at her wooden mask, and she slipped a padded leaf between my hand and her face faster than I could see, denying me even the catharsis of pain as I struck her with a pathetic  whumph. 
I swung again, and again struck a leaf that might as well been some drooling floret’s stuffed animal. Ophidia did not react to the attacks, her mask didn’t move, her leaves hardly shivered. She simply cushioned the blows, ensuring that I didn’t hurt myself, and continued to speak after I stopped to catch my breath. “If you did not enjoy your dalliance, then it would appear that the only meaningful decision you have made since domestication was, unfortunately, a poor one.” A single vine reached out to touch me, and I foolishly allowed her to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “I am sorry you did not enjoy that experience. Would you like for your memory of it to be erased?”
My mouth dropped open to spit her offer back in her face. Then it snapped shut, lost for words. She would erase the stain on my psyche. Erase the memory of how River’s weight felt on top of me. Of being held tight and called pretty.
“FUCK YOU.”
I stormed away from her, towards the wall so adorned in art that the hardwood was barely visible behind frames and canvases. Meaningless expressions of a halfwit’s taste, mocking me with their pointless shapes and empty symbolism. There was nothing to be gained from them, nothing to be understood, nothing of value whatsoever.
I grabbed the nearest shelf and yanked it from the wall, and the multitudinous figurines and pottery pieces went clattering to the floor, some shattering, some rolling away into hidden corners. Panting in the wreckage, I glanced to Ophidia who stood impassive, and then to the next piece.
A painting, this time, and when I tugged firmly on the frame it came away with a loud snap, the hanging wire breaking and recoiling from it. I took a firm grip on the simple frame and swung the travesty of smeared oils against the wall as hard as I could. It exploded, shattering into fragments of torn canvas and wood. Screaming, I took hold of another and slammed it down onto the floor, taking sickly-sweet pleasure in the sound. It was a beatific crackle, like the finger bones of that deadbeat investor’s daughter on one of the best tapes I’d ever made for the Syndicates. 
“What is the POINT of it all?” I grabbed a pot, smashed it on the ground, a vase, threw it at the wall, a glass figurine of something that could have been a whale and used it against the wall like a bat. “You’re surrounded by the refuse of… of  ignoramuses!”  
Each word was panted, throat raw from screamed frustration. My hands were bleeding more freely now, twin stigmata that dyed my skin to match the stain of sin I had let be coated on my soul from within. How had it come to this? How could God let his lamb suffer? I had just been following the rules, hadn’t I? Divine commandments had sent His people to destroy Canaan, and none of my- none of  them  had divine souls. 
I had always been in hell. A curse had been balanced across my shoulders, a writ from on high that I would rot alone in a world that did not care or listen. Hell was other people, and I could only give my testament to that fact. None remained, when I did the necessary things to win His favor for myself. And then my sister. War and glory had come calling, and my only love had abandoned me for it. The only one I’d ever gifted my heart to, pure and clean. 
She had been returned to me changed, reshaped into a sickening offering from these false Leviathans, something to salve everything that had been snatched away by their corruption of the fabric of reality.
My heart pounded in my chest. My lungs burned. My hands hurt. I couldn’t break anything more. I kicked a bit of canvas and watched it skitter away across the shard-littered floor with a pout.
“What is it FOR? What is the POINT OF IT?” My throaty scream was starting to rasp, a pathetic whine that only sounded tinier for how it faintly echoed in the cavernous room around me.
Ophidia watched me coolly, then moved all at once to the compiler.
“Fire axe, one meter long,” She said aloud, her voice level, quiet. I stood, arms akimbo, legs wide, watching her, panting like a dog. There was a puff of cinnamon, and she pulled a long hatchet with a rubberized grip and well-varnished wooden handle from the device.
This was the moment, then. My reckoning. Now this beast could butcher me, and reveal the Affini Compact for its true nature. 
I closed my eyes. My fate hadn’t been in my hands for many years. At last I could be free of this torment. There was no Gabriel to halt Abrahams righteous justice here. She should just do it. Do it. Do it.
“Do it!” I almost shouted.
The blow never landed. 
When I opened my eyes, she was standing in front of me, expression neutral, her vines still. She offered up the axe, handing the lamb the tool of its own execution, as if I was both Isaac and sacrifice at once.
She plucked a single object from a high shelf and stowed it within her chest for safekeeping, the figurine of her past floret, and then gestured at the rest.
“The art exists to bring joy. Perhaps it will bring you more fulfillment in splinters. Destroy it if you wish.”
The axe was heavy in my hands, the rubberised grip firm despite the slickness of my palms. I had never been the type to hold weapons or heavy tools myself. I started down at it, at the flex of my digits holding its weight, and the hefty lump of sharpened steel that tipped the end. I was trembling, I realised. How could I do anything else?
“Well?” Ophidia’s voice was expectant. 
The cloying weakness within my chest fought me, degenerate sentimentality planted by the drugging and conditioning she had visited upon my resolve. I roared my defiance, hefted the axe and slammed the heavy head into the shelf beside me, sending an entire menagerie of delicate glassware tumbling.
The impact resonated up my arm. My shoulder hurt deliciously. The blood roared in my ears as I pulled back and let go, burying the blade into the wall, again and again. I swung and I swung and I swung and with every swing more of her degenerate art was scattered around the room. Canvas ripped from wood, staples, pins and joints were torn apart by the pointed resolve of an inferno of rage.
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I would not suffer her abstraction, her reduction of strength into hollow aesthetic pleasantries. The crude paintings any idiot child could have made were an insult that wouldn’t last my wrath. A divine tool, I would let myself become the weapon heated by rage. I could lose myself in it, letting emotions run hot as my hand was guided to the truth. In the monsoon of splinters and shards and sharp remnants, I became nothing but the muscle that drove the axe on.
Ophidia hardly reacted. I paid her little mind. Nor did I acknowledge the quick, darting vines that brushed the sharpest fragments away from where I could step on them. My feet were bleeding freely from a thousand tiny cuts, but nothing penetrated further than the shallowest layers. She was a kind fool.
Breathing hard, I looked around for more. The walls of the room were bare of anything but the gashes of axe wounds within my reach. I rampaged down the hallway, in a mindless course of destruction, smashing and splintering and gouging everything within my reach. All of it would be dashed against the ground, ruined in the pursuit of finality. I only paused when I came to the door.
The door.
The portal to another realm, where blood ran from the walls and mine own transgressions had become reality. Where that canvas had hung, the one that had invaded my soul, a demon of Beelezebub’s creation. A great evil built its lair in that room. It hung heavy, large, a monster in my mind's eye and my back ached as I was reminded of Ophidia’s whipping vines.
I smashed the handle with a single precise blow, and kicked the door from its hinges. If I could offer nothing else with my life, I could rid the universe of that empty monstrosity. She could repair it, but I would know. I would always know I had slain this beast, and she could not take that from me.
A smell like sunday incense rolled over me as I entered, green frankincense and balsamic myrrh, leathery labdanum and bitter galbamum. I panted from my exertions sucking down breath after breath of the heavily perfumed air. 
The grand edifice of primary colors greeted my advance. Ophidia followed along calmly, coming to a stop beside the canvas, pausing to admire it. Her attention focused on the sea of red, seeing something within its swirling depths I still did not. The fact that she continued this ridiculous facade of comprehension even as I tore it down around her was pathetic. 
I would show her. She’d learn the truth, that her twisted seat of power had been built on inferior and unworthy ideas. I could destroy it with a single swing of my axe, bring the symbol of her control crashing down. This was her golden calf, and idol of a detestable faith. I was master of my fate. I chose my future. Was in control.
I would kill this fucking painting.
I swung the axe back. I readied myself to give the killing blow. I would gouge a hole in this  Entartete Kunst that had colonised the mind of the easily swayed beast that called itself my master. She had hung it in her home and I would tear this wound from our existences. It had preyed on my mind for too long, haunting me like a nightmare. It was merely a painting, and yet I hoped it trembled in fear, knowing what I was about to do.
My grip tightened. 
The colors swam in my vision, pointless, meaningless shapes challenging my conviction. Taunting me with the inscrutable paradox of their construction. Reaching like tendrils to conjure false fear and illusory dread and repressed sorrow and horrible guilt. 
But still, a pattern seeking eye conjured transient concepts from random noise. Of screams carefully audio balanced, of mutual aid networks infiltrated and disassembled, of safehouses triangulated for raids. Of beds left empty, of despairing messages left by those who had been widowed, as I had been of my own sister.
I had never seen the aftermath of any of them.
This death, I would face, as the last of mankind willing to stand.
The only sound was a soft drip as the crimson running down my forearm reached my elbow and fell to the floor below.
The wall of blood spilled where I could not see, filling this alien cathedral utterly barren of its own meaning. It found form, collected onto a canvas, scarlet like the blood of innocents staining my soul.
“FUCK YOUR STUPID PAINTING, YOU  BITCH!” 
Ophidia made no move to stop me. She stood, watching. Her vines were still, her eyes bright. Observing. Calculating. 
And yet. 
And yet my muscles were stiff. 
The blade did not come down.
Every breath choked in the scent of a confessional.
I could be His angel, His lamb with a single sweep of the weapon. 
I could not do it.
There was quiet, but for the sound of someone gently crying.
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Facing this last, impossible hurdle, my strength failed. The axe clattered to the ground with a heavy, cavernous sound, as empty as the hole in my chest. I sobbed out a pained noise, a wounded animal begging some higher power for its life. 
It hurt. It hurt so bad.
The tears wouldn’t stop coming, the rage and hate burning me from the inside, a conflagration desperate for an escape and forced through what little relief was possible. It burned, a parasitic infection without succour, with no soothing balms to cool it. Truth was twisted in its infernus maw, flensing it with hate, hollowing me out until there was nothing left but pained lashing.
I was so filled with scouring hate.
And I wanted to hate Ophidia.
I could not find it in me.
There was nothing in me but invective.
All was loosed within.
I only truly hated one thing in the universe.
One person.
Or at least it was shaped like one. Bled like one. Screamed like one.
Ophidia let me scream myself hoarse, without expectation or demand. She simply loomed, waiting for something, for anything but the throes of agonising genesis. Through screwed-up eyes I blinked brief glimpses of her face, her expression still, her eyes aflame with blue sparks of something else.
I found a grip on sane conception, one finger grasping metaphorically at a lifeline still within my reach. Choking out words that every furious rage had been a futile attempt at conveying, that every philosophical rationalization had been a deflection from.
The truth burned like bile in my throat, vomited in my native tongue of lowblooded first-wave Martians my mother had so hated when I spoke around outsiders.
 


