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Summary: 
            In the year 2551, Lynn Walsh is a thermal management engineer on a Terran Accord cargo hauler with a love of chess, a bad leg, and a less than perfect partner in the ship’s Captain.

Gaelen Echeveria, Second Bloom, is a member of an invading race of shapeshifting imperialist aliens called the Affini. She takes after a dragon, and is looking for a human pet to spoil rotten and make into her princess.

When Lynn’s ship encounters the Affini, the two are fated to meet, and Lynn is thrust into a world beyond her imagination, full of wonder. In time she meets a kind, if predatory, older fox-like woman from another domesticated species, and the three are destined to entwine.
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  1. Pawn
Author's Note:
	Inspired by From Pawn To Princess by sheepwave, Slylittleprincess


Notes for the Chapter:
This chapter contains sex acts.
CW for transphobia directed at Lynn.

The thrum of my makeshift bedroom rumbled as I came awake, coolant fluids oozing through pipe networks like the pulse of a beating heart. I was awoken as always, by the familiar pulsing ache that ran from my hip down to my knee, a biological alarm clock that was easier to ignore from a conscious state than the still discomfort of a nightly rotation. I was thankful for the makeshift living quarters I had assembled within the low gravity engineering bay of the cargo hauler I had been working on for the last 6 months, the River of Reason. I was also thankful to Max Zelig, the captain of the ship and woman who had hired me, for allowing me to repurpose the space. It wasn’t much, but it was something. A hammock. A locker. A soundproof partition for privacy.
Blinking the sleep from my eyes, I pulled the blanket close to absorb the final remnants of body heat before I pulled myself out of the hammock with a stretch and slowly landed on the cold metal ground. A little shock of hurt traveled up my right leg as I took the weight, even in 0.1 gees. Without true weightlessness, there was always going to be pain. The toes on my right foot felt colder than the metal grating actually was, and it was cold, a symptom of the nerve damage I had opted to ignore when I put my savings towards an orchiectomy instead. A cost saving measure in the long term, since I didn't need to buy testosterone blockers anymore.
I ambled over to my locker, changed my estrogen patch, and swallowed my pain pills dry, carefully rationed to the point of tolerability. As Max had affectionately reminded me, it was possible to get addicted to them, so it was important not to take too much even if the aches got bad. I followed it with a synthcube, barely chewing it before swallowing. It wasn't glamorous eating, but it was as mass efficient as you could get, and every gram counted.
Putting on the standard issue polyester jumpsuit was always a bit of a hassle, but as the pain began to recede I managed to get dressed. I pulled my curtain aside, and saw Nate at the control panel, humming along to some upbeat theme on his headphones. He was the junior shift, and my daily companion for about a third of my waking hours.

[image: ]Nate’s music was certainly not regulation, but we weren’t TCN, just contracted for some hauling company. Captain Zelig was a good boss, and a crew of just a few dozen could allow for little things like that, or my unconventional quarters. They were hardly luxurious, but I did sometimes spend time in hers instead. Our relationship was intimate but… undefined. I’d call her my girlfriend, but she wasn’t fond of labels and I could respect that. Whatever we were, it definitely wasn’t regulation either.
I gave a small nod to Sarah at the senior role as I made my way across the coolant bay, ducking under pipes, past the dull metal module lit in flashes of red and beams of clinical white.
“Morning, Sarah.”
“Afternoon, Lynn.”
We were offset by a shift, so my waking was her midday, and I’d be relieving her soon. We only ever worked together if something went wrong, but I got along with her well enough. Her cousin Michael, not so much, but at least he was usually busy in Navigation on the bridge floor.
The lights briefly dimmed, and I felt a momentary kick as we completed a hypermetric jump on our way across the Accord. This was a long range vessel, so the ship did a jump every 8 hours- carefully spaced so that the feeling of a thumping in your lungs would never overlap with anyone’s sleeping shifts. I was so used to them that I always woke up slightly before, though I wouldn't be on a work shift for another half an hour.
My job was to monitor the coolant systems over those eight hours, to keep all the excess heat out of the places it wasn’t supposed to be and in the radiator panels outside the ship. The main coolant loop connected to most critical systems on board. The jump drive was on active cooling about half the time. The reactor always needed it, the chemical rocket engines only during orbital adjustments, takeoffs and landings. Barring occasional pirate encounters, we rarely had to discharge the laser power banks, and obviously the liquid medium that was the air on board the pressurized parts of the ship needed to be kept steady too, since everything not on the main loop was air cooled. Terran bodies included, though the rest of the ship was a lot warmer than it was in here.
I left Sarah and Nate to do their jobs and found myself in the side room with our low grav bathroom. I ignored the uncomfortable vacuum nozzle and took a swig of recycled water from my bottle, then set to task making myself presentable. I wiped my face with a cold, pre-moistened cloth and tidied my hair with a wide-tooth comb. Finally, I applied a depilatory cream to the thin facial hair over my jaw. It tingled a bit as it spread and clung on my skin, and I let it set for a moment. 
It wasn't awful. Reddish auburn hair like mine didn't show easily against my skintone and I wasn’t too bothered by the prickling texture as long as it was kept under control, but the captain didn’t like the feeling of stubble on my face and I was happy to oblige if it meant she kissed me more. Once the cream had completed its chemical erasure, I wiped it off with the other side of the cloth, gave myself a fleeting look in the mirror, and began my final prep before my work shift started.
I gently floated through the door with a carefully lidded coffee mug, and Sarah was already unhooking herself from the seat. “How are we looking?”
“Nothing to report, we recovered quickly after the last jump. Temp in the cargo bay remained flat and that’s all they really pay us to care about.”
“Go on, I know you want to.”
“Take care, see you tomorrow.”
She clocked out and I assumed the senior position. The junior, Nate, twisted in his seat to give me a wave, and I returned the gesture. I made several readings, steady red lights indicating stable responses, and I deployed a release valve before noting the lack of activity in the log. With Sarah away for her rest period, it was just Nate and I.

[image: ]After a time, there was not much more to monitor, and I gave Nate a familiar poke, which he gave a thumbs up to. I opened the metal drawer below the measurement screen with a flick of my fingers and pulled out the best thing I'd brought with me when I started working on this ship: my chessboard.
We immediately switched from technical to tactical. I loved chess, and though Nate was still fairly new, he was picking it up quickly. I retrieved the featherweight pieces and with a satisfying click they magnetized to the board. 
“You want to go first this time?” he asked, in the quiet, meek voice he favored.
“Maybe when you start beating me more,” I chuckled. I would usually prefer to alternate who moved first, but Nate was still learning so I always let him make the opening move- and today, he chose a traditional queen’s gambit.
I opted for an aggressive strategy in response, quickly fanning my pieces out across the board and forcing him onto the defensive even with my having gone second. The game didn't have either of our full attentions, and sometimes minutes went by between moves as we did our jobs, but it was a fun side activity.
We traded pieces down in companionable quietude, passing the hours before the shift change. Nate was usually quiet, but we always exchanged a bit of conversation. Talk of news, our worlds of origin, whatever music on the ship’s library had caught our interest recently. Today, however, he seemed particularly nervous as he broke a comfortable silence over capturing a rook with his queen.
“So, how do you get those patches?”
I raised an eyebrow at him. “What patches?”
He always avoided making eye contact, but he was keeping his entire head turned away from me now. “You know, for the uh. Hormones. I'm just curious, is all. I've seen them on your arm.”
I was not exactly shocked by the question. I had assumed Nate was some kind of queer since the day we met, but he didn't ever really talk about it. 
“I just buy them between hauls, usually.” I paused for a moment, then reached over to the board and moved my knight deftly into position attacking his king. “Check. Though they're more effective if you don't have testosterone either. That's a separate medication, though I had a surgery to fix that problem.”
“Not for me, Lynn. Just. You know. Curious about what it's like.”
Uh huh. I watched him sheepishly move his king away from my line of attack- an easy beginner mistake. I now had checkmate in three, but I decided it was best to play it out and let him realize it himself. I moved my bishop to D5, putting him right back in check.
He swallowed. Was ‘he’ right? Well, he and him was what had been given, so I followed suit until he either figured things out or was comfortable enough to share. I didn't blame him for not wanting to say anything, small crews meant word could travel quick, and the crew had been… well, I had certainly been through worse, that was for sure.
“Well. Let me know if you… You know. Want some of my patches.” I didn't have enough for the remaining month and a half of this haul for two people and I knew it, but I could always ration down more until the end of this trip when we could restock.
“I'll have to get back to this game later,” he mumbled after staring at the chess board for a long while, “I don't see any way to not lose from this position.” He turned his music back on and turned away from me.
 

 
I swallowed a synthcube and tried to rationalize taking more pain meds while my shift continued, ultimately deciding against it. Nathan had cycled out already, replaced by Felix. He didn't talk to me much beyond what was needed, but it was a comfortable enough silence after we handled the second jump of the day. Unfortunately, Felix was uninterested in chess, but he did like to play energetic dance music that kept the vibe pleasant. I had never been dancing myself- and was not likely to, considering my hip fell apart given the slightest provocation- but it was nice nonetheless.
Finally, it was my turn to clock out, and Sarah and I traded the inverse of our previous good morning and good afternoon exchange. I finished the last of my coffee, unbuckled from my seat, and stretched my arms before going to head downstairs. 
I began my trip down one of the ladders, carefully minimizing weight put on my right leg, feeling just a little heavier with each floor I descended. The entire ship was designed to create the sensation of gravity by spinning end over end, with the center of mass in the engine and reactor above us. It wasn’t the most elegant solution- every surface had to be accessible upside down when doing thrusting maneuvers, which made for very strange interior design, but it did have no moving external parts that could break down while entering and reentering atmosphere, unlike a more elaborate ring system meant for a ship not designed to ever touch down on a planet. 
It was, above all else, a much cheaper solution to long term habitation than any other options for a hauler at this scale, so that was what the ship had. I saw it as mostly beneficial. I could live in an environment close to the 0.14g on my home moon of Ganymede and also descend a few floors and get to use a toilet without any vacuum nozzles being involved.
I had another reason to want to be down here, of course. My sleeping shift started in just a few hours, but Max was about to get off her working shift on the bridge floor. I kept my eyes peeled for Michael as I passed by navigation, but fortunately didn't have to listen to him making some remark about my femininity, and instead was leaning my weight against the wall in exactly the right place when the panel slid open and Captain Max Zelig walked out of her office room for the day.