“I don’t want to be like this anymore.” 
 
The deafening silence cracked like thunder. Perhaps now she would find mercy and end it. Instead, vines caught my chin and turned my head to face her. I looked up, wracking spasms still begging my frame to contort, offering her an unspoken plea, a desperate prayer. 
She offered the two words that could bring me crashing to the ground, answering in duster english as well.
“I know.”
The weight of judgement bore down like chains, crushing me to the ground. I wanted to howl, a kicked dog whimpering at its fate, but I held it in. There was more still waiting to be exuded like a toxin. A weight the pressed insistent on me. A black hole that could never be sated, whose accretion disk had scoured at my being until all I knew to do was hurt.
The truth had begun to flow, and I could no more stop it than I could dam the tide and hold an ocean in. “I hate- I hate me. Myself. Hate what I’ve done. Don’t deserve to be loved.” I sniffed, a horrible, wretched sound, “There’s nothing. Nothing inside. ‘M just a husk, just… following memorized scripts.” I rubbed the ball of my hand against one eye, sending little white sparks through my vision, “The whole world changed around me, and I dunno know how anything works anymore. I dunno know what I’m supposed to be doing. All anyone ever taught me is hate, ‘cept for Cassandra. Then she went away.”
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The affini came to me, knelt beside me, brushing, soothing, pressing balm to my hands and feet, cooing gently all the while. Kind vines wound around me, absorbing the strength of my spasming muscles. There was a brushing of soft flowers, a warmth of comfort like angelic wingfeathers. 
“Poor little doll. Left without purpose for so long. Molded in the form of cruelty, a vessel for hatred to pool within until it fermented. I am sorry this was done to you. I can undo it.”
I looked up at her, the pink-white angular collar and dark rectangle of her body. The shape that had originally seemed so sharp and  imperial,  cast in a different light by the glowing halo emanating from behind her from the hallway light as she bent over me.
A mask of petals was offered. The flower of the tree of life. The Ω-12-j³. A high tinged with divinity. Memory alteration would follow. A floret would not be allowed to suffer from its own sins as I was. The xenodrug communion, the absolution for my actions I did not deserve. 
Not without her knowing what she was forgiving.
“In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” I mumbled, a glimpse of meaning dredged from the tar-beds of an ancient memory.
“I am no priest,” She spoke softly, every letter tender as it dripped into my ears. “I cannot give you ordained forgiveness in this manner.”
“No, you can’t,” I answered bitterly, staring back down at the blurred reflection in her gleaming boots. “And the fuck did any  priest  ever give me? You’re… You’re a  God. My owner and keeper. Be the first to actually listen to me? Please?”
She was silent, and I felt a bolt of fear that she would offer me rejection. Instead, she reached for the pillow that had cushioned my knees as she whipped me in front of the great crimson canvas. She had me on my knees once more, and I couldn’t help but slump forwards onto my elbows. Prostrated. Subservient. Secure.
“I do not endorse your deific description, but you are free to frame my caretaking within your own context.” A vine curled around my neck with a soft firmness, tilting my head back up. The wall of red filled my vision, and my body went limp. “I will not rob you of any ritual that brings you meaning and soothes suffering.”
I nodded, grateful for her permission, letting myself fall into the memorized script, addressing the highest authority in my universe.
“Forgive me, Master, for I have sinned. It has been… six years since my last confession.”
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  A torrential vomit of words had spilled from me, my guts slithering up my throat as bile and acid. Every stain on my hollow soul I could name forced its way across my tongue, the truth bleeding out to congeal crimson and sticky on my lips.  
I raised my eyes up from the sick mess that had been spilled, up to Heaven and my Master, as my tongue stilled and the last dregs of confession ran out. Light spilled over my shoulders, through the faint hints of incense and candles Ophidia had lit some unimaginable time before. Had it been minutes, hours, days? I didn’t know, it might not have been for me to know. All I was allowed was the ragged belief that the ghosts were finally free.
“Michael Fletcher. Its family sold it out, your job is just to tell us which door to kick in to find the degenerate freak.”
The exhibitionist whore of a camgirl I’d tracked down on Duri, and the satisfaction of handing her limp and cowed over to the client. That insane doctor had kept me abreast of the beatings and torture as I impersonated her online to lure in more subjects for him. The money was good, but the intellectual exercise of getting low-lifes and nothing-people to trust me was better. At some point during that endeavour I first began cutting myself as a stim. It was satisfying.
Master had not spoken once since I began, her mouth nothing but a thin line in her mask. Neither strikes nor lashes were delivered as I bared the things I truthfully felt, the soul-deep realities that a truth serum had failed to draw out of me when I was captured just days ago. There was presumably nothing of factual record within my confessions she did not know. I had already admitted most of it in my initial interrogation, seeing no reason to attempt to mislead at the last. But this was not about the strict retelling of events stripped bare of context.
“You see the reports. Something’s out there that isn’t as harmless as those little rodent freaks. The Accord must grow if its going to survive, and I don’t see these faggots making too many babies do you? Let it kill them.”
A xenopathogen that had torn through the longshoremen and sailors at a major trade hub, left to rot people from the inside out because my bosses thought it would only infect the homosexual and the homeless, those who weren’t producing profits or babies. We needed to do away with them anyway, if the Accord was going to conquer the stars, why not let nature do what we had been trying to do covertly anyway. I had been praised as a decisive voice for my advice to vent the medical wing on that station when it turned out worse than they realized.
I had built great walls to keep the acid sealed within me, brobdingnagian fortifications to hold the festering rot in place around my heart. There at least it could safely turn gangrenous and decay until nothing but hate and rationalization was left.
And now, the whole lot had been tipped on its side and drained onto the ground before this monstrous altar of passion.
“Yeah, cut the tape here… see that? Flash in a few frames from after the nails, a little gut punch when her deadbeat husband won’t be expecting it might shake a few Satoshi loose faster. You’re probably gonna want to mute it as you edit, the screams get distracting.”
Ransom tapes, information brokering, crypto schemes. A tattoo of red dots up my arm for each task I’d been assigned by my handler and completed to adequate satisfaction. A physical proof of my loyalty to the Syndicates. Ophidia needed to apply an anti-emetic halfway through, before the thick strands of mucus became any thicker. Blood and blood and blood and guts and teeth and torment. All I had was rotten, and all I spewed was corrosion.
Anything to get away from Mother, no? Anything to be free of her restrictions and her vows and her desperate pleas to a god who never answered. For the security of praise. The promise of belonging. The safety of being the one wearing the boot, doing the stamping on the face of the weak. 
Anything to not be just another victim.
Every murder I was accomplice to, every victim with a ruined life, every choice made so I could take the path of least resistance. There was nothing I wouldn’t do just to have a path to walk, even if it meant the suffering of others. All of this and more I stated not with the factual, detached infodump of a class-D but the raw screams of feeling dredged out from under decades of sediment. The rationalizations I had spent my life building splattered across the floor like so much puke.
The ends justified their means.
The outcome was happening either way.
If not me, someone else.
If not me, maybe I’d be next against the wall.
They weren’t really people anyway. Just automatons.
I was just following orders.
Just seeking approval and safety.
They’d have done it too, if they were smart.
Them or me. 
Them or me.
Them or me.
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I shattered, broken on the Master’s knee, and my reasons became a thousand shards of nothing just as quick. Every justification rang hollow in the open wound of my chest. There was no vindication to be found with my ribs cracked open and my heart exposed to the air.
I’d been called a dog once, but I was never something so hedonistically loyal. I was a flea, sucking blood from the rat grown fat with plague sores. The Affini Compact had just been the thing that finally brushed away all the lice and the ticks.
All that was left was the stain of crimson reflected by the canvas over me.
My Master knelt beside the stain, cautious of the tide of sin and glut of detritus I’d let out of myself. A gentle hand graced my forehead, brushing aside hairs that clung to my skin, sticky with sweat.
She held me close to her, rocking side to side, as I sobbed and choked on nothing. It seared, her gentle touch burning worse than any whip.
“Are you done?” her voice was unaffected, flat. It offered nothing.
I nodded. Braced for the inevitable. This would be the site of the grand act of forgiveness then, where the affini would do away with my capacity for consequence. I would be robbed of my existence, my weight as a moral actor. 
“I understand that to confess can be cathartic. If that is the case, then I hope you feel better. Honest admission is a good first step.”
I looked up in silent confusion, my assumptions derailed at the final hurdle. A wordless why was spread across my face, and she answered plainly.
“Did you expect me to say all was forgiven, Pet? I did warn you I cannot speak for your god.”
“Yes, that’s…” I felt a deep wave of shame, a gut-churning acknowledgement of my mistake, “That’s how this is supposed to go, yes!”
Ophidia was unmoved. “And with many of my peers, it would be. They would say that we cannot judge what was done before our arrival. I do not agree.”
The twist of shame in my belly rose into the empty space between my ribs, growing into flame, angry and hot. It was the only emotion that could survive in that vacuum, and it curled my face into a hateful sneer. “Then fucking judge me, Master. Dissect me on a table and autopsy what remains of this corpse I call a body. Why am I like this? What is it that turned me into enough of a freak that I caught your eye, huh? Was it because Mommy didn’t love me, or was it the bullying? Was I such a sad, pathetic, useless little snowflake that I just needed love and then I wouldn’t have been a fucking psycho?”
The last words came out as a shout, or as much of one as I could manage, as exhausted as I was. I was breathing hard, my lungs scrabbling to keep up with the demands of fury. Master stared down at me, her face expressionless. When she spoke, it was without emotion.
“I can leave the finer question of why to a therapist, but I suspect that social trauma is indeed a significant factor. Your derision of the consequences of abuse is no protection against its effects, no matter how much you wish it might be.” 
She paused, and sighed with a rustling of soft petals.
“But if you ask me to comment, why should I deny you? This is my judgement; You were an unrepentant monster within your societal context. Inequality is a reality of scarcity, but you were not a predator hunting and eating prey because there was no other recourse to fill your belly. You knowingly and actively made the universe a worse place for other sophonts, in ways you did not need to. At every turn, you chose to victimize others for your own betterment, and would not have stopped had we not arrived to force you out of an equilibrium that suited you. I believe you when you say that you do not want to be like this anymore, but you displayed no more contrition before I found you than was necessary for you to continue to get your way. There is no forgiveness I can offer you, nor absolution that I may bestow. There is no one alive who can.” 
My Affini’s focus shifted from the painting to me, and I looked back down at the floor. My body was out of tears, but the heave of a sob still tightened in my chest. I had no response.
“But,” she continued, tones of absolute certainty rising in her voice, a tremulous choir of angel song rippling through the notes. “The collected sin of your actions is a weight that will never grow. From now on, it can only fade. You will experience no further expansions to your guilt. The blade your handlers forged with hollow promises of belonging is shattered. You are undone, this I promise you.”
“So much for the actions of a pet being irrelevant,” I grumbled.
“This is not some petty, reversible matter of no real consequence, this is an ugly truth you must face. I will not disrespect those who will never know my people’s embrace by suggesting your actions were unimportant. I cannot speak for the dead, nor offer them any of the abundance you will enjoy for the rest of your life. No one can. I see no utility in forcing you to engage with your past, but the Compact does not promise that a scab you continue picking at will not bleed.”
She stood, her hands lifting off my bare and bloodstained skin, and circled me where I knelt. Standing beside me, she turned to stare at the same great crimson canvas that felt so burned into my retinas I could see the subtle swirls of its craftsmanship in inverted cyans with each blink. She became a statue, rigid as she regarded the great thing.
“Whatever your choice in that regard, you will never be allowed to harm anyone else, ever again. I cannot control your past. I cannot undo what you have done, but your guilt serves no function to me. The past is over. This is my greatest promise to you, my love.”
“There’s nothing inside me to love,” I spat at the floor, adding what little I had to the muck, “I’m empty. I’m cored out, hollow inside. What’s the fucking point if I’ll never do anything that matters?”
Her vine slid under my chin. An unworthy face tilted up to meet blazing cerulean eyes that dripped meaning into the void where a human soul was supposed to be.
“You have read far too many stories about the ‘necessary actions’ of a few great men, and been given far too few that detail the communities, loves and families of those few laudable. The Affini Compact draws no such distinction; we are greater together than our individual efforts may be alone. To be a companion is not lesser. To offer me your warmth and flesh is enough to matter.”
I had no response. It was a compelling thing to believe, that I could be something to her even in this sorry state. Her skirts parted even as I pondered, vines unfurling and pulling me in against her. Thin tendrils ran through my matted and unruly hair, idly picking splinters of her living room out of it. It was a kind of comfort, her gentle ministrations taking me out of my head enough to lean more fully into her touch.
It was quiet, in the swirling haze of spiced incense and melted wax, and I was unwilling to pass up a moment of peace. It was my Master who chose to break the silence, offering a question.
“Did you enjoy it?”
My voice was a ragged croak. “What?” 
“Did you enjoy it? The life you lived until becoming mine?”
Astonishment found new highs to soar to, leaving me stammering until I could choke out a reply. 
“Did I sound like I enjoyed it, Master? Do you think I had a good time, catering to the whims of sadists and criminals?” I craned my head back to look at her, tugging against the surprisingly firm hold she had on my hair. 
“Yes, actually. Or at least, partly,” she answered flatly, continuing to stroke tenderly despite my efforts to move. “I had considered as much since before our first meeting, and observed it ever since. I think you are possessed of a cruel nature, fascinated by suffering, and have a limited capacity for empathy for others.”
Suddenly I am not there, cradled against the boot of an alien who has conquered me near-utterly. Instead I am listening to the echo of my mother’s voice, screaming similar vulgarities at the child I once was. She is furious the boy has been impolite, or some other vitally important thing. I shook myself away from her, from my Master, shedding her grip as a shudder tightened my shoulders. “Fine.” I said, voice sullen, “You solved the mystery, you’ve got me dead to rights. I’m ontologically evil and I’m never going to be better than that. You figured it out, Master, but guess what; you’re just the last in a long fucking line-”
A vine is pressed against my lips, silencing me with the gentlest pressure. A slap would have been sweeter.
“I do not mean that you choose to ignore the moral considerations of any particular circumstance, I mean that you appear incapable of it. Most sophonts of your phenotype possess this trait, and yet you simply do not, or at least not to any measurable degree.” She hummed for a moment, considering the sea of crimson paint once more. “In a social species, it serves as an alignment function, of sorts, a gyroscope of the soul. Affini have it too. An influence exerted upon one another that steers our sense of unified morality.”
“I’ve never had anything like that, were I supposed to. I wouldn't have needed to study morality if I did.”
Master was still for a long while, returning to stroking my head in silence as soon as I stilled enough that she felt able. When she spoke again, it was carefully, each syllable enunciated with a cautious kind of rhythm. “It is a quality I share. Though I see evidence of the Compact’s communal song, and I share in the burden of continuing it, I find myself almost blind to its constant melody. I find the motives and reasoning of other affini to be opaque in the extreme. I can construct an intellectual model of the behaviour of others, but their rational, their inner workings… that continues to elude me. My peers find it unusual enough that it has drawn comment in the past. I believe it is why I find the more direct types to be quite… Well, there is a reason I feel the way I do about your sister’s owner.”
I scowled at her obvious attempt at finding common ground. We had a shared distaste for Alder and nothing more, and that wasn’t exactly something to bond over. “I don’t understand, you’re a fucking affini. You’re a robot made of leaves. Why don’t you just change yourself to be what people want? Graft a new personality like you’re going to change me.”
“I could, yes. I could remake myself as something new, something some might find more amenable to their tastes. And yet, the unique piece of this grand design I represent would be lost If I did. My existence is neither a deficiency nor a mistake, no more than yours is. My early blooms were spent wrestling with some of the very same philosophical puzzles that you struggle so precociously with. After several centuries of consideration, I came to a satisfactory conclusion; I am an instrument of the Compact’s purpose, a single node in the fabric of the Great Work. I believe you did the same, though for a far less worthy system.”
I made to speak, to offer my opinion on her so-called great work, but the vine returned to silence me again.
“The unmooring that affected you so strongly came when we did, as we peeled back the layers of criminality and ill-governance. You, lacking an internal sense of right or wrong as typically defined by your species, require external direction, a sense of purpose delivered rather than derived. I promised you that you would have it.”
I stared at my own reflection in the lacquer surface of her boot for a long moment. The matte blurred my face, like a poorly molded plastic toy with nothing inside. I leaned back against her touch, uncomfortable with the feelings stirring in my heart.
“I didn’t like hurting people. There were always people around who did, and they scared me. But pain… fascinates me. I didn’t like seeing it, at least not at first, but I couldn’t look away either. Couldn’t bring myself to not watch. It was compelling.” I swallowed and found my mouth dry as I remembered the clinging, arresting horror, “When I was in the OCNI and after, when I joined up with the Syndicates, I knew where I stood. It was easier to just be whatever they needed me to be. I didn’t have to constantly question everything.”
“I imagine you found that predictability some small comfort.”
I shrugged. It was what my life had been. It wasn’t any longer.
“There is more to it than comfort though, else you would have turned your back on the harder side of things, no? No, I think that you see yourself in the pain of others. Their suffering makes them comprehensible, it shatters the boundary between inner and outer worlds, so you are drawn to cause it. It lets you feel less alone. But it never left you satisfied, did it, much as your prior life did not. You are not a sadist, seeking to harm others for the sake of your own gratification. You are a masochist.”
Unease rippled through my gut. “I don’t… I don’t know what to say to that. Sorry.”
“Tell me, Frida. When you repeatedly watched the stabbing of Autumn Vitis, over and over in your little pit of rebellion on Europa, were you envious?”
“I… fuck. Maybe. Sorry,” I mumbled.
Her response was swift and sharp. “Why?”
“Why- why am I sorry? Cuz I’m not supposed to want to watch someone getting stabbed, obviously.” Another flash of memory, another screaming lecture, came thrusting back into my memory. “It’s wrong to look at bad stuff. It’s perverse. Why would I want to look at something like that? I’m not a freak.”
Her cyan orbs flicked off the canvas and drilled into me as I trailed off, cowing my eyes back to the floor. “Whose words are you blindly repeating back at me? What does wrong even mean to you? Upon what philosophical basis does your claim rest that simply experiencing those recorded moments makes you bad? What material harm was being done by your viewing of that tape?”
I was quiet for several long moments as I digested her questions. Each was a wrecking ball in its own right, and all together were enough to make me reel. It wasn’t enough for her to see right into my fear-riddled mind, she had to push and push and push as well. “I don’t know! I’m not supposed to. I’m supposed to know what’s wrong, and I’m supposed to do what’s right. Violence is just something you have to do sometimes, you’re not supposed to enjoy it or, like… I’m not allowed to be a freak. You can’t make me.”
“You are projecting, in some sort of desperate attempt to evade the matter. I am not trying to make you into something you are not, pet, not in this case. Consider that, just perhaps, I am trying to offer you some of the same companionship you will provide for me. I am a disciple of the infliction of pain, because I too find it allows me to peer into what is otherwise inscrutable. When I say that, I do not merely mean in a personal sense that I enjoy hurting you, though I obviously do, and exclusively seek out other sophonts who will thrive under that. Perhaps…” 
She paused, and I felt a ripple of dark amusement flutter through her vines where they held me in place, thorns briefly peeking out from hidden sheathes. None touched me, but I swallowed dry just seeing them. 
“You have had glimpses of what I might boldly call my personal philosophy, and in time perhaps we will discuss it more fully. I am not a secular being; Religion is a strong word for the ways in which I choose to live and take part in the Compact, but it may be the right word. There is a divine sort of cruelty that lurks within my core, and you have seen the barest part of it, because I think that controlled pain is as beautiful a piece of art as an unrestrained frenzy, and deserves to be enjoyed just as much,” 
Master made a sound like a shiver of snowfall in a frozen forest, almost hedonistically uninformative to my ear, “But let us focus on you, and empathy, and stability, and love, things you clearly need. I cannot help but comment that there appears to be a single exception to the trend of your emotional unavailability. Cassandra.”