[image: ]“Hello, Walsh.”
I smiled at her. “Captain.”
Her icy blue eyes carried a focus that I loved, sharp in a way that was easy to be captured by, and her blonde locks were always perfectly out of place. It suited her features and chapped lips like an assembly of controlled chaos. A kind of casual confidence that every bit suited her station.
She flirtatiously acted like we hadn’t spent many nights naked in her quarters over the last three months. “What brings you to talk off duty, then? That asshole Michael giving you trouble again?”
“No, ma’am. I haven’t seen him today, actually.” It was nice that she was at least aware that her best friend and ace pilot was insufferable.
“Wonderful, I love when I don’t have extra work to handle. Want to join me privately then?” She grinned in a way that I could read from a mile away.
 

 
I wiped the fluids from my chin with a small nervous smile. Max groaned, her cunt still glistening with my saliva inches from my face. I was kneeling at the side of her bed where I could reach her even with my height. It wasn’t the most comfortable position, given the state of my right leg, but it was made up for by how nice it felt when her hands ran through my hair to guide me in pleasuring her.
I reached for the water bottle on the side table and quickly washed the bitter taste away. Pussy was an acquired taste even back home, but the synthcube diet on a cargo ship wasn't doing it any favors either. A faint beeping sound filled the silence. I pulled myself up from the ground, leaning heavily on my left side for support, and took another sip as I sat down next to her on the bed. She looked satisfied, worries of the day drained.
“You’re really good at that y’know.”
“Thanks, maybe next time you could give it a try too.” I was never sure how best to slip in and out of moments of intimacy like that.
“Maybe.” She laughed a little. “I’ve never sucked a dick before, I’m not sure I’d be good at it.”
“I’m so glad we get to sneak away for fun like this, you’re really special.” I touched her cheek, soft under my fingertips.
“You’re unique too. I’ve never been with someone else like you before.”
I leaned in closer, my fingers stroking down her chin, hopeful for a kiss. She turned away.
“Sorry, you smell like my pussy.”
“Right… of course, it’s okay. Sorry.”
Max smiled, and we both bashfully laughed, relieving the embarrassment.
“I- Could I sleep in here tonight, maybe?” It was getting late, I’d already stayed up later than my rotations are scheduled for.
“My rec shift is just starting, I don’t want to leave you alone.”
“I meant with you.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Uh. Don't you prefer to sleep in lower gravity?”
“I mean, I do, yes, but you're… I feel comfortable with you, Max.” I looked away, and my cheeks felt warm.
“It's Captain, Walsh.” 
“Right,” I chuckled even as my chest tightened, “Sorry, Captain.”
“Besides, I won't be sleeping for a while. What would we even do all night?”
I just wanted to be held, but… “I- if you wanted I could take one of those pills to get hard later and fuck you.” I wasn’t really in the mood for sex but I could get into it once we started. It felt nice to be close to her.
She held a hand out, and I grabbed it without thinking. She pulled me up to my feet, and after the wince of pain from my right leg passed, I felt immediately self conscious for being so much taller than her, even if it was typical of a cis woman born on Terra standing next to a Moonie like me. At over two meters, I towered over her when I didn’t remember to slouch or lean.
“Maybe some other time, then. When, you know. Last thing either of us need is Michael noticing you spending too much time in my quarters, eh?”
“I- yeah. That makes sense.”
The beeping took on a louder tenor, a whining drone that was quickly followed by the scrambling static of the comms. I couldn’t make out the words but the first officer was talking at a rapid clip. Max groaned, then stood and moved quickly to the panel, pulling her pants back up fully on the way over.
“Fuck,” I heard her swear under her breath. I turned around and looked at the main comms screen, and my jaw dropped when I noticed the scale indicator on the side of the display, and that the units were in hundreds of meters, not tens. This wasn’t some quadrillioniare’s floating art installation. That was a ship bigger than a Jovian space station, and it was moving towards us.
It was beautiful, delicate unfurling flower petals in magenta and hibiscus with seven verdant structures that erupted from the centre like thorny spokes. It defied all understanding of physics, suspended in place yet moving with the perfect majesty of worlds beyond number. It was a vessel that carried menace and destiny in equal measure. 
“Ma’am, what… what the fuck is that?!”
Max didn’t answer me, instead opening the line to the bridge to issue orders.
“We need to jump the ship, Now.”
 

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




  2. Crawling
Summary for the Chapter:
Last Chapter Recap:
We saw a day in the life of Lynn Walsh. At the end, an Affini ship showed up, and Captain Max Zelig immediately said they needed to jump away from the situation.

Notes for the Chapter:
CW: the second half of this chapter is painful to read, and contains mention of minor character death, infertility, radiation poisoning, and a level of internalized transphobia that cannot be overwarned about. If you need to skip to chapter 3 when the dragon affini shows up to make everything better, absolutely do so!

The titanium walls flew past me as I sprinted down the hall towards the ladders at a pace I had never maintained before in my life. I slammed on the doors to wake up any off-rotation crew as I made my journey towards the coolant bay, up the passage as the alarms began to screech. It was all hands on deck.
The thump in my lungs from an unexpected hyperspace jump hit at exactly the wrong footfall, and momentum was never my ally to begin with. My foot missed a rung, and I slipped.
For a single moment, I was truly weightless, and as soon as it had begun, it ended. In a swift and brutal motion I slammed into the wall, an unstoppable force into an immovable object. I screamed out in searing agony as my right hip rolled out of place and stubbornly remained there. I had experienced subluxation many times before, but this was bad. 
I lifted myself, tried to properly set my joint, but I didn’t have time to fix it. I didn’t have time to do anything but keep on going, through the pain, towards my station, to keep the overheating jump drive from exploding and scattering our atoms across time and space. I breathed a sigh of relief as I reached the top floor where centrifugal gravity was weak, and was no longer carrying my own weight.
Sarah barked at me without turning. “It’s a fucking shitshow Lynn, we made the jump on half tanks and the valves are putting up a fight.”
I’d never seen Sarah like this, angry, determined, completely dedicated to the task. She was strapped into her chair and admirably focused.
“Do you have any idea what the fuck is going on?” She yelled out in my direction.
“There was a ship, xenos, but not Rinan, I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Well, we’re light years away now, hovering over Orphan3.”
I spun the valves latched upon the frozen pipes that were easier for me to reach than Sarah or Nate. Speaking of Nate- oh no. He was standing by the wall, rapidly breathing, a cold sweat drenching him, and he was shaking, unable to help.
I heard a rapid flurry of voices coming from the comms and I ran over as quickly as my leg could handle, tossing the headset on.
“Captain? We’re cooling as best we can, but that was rough,” I gasped into the headset, and a burst of relief followed as she replied.
“Good work, keep trying, Walsh.”
I could see Sarah firing away at buttons and knobs in my periphery, new lights beginning to blip the moment others finally stabilized.
“We’re on it Captain, but we’re making hard decisions down here and we’ve got to keep breathable air.” 
The line went dead for a second, and then Max’s voice came through with a haunting clarity.
“Oh fuck. I think they followed us.”
Michael’s growl cut over the line. “Hey Max, we’re ready for another jump.”
Captain Zelig sounded on the verge of panic. “Can we do that, Walsh?”
I wrenched down on an emergency release that drained a week’s worth of water to keep the reactor stable. “What? No! Absolutely not.”
“We’re going to make another jump, Captain,” insisted Michael as though I hadn't said anything.
“Alright. Bring us in carefully. You know what's at stake.”
I pounded my fist on the console in frustration. “We can’t make it, Max, the tanks are-”
“Its Captain, Walsh, and I know you can do it. Make it happen.”
The line went dead, static blaring into my ear. Panic began to bubble up, I might’ve been able to get this thing up and running if I had time, but the odds of the cooling bay surviving were practically non-existent.
“What’s going on, is everything okay?” Nate mumbled, terrified.
I unbuckled him from the seat, and dragged him behind me. “With me, now. Sarah, cut all coolant flow to the chemical engines and divert it to the hyperspace drive, I’ll be right back.”
Every step a stabbing pain, every jerk a twisting ache, the chess pieces were rolling across the ground, and Nate was following me in an anxious patter.
“Lynn, where are we going? Don’t we need to help Sarah?”
“No Nate, I’m going to help Sarah, you’re getting out of here. Now.”
We entered the emergency access chamber and the airlock doors for the escape pod opened with a hiss.
“Please, no, Lynn I can’t, I can’t do it, I’m too scared.”
I grabbed his hand and tried to pull him in, blistering stabs of cold pain running up my leg. I had to get him out. I could do this.
“There’s an inhabited moon down there, it’s your best shot at survival, Nate!” He was in shock, and he wasn’t budging. “Look at me. Just breathe. We’re making another jump whether I like it or not and I won’t have you around to see what happens, now get in the damn escape pod.”
I shoved him in the chest as best I could to snap him out of it. Nate finally stepped inside, trembling like a leaf, and quickly strapped himself in.
“Come with me!” He cried out at me, looking at the other seat. “Lynn, I-”
From the inside of the ship, I slammed down the handle and the airlock sealed. With a final glance I pressed the large button that would send him away to an unknown fate. I felt a wash of relief. I had gotten him out of here, and the hope that he was going to make it was enough to keep me going. I could maybe save us too. I could try.
I made the final dash back to the coolant bay. If I can just reroute power to cycle the fluid conduits, I could just maybe perform an inverted-
The reverberating hum of the drive attempting to prematurely engage cut off my thoughts, and I desperately attempted to grasp onto something, anything, but it was too late. Machines made by the lowest bidder buckled under the fever pitch of spacetime being punctured. There was a kick deep in my lungs as we made the jump, and the shockwave devastated my remaining momentum. 
This wasn't a normal jump, this was wrong. I could feel it shimmering on the back of my eyes as waves twisted in a variegation of color, blues and reds pressing into purple and splitting into green like stretching bands. For just a second and nothing more, the tiny beaded lights of the console glittered in tunneling fractal distortions. 
A sudden lurch shook everything, more like a punch to the chest than the thump of a typical jump, and I realized through the chaos it wasn’t the jump drive, but chemical engines firing- engines we had just had to remove from the main radiator loop. Remnants of glittering static faded from my vision, and gravity inverted as we came down, slamming me against the wall beside my sleeping hammock.
“Sarah! Connect the regulators back to the-”
She was already ahead of me, strapped into her chair, desperately trying to prevent the rockets from overheating. The noise was tremendous and vicious, and in that moment I could only place it as the sound of the ship coming apart. I heard the shouting on comms, voices overlapping-
“Collision course!”
“We're in atmo- extend the glide wings and airbrakes!”
“I can't pull up!”
The overheating warnings blared. We were going to die unless someone turned the loop back on, and it had to be me. I pulled a body that felt like it weighed tons up to the inverted console for landing, and I gripped down on the panel with every ounce of strength left. I threw open the emergency casings and enabled the emergency atmospheric override. I just had to reach the lever on the other wall.
I could only hope the velocity of our impact would not be fatal. Nate was safe, somewhere. The others. Max . I choked and gasped through the acrid smoke and the agonizing pain, dragging myself through the splashing frigid puddles leaked by exploded pipes. I lifted myself off the ground with a roar of pain, and managed to throw my entire weight into the atmospheric release lever just in time to prevent a total system failure. 
I crashed back to the floor, and numbly hooked myself into the mounts meant to brace for potential solid impact I thought I would never use. But as the seconds after that stretched into eternity, I realized with horrifying clarity that the worst ripping and bursting was not in fact the ship, which was falling into pieces, but the tendons and joints in my leg, which had been severing and tearing alongside it.
I finally let out an animal scream of delayed pain, just in time for the main pump to explode in a ball of frost-tinged flame.
 