Something real dropped into the empty basin from which all the rot and poison had been drained. I sniffed. “I… love her. I’ve never felt for anyone the way I feel about her, not once. She’s the only one who didn’t mind it, everyone else also said it was wrong, always. They said that I was too attached or that it was gross or that b-brothers can’t do that stuff. But I didn’t even want that! I didn’t want to do the things they were saying was gross anyway.”
“Such a sweetly troubled creature.” Her hand cupped my face, tilting it to look at the painting. “I wonder if she knows, this tenderness in you that persists, reserved only for her. It seems to me that it would be rather a shame that the only terran you have ever loved would remain ignorant to just how deep that passion runs.”
“She has Alder now, though. They got married, you showed me the photos. And I wasn’t…” A deflection rose in my throat, an impulse to blame the affini for my exile from her life, but… no. That had been my doing. I was on Mars, shutting out the world so I could spend the twilight hours discussing the finer points of hatred on the net with people who would have gutted me at the slightest opportunity. “I wasn’t there.”
Cassandra was happy, that much was obvious. And she had been made happy, without me there. She would be happy again, without me.
I looked up at my Master, at Ophidia, and remembered the offer she had made just a few days ago, after my tantrum upon being reunited with my sister. She could remake me, undo what I am and make something new. She said it would be kinder, in the short term. Like so many things, I had been possessed of the deepest imaginable hubris to doubt her. The self-inflicted knife that had bled my soul dry would hurt to extract.
Maybe it wasn’t too late.
“I said you could never have this… me, as your floret,” I mumbled, to myself as much as to her, “I said it would be like parading an animate corpse around.”
“You did. It was rather dramatic.”
A moist cough of a laugh exploded wetly from my chest, and it felt like something should have cracked, “Fucking sick joke. You were never going to get anything but a corpse, even if I’d come willingly. I’ve never been a person. Don’t know how. I’m just a shell, running on scripts I’ve compiled from observation. And then the whole world changed, and I tried to use the old scripts and I just… I don’t know what to fucking do anymore. I thought everything else was wrong but I’m wrong, and I,” I choked on a half-formed sob, “My person hates me. I fucked it up and she hates me now.”
There was nothing inside me now. Once, perhaps, there had been but it had been crushed and stamped on until it too fled. A child who had cried ever so easily, who got lost in stories and followed its older sibling around in rapt enthusiasm. And now she was gone. She hated me and she didn’t need me anymore. She’d never needed me, not really, but she’d wanted me and made it look enough like need that I was fooled too.
“A doll, longing for purpose,” my Master commented ponderously, every syllable the tolling of a bell. “Though I rather doubt that the situation with your sister is unrecoverable.”
I barely heard her. I had nothing left to fight for, not even her. It was over. I was done. Everything had been laid bare and there was nothing worth saving.
“I want you to do it.”
Ophidia’s attention snapped back to a laser focus, targeted directly at me. “Explain.”
“You said you could keep me high until the implant was ready. And wake up… no memory of this. Of anything. Next campaign. Just an obedient doll.” I stared at her, eyes wide open for the first time in days. It would be good to be nothing. At least there would be no more mistakes.
She seemed uncharacteristically hesitant as she answered. “That is the course that many Terran care classes would recommend for this exact scenario, as it happens.”
“So… you meant it? It’s real? I could be free of this, no regrets, no knowledge of what I’d lost.” I could feel my breathing quickening, my heart rate rising in my chest, “Just… be empty and have that be okay. No missing anyone, no knowing what I don’t understand, no fucking- no feeling wrong. You can do that.”
I watched her draw a xenodrug vial from her chest, ringed in gold and covered in warning labels that glowed with such an impossibly vivid scarlet that I felt compelled to look away from it. It was sealed with a locking mechanism, clearly so intricate that only a vine could open it.
“It was not an idle musing, nor an empty threat intended to inspire compliance. There is a very compelling case to be made that you are not capable of thriving as you are now, and that no contiguous version of you could while also remaining among humans. No one would dispute my actions, if I decided that the best choice for your well being was a discontinuity of self. I could do it here and now, and have prepared for the possibility earnestly with your vet.”
“What is it?” I asked, unable to drag my eyes off the tiny container, no matter how clearly it was designed to repel me.
“Core world honey, the sort cultivated for your biochemistry. A self-replicating substance that binds to certain xenodrugs in the omega superclass and renders them permanent. We call that union class-O. A rather broad label, but… it hardly matters. I’m sure you have heard the phrase before.” 
Fascination gripped my mind as terror took hold in my gut. “I… I know what that is. Yes.”
She produced another vial. It was one I had seen before, on my first night in her care. I recognised it immediately. The substance that had made me into an empty, vacant doll.
“I could combine it with the Ω-27 I gave you once before. Four drops would be considered a complete dose, and constitute what your cultural context would call complete identity death. You would be an object in the most literal sense. A toy to keep me company, docile and empty, unburdened by moral concern. You would be happy, and nothing else. My second floret was an O-pet, and there is great joy to be had in it. Is that really what you want?”
A wave of paradoxical warmth bloomed inside me. That thing bonding me to her with each passing moment. I should be afraid, should be terrified. I should be begging her to put the vial away, to take me to my sister and let me beg for forgiveness.
“Please,” I prayed. “Save me from what I have done.”
Infinity passed in a second as the angel made her judgement.
A crack of a seal breaking. A vine slipped into a gap on the lid, twisting inside until a dropper extended from the container.
“First, the self-replicating bonding agent, then.” 
Ophida tapped my lip. 
I opened my mouth, and closed my eyes. Clasped my hands before me, ready for my final communion.
A drop of honey landed on my tongue.
It was a taste so sweet it burned, nerves misfiring with impossible textures as they were overloaded by a virulent golden essence that overflowed my sinuses in a single breath. My nose was filled with sweet fruit and rich nectar and brisk, darting summertime. The saliva pooling at the back of my tongue was thick, cloying, and I found myself unable to clear it.
My mouth was closed for me with a tap on the chin.
“Perhaps it would be kinder of me to give you the easy path,” Ophidia said, voice hushed in quiet reverence of the moment, then brushed my throat.
I swallowed, and immediately a pregnant buzz started to rise in my skull. Hot like peppercorns cracking between teeth, hot like grandpap’s old Duster recipes, the ones my mother would make when we didn’t have guests for a holiday. It didn’t hurt.
I opened my eyes, and stared at the vial of Ω-27. 
Liquid absolution. 
Just four drops.
“Fortunately for your pinnate, I am not a kind affini. I have no intention to take you from her again,” Ophidia hummed as she lifted the vial, tucking it back in her chest. I glared at her. She promised! She told me she would! I opened my mouth to say as much.
“Forgive me, Pet. Before, I offered you redemption or salvation, and this is neither. But I think you have had quite enough of the path of least resistance. I hope it will be enough.”
And then she latched the mask of Ω-12-j³ to my face. 
Giddy delirium flooded my lungs with every panting breath, bonding to the honeyed tingles in an instant. 
I fell, immediately and quickly. I fell into the painting, plunging into crimson and scarlet and rouge. 
It was me and I was it.
The room ran in smears of light. Great erupting volcanoes, and living trees exploding as they burned, and the sound of clarion trumpets carved in stone. Chariots of light and multi-armed beings more strange and abstract than any affini swam across my vision, spinning and twirling and writhing in the glory of the highest. My chest contracted in laughter, hysterical laughter as I realized my eyes were closed.
“Hosanna, mal’akha, hosanna!” 
Needles slipped within the empty vessel. My Master’s phytotoxin joined the divine chemical crusade raging within me. The thing in my lower abdomen pressed another wave of heat, flooding me with bonding drugs. I was grateful.
Still I cried out, “Eloi… Eloi? Lema sabaxthani?” 
The mask was pulled away and I slumped forward as if in prayer. The high started to subside, but there was no return to my previous normal. All was comfort and dulled edges. Vines coiled around my body, lifting me through the clouds and into my angel’s grasp. 
“Alu iyrin, min-shemayya nekhit,” She came, she came down to me and I was risen up to meet her.
Injection after injection was poured into me, each delivered with a stinging dart. My owner’s voice thundered down in words too grand for a simple doll to grasp, and instead they were inscribed into the stardust that made up my shell. I basked in that moment, graced by the presence of an angel. She was a shard of the Almighty, a fragment of greater grace, promising a twisted, wretched thing it cannot ever be held in the hand of wicked will.
She carried me on light, wings or wheels or some other brightness, and still her heels crashed with each gargantuan stride, pillars of creation slamming into reality as I was carried away from the altar to Red. Oceans flooded the world, scraping implements and oils scrubbing away the crimson I was drenched with. My laughter echoed on tiles and gold poured from the sky.
The flood subsided. Great walls of stone rose, a door loomed. I watched the portal approach as the fizzing in my head approached something that may have been a crescendo.
And then… it started to fade.
I blinked. 
Static snow hissed at the corners of my vision, smears of star-stuff that bubbled and oozed. Gradually it died down, until I looked up at her, her, her! A hole in realspace that clutched me in its vines, a being far greater and more magnanimous than I could imagine. Twin swirls of cyan burned a hole in my psyche, and I was undone. What could I be, beside, except grateful for the chance to worship as myself.
[image: ]
“I’m… still me,” I gasped with shock.
The angel laughed beautifully, a chittering sound that plunged through me, piercing me like a bug in a display. “More or less, yes. You need to rest now.”
We moved, the portal passing us, and the coolness of the bathroom was replaced by the verdant browns and greens of the main corridor. I expected to be returned to the living room, where I had slept before, and I would have welcomed the comfortable pillow where I could curl up.
Instead, she walked straight across the hall, to the bedroom I was not supposed to enter and the door that had thus far been inviable. But that was me before my baptism before her faith. If Master brought me here, then it was allowed.
Her bed was no more soft or comfortable than any I could have accessed on my own. And yet, as she laid me down it was like nothing else I had ever experienced. I was in Master’s bed. I was in bliss. 
Heaven might still have a place for me.
“Tomorrow, we shall see your sister. You will be more lucid. Until then, sleep. A good doll needs sleep.”
Ophidia unfurled into a mass of belonging, and a part of her which I had never yet seen consciously shone down on me. Her core pulsed with the thrumming light of divine purpose. I was still a hollow shell before her majesty. But some tiny drops of meaning had pooled within me now. 
It would be enough. 
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    Chapter Summary

    LAST CHAPTER RECAP: Frida confessed to the gory details of what she did before capture as an intelligence officer and as a member of the pirate syndicates. Ophidia gave her core honey that bound to a deliriant, permanently altering how frida experiences the world.



    Chapter Notes

      CW: frida is still asexual but also very not normal about her sister. Passing mention of bathroom control kink. Allusions to past child abuse and homophobia. Look, you made it this far, I’m not sure what else to say lmao







  I was floating.
Laughter crackled in my ears, the chiming giggles of tinkling bells, spring blossoms falling across my ear drums with the scent of vetiver and cinnamon on every breath. Blinking hazy, goldenglow eyes, I stared unfocused at grand columns, ivory marble stretching unimaginably high to ceilings hung with silks and painted in gold and red. Here and there inky green vines spun twistwise around the broad trunks of flawless stone, turning black as they reached lofty heights as if to punctuate the brightness there.
Something pulled my attention from following the weft and wind of plant matter, some sound or motion. Ripples spread away from me, dancing across the surface of the half-foam water. It was warm, on the tender side of hot, and smelled like poached fruit and spices. I was being steeped. I would be delicious.
Droplets of water glittered and spun in the air, thrown up from the glittering surface. It clung just enough to be adulterated, but each movement still broke petty fragments away to hang, just for the barest moment, like they had slipped the grasping hands of gravity. 
Cassandra was here, naked, half-submerged with me, ochre skin shining and glossy with oils and soaps and whatever else was in the bath with us. She was nothing but soft curves and folds thrown into perfect definition by caustic reflection, a goddess incarnate. Each smile she blessed me with cast streaking, hissing rays that glittered across my permanently drug-addled vision. She dragged a sponge out of the water in slow motion, raining bubbly water across the swell of her breasts, cooing happily as she ran it across each mound, pressing and squeezing at the flesh to make sure it was well-cleaned.
I felt something sticky on my chin, and it was only when I raised a sodden hand to touch it that I realised I was drooling. The skin of my hand came away dusted with scattered flecks of gold, mixed amongst the spit and bathwater to make my own tan skin shine like starlight. Even with the filter of Master’s aura over my eyes, I could still see each pinprick of her essence on me.
“Oh,” I mumbled, my eyes wide open for the first time in however long it had been since I’d last opened them, “Master… changed me?”
“Mhm, yeah! Daddy ‘n’ Ophidia gave me a special shot so I don’t pick up any of the core honey!” she giggled to herself, musical and light, “They said we could even make out, and I’d be totally fine, isn’t that cool? Not that it's a bad thing to have it, or anything, I love you no matter what!” She paused for breath with a slightly more sheepish grin than the one she’d worn so far, “Your eyes look real pretty in gold, lil’ sis.”
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My brain overheated as a thousand fireworks went off at once. Her eyes were fixed on mine, piercing and searching around inside the half-open book my mind had been made. If it wasn’t for the heat of the bath, she would have certainly seen the blush I could feel in my cheeks. 
“Y’know… Daddy said I was supposed to help you wash, too. I’m your big sister, after all.” 
“Oh,” I mumbled blankly. What angel choir had come to take me, to drag my spirit from my corporeal form for my ascension to the highest. Certainly I needed it, for otherwise I would combust, despite the steaming water and the inflammability of human bodies. 
I neither lit on fire nor found anything but corporeal heaven, as she made an eager show of pawing at me, sponge in one hand and nothing but my bare skin in the other. My arms were first, scrubbed from my fingers to my shoulders, and she seemed intent on ensuring that my underarms were scoured entirely. Then she dove below the water to apply friction, firm and tender friction, to my ribs and my hips and the outsides of my thighs. I was immobile, rigid out of sheer terror that if I twitched suddenly she might stop her carefree ministrations. 
And then, somehow, it got worse. She reached further down and, gripping my limb with one remarkably strong hand, pulled my foot up and out of the water. I - the rest of me bar that one foot - tumbled backwards into the water to be dunked, spluttering, below the surface, in some strange recreation of mythology. For the first time in our sisterhood, she had cast me in the role of Achilles.
“And then we clean your little toesies!”
I found a more stable position as she beamed at me, teeth showing. Perhaps once I might have had some brisk reaction, but with my brain soaked through with permanent euphoria, I could only offer animal responses. My spine arched, head bowed back, hair floating freely in the water. She started in on me in earnest, touch coming in massaging waves of affection, pressing the sponge to the flat of my sole and running her fingers in between each of my toes. I was ministered to, devotee and ishim made equal beneath a greater gaze. It was an intoxicating moment of intimate vulnerability, and one that would be impressed upon my soul by the leeching drugs delivered by the implant in my belly. 
I stood no chance of getting away, even if I had wanted to. Her training as a warrior, the strength imbued by mutenagenic biotech curled around her spine, perhaps even pure desire to remain close to her despite spasming reflexes, all came together to create something entirely inescapable. Noises I dearly hoped would not be misunderstood as carnal echoed off the high stone ceiling. All I could do was stare at carved patterns and winding vines and the beams of light scattered across that lofty vault as I was scoured and made holy by her touch.
“Daddy says he loves my little piggies, because I make a funny face when he plays with them.”
Her thumbs found a particularly sensitive part of my right foot, and pressed firmly into the flesh there, humming warmly as I gave a little shriek at the overwhelming sensation. 
“Sometimes he tickles them until I have to ask to use the toilet and then, I, um… Frida, sisters can tell each other anything, right?”
I tried to answer and only managed another squawk because she ran the tips of her nails across my heel.
“I think so too. Daddy makes me beg before I can pee, but he doesn’t even really make me anymore, I really like asking for permission.”
Her massage stalled and I blinked my eyes open in time to see her squirming in place with bright red cheeks. I wondered for a moment if she had the same expression when that dreadful Alder made her whimper for his amusement. Perhaps once I would have felt angry or disgusted. Instead, seeing her beam her awkward glee, I felt nothing but contented affection bursting citric on my tongue.
“Thank you for telling me that, Cassandra,” I droned out. That seemed enough to satisfy her, and she went back to washing my toes with equal parts fervor and glee.
Over her happy humming and the splatter of artfully sculpted waterfalls, I could hear other sounds, ones which originated from elsewhere in the hab. After a moment of gathering my will I managed to tilt my head to the side, and focused through the golden swirling fuzz overlaid upon my vision by my Master’s blessing.
There was a freestanding wrought metal frame beside an open door, stacked with a palace’s supply of soft looking towels and a wild array of bottles and tubs containing all sorts of unknown lotions and potions. It didn’t hold my interest, but the door did; or rather, the sound I could hear through the door, of the faint but nevertheless distinct voice of Alder Fraxinus. 
“I see no reason why I should make any changes to my hab’s bathroom, she can just use the one on your side. Unless you would prefer she use a litterbox?”
I heard Master answer, speaking in the angelic tongue I didn’t understand, but I could feel the tones of divinity falling upon my ears and seeping into my soul. Adoration bloomed in my mind and danced as starlight across my eyes. Every utterance was a blessing, in spite of my lacking comprehension. Those two, Master and Alder, were engaged in some kind of garrulous conversation, and only the deeper-toned half was clear to me as they grew nearer.
Phantom wings of light and prayer, conjured by the visual snow, spread as she stepped from the dark hallway and into the light. She who had given me my communion, the god of my universe, my Master. I felt her focus linger on me for a moment, the smiting gaze that could break a heretic at a thousand paces, and it soothed the empty void of ichor that lurked within me.
Unfortunately, Elohim was accompanied by another, and the fizz of her beneficence twisted him into something I found unobjectionable to look at. Cassandra turned very suddenly to greet her husband and nearly sent me plunging into the depths of the pool again.
“Daddy! Miss Lataria! Look, Frida can talk again!”
Jealous bile swirled within me as I fought for the surface and her attention shifted back, back to the demonic figure who had monopolized her for the last five years. He looked at her with eyes that projected obsessive dominance and abject adoration. Then he turned those same eyes on me.
Crimson in his leaves fluttered in between sharp and dangerous thorns, even in the thatch of his scrub-like and tufted beard. His thick facsimiles of eyebrows lifted and his eyes sparkled with a particularly vivid menace. The dripping honey of synesthesia conjured his true nature, finding the patterns of leathery wings and twisted horns in the noise.
The devil himself, in the cellulose. I made a little hissing noise at him.
“Good to see you remember me, sweet thing,” boomed that paternal, whisky-glass voice. “Wasn’t sure there was any of the grumpy little kitten left behind those pretty golden eyes.”
My Master sank into the pool, her cape of pale petals floating on the surface, wet mayfly wings fresh from the hatching, and I limply reached for her. Alder came with her, and as the current flowed around them, it tangled their vines beneath the lapping foam. I remembered, with some mild embarrassment, how I had attempted to trap the two of them in a pool in that dollhouse game.
Ophidia graced me with a curl of her vine around my wrist, then pointed her mask back at Alder. “Of course it remembers you,” she positively chirped as she switched languages, “As I told you, it was only a partial application. She will taper off further still in the next few hours.”
Oh! That almost came as a surprise, I’d forgotten her reassurances that it wouldn’t be forever. I would rediscover some of the faculties that currently seemed memorable but unattainable. It was satisfying, I thought, to know that I didn’t need those in this moment. 
He, the monster, the devil incarnate, looked at my sister and the adoration in his smile was unmistakable. She met his lustful gaze with something like worshipful devotion in her eyes, the awe of magnificence observed etched into her face. Even if I could have reached for anger, it would have been harder to grip it firmly when the sibling I so loved loved him still in turn.