 
I had, ultimately, been lucky. Strapped into a crash harness flat on my back near a wall, the ideal place to be when the ship came down hard in a lakeside forest and rolled to a stop on its side. Others hadn't been quite so lucky. 
Sarah hadn't.
I let out a long sigh, and felt like I could hear my spine straining under the pressure. This planet was crushingly heavy for me. We didn't have instruments to measure with any precision, but the captain had said it was almost as heavy as Terra. Everything hurt to move, and I hadn't been much help doing more than crawling through wrecked storage to scrounge up the synthcube reserves. With a few dozen of us, we had a few weeks worth.
I had found my chess set, or what was left of it. The board was bent and cracked, and as I tallied up the pieces- most of which were a little melted from the explosion- I found the king was missing. Nobody would want to play chess in this situation anyway.
I looked over my shoulder at the rest of the survivors, ragged jumpsuits smeared with dirt and blood, and tried not to think about the fact that we were survivors. I turned back towards the lake shore and the massive moon that dominated the night sky, stars twinkling with promises that streaked across the twilight in prickling alabaster beacons, reflecting on the dark water as if stardust were snowflakes. It was a beauty that softened the tragedy, but it was not one I had the luxury of lingering on for very long.

[image: ]I could see my own breath from the cold, and that meant I was breathing. I had to remind myself of that, as the hours passed and night fell on this alien world.
I looked out over the treeline of sparse trunks with thick cyan leaves like succulents. We had been fortunate again in the availability of fresh, dry firewood- and unlike Prometheus, we didn't have to steal fire. The wreckage of our ship’s habitation section had provided the initial flame.
Wherever we were, it had an atmosphere and a solid ground and that had to count for something. We had even come down near running water, and hopefully what reserves we had rescued from the ship would be enough to let us get to the point of being able to purify it.
How long we would be on this planet was… a question I didn't want to waste the calories thinking about.
We would not be taking off again. The River of Reason was designed to enter atmosphere and leave after refueling. It was not designed to tumble into rock and dirt and land on its side. Some systems could still be operated, some could be salvaged, but we would likely be looking at a long time before being rescued. 
The fact that the reactor containment shell had stayed intact was itself a miracle. It was hard to remember anything from the hours after the crash, but I faintly remembered using my ruined right leg to kick the control rod pins into place manually. It would explain the burns. The nausea was another matter. We had radiation sickness pills, but… not enough for everyone if something went wrong. Hopefully the half dose I had taken would be enough.
 

 
I heard the call from the lake side of the wreckage. “Pump is submerged!”
I nodded, grasped a bent railing, and slowly pulled myself up from my work area in the sideways remains of half of what was once the engineering bay. I wasn’t doing much better than yesterday in terms of how heavy I felt on this planet, but at least my right leg now mostly felt merely numb and itchy.
This was our only real shot at survival on this planet, long enough to see rescue. We had gotten, all things considered, a pretty good start at something resembling civilization. We had a decent supply of synthcubes that hadn’t burned in the fires, and a few electric cargo movers that had survived and could be adapted for rockier terrain, though how to charge them was still an open question. But by far the biggest advantage was having a functioning nuclear reactor chamber land with us. We could skip far ahead on the technological tree, as long as we could move and boil water.
A long trench had been dug by Michael’s team into the beach, bringing the water as close to the ship as possible, and a series of intake pipes bridged the remaining gap to a repurposed coolant pump. It had taken me the better part of a day to assemble on my workbench, but several of the motor coils were salvageable, and I had focused myself on repairing the module. Then, it was just a case of connecting it to the flexible tubing and running that down to the shore. Every connection point was another opportunity for failure, but I had secured it as best as possible given the circumstances.
I leaned on the control panel I had improvised, and checked the tiny trickle of charge we had gotten from solar cells and stored in one of the few unexploded laser bank capacitors. It was enough to kickstart the pump system, hopefully. It had to be. If it wasn’t, we ran out of drinkable water tonight.
“Pull the rods,” I mumbled to one of the other senior crew, Jieun. She nodded, and tugged gently on a steel cable we had rigged up.
Immediately, there was a creaking of metal, as the fissile material began to chain react without the control rods to absorb particles. I slammed the power button, and hoped against hope that it would work. A few of the other technical crew and I had spent the last day carefully reassembling one of the twelve steam turbine units that normally powered the ship. If we could get it spinning fast enough just to keep the pump running, we were self-sustaining.
There was a chugging sound as the intake kicked on for a half second, and filled the pipes with lakewater, then immediately died as the capacitor drained. I felt a flood of panic that it wasn’t going to be enough. Jieun was fine, but I missed Nate, the extra pair of hands trained in thermal management engineering would really come in handy. I let out a silent hope for his safety, and ours.
Finally, there was another groan of metal contracting, as the reactor flash-boiled the lake water, and I waited for the sound of the pump to kick back on. Another wave of nausea came and passed, but I pushed through, and was rewarded by the sound of the motor coming back to life. I felt a surge of relief as the hum of the steam generator sputtered twice. The pump faltered, on and off, but each time it was on longer, until finally, it evened out.
Gas began to escape the radiator, and a makeshift tub under the condenser began to fill with steaming water. I hobbled over to the outlet pipe and twisted a valve, causing the liquid to pour out. It was flowing, running in spurting glugs, and best of all, it was hot. Once we let it cool, it would be safe drinking water, as best we could hope. I wanted to cry with relief. Jieun hugged me tight, having no such restraint.
It had just barely been possible at all. If we hadn't landed so close to a natural lake, it wouldn't have been. 
There would still be more to do- like wiring up the capacitor so the system could stabilize, and fixing more turbines so we could come out net positive in electricity. But that was tomorrow’s problem.
I bit into a synthcube in celebration, collapsed into my hammock, and promptly passed out.
 

 
With effectively unlimited running hot water came a luxury not usually afforded spaceflight crews, the potential for hot showers.
We had no shortage of damaged pipes to work with that imperfectly held a fluid, so within an hour of the idea being suggested, I had been able to help rig up a misty spray of hot water on a valve, suspended above a mesh grate that would act as a drain back into the lake.
There had been much cheering, and the entire crew had relished in being able to be properly clean, excluding me. I hadn't exactly been eager to be naked where two dozen other people could see me, but after two days of fevered sweating and throwing up, I didn't have any other choice. There was just one problem. I couldn't easily stand up alone.
“Captain?” My voice was a croak. I had been staying near as possible to the repurposed coolant systems, since nobody else could run them but me. Still, she heard me, and trotted over from where the comms team was building a series of solar powered radio signal relay balloons.
“What can I help you with, Walsh?”
“I think it's my turn to use the shower, and…” I weakly lifted my arm for a moment, then let it fall with a thud. “I can’t do it alone. Can you help me get undressed and stand under the water?”
She winced.  “Is that really needed? I’d have to take my suit off too, and, it’s you, you know?”
“You've had sex with me, Zelig,” I cried out in exasperation. 
“Shh, please keep down about that,” she hissed with a furtive look over her shoulder. 
“They all already know you’re a lesbian!”
“I just don’t want anyone to think I’m giving you special treatment. You wouldn't rather have a man help? They’re all stronger than me anyway.”
“No. Please. Please help me, ma’am.”
She made a sigh of acknowledgement, then reached out a hand for me to grab. I felt frail as I did. As soon as I was up on my foot, another wave of nausea and dizziness overtook me, and Max had to catch me, while removing her own suit.
“Hey, stay with me, Walsh. Focus. Tell me about what you’re doing when we get off this rock.”
“I- um.” I blinked away the haze as best I could. “Telling my mom I love her. Never setting foot on a starship again once I’m back on Ganymede.”
Max chuckled as she unbuckled my jumpsuit, and we began to hobble towards the showers. “Thinking of home, huh? Me too. When we get back, I’m telling my father I don’t want a damn thing to do with his shipping business anymore, and heading home to Terra to start a family of my own.” 
“Yeah.” I couldn’t have done that before taking what I desperately hoped was a sublethal dose of gamma particles. Now, there was an ionizing finality to the empty maternal ache that had been rearing in an age old song. 
“I uh. No kids for me. You know why.”
“Hey, at least you don’t need condoms or pills. Could be a big benefit in this situation, you know. Pass the time a bit once you get better, especially since, well. I figure some guys might get over their hangups pretty quick…” she chuckled nervously. "Could help the rest of us keep safe, you know."
I was shocked into silence, but the water spray began, and even the hot water stabbed like ice on the nerves of my right leg. I clung to her shoulders for support. She was all I had, now more than ever, and though her clumsy attempts at lightening the mood had soured my feelings in the moment, I endeavoured to persevere. She was just trying to make me feel better, and that was what mattered.
 