The acid I felt looking at him was cut with the ebbing of giddy delirium, an enthralling halo of nothing-light cast from around his torso, around that sacred place where his core was surely hidden. 
It was a bare echo of the radiance of the perfect being, half-submerged in the comfortable water beside him. There was something more to him, in the eyes of my sister. Something redeemable underneath the ogre.
I supposed even Lucifer was an angel by nature too.
“You know, it’s nice to see,” Alder started, his voice rumbling low enough to make the water chop a little, “A stiff-vined intelligence officer, settling down to focus on what really matters. Not that the terrans required much intelligence to pull apart. Precious little creatures that they are, we barely needed your… ‘skills’.”
Master’s vines twisted away from the affini man, the motion throwing little plumes of water into the air, tracing arcs across my vision made of rainbows and starlight. She hissed something back at him, a sequence of rapid whistles and melodic chirps, a hostile declaration in response to his clear and obvious disrespect of her craft.
Alder did not recoil as I would have expected, instead laughing as he wrapped one oafish, oversized arm around Ophidia's central mass and pulled her close against him again. “No, I’m saying it in this tongue because your pet understands it, little pistil. Come now, speak their language, it suits you.”
“You are a knarled thing,” she hissed back. “A viscous, pollen clogged…”
Even her string of profanity felt beautiful, reverberating in my ears like the chimes of glass bells. Cassandra seemed enraptured too, smiling wide enough that I could almost see her back teeth, counter-pointed by the red in her cheeks. She was so beautiful.
“…and that is only if you are not too stupid to forget your own topology and wake up in a tangled heap.” Ophidia finished, her voice dripping with holy venom. 
I wanted to reach out for her and go clambering into her vines if only to be closer to the font of the divine, but my sister's hand on my thigh below the water kept me still. Thus, we watched together as the two affini stared each other down, motionless for a drawn-out moment of tension.
It was Alder that went first, switching to the shared language of trills and chirps they both knew but that was indecipherable to me. He must have crossed some hidden line when he did, as Master pounced suddenly, unfolding to launch herself across the pool with a mighty splash and a plume of glittering, perfumed water firing high into the air.
He met her in turn, unravelling himself into a more naturalistic shape of writhing vines to meet her own disincorporated form on equal footing. They lashed back and forth ferociously, the water turned to writhing foam by their actions. The pair appeared to be settling the dispute via some sort of physical duel, one sufficiently inflaming of their passions that they had to return to a baser comportment of self in order to engage with properly. 
Each of them let of bursts of scents and pollen as they fought, filling the air with a thickness so sweet that it made me dizzy. Cassandras hand tightened on the flesh of my thigh as we watched, firm enough to draw a low sound out of my chest. The two affini battled magnificently, my Master doubly so, always one step ahead of the brute that had her in his grip. As he appeared to gain the upper hand, Ophidia opened those of her many white flowers that were above the water, revealing row upon row of bright orange androeceiums that spilled purple clouds of shining powder into the air. I’d never seen such a garish display from my Master, and it made her seem a magnificent creature, brightly plumed and terrible in her wrath.
Whatever this tactic was, it was working; the brutish affini writhed as he was layered with purple, turning his own reds a murky kind of mauve. He flailed, reaching and grasping, and I couldn’t have avoided his creeping vines had I wanted to. Nonetheless, it was with deep dismay that I was dragged into the battle by Alder at the same moment as Cassandra, shrieking and giggling, was snatched up by my Master. I could tell when a fight was getting dirty - it was usually when I got stuck in - and this was clearly the affini version of a kick to the back of the knee. Thick, waxy leaves and water-logged cockscomb flowers ran across my body, and that of my sister, smearing us both with multicoloured streaks that left euphoric tingles on my skin. Cassandra giggled as she was pressed close enough to me that only a thin film of soapy water that ran with reds and pinks and blues separated our skin.
Affini combat was truly a bizarre practice.
Whatever the dispute had been, it was resolved as Cassandra started whining for a more focused kind of attention, and Ophidia drew me back into her own grasp. She used long, feather-like appendages to wash away the vivid, brightly coloured remnants of their battle, before furling them away. The spent glitter did not, however, end up brushed off into the water, instead gathered amongst the fronds, bound there for some later purpose within the affini’s mass. Perhaps she would perform some kind of analysis and discover new ways to emerge victorious in future spats.
Cassandra was nearby, wrapped in her own owner’s vines and bobbing gently. She was just as blissfully intoxicated as I was, caught in the side effects of whatever struggle we had just borne intimate witness too.
“S’nice Daddy met Phidya. Think he wants a stepmommy f’r me. N for him toooo.” She giggled at her own joke, eyes like sapphires, “Glad to have you back too.”
Her hand found mine, squeezing in sororal companionship.
This was too much, too wholesome somehow, and it burned in my chest where the nerves were waking slowly. Even with a rainbow of distortion, something scraped against my tender sensorium and prickled at the first sign of contentment.
“I’m sorry.”
She turned her face to me with a whimper that implied a great deal of effort. She was drooling slightly onto her owner’s vine. It was adorable.
I loved her. In whatever way possible for me, I had always loved her. Even all the way back when I’d stared at her over the breakfast table, and when she’d shipped out in uniform, too. 
“Hmm? What about?”
“I-“ I started and almost choked on my own tongue, “I kissed you before you left. My feelings were so strong they were overwhelming and… I don't know. I made a mistake, obviously.”
She had been a lion as my brother, the courageous warrior I found so admirable. The world was terrifying and confusing, and she was my rock, standing between me and the consequences of my failure to understand the arbitrary rules of society. She had even stood between me and our mother. She was brave in ways our father never had been.
And she had left. Or, rather, she hadn’t been able to stay any longer. She had to go off and do her duty to the Accord, to go offworld and become a marine. It was what was expected of our family by society, and so it became the expectation levelled at Cassandra. If only it had been just that, I could have pretended that our family had forced her, but she was proud and noble and she had felt her duty like a medal on her chest. The Ender to my gentle Valentine, she was excited to go and become a soldier, so pleased to be able to protect more than just one scared boy.
The rain had been cold, a soaking drizzle that had burst the heavens apart. I was just a slight creature wrapped in baggy clothes, fearful and covert. I wasn’t even supposed to be there, but it wasn’t hard to learn when she was shipping out, and it was my last chance to speak to her before she was gone for the first time in my life. I’d been too scared to speak to her before, at least, to speak to her about the feelings that were crushing me.
I was still young then, still gripped by the poisonous chemicals of masculinity. Confusion reigned in my mind, luring me towards a conclusion, an insistence that love must always escalate down a specific path. There were books scurried away under my bed that detailed sick, fetishistic fantasies illustrated by twisted perverts and they had, unfortunately, fascinated me. I was already a lost cause. A degenerate.
Her eyes had sparkled in the rain, shock holding them wide open after I’d clutched her chest and stood on my tip toes to press my lips to hers. I had no words on my tongue, so I gave her my love the only way I could imagine, a desperate declaration of intent that I hoped beyond hope she might understand, or perhaps even return.
I had kissed her, breath caught in my throat, and she had responded with a grunt of surprise, wiping her lips with one hand. She hadn’t said a word.
Others were not so kind. I thought I’d found us something like privacy, but her fellow recruits had jeered across the open concourse. The slurs had followed after, words I was used to, but they had been aimed at her, not me, attacks on her manhood, on her sexuality, on her virility. She was my protector, and I looked to her to shield us from them, and she had… 
He had turned on me.
I caught a worker’s bus home, hiding in a corner of the cattle-car transport to cry silently to myself. My hoodie sleeves were soaked with snot and tears, my insides eaten up by shame and well earned self-loathing. I burned my entire collection that weekend, every nasty little fantasy, every hopeful romance, all of it. They were immature, ridiculous things, to be left behind. I’d left behind more than that too, and my correspondence with my brother dwindled slowly, until he went missing. Or maybe I had stopped writing sooner than that.
Whichever it was, I remember his ship going missing, one of the first to be captured in the early days of the war. The only reason I learned about it at all was through my mother.
“Oh, uh, okay?” Cassandra laughed and I was dragged roaring back into the present, the sound of water in my ears, and her laughter a guide rope on the way back up from memory, “If you say so. I don’t really remember. Sorry sis.”
She sounded happy, happier than I ever remembered her being before, a woman finally allowed to put down her shield. She didn’t deserve the old pain dragged up again. She didn’t deserve to be shot through with guilt and suffering and the poisonous thorns of everything that had happened, once upon a time on Mars.
The momentary tension sang, despite my reassurances, and I felt my Masters attention focus on me in the form of a tendril curling around my wrist, cutting down the potential spiral of self hatred at the knees before it could even begin with a soothing pulse of her radiant will and something else to focus on.
“It doesn’t matter,” I felt the laugh a moment before it spilled out of my mouth. It was easier to believe myself with the gentle fuzz of self-replicating intoxicants thriving in my brain stem. 






      

  












      Chapter 24
  


    Chapter Summary

    LAST CHAPTER RECAP:
Frida and Cassandra took a bath together, then Ophidia and Alder joined.



    Chapter Notes

      CWs: For once, nothing Frida did! Alder understands the difference between terran gender and social roles so little it resembles homophobia. It’s very funny.