Notes for the Chapter:
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  3. The Promise

Summary for the Chapter:
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Lynn’s ship did a series of reckless jumps. She was able to get Nate to safety in an escape pod before they crash landed on an alien planet, injuring her leg terribly. She spent several days working around the reactor in the wreckage, and she has severe radiation poisoning.
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    I had spent most of the day trying to get another of the twelve generator turbines online. If I could, we would have more than just a trickle of leftover power to keep the pump on, and maybe we could get the cars running. A few hastily scavenged parts, a few applications of a spot weld, a few breaks to dry heave and cough, a few rounds of percussive maintenance, and a second and third turbine spun next to the first.

The laser bank capacitor I had used to jumpstart the pump had then been torn apart for scrap, and one of the electrical engineers, Luis Estrada, and I had hand-wound induction coils from copper softened by the roaring glow of the reactor heat exchangers. It was less than ideal, but it would step the voltage down enough to be within range, hopefully.

Max had helped me run a long cable over to the ATVs, and I slumped onto a synthcube storage crate to sit as I set up the connection. A twist of the two cables together should do it, so I flicked the switch, and the indicator on the battery pack for the car began to flash green. The ignition was pressed, a spark flew, and the engine roared into life. Cheers erupted around us.

“Good work, Walsh, Estrada,” commended Zelig, giving me a gentle rub on the back. “Maybe we can get lights next, and then give you a proper break, huh?”

I smiled as wide as I could, happy for her commendation. I had restored the reactor. I had provided clean water, heat, power. But as the idle praise faded, I was faced with the grim reckoning of my completion. There were few remaining tasks left that were within my capabilities. I was useless. 

I couldn’t even walk without something to hold onto, without dull aching stabs that ricocheted through my body at the slightest provocation. I couldn’t even eat the precious rations properly without throwing up half of their caloric value.

I was dead weight, in every sense.

I considered taking another half dose of radiation poisoning pills. It didn’t escape my notice that the longer I had spent around the reactor, the more my hair seemed to come away, the worse the itch in my lungs felt. But everyone would have just died if I didn’t, so it had to be done. I finally decided against taking the pill- not much point if I couldn’t keep it down in the first place.

I let the excitement around me slip past, staring at the slowly charging car while everyone else did things that were actually useful.

The sunset on the third day on the chilly forest planet we had found ourselves on descended in a brisk chill. While the repurposed radiators hanging off the side of the wreckage provided decent ambient heat, we were still keeping the campfires going.

I stopped staring at nothing, and noticed Max holding a hand out for me. I took her hand in mine and tried my best to cling tight as she lifted me, and handed me the bent metal pipe I had been using as a makeshift cane.

“Come on, Walsh. Let's go sit by the fire.”

I let him support me in an almost-carry over to one of the gatherings, crackling kindles of firelight that floated into the sky before dulling to ash in the bitter breeze. I braced against the flexible pale blue log that had been dragged over to make a bench and sat down between him and one of the other members of the senior crew, undeterred by the strange feeling of the soft icy flora on my burdened legs. 
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I gazed into the golden light, flickering with the shadows of the half dozen of us. I hoped for true warmth, but this was merely a lesser cold that flowed across my skin like a ghost. It was an improvement nonetheless, and I held my hands towards it. I listened to the others chatter- how they had the radio relays working, how they were going to scout out the planet with the newly modified and charged E-ATVs tomorrow. Plans of how to pivot from a finite synthcube reserve to sustainable food from the planet itself. Michael loudly insisted they could probably find animals to hunt.

“Shit, what I’d do for a cig right now. I quit before I left Mars, but breathing in smoke reminds me of old habits,” Jieun chuckled to herself.

“Oh yeah? Bet we could roll something from these weird plants over there, get you high enough you don’t know what’s going in your mouth.”

“Up yours, Mike. I’m not some fucking cheap whore.”

I winced, but said nothing.

Satiated by the heat and company as much as I could be, I allowed my thoughts to clarify as I put the pieces together on the events that led us here. I had not given myself a single second to think about anything but surviving in three days. I slowly let my own memory of the chaotic disaster that had led us here unfold. Think about them as they had occurred, sort the memories, unpack the sequence, and notice something that stuck out of place.

“You knew who they were. The xeno ship.”

The chatter went quiet as everyone looked at me. Max's face came into focus, lit from beneath by the burning wood. Her eyes were narrowed, a storm of thoughts crashing across her mind. She turned to look at me with a look of curiosity in her icy blue eyes. “What do you mean, Walsh?”

I took a sip of our purified water before answering. “You jumped the ship, not once but twice, after seeing something I've never even heard of. You knew something everyone else didn't.”

The captain looked awkwardly at Michael on her other side before answering. “I did. They're called the Affini. Slavers, from what I heard. Declared war on the Accord and demanded total surrender.”

Jieun leaned forward, with a confused look on her face. “You knew this and didn't tell us?”

Max glared at the fire. “It was just rumors in the corporate chain when I heard it. What was I supposed to do, tell the entire crew there might be aliens before we go on a two month haul without any interstellar network access? Only Michael and I knew, it was to prevent a panic.”

My eyes flicked to the so-called ace pilot in question, who immediately puffed his chest out and launched into his own explanation.

“I heard about them from an old TCN buddy at a bar on our last cargo transfer. I called bullshit, but it’s true. An entire race of commies. He said he knew this guy, a marine, a real hardass who would rather die than betray Terra. Went missing along with his entire crew. The OCNI got a lead and it leaked back to him. The fucking xenos had turned him into a tranny. Some kind of sick trophy wife to try and demoralize us or something.”

“Michael,” hissed Max, elbowing her best friend in the ribs. “Not in front of Walsh, you fucking jackass.”

“Whatever. Just because some of us wouldn’t mind that kind of shit doesn’t mean it isn’t fucked up.”

His eyes were daggers as he glared at me. He had always been a jerk, but his cousin Sarah had usually been a moderating force. It was pretty easy to tell what he thought when he saw me. It should have been me on the side of the engineering bay that exploded, not her. Maybe he was right. Sarah would be able to do everything I was doing to keep the reactor running, and would have been able to walk around unaided, too.

“It is dire.” Max interjected, leaning forward to block the line of sight between Michael and I. “I never believed it until I saw the ship with my own eyes. My dad heard a story, creatures made of trees that lobotomize and enslave people, ripping through entire planets leaving bloodshed in their wake. Places turned upside-down until they’re unrecognizable.”

I began to stare into the middle distance, as the other senior crew started to argue. I didn’t exactly consider whatever Michael’s drinking buddy said he heard as a source. The details felt implausible, especially coming from Michael, and yet I couldn’t deny the existence of the threat. I had seen it, we all had. A ship the size of a city, that had managed to follow us after our first jump.

I wondered where they were- if the chaotic, spacetime-rending jump that had landed us here had been impossible for them to track the same way. I didn’t know what to think, so I just said nothing. I took a final sip of water, rested my head against the captain’s shoulder, and fell asleep, slipping into a dream of petals and wood, a cosmic vessel that was swallowing me whole.

 


 

I woke up to yelling.

I blinked the sleep from my eyes, and looked up, where a dozen panicked fingers already pointed.

It hung in the sky, impossibly vast. The ship that had captured my dreams and nightmares since I saw it on that blurry screen what feels like a lifetime ago, and now here it was. Petals like tendrils in the ether, spokes erupting into the sky, and it just hung there. 
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Why had they followed us here? What possible interest did a ship so vast have in chasing down the smoldering remains of our ship and crew across three separate hyperspace jumps? But as the ship hung, little dots twinkled, like the massive flower was dropping pollen.

Or landing shuttles.

Max’s yell snapped my attention back to the moment. “We need to leave now, everyone on the E-ATVs!”

I braced myself against the ground, tried to lift myself, and had almost made it up to my knee when a wave of dizziness struck, and I nearly fell into the burning campfire. A hand caught me- the captain’s.

“Come on, Walsh. You're coming with me and Mike.”

Michael whipped around from loading water and synthcube storage blocks onto the back of the repurposed cargo vehicle. “We can’t take her!”

“We aren’t leaving anyone behind,” Max snarled back in Michael’s face.

“I dont care if she’s your fucking  woman,  she’s  dying  and we  can’t help her  anymore.”

“She’s  not-”  Max cut herself off. I wondered which assertion she had been about to argue with. I looked at the captain, then back up at the landing shuttles that were approaching at an alarming pace.

I tried to imagine any scenario where I wouldn’t just get them captured and killed. I couldn’t. I could run the coolant loop here at the camp we had made. If they were running, they didn’t need me anymore.

“Go,” I mumbled. “He’s right.”

“Walsh? You can’t…”

“I can’t even  walk  on this fucking planet, ma’am. I can run a reactor, but I'm useless beyond that.  Go.” 

She grabbed my hand, wrought with indecision. “I can’t…”

I looked up at the shuttles, and saw something separate from the nearest one, diving down at terminal velocity towards the treeline, before pulling up into a glide. It was a figure shrouded in darkness, eclipsing the starlight with tremendous mass. A powerful creature that descended from the sky at a steady pace, and it was hard to see the details, but I could make out the rhythmic pattern of beating wings.

I blurted out the only thing that made sense, words tumbling from my lips.

“I love you, Max.”

She blinked, momentarily stunned, opening her mouth with nothing to say. Michael made a grunting noise of derision and snapped her out of it. She unholstered her revolver, put the gun into my hand, and began to run for the E-ATVs, turning back for a final glance.

“I’m sorry, Lynn.”

And she was gone.

I could hear the vehicles escaping into the thick trees, as far and as fast as possible. I squeezed the gun with one hand, leaning on my cane with the other. This was it. As far as endings go it was no fairytale, but I could handle it.