  Cassandra was pulled out of the bath first, Alder’s vines lifting her straight out of the water. Her tail wagged furiously as she went sailing through the air, flinging little droplets all over the room to patter off the floor, and walls, and me. I wasn’t looking, having averted my eyes from their natural inclination to fixate on the soft curves of her glutes and thighs. It would be an embarrassment to be caught lingering on something as base and vulgar as the swell of her flesh. Her grace was angelic, her smile beatific, it would be a sin to linger purely on the externalities.
My reverie was broken by the plucking vines of my Master and, standing beside her, I continued to keep my eyes fixed firmly anywhere but her skin as we were dried. The affini dressed us quickly and without fanfare, like the maids had when we visited our second aunt’s summer home every two years back on Mars in happier, more ignorant times.
A soft drip of contentedness seeped into an empty husk at the familiarity. 
Properly dressed, we were lifted once more and carried out of the bathroom and down the hall. My Master’s heels clicked and clacked with each step, the tile hard underfoot. She carried me with the regality befitting an angel as she walked out into the central space of the hab. It was magnificent, as the bathroom had been, all marble and vaulted ceilings and the kinds of flying architecture that made my heart soar for something long-since lost in Terran eyes.
It was furnished somewhat more contemporaneously, a grand couch in velvet and rouge standing between a floating island, dividing what could perhaps be called a kitchen, if I wanted to insult it, from the lounge. Everywhere I looked were cushions and stuffed toys, dog chews and animal beds; which were my sisters and which were Lupin's I couldn’t tell at a glance, but he came running out to greet us on skittering paws and picked one of the scattered hundreds between his teeth. I could probably be confident that that one was his. Probably. 
A set of enormous easels and paint cans large enough to be construction buckets dominated a corner. A dozen half-completed paintings were stacked against the nearest walls and columns, many of which depicted Cassandra in various states of undress in various representational styles and vivid colours. One of the few abstract pieces seemed to be in Ophidia’s colors, of all things. Perhaps it represented Alder’s frustrations. I was not well-equipped to make an effective analysis.
Master set me down on one of the many piles, settling me carefully amongst the stacked plush and thick comforts. Lupin trotted over, apparently satisfied with his investigations of Alders legs, and jumped up beside me. I rallied every ounce of bravery I had, and tentatively reached out a single hand to pet him gently on the head. He was very soft, and pressed the solid ridge of bone across his head up and into my palm. It was nice.
Ophidia knelt beside me, her face fixed and impassive, and seemed to spend a little while considering me. I tilted my head to look up at her, still up despite her kneeling.
“You have free reign of this space, but will remain within the line of sight of either myself or Alder. If we leave that sight, you will remain in place where you are, but may call out for us if needed. You will not move. Understood?”
A momentary list of emergency what-ifs and potential edge case objections rose in the back of my throat, pressing up to be heard. I swallowed them, assisted by the halo of light that hung like an aura around my Master, harmonizing me to my Owner.
“Yes, Master.”
“Good doll.”
She smiled, a simple, plain smile, which hid nothing in it. Joy bloomed in firecrackers of light in my heart. 
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“Alder insisted while we were joining habs that a more elaborate enrichment console would be to your benefit, so…” She gestured at a pair of ergonomic game controllers underneath the large display hung from the wall across from us. “I have expanded your gaming library permissions to include games with combat mechanics represented by abstractions such as dice or cards.”
“Thank you, Master,” I murmured. Perhaps once Master’s drugs wore off, that would spark some joy, but I was lost in the idea of what would earn me another of her smiles.
“I assume you will need time to acclimate to your new living environment, and you may consider yourself currently in unstructured free time.”
That grabbed my attention, “Wait. We live here now?”
She rippled with amusement. “Yes. It was centuries overdue. A hab can only get so full of objects, and mine was certainly at the upper limits of its capacity. I appreciate your service, pet, in violently liberating me of my attachment to so much of it.”
The image of flying shards and the crash of shattering porcelain flashed painfully into the forefront of my memory. And yet despite that, she had chosen to tolerate cohabitating with a brute, solely to give me the chance to be near Cassandra. I was truly lucky to have ended up with my Owner.
“A few rooms from my old hab are through there, if you would prefer something more familiar. You will not find my bedroom, however.”
She pointed to an arch with a single tendril. I could see what had once served as her hab’s main door, now relegated to being a utility entrance. It was so much smaller than those it was surrounded by, so much so that it looked almost decorative in comparison to those of Alder’s choice. Clearly it would be more of a side space, especially as it seemed that Ophidia’s sensibilities had bowed in submission to Alder’s more visually dominating aesthetic. I was quietly pleased at his victory over her in that arena, as I found the thick marble pillars more to my liking than her understated and homely aesthetic. He was bombastic, and proud of it. A single point in his favor.
Cassandra came skipping back in, a pink and purple dress wrapped immodestly around at least some of her more intimate areas, with her tail wagging freely. She was typing on her handheld with one hand and twirling a bejewelled and dazzling dog leash with the other. I jumped as she snapped a bubble of gum between her lips and went back to chewing.
“I’m going to hang out with Lynn and Natalie while I walk Lupin!” She said to Ophidia, a statement of intent rather than a request for permission. Then she turned on me, “Wait, Frida! Do you wanna come too?”
My shoulders stiffened, tension running up my spine as fear hit me even through the core honey ambrosia. More people, more noise, more unpredictable stimuli from those who would sooner see me as a bug. And I would be the one to trigger it, by making a fool of myself, by saying the wrong thing, or for-
For not knowing how to play a game that no-one had explained the rules for. It was like sitting at a chessboard and having my hand slapped away every time I tried to make a move. No matter who I asked, they always insisted that I should already know how the rook behaved, and when I could move my knight. There was a well of self-pity yawning wide, ready to swallow me up. 
I was being ridiculous. There wasn’t some sobbing pawn at the centre of me waiting to burst out and be transformed. Nor was I a Kafkaesque insect lamenting the friction of the world, I knew the price of socialisation. I was well aware of how people reacted to the truth, and to reality, and to me. A bubble of acid burst in my belly, painful and hot. A quenching wave of honey sweetness pulsed inwards from nowhere and the bitter taste on the back of my tongue vanished into the ether.
I raised my eyes to my Master and begged, wordlessly for salvation from choice. 
“I’m terribly sorry, little one, but my pet is… I believe the correct term would be ‘grounded’.” Ophidia bent at the waist to speak to my sister, her voice filled with a kind of wet sympathy that would have once made my stomach turn, “I will not be letting it leave the hab unattended today, no matter how grumpy she gets. There are a number of errands to attend to that will be sooner done alone. The implant sample I took on Mars over a month ago has finally arrived on the ship, and I have paperwork to file on the first ring.”
It was a relief, to have the burden of choice removed from my shoulders in the guise of discipline. The sigh that shuddered out of me was only prickled with the faintest concern as I questioned for a bare moment what it would be like to be without her for the first time in days.
Alder chuckled from across the room, low and bellyful, “alright. I’ll watch the little kitten while my princess goes out. She’ll be eating out of my hand before you get out, I’m sure of it.”
My hackles rose just a fraction at his newfound nickname for me was deployed again. Before I could rise to my own defense, Master spoke for me. “Obedience during feeding has never been a primary concern in her feral behaviour. She has been tap trained since shortly after her initial intake and identification two years ago.”
“It’s a terran idiom, little spymaster.” Alder’s broad grin was filled with a kind of well-proportioned smugness, “I know what she needs. Go run your errands, leave her in my far more capable, more experienced, and more powerful vines. Your beloved asset will be quite safe with me.”
Ophidia and I gave him matching scowls.
She straightened up from doting on my sister, ushered her towards the door, and made an extremely obvious point of bringing her narrow boot heel down on a vine of his that was idly groping at her leg, crushing it with a satisfying crackle of cellulose.
“Do not complain to me if she scratches your curtains, you arrogant, ossified root.”
The door closed behind my sister and my Master, and the hab was silent.
I looked at Alder.
He looked at me.
“I want-” I started, but he spoke over me with a smile curling the edges of his mouth.
“I intend to spend this time painting. Is there anything you would like to ask for before I start? I would prefer not to be interrupted.” The curl became a grin, sickly and mean, “Please do remember, little kitten, I am the only person your Master will trust to report on your behaviour.”
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My eyebrows furrowed, my jaw tensing. I examined his sudden and entirely expected turn to villainy from several angles. Once it had been the work of moments to completely analyze the layers of text and subtext of a statement, so easy in fact that I had done it intuitively in every conversation. Still, my consideration led to one of two outcomes; either I had become particularly stupid following the core honey, or Alder was speaking without hidden meaning. He simply wanted me to be polite.
“I… would like a drink. And a snack. And to play my games.” I took a deep breath, and steeled myself for what I was about to do, “With headphones, if you would prefer not to be disturbed by the noise… Please.”
His nasty smile softened for a moment. The overbearing lout had gold in his eyes when he said, “Of course, Princess,” and swept out of the room on his many shuffling vines.
This, however, left me in something of a quandary. I could use this opportunity to my advantage, to explore or to make some sort of plan for… some sort of personal gain. But my Master’s words would not stop echoing around the sticky sludge that still sat heavy in my brain; If I could not see them, I was not to move. Her eyes burned in my memory, bright and strong despite the hazy orange tint to every one of my recollections of her. 
The words sank into the muscles and tendons that could have pulled on my joints and made them twitch and judder. Not a single electrical impulse fired in my body, fibres failing to provide the force I needed. I was a good doll. I would not move.
Stillness sunk deep into my bones like syrup, and only the autonomic breaths and heartbeat stirred. It was peaceful.
Then, a smile. Perhaps if I did not move, Master would smile too.
“So, speaking of your little games,” the man of roots drawled as he came back into view, a diminutive cup in one hand and a plate balanced on a vine high above me, “I actually set your permissions to be the same as Cassandra's, just don't tell Ophidia and we can keep it that way.”
He hooked the controller out from under the wall screen with another agile tendril, and threw it onto the couch. I was scooped up and lifted after it with only a faint ‘ooft’ by way of protest, landing amidst the pillows and soft toys with a flat thump. I snatched up the handheld remote as the screen lit up and discovered that, just as promised, Galaxy of Tanks IV was indeed back in the library. Skimming through just the barest scrape of what was available to me, I found strategy simulators, spreadsheet games, even a handful of neanderthalic shooters claiming ‘faux-real gunplay’ as if a VR rig wouldn’t be far more efficacious in providing a hands-on experience. I squinted up at my sister’s keeper through the visual glitter-snow still afflicting me, confused. “Why?”