The thing overhead was circling, and I didnt want to be out in the open if it opened fire with some kind of weapon. I crawled over to the wall of the wreckage of the  River of Reason,  and hobbled back under the overhang as fast as I could, but as soon as I was under cover from the sky above, I heard a sickening crash of it landing.

There was a slithering, creaking sound as it began to walk towards me, but all I could make out was a pair of green legs and a shaggy orange and red cape. I leaned against the bulkhead so I could use both hands, and fumbled with the gun, pointing it at the lumbering thing approaching me. I took a shaky aim, closed my eyes, and pulled the trigger. It failed to even compress, the damn safety was on. 

I tried to haul myself around the corner, but tripped on a piece of twisted debris. I slammed into the wall hard, felt a wrenching in my right hip, and crashed to the floor. Bolts of cold pain shot through my leg, blades of ice plunged directly through my nerves. 

It’s always going to be this way.

You just have to live with it. 

You can handle it, Lynn. 

Find the things that make it easier. 

Don’t give up hope.

I’m sorry, Lynn.

The same words, always the same words, doctors and exes, employers and friends, echoing through the tapestry of my life. The noise of the reactor thrummed in harmony with the memories that ripped across my panicked mind, slipping into grey as the prickles of pain began to reassert themselves.

The figure approached slowly, shrouded in shadows that hid all but two faintly glowing eyes. I flicked off the safety and fired blindly in the direction of the monster approaching me five times, but it didn't even flinch. I dropped the useless weapon and tried to scramble away, deeper into the makeshift reactor control room. My body screamed at me as I attempted to lift myself back up on my feet and instead fell down hard as my leg gave out immediately.

An enormous shadow was cast over the wall where I had once slept in a hammock, turned on its side and shredded by impact. I could see the silhouette against the textured metal. My pursuer was even bigger than it appeared, and was covered in spikes that cast jagged points against the metal. It was  enormous,  easily four meters tall, maybe even five, with a long tail that swayed as it walked.

I crawled on my hands and my one good knee until finally, my body collapsed flat on the frigid metal. All I could do was roll onto my back, and face the xeno as it came to a stop standing over me. Courage was futile, and my frayed nerves numbed to a desperate cold until I was left with nothing but a terminal cry for mercy. Hope was all I had.

“Please, please don't hurt me!”

I screamed pathetically, begging the creature for my life, frantically trying to drag myself away as it approached. 

“Please just make it quick, I can’t take any more.” I looked up at the blurring beacon of emerald and iron through full, wet eyes like a trapped animal, shaking with fear as I choked out my pleas. “I’ve already fought  too hard  and it hurts  so much, all over, and I can’t take any more.” The words were falling out of me in primal sobs. “I’ll be good, I promise I’ll be good. Just please… don’t hurt me.”

The monster of spikes and petals leaned down, and with a deep, maternal voice like the echoes of a thousand earthquakes, she spoke.

“I would never hurt you.”

The monster crouched down slightly, and reached out a hand. “You’re safe. It’s going to be okay. No one will hurt you, I promise.”
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I tried to keep backing away, but found myself against cool metal. She kept approaching, slowly, lowering down to my level. My heart was pounding, and every breath was a tiny ragged shriek of terror and pain.

"Easy there, little one. My name is Gaelen Echeveria. I use whichever pronouns you feel are right. Would you tell me your name?


I made a squeak of fear, but I had nothing to gain from trying to withhold information from a creature that could easily kill me- or just leave me to die if I bored her. “L-lynn. Lynn Walsh.”

She smiled and leaned in close, and I could see the crisp fibers that made up her face twisting as she spoke. “Okay, Lynn. I’m going to get you to safety now.”

Tentacles- no,  vines - extended from her chest, and I was powerless to prevent them from wrapping around me. They had the texture of plant matter, but rather than going for my neck as I feared, they formed a seat under me that supported my entire body evenly like a hammock. I froze on pure instinct, and she picked me up. 

“Shhh. little one. You’re going to be okay. It’s very dangerous here, I’m going to take you back to my shuttle for immediate care for radiation poisoning, then we are getting the rest of you proper medical attention up on our ship. And here, you’re shivering.”

The ridged bark of her shoulders shifted, and a continuous stream of warm air began to pour over me. Nothing could have prepared me for this, the mind addling whiplash of this creature’s compassion, and as the heat of her body began to melt my weary aches, my shivers turned to stillness and my numbness into touch. Despite all sane objections, I moved a little closer. The surface of her chest was like a desert succulent, with cracked white bark at the edges of scaled plates that curled into spikes and horns.

She began to walk, out of the wreckage, and I got one last look at the lake. The shuttle that this mysterious xeno had dropped from had landed in the clearing carved by the  River of Reason  as it went down, and a dozen other xenos were disembarking. They were all in different shapes and sizes, colored constructions of floral life that I was too deeply shocked to absorb as we passed.

It was becoming too much. Too many sounds, too many unfamiliarities. I blocked it out the only way I could think to, grasping at this new and frightening comfort, burying my head into her chest with tiny sniffles. Soft little fibers like cactus needles pressed back against me, though none were sharp. I looked up at her through the wind flickering mane of flower petals shaped like hair, and she looked down, smiling warmly.

“Almost there, Lynn.”

She stepped into the entryport of the shuttle, and laid me down on a clean white slab that felt like warm volcanic rock, though the vines around my leg and under my head remained. A sense of peace began to overtake me. Whatever happened here, I was broken, helpless, at the mercy of this force of nature, Gaelen. All I could do was hope her promise was real.

“Already started, I see,” asked another xeno that was in the shuttle, a being made of leaves that looked like a four eyed cat.

“Indeed I have. This one was dying, I prioritized her over the rest.”

“Ah, decided to make a more interesting rescue mission for the rest of us, then?”

I felt the heat in Gaelen’s vines rise. “I would not have left her alone, Tamai. Go enjoy the hunt, they cannot have gotten far.”
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The dark catlike one paused before leaving. "You seem surprised by what you have found, Gaelen."

The dragon made a deep rumble of agreement, leaning over me. "I don't understand it. all they left her with was a weapon. How was she meant to survive in such a hostile environment?"

The other xeno made a rustling noise like a sigh. "Ah, you are so new to the realities of the frontier, my young friend. Get her to safety, and we can ponder such questions later."

I heard the other xeno say something in some language I didn't recognize, then leave the shuttle. Gaelen’s full attention returned to me, and she stroked a clawed finger over my face with a degree of gentleness I wouldn’t have expected anyone her size could pull off.

“Time to rest, you poor, sweet thing. You’re very badly hurt, and you need to sleep to heal. You’ll be back before you know it.”

I felt a mask of gentle flower petals seal over my mouth, and as I gasped in surprise, the faintest scent of warm spices managed to penetrate my cold-dampened sense of smell. Warmth I could sink into, warmth I could fall to, warmth that plunged me into a dreamless sleep after a single breath.
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  4. Rescued

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

after a harrowing crash on a frigid alien world, Lynn spent three days using the remains of the ship's reactor to establish heat, water, and power, keeping everyone alive even as her own health deteriorated rapidly. the affini showed up again, and Gaelen, an affini who resembles a dragon, rescued her after her crew abandoned her to run.

          


    
    It was quiet as I came awake, no hum of coolant fluids in frozen pipes, just the pulse of my beating heart. I was awoken for the first time, by the  absence  of the pulsing ache that ran from my hip down to my knee. Without the biological alarm clock of precision pain it was impossible to tell how long I had been asleep. I was thankful for the dim lighting on the other side of my closed eyelids, the soft pillows beneath my head, the smooth blanket I was nestled in, and for a moment I wondered if I had perhaps not made it out at all, if I had died and gone to the Otherworld. Slowly I began to rise into awareness, honing in on the squeals of a joyful voice.

“Lynn! You’re awake!”

I slowly opened my eyes to a blurry white space. The voice carried a familiar cadence, and it seemed to be coming from a bluish blob that was talking on my right. Bubbly words were trickling in, excited pleasantries and discussion over my arrival that I couldn’t fully process before the next part began.

I tried to sit up, and I found myself having a surprisingly easy time of it, exerting unneeded effort and needing to course correct slightly to avoid toppling forward. It felt sluggish, and yet far stronger than I had any right to be. I definitely wasn’t in 0.1g, my body felt at least as heavy as Mars gravity, and wherever I had arrived, it was luxuriously soft. I still felt far from walking, but it was better than things had been in that icy forest.

I blinked hard to clear my eyes, and looked out at a mountainous sea of soft blankets. It would be unfair to describe this as simply a bed, it was so large and all encompassing, bigger that the entirety of my makeshift quarters back on the hauler. I couldn’t feel my legs poking off the other side like a typical cot and it didn’t dig into my hips like a hammock. The ceiling was covered in a complex system of pale wood roots, fragmentary orbs of glowing bioluminescence filtering through in soft shadows, lighting the room in an even golden glow.

It was an opulent and expansive space, tall but not imposing walls that reached up in a rich ivory to meet the vaulted curling canopy. The corners of the room were slightly curved, supporting pillars of aspen bark that grew from below. It felt clean and medical but not clinical, as if the very space itself was healing. I realized I wasn't wearing my jumpsuit anymore, instead covered by a loose green romper so soft I would almost think I was naked under the covers.

There was a shifting of weight, and I realized that I wasn’t alone on the bed. Sitting on the far right end there was a girl, bouncing with excitement, sitting cross legged and crushing a pillow in a gleeful hug. She had a jet black bob and crystal green eyes, a flowing feathery sky blue dress and a tight looking necklace of turquoise beads that glimmered like pearls.

“Wh- um. Where am I?”

The girl practically vibrated with excitement as she answered. “You’re in the hospital! You’ve been asleep for the last, like, ten hours! I kept asking Mxtress when you would wake up and I’ve been waiting and I’m so glad we finally found you!”

“We? Who are you? Do I know you? Wait…” My eyes widened with disbelief as I finally recognized the familiar facial structure, if noticeably altered.  “Nate?” 

My former junior crewmember squealed in delight, louder than any noise that had been made while we worked together. “Not anymore! Natalie Fernicus, third floret! Fae and faer pronouns, but I'm still a girl.” Fae tossed the pillow away in an introductory flourish, and leaned over me in faer excitement. “It’s called a neopronoun, and it actually-”
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I waved a hand limply, cutting faer off. “I know what a neopronoun is, Natalie. I’ve been transitioned since you were fifteen. Also- what the  fuck?  Did someone invent literal  magic?  How did you change this much in three  days?” 

Natalie giggled, and faer necklace jangled like a windchime as fae wiggled. “Lynn, I haven’t seen you in almost two  months!” 

I blinked.  “What?” 

A low chuckle sounded from the other side of me, and I turned to face the source of the sound, noticing for the first time that a beast of leaves, scales and spikes was resting in what must’ve been a massive chair in the corner behind me to the left. The one that had pulled me from the wreckage of the  River of Reason.  So that was  real. 

The xeno- Gaelen- turned her head towards me, and as the light cascaded against the sharp point of her nose and glittered in his crystal eyes I briefly wondered why a xeno made of plants was… oddly pretty. That errant thought, fortunately, was immediately cleared as she spoke, in a voice that resonated like the breath of a volcano. “Your second jump was quite destructive on spacetime, as Terran ship drives often are, though rarely quite so explosively.” She sighed. “It is why our rescue took so long. When your exotic matter overl-”

Natalie piped in, talking over Gaelen. “They accidentally managed to roll the entire ship along the  i  and  j  axis of space, which meant you were relativistically displaced from-”

“-which tore a great many holes into space all over and around the planet, which has been quite-”

I put my hands over my ears as the information overload started making me dizzy. “Stop, stop, stop, please, I don’t know this stuff, I only know classical thermodynamics.” I looked at Natalie with a look of confusion. “And- so do  you!” 

Fae gave me a beaming grin. “Not anymore! I’ve been learning from Mxstress! The Affini know so much about the universe we didn’t, like-”

“Also, hold on, even if we got displaced two months, how do you look like  this  that fast?”

“Oh! It’s so amazing, they have these xenodrug flowers that can do all kinds of wonderful things…” Fae seemed to get lost in thought for a brief moment, grinning to faerself. “Like getting  insanely  high! But also, one of those flowers is like those patches you use. But way better! It can change all kinds of stuff to make you exactly how you want to be in a few weeks. Mx. Fernicus figured me out pretty quickly, so it feels like its been like a lifetime since I-”

“Thank you, little one.” Gaelen stood up and reached over me towards Natalie, ruffling faer hair with a single clawed finger that seemed to extract shivers of quieting joy from faer body. “Now Lynn, as your temporary guardian, I will provide you with an appropriate regimen of medication, including the flower that little Natalie described. We will ensure that it produces your desired outcome.”

“You can get hair color, or eye color, or even massive boo-” 

She cut faer off again with another gentle pet. “Shh, little one, we do not want to overwhelm this precious petal now, do we? You promised Mx. Fernicus, you'd be well behaved.”

I was somewhat disquieted by the way she was handling faer with such casual contact, but fae didn’t seem to object and I had a more pressing question. “What did you mean by, you’re my temporary guardian?”

The scaly bark of her face curled into a wide smile. “You were rescued, mortally wounded, from a radioactive crash site and will need heavy assistance for at least a week.” She chuckled. “You also shot me a few times.”

I sank into the sheets, fear tightening in my chest. “Sorry, fuck, I'm sorry! I thought you were going to kill me.”

Her eyes glowed a deep purple, shimmering ripples of amethyst, and I found myself momentarily unfocused, pulled out of the panic spiral as if by sheer force of her willpower. “Shh, easy. No harm was done, Lynn. It was my fault. I was being theatrical, I had no idea you were so grievously injured, and would never have allowed you to run from me into that deathtrap if I had. But the self-endangering behavior is part of why you will need a guiding hand as you recover, in what is called a wardship. Whether you continue to need assistance past that period will be seen.”

Her eyes grew less intense, and I found myself able to think again. I took a moment to process what she had just said. “And what if- how is that decided? What happens then?”

“Once you are recovered and your wardship concludes, there will be a hearing, and we will review what your needs are. If the wellness board believes you need it, then you become a floret. A domesticated, pampered pet to a lucky Affini, who will take care of everything you need for the rest of your life.”

That sounded like a sales pitch for something potentially  very  ominous. I had seen my share of art on the net depicting human pets, but it being socially enforced by some unknown council was far from some silly play fantasy. “I'm sorry I shot you and ran away. Please, don't make me be a-”

Natalie put faer hand on my shoulder. “Lynn, being a floret isn't a punishment. I'm a floret! Being domesticated is great! I volunteered!”

I took in a deep breath. “You  chose  to be… a pet?”

“Mhm! Mx. Fernicus is so nice to me and I love xem so much and xe takes such good care of me!”

I blinked in astonishment, at the energetic, bouncy girl before me, then glanced back at the mountain of sentient vines and cactus flowers that flowed into the visage almost like a mythological dragon, who had just said her species took humans as pets.

“Okay. Am I dead? Did I die on that fucking planet? Am I hallucinating? This is insane, right?”

Natalie seemed ready to interject again, but a vine reached out from Gaelen’s arm and shushed faer once more so Gaelen could answer. “No, but you very nearly did.”

Fae wiggled out from behind her. “I think-”

“Now,  Natalie,  I think it’s becoming too much, so as Lynn’s guardian, I’m going to have to ask you to go.”

“Okay! It was nice seeing you again, Lynn! Mxstress lives near Gaele’s hab anyway, so I’ll be seeing you around soon!”

Gaelen let Natalie hug me goodbye, and I returned the squeeze as best I could. I still had so many questions for Natalie, but I would rather let the headache pass first. She swept faer up in a cluster of vines, faer giggles muffled by the foliage, and in a soar downwards she released faer on the ground. I realized my bed must be at least two meters up, since I could only see the top of faer head as fae skipped out of the room with a wave.

She came closer to my side, her copper cape of intricate leaves rippling as she approached me. “As I was saying, you- We almost did not arrive in time to save you. You are a very courageous little thing, but Terrans are frail beings, and your body will require more than rest for you to heal.”

“Oh n-I can’t afford a bunch of treatments. My job ended in a ball of flame three days ago.”

“I encourage you to vanquish any notion of money from your mind, sweet flower, we do not dabble in such feral concepts. No payment is expected of you here.”

I looked around the cavernous hospital room. “Then how does  any  of this work?”

Gaelen reached out with a clawed finger and stroked down the crown of my head, a gesture whose warmth nonetheless left me shivering.

“The Compact… We are far more focused on other treasures than to care about currency. Precious gifts, given and taken, greater than gold, sweeter than coin. Art, experiences, and most precious of all, connections with people.”

“Did you just… pet me?”

She laughed. “I did, yes. It is something an adorable creature such as yourself will have to get used to. Mine are an affectionate people, and it is not reserved only for our florets.”

“I didn't mind it,” I hastily clarified. Not only did I not want to upset the alien who had saved my life, but it was true. 

“In any case. Now that you are awake, I shall go get Marsha so we can bring you up to speed on what had to be done to save you, and what still lies ahead.”

 


 

Gaelen returned a few minutes later, and another affini came into the room following after her, quite different from the jagged, intimidating woman. The newcomer was almost a full meter shorter, and covered in dark waxy leaves, with a single glowing purple eye under a lilypad shaped like an enormous witch hat.

“Hello, Miss Walsh. I am Marsha Lywick, Sixth bloom. She/her. I will be your veterinarian during your initial recovery period, as I am a specialist in unusual medical cases.” Where Gaelen’s voice was dynamic and expressive, this one was almost entirely monotone, and while she had a mouth, it didn’t move when she talked. “You are an unusual medical case, which is why I am involved,” she clarified, taking notes on a large tablet that seemed to be made of wood.
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“Don’t you mean doctor?”

“You may call me doctor if you wish, I am not entirely sure of the difference in this language,” intoned Dr. Lywick, pausing awkwardly before continuing. “We have reversed the worst of the radiation damage, and eliminated the precancerous tissues in your leg and lungs, but you will still likely not be fully capable of independent mobility for most of the duration of your wardship, and while we have already begun a class-G regimen to repair bone and muscle atrophy from low gravity, there is a limit to what we can do without surgical intervention. Your leg in particular presents a difficult challenge.”

As it always did. “What exactly is wrong with it?”

“Are you aware that your joints were suffering from a startling deficiency of glycosaminoglycan?”

“Oh the uh.. the subluxations?”

“A chronic partial dislocation of the joints, yes. Never a pleasant experience, well, unpleasant without intent and supervision at the very least. It seems that your hip and knee became subluxated before or during your crash landing, leading to an array of crushed nerves and damaged ligaments, torn muscles, a meniscus tear and a few bad fractures upon impact that set improperly while you were out there. And that is not even to mention the radiation burn.”

“Ah.” I hadn't exactly seen many doctors in my life, since they usually just ran tests, said the pain was all in my head, and then left me with a massive bill. “And… I don't have to pay for any of this, you said?”

"Indeed. Now, for rehabilitation options. How attached to this leg would you say you are?" She paused. "In the idiomatic sense, I mean. The actual ligaments are quite weakly attached."

“What do you mean?”

“Would you prefer the original leg be repaired with bioidentical tissues, or replaced entirely with a prosthetic? There would be no difference in function, our prosthetics are quite advanced by Terran standards.”

“Um. Whichever is…” I paused. Even if it was free, it would still come at the cost of time and effort on their end. “Whatever is easiest for you? I don't want to be a burden.”

Gaelen wrapped a vine around my shoulders and spoke again. “While you are under my care, the  only  consideration will be what you want, Lynn.”

Marsha raised a vine to interject. “To answer your question, the easiest solution would be to volunteer to be a floret and use a haustoric implant to repair you from inside your own spinal column.”

“A  what?” 

Gaelen made a noise like a fireplace clearing its throat. “Let’s focus on the first two.”

I considered pressing, but decided I wasn’t going to question if someone was offering to just fix my messed up leg for free. “Then. If it's possible, I guess I’d rather have my working original leg fixed.”