“Because I have been caring for a terran for far longer than your owner has. If you are anything like your sister, and I have no doubt you are far more alike than you would let yourself believe, then you need a strict hand in some places and a lenient one in others.” He never seemed prouder than when he was talking about his own ability. “Good thing Ophidia has me to show her how to do things properly now.”
I huffed at him. Master knew very well how to care for a Terran, far better than him. The chance of him being superior to her was non-existent, unless we were counting the average number of bullet wounds suffered during an operation. Still, he did not press the matter any further, turning back to his canvasses. I rolled his words over in my head as I stared at the title screen of my favourite wargame, precise depictions of the last four centuries of armoured combat rolling back and forth. It took a long moment, but the implications of his statements dawned on me slowly.
“Cassandra still plays… games?”
He seemed to swell, the leaves around his chest puffing slightly and the ‘hair’ on his head standing on end. I caught the smell of him on the warm air, like a freshly compiled mug of mulled wine. Pride was obvious on him, his pride in my sister doubly so. 
“Oh, yes. She is a true terror in the arena of first person combat, and unmatched in your Terran tradition of trash-speaking her adversaries no matter where she stands on the leaderboard. Though she usually lands near the top, as a true prize should. She has become truly marvellous in my hands, as I always knew she would.”
I could hear his fanged smile without looking at him, the hunger radiating from him in a stink of bergamot and jasmine. Between the heat of his masculine lusts and the glaze of Master’s drugs, it was harder to find my distaste for him and the way he talked about my sister. He was loving father and famished husband both at once, and I found myself fascinated by the combination, as much as I knew he was a brute.
Perhaps even moreso than that, I was surprised that such a relic of Cassandra’s history would be allowed to remain untouched by the marshmallow protection of the Affini Compact. If his descriptions weren’t the exaggerations of a fool, she had been similar during our childhood, always up late ‘pow-ning newbies’ on the latest console, her shrieks of laughter accompanied by a meticulously crafted battlefield soundscape. At one point during our teen years, those harsh kinetic melodies had become my lullabies, as I made a short-lived habit of falling asleep in her bed.
“What are you going to do?” I asked, shaking off that pathway of memories before I could follow it any further.
“I have been experimenting with multiple styles and mediums of visual art on woven canvases, based on schools from old terra, but incorporating lessons learned from local galactic expressionist concepts.” he looked over his shoulder, eyes sparkling, “In short, I am going to paint.”
I sat and watched him assemble his tools, brushes and sponges, tubes and bottles. Racks were extended to hold the various unguents and potions, and just as the furniture spread out, so did he. He settled across the floor, roots creeping and tendrils winding to lower him bodily to his craft, as if sitting in front of his easel but the seat were his vines. 
He was obviously comfortable, surrounded by his work, an emperor in his throne. The seeming disarray of half-finished canvases suddenly fell into order, with many of them obviously pointed towards where he was now placed. It almost seemed a shrine, but with Cassandra as the subject of adoration instead of Mary and the patriarchs.
“You have painted my sister many times,” I observed.
“Of course I have,” he said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. Maybe it was. “She is a beautiful creature, worth attempting to capture in every medium to the best of my ability. I would carve her from mahogany and charred marble if she wasn’t already a perfect exemplar of self. I should do that anyway.”
I heard the sound of a tablet beeping from somewhere inside him as he, apparently, made a note, then continued.
“But… I think you know that already. I think there is no other sophont in the entirety of the Compact who knows this as well as you and I. Not even her many xenosophont playmates see the truth of her perfection.”
“I’ve known her longer than anyone else, yes,” I mumbled.
The man of roots tilted his head to one side, cocked like a dog as he dipped a thick-headed brush into some sort of deep crimson oil and applied it to the canvas in a single motion. “The same is true of both your parents, is it not? Perhaps even longer, given the disruptions of your various… choices. No, you and your sister share a special bond. I find myself fascinated by that particular discovery.”
The way his voice curled, smoke in a streetlight, was enough indication that he did not share the urge to jeer and mock that I would have expected from anyone broaching such a terrible subject. At least, that was the outcome of my analysis. He made me feel viscerally, but I couldn’t tell from his tone what extreme to experience. His entire presentation was facade and the emotion-flecked sinuousity of his voice was distressingly opaque. I answered cautiously.
“I do not think my love for her falls within any typical structure humans have words for. It is not… carnal.”
“Yes, you are both female, I suppose. No one to be the dominant party.”
There was a beat of quiet as he seemed content not to elaborate and I was struck dumb by his entire disposition. I stared at the back of his head in confusion. “What… what do you even mean by that?”
“You do not have the guiding structure of socio-biologically driven dominance hierarchies to hold you and, as you are so like your sister, you will bend in the face of the barest application of my force. It is hard for someone who wears submission as a crown to remove it.” He turned in place, swivelling the hips with his brush still clenched between three vines, “I did not choose a masculine presentation to signal a desire for a docile role in such matters.”
I was not certain that I had ever heard something so stupid, but it was genuinely so baffling that I couldn’t tell if it was a joke, not least because it was coming from an affini who currently had me fixed with his brow-furrowing stare. Was his idea of gender solely based on which role he wanted to take during sex? I knew affini made a habit of taking on some of the stereotypes of their presentations, but this was something else entirely. Truly, if he conflated manhood and the active role, then he was nothing, more or less, than a man.
“Surely you are aware of homosexuality. Or submissive men, or bisexuality. Are you… homophobic?” I was unashamedly aghast, breathless, mouth open, bamboozled.
“Of course not. I am simply aware of a great deal of philosophical waxing and waffling on such matters, and rather than joining in such a waste of words, I try to cut through to the heart of the matter. Surely you’ve heard the saying, that twinks are the women of men?”
Had I escaped the Affini Compact, by dying and going to some joker’s idea of hell? This was the brute that had won my sister? A man who barely knew left from right, sexually speaking? How did I, someone who cared so little as to actively avoid the topic, know more about this than him? 
If I kept going on this line, I would begin to question everything I knew, starting with my sister’s decision to transition. I had to distract him. “I think my Master choosing to present as a woman would disprove the idea that they are seen as naturally subservient.”
He laughed, loudly, finally turning back to his painting. “Ah, yes. Of course. My mistake.”
I didn't understand what was so funny, and decided to simply accept that Alder was a buffoon and focus on my game. Somehow, progress from three different accounts had been shifted to the new MarbledOrator profile, and my garage was filled with an even mix of tried and tested tanks and paper-based oddities of extremely unusual proportions and armament. I flicked up to the top menu bar, opening the window of patchnotes for the first time in… months? It might even have been a year since I set out for the mission that had ended in a sewer on Ganymede.
Skimming line by line, I scanned for keywords in the notes, looking for anything that implied my favorite faction - the pre-Accord Martian Self Defence Force - had been disempowered in any way. It would be just like the devs to continue to ignore all obvious evidence that the contemporaneous United Northern Treaty Organization vehicles were enjoying a healthy dose of winner’s bias. After all, the UNTO of Earth had gone on to become a part of the Accord, while the MSDF had… not. 
Fortunately, it seemed that despite all prior examples, the devs had finally succumbed after the arrival of the compact, and had rebalanced a great many of the pre-Accord factions to bring them more in line with reality. A remarkable feat on behalf of the affini, frankly.
Going back to the garage, I started assembling a line-up to take into battle, putting together a grab bag of old favourites since it had been so long. It was a little hard to focus on traverse rates and shell penetration statistics through the haze of static and soundless dots that still overlaid my vision. It didn’t obstruct anything, I could still see every number and every word, but it created an additional burden of effort. My interest in rolling out into vigorous and enthusiastic combat was waning far faster than it might once have done.
Maybe I should play something easier. Galaxy of Tanks IV would still be there when I had more of my faculties. I could try something easier for now, something more suited to my current status as a strung-out chemical experiment. I looked over at Alder, apparently content to paint without concern for what I was doing. 
Perhaps I could find some interest in one of the farming games… I was familiar with the management genre, and mildly curious how the Compact had managed to design them without currency. I supposed food had been grown before capitalism, but not food video games… Had the dollhouse game run in the background in the days since I had opened it?
I absentmindedly picked a slice of apple from the plate that had been left beside me, and crunched down on it. I chewed on the tender, crisp flesh, only to stop mid-bite in shock as the expected sweetness turned to heat.
It was a Mariner spicecrisp.
They had been bred on Mars, hybrid apples with a skin so deeply red it was almost purple, small enough that even a weakling tree could produce a bushell. Created before humanity had faster-than-light drives, they had been selected for their unusual taste back when flavour had been at an absolute premium. While the first dig of teeth in flesh was sweet, the juice was adulterated with a naturally-occurring capsaicin that gave the fruit a hot bite. They were an heirloom fruit by the time I was born, a traditional food on Duster holidays that my mother occasionally allowed us to indulge in. I had eaten them with peanut butter, after mass, and as a pre-lunch treat on long summer days.
I hadn’t had one in… a very long time. Far longer than I cared to think about. Obviously the OCNI and Pirate Syndicates rarely had much interest in provisioning fresh fruit, and there weren’t many people from the same sort of place as me around. Even in the Compact, opsec had demanded I not compile an ethnic food that could so easily narrow me down to hailing from a specific valley on Mars. 
A nostalgic golden tear formed in the corner of my eye, and while Alder did not turn, or acknowledge anything had happened, he had paused his painting. Clearly, he was watching me, whether his eyes were on me or not.
It was a tiny gesture, the selection of this particular apple. It could not have been a coincidence, I knew that somehow, and the meaning of being silently offered this pure example of innocent memory was tremendous. This was not just some overflow of Alder’s care for my sister either, Cassandra had always hated them, complaining that they burned her tongue. I was the only one who liked them, who asked for them every chance I got. There was only one person alive who knew that, who could have possibly offered up this information. 
She had told him about me… and he had listened.
The next slice was not lifted by my hand, but by a vine. I dropped the game controller, and shut my eyes as liquid gold spilled down my cheeks.
“Thank you, sir,” I murmured.
There was a tap, and I opened, then bit down.
It tasted like home.










  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          If you want to know about Cassandra and alder and haven't already you should check out Alder's Prize(M/f) or Adelira's Prize(F/f) for a version where alder presents as a woman.


        


    


  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!
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