“Wonderful,” replied Dr. Lywick flatly. “That will require two surgeries and some cloned tissue transplants. Would you like any cosmetic modifications while we are at it? Perhaps gender confirmation surgery?”

My eyes went wide. “That’s an  add-on option?” 

“Yes. Cloning a fully functional vaginal canal, uterus and ovaries is not any more challenging than ligaments and musculature for an entire leg, and looking at our file on you, you seem to be a transgender woman, many of whom opt for this procedure.” 

“Um. Yes?” Getting bottom surgery had been a lifelong dream. I had always wanted to, well… I didn't  mind  sex how I was capable of having it, but I had never dreamed of being able to be everything a lesbian like Max  really  wanted in a partner. And not even the best doctors in the Accord did  cloned internals. 

Marsha took a note on her tablet. “You had your original gonads removed, would you prefer that remain the case or get internal ones that will produce a natural hormone balance?”

“Um. No. No, please. The full thing. If that’s alright.” I suddenly felt very aware of the fact that I had just decided to get a pussy with Gaelen’s vine still wrapped around my shoulder, but I'd rather not linger on that.

“I understand. I believe we are done for now. You will be able to design your ideal anatomy and xenodrug regimen targets, but your guardian can assist with that. You need not remain here at the hospital, though you are also not required to leave. I will see you again in a few days for the first surgical procedure, Miss Walsh.”

Dr. Lywick abruptly pivoted on the spot, and left as soon as she had finished speaking, sliding out of the room without waiting for me to reply. I felt bad, she was gone before I could even thank her.

“Oh. Um.” It was just me and Gaelen in the room again, and I looked at her anxiously. “She left in a hurry. I hope I didn't upset her.”

“Not at all. You will find most affini to be eccentric in one way or another, and very little you could do would be taken as offensive. Just don't insult a floret. We are quite protective of those under our care.”

I nodded, and the extent of what Dr. Lywick said she had done began to truly sink in. I wiggled the toes on my right foot experimentally. I definitely felt a few twinges, but it was far more than I had been capable of since the crash. I had actively had to fight against the thought of if I would ever feel my toes again back on that planet at all, not that I'd had much time to think much.

“I- I feel like a princess right now. I didn’t do anything to earn this.”

Gaelen leaned over me, and I smelled a gentle waft of warm sand and sweetness. “Everything here is given freely, dear. The only question of what you get to enjoy in the Affini Compact is how much you want from what we have to offer.”

Michael and Max had called the Affini communists- and the thought that  any  of what they had said might be true was a little disturbing, since the same source had also called them  slavers,  and I was still pretty unsure about what was up with the whole floret thing. It was, however, pretty dubious that a society capable of what the Affini appeared to be would have any need for labor enough that a woman on death’s door was worth going to all this trouble to save. I was just not worth the effort, not if scarcity was a factor. Hard as it was to wrap my head around, this all only made any sense if what Gaelen had said was genuine.

“What about gratitude? Are there things I could volunteer to do?”

Gaelen laughed. “There are. When you are capable of standing unaided, we can discuss them. Until then, your job is recovering,” she reached an arm out, which unraveled entirely into a dozen smaller limbs that lifted the blanket, and gently scooped me up into her arms, “And perhaps keeping me company, if I am so lucky.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          If you like Marsha Lywick, good news. She is the main affini in  Good Sensory  if you want to see more of her.

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

        





  5. Vertigo
Summary for the Chapter:
Last Chapter Recap:
Lynn woke up in an Affini Compact hospital, was reunited with Natalie, and met Dr. Marsha Lywick.

As Gaelen carried me through the aspen flecked hallways of the hospital, I realized she had not actually shared our destination. “Where are we going, exactly?”
“To my hab, my home. You will be living with me during your wardship.”
“Oh.” I gulped nervously. I hadn’t had any room to think about what the guardianship described might look like. It was certainly preferable to some kind of prison, I supposed. “Would I be allowed to leave?”
“All such considerations will be made in the interest of your wellbeing. Admittedly, you will have a very limited run of the ship at first, but that has as much to do with your limited mobility as anything else. I am not letting you injure yourself more.”
I looked down at my right leg, and couldn’t really argue with that. Even after whatever medical miracles the Affini had worked, it was in pretty bad shape. Covered in scars and burns, and there were several loose areas of skin where tumor tissues had clearly just needed to be removed entirely. All five toes were missing their nails, and the entire leg was an unsettling mix of inflamed around the joints and nearly skeletal in the musculature. There was also a thin black band with a blinking green dot wrapped around my ankle, which I assumed was a medical monitor of some kind, though it was so light I hadn’t even noticed it.
“Okay, I guess that makes sense. I- um, why specifically you then, and not, um, a trained nurse?”
She chuckled. “I am a trained nurse, at least by the qualifications your society had for that title. Every affini you will ever meet is. We have very high standards of education required before we interact with a new species.” 
We gingerly passed an affini made of azure streaked bluebells who was doting on a girl with a colorful stickered bandage, and I continued.
“Why can’t another human look after me, then?”
“Could another human carry you like I am doing?” 
I shifted slightly, and felt the flexible limbs that were carrying my weight from behind my shoulders and under my knees move to keep me stable. I supposed she was right, it would be significantly less taxing for an affini to take care of me in this state than a human nurse. “I guess not.”
“Besides, excluding you, every member of your species on this vessel currently is a floret. We began construction on an independents’ residential area when we rescued your friend Natalie, but fae ended up volunteering for domestication before it could be used. If things go such a way, you may be its first resident, though you would surely gain neighbors soon as we move through the rest of Terran-Rinan space.”
Having a distinct word for people who were not affini or one of their pets was casting a shadow of a very rigid class society. Perhaps the post-scarcity xenos had more in common with the Terran Accord than they appeared, but the Terran Accord would never have wasted the resources to save my life, so if nothing else, I seemed to be getting a better deal here.
We reached an elevator at the end of the hall, which immediately opened. Gaelen stepped into the enclosed space, which was as large as a Martian brownstone and had walls paneled in a rich mahogany. “Lobby, please,” she declared aloud. At her words, the door closed behind us and we began to ascend.
I wanted to ask more about the Affini Compact and why exactly they would have so many sapient pets that they could fill an entire ship, but thought better of it. No matter how gentle Gaelen appeared, I was a little apprehensive to push on the question of how the synthcube was made while in such a vulnerable position, and decided to change the subject instead. 
“So, your living quarters have space for me? I guess that makes sense. I’m pretty small compared to you. I wouldn't need much.”
“A spare room was converted while you were sleeping off the worst of your injuries. It will not be a palace, but I looked over the reconstructed blueprints of that crashed ship and it will be several times more room to stretch than the rooms on board.”
“I actually slept in the coolant engineering bay.” Suddenly, I felt the soft spines on Gaelen’s chest rising, and quickly clarified. “By choice, I mean. I liked it up on that deck. I had a curtain and locker and everything. It was a little cold, but my leg didn’t bother me so much up there.”
She repositioned me slightly, and I was reminded as a stream of warm fragrant air began to roll over me that my sense of smell had finally returned now that I had spent a sustained time in a more warm space. I was covered by the spark of lit firecrackers and the rind of fresh melon cascading into long forgotten riches from a precious haul, clementines and rich red currants clinging to the deepness of night, sharp spices that a parent leaves off your plate for fear of burning your tongue. Gaelen was a complex experience, I was glad that she was focused forward and not looking down so she didn’t catch my unexpected blush.
“Are you comfortable, little one?”
“Yes, thank you.” It occurred to me that I probably shouldn’t be quite as comfortable as I was given the situation. My rationed pain pills back on the ship were able to subdue my aches, but I was in far worse condition now and feeling far better off. There was a distinct slight sluggishness to my entire body’s motion, as well. “Oh, I’m on some heavy meds, huh?”
“Indeed,” she hummed, with a rich inflection, “though the specific blend is balanced to have more physical than mental impairments. Mostly painkillers and compounds designed to help your body heal. You are, however, on what is known as a class-E, a drug intended to ensure that you are not too overwhelmed by fear or anxiety. A loss of fine motor skills is its primary side effect. To leave you free to the whims of panic would be cruel, given how great a shock this undoubtedly is. It need not be permanent, but we will be tapering it off at a careful rate.”
I nodded. I did feel like I had been taking this level of upheaval suspiciously well, and wasn't going to complain about it being dulled just a little as I adjusted.
A soft tone played, a gold light pulsed, and the mahogany door opened. We stepped off the elevator and entered what I assumed was the hospital main lobby, a wide curved space with pressed forest walls and a concentric floor like the rings of a tree, tall benches with steps to reach them under a sprawling canopy ceiling of fluttering pale leaves and branches that swayed with an unknown breeze. In a dedicated area lining the wall next to a vast administrative desk I saw an assortment of what looked like wooden wheelchairs, canes, braces, and other accessibility aids. I was surprised when she simply strode past them towards the exit.
“Wait, won’t I need those?”
Gaelen paused, and turned back towards where I was looking. “There are mobility aids for you already prepared at my hab, but I intended to just carry you there. Unless you would prefer it?”
“Maybe just give me directions and I could meet you there? I don’t want to slow you down.”
She raised one leafy eyebrow incredulously. “I would not leave you behind, Lynn. It would be no burden for me to walk at your pace, or I can simply continue to carry you. You are less than a twelfth of my mass, though we will be fixing that as you have access to proper nutrition.”
I felt a pang of guilt nonetheless, but I was small in comparison to her. It clearly wouldn’t be too challenging, and it would mean that she didn’t have to walk at the pace of the wheelchair. And truth be told, I would be lying if I said it didn’t feel warm and safe too.
“Y- um. Okay. Just… until I can walk by myself.”
Ever so gently, the vines wove further up my leg to secure it fully, and I settled back into the crook of her strongly woven arm so my head could rest on her firm cactusbark breast.
“We will not be walking much of the way, anyway. It is not how I would travel alone, but for you, we will be taking the subway train to get to my hab.”
My eyebrows rose in surprise. I knew from having seen it hanging in the sky that the Affini ship was enormous, but it was hard to get any intuitive sense of scale for how big it was at a distance and in the ensuing confusion and chaos. Apparently, the Affini could build a command ship large enough to have its own internal transit system. Given that it felt like we had planet-strength gravity, we were presumably on a habitation ring of some kind, though the rounded shapes of all the walls in the hospital had concealed the curvature well.
The lobby doors opened automatically as we approached, and Gaelen increased her pace, ornate tile walls of a tunnel flying by. We flowed through the space quickly, hastened by her tall stature and vine muscled legs, arriving at an advanced transport station with flickering holographic barriers, affini in all shapes and sizes, humans and xenos ranging from the tall and furry down to the round and floral.
A sleek train came to a rapid stop at the station, the hologram dissipated, and the doors opened. Gaelen carried me in and sat down in a large chair next to the window, unfurling her grip and repositioning me so I could comfortably sit up and look around. As I gazed out from the cradle of her vine thatched chest, any concerns I would be seen as odd for being carried evaporated, as it seemed to be the norm. Most of the Affini on the traincar were solo travelers, but a fair number had a smaller companion with them, the majority of which were Terran. A scattered few were not- I recognized one Rinan among those I could see, but several of the xenos were nothing I had even known existed. What looked like a rippling multicolored jellyfish, a meter-tall bee-person, a feathered purple cat. 
Since I had at least some idea of what human body language and expressions meant- not that they were always intuitive- I focused on them rather than the xenos. I was struck by the carefree joy and intense adoration of the florets who sat in the laps of their… owners… as I did Gaelen’s. The omnipresence of collars around their necks was impossible to miss, and I realized with a bit of a shock that the glimmering turquoise adornment I had seen around Natalie’s neck was most likely faer own collar. Some even had body modifications like cat ears or tails. 
My benchmark for what a human pet would look like had been set by Natalie, whom had come out of faer shell significantly, but was clearly still the person I knew. But some of the behaviors I observed were… Odd, to say the least. Many of them were clearly on drugs, and in some cases I saw vines winding underneath clothes, which was unsettling. 
But without question, they were the healthiest, happiest looking humans I had ever seen in my life. Compared to the state of the crew I had spent the last six months with, it was like seeing the difference between a wild Martian outback chicken and the ones my mom had personally kept as egg laying pets back home on Ganymede. It was an uncanny blend of utopian excess and blind subservience. I could understand how those emotions would rise to the surface though, as I also felt the need to express my gratitude for the unconditional assistance I had received in whatever way I could. 
The train began to move with a pleasant whirring hum, and I let my attention drift to the largest beings, the affini themselves. No two looked remotely alike, though there were some commonalities. They all looked at least vaguely related to non-motile autotrophic life that had evolved on nearly every planet with multicellular life I knew of, that would generally be called plants. Bark, vines, leaves, flowers. The majority had a body plan that resembled a bipedal human, and most had a pair of antennae, which as I stole a peek at Gaelen, I realized might be what her eyebrows were. 
“Everyone looks so different.”
“Indeed, my people are shape shifters. Everything you can see of our external bodies is a graft, though usually informed by innate biology as well. Everything I truly am exists in a central core in my chest.”
“Can- um. Can I see? Or is that personal? Is that like asking to see you naked?”
“No xenosophont has directly seen or touched me bare, it is something I intend to save for my first floret.” She chuckled. “I could show you a picture, though, if you like. It would only be fair, all things considered.” 
I was unsure what she was referring to until I remembered I was now wearing a soft romper of sorts, and it clicked that for me to be dressed in that now, my jumpsuit had to have been removed first. “Oh. You- um. You already saw me naked.”
“Indeed I did, I did not have the luxury of being able to ask before having to strip that contaminated uniform off of you.” Gaelen frowned slightly. “It is not how I would ideally have begun to learn about you, admittedly.”
I found myself wondering if she had found certain features of my nude body as visually off-putting as Maxine did, but quickly banished the thought. “What, um, what else would you like to know about me?”
“Every sophont, which is a word we use in the Compact to inclusively denote all sapient beings, has their own story, their own passions and history. I have spent the majority of my time since we met watching you sleep in a hospital bed, only knowing your name, a few stray anecdotes that Natalie helpfully provided, and the courage you showed when we met. I have been wondering, Lynn Walsh. What do you do, what do you enjoy?”
I wasn’t sure begging for my life qualified as courageous, nor was I convinced that she would find the life of some thermal engineer interesting, given that she thought nothing of living on a ship as advanced as this, but I could do my best to answer.
“Well. I was one of the senior coolant engineers on the River of Reason. It was my job to make sure waste heat moved from things like the reactor turbines or the jump drive to the radiators, so that we didn’t cook the critical systems, or the… sophonts… on board. It wasn’t glamorous, but it didn't pay badly. I was pretty lucky, to be honest.”
Gaelen’s lips split into a bemused smile. “I see. While that is interesting, it is not what I was asking. I want to know what you do for yourself. What brings you joy. I would be a terrible host for a guest in my home if I did not provide good food, for example.”
“Oh. I've mostly had synthcubes for a long time. My mom used to make really good Kimchi-Jjigae when we could afford it though.” I turned away, a little embarrassed. 
“I will arrange for that as soon as we are settled in, then. Any activities you enjoy, preferably less physically active ones?”
I was quiet for a moment, staring out the opposite window of the subway train at the tunnel support pillars whizzing past. “Do you know what chess is?”
“Of course! One of your peoples’ oldest surviving game of strategy. I have never played, but I could learn.”
I thought back to the bent chessboard I had left behind on the frigid planet and I was almost back there for a moment, numb fingers on melted pieces, and as I shook away the image I realized I had been so wrapped up in myself I had entirely forgotten to ask an extremely important question.
“Hold on. Are the rest of my crewmates okay?”
Gaelen looked down with a softening gaze, for the first time a little sheepish. “We are… working on that. They were able to flee deep into the forests of Losofor, which is what Accord charts named the planet below us. The rescue operation has been complicated by many factors. Some associates of mine will be joining us tonight to ask you a few questions, as long as you’re feeling up to it.”
The train pulled to a stop before I could respond to that slightly ominous proposition, and she stood, carefully lifting me with her again, ever caring for my leg. We disembarked, and headed for a set of stairs that presumably led up to another floor of the ship.
We reached the top of the stairs, and another set of doors opened automatically as we approached. She stepped across the threshold and out into the greater world, and my eyes took a second to adjust to the sudden brightness.
Then I closed my eyes, opened them again, and looked straight up at the impossible sight before me, my jaw hanging open in shock.

[image: ]The magnitude of the space was beyond humbling. It was impossible, it was mind-boggling. Clearly a Von-Braun ring system or something like it, I could recall the name from my classes, but to see it realized in front of me, not as a series of enclosed titanium hallways but as a sprawling expansive landscape… It was engineering beyond my capacity to even imagine, it was magic. 
I was on a spaceship so vast it had weather. Clouds drifted across the cylinder, and the side caps had rings of illuminated panels that lit the entire enclosed volume like natural starlight. There were fields, forests, swampland, miniature mountains, parks, rivers. Bubbling brooks of crystal fresh waters that rushed into lush ponds within sprawling open parks, flowing kinetics of transport that soared across bridges like those of antiquity, all of it climbing up and around in a gravity defying loop to create the immaculate and dizzying sensation not that there was a world above our heads, but that we were standing upside down. 
I steadied myself as my stomach began to rise, then settle, as the vertigo quelled, and I had absolutely no doubt in my mind that whatever post-surgical medications I was on were responsible for it not extending into full blown nausea.
“I- fuck. Where are we? I thought we were on a ship?”
“We are. The Occantalis II, a small logistics and transit vessel, a minor cog in the Terran Pacification fleet. We are on the fourth ring, which was grown only a few months ago.”
“This. This is small? ” I had assumed this was the Affini flagship, a vessel passing through, vast and well armed enough to single handedly destroy the entire Cosmic Navy. I felt a shudder of primal fear as the scale of the empire I was apparently now a subject within began to dawn on me. “You’re… This kind of thing doesn’t just happen overnight. This is a premeditated invasion.”
She smiled with pride. “We are at the start of a great undertaking, saving your people from the systems and rulers you were trapped toiling and suffering under.”
Gaelen set off at a brisk pace once more along a paved road of taupe stone, along rows of actual buildings, houses built at the scale of terran mansions. My mind began to tumble into worry, stumbling against the softened walls of imposed calm that settled me back down.
“The Accord wouldn’t just let you do this. The scale of this is- my, well, her friend said the TCN knew about you. Is there a war happening out there?”
“A conquest of sorts, yes, though it will hardly be a bloody one. This ship does not even have weapons on board! We offered entry to the Compact for all Terrans to your leaders some months ago. They rejected this, unfortunately, choosing to cling to their kingdom of mud and scarcity over becoming citizens of peace and paradise.”
I was on the verge of overwhelmed, but as it started to bubble I was reeled back in, pulled deeper into a calm that dulled and softened my greatest worries, all but the sharpest of points.
“Is this happening everywhere? I have family back in Sol, my mom is on Ganymede.”
“In time, yes. I assure you, as certain as the stars themselves, none shall be left behind. By the will of the Everbloom itself, all shall be saved.”
Her tone was one of resolute comfort, but I didn’t find her words particularly reassuring. Regardless, the fuzzy blanket of medications in my head was not going to let me interrogate that concern fully right now, so I let worries about the future go for the moment. 
She gave me a pat on the head and smiled down at me. “It is not much further now, little one, we are almost there.”
We passed bustling cafes and sprawling boutiques, recreational pitches and cozy bookstores, and in the reflection of this land I could see that vision of an otherworld, a realm of prosperity, a functional impossibility brought to life. But it couldn’t exist just for the sake of it, and that carried the implications of a more sinister nature. I was waiting for the catch or ulterior motive. It didn’t make sense, but if there was anything I was inexplicably sure of as I clung to the thick fleshy leaves of Gaelen's chest, it was that the first words she had spoken to me were true. 
She would never hurt me. 
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This story is meant to act as a possible introduction to the broader setting, but it still only represents two author's vision. each chapter will have a recommendation for additional reading, and this chapter’s reading rec is The Place Where We Can Stop Running by DameHarmony!
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  6. Castle Echeveria

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Gaelen carried Lynn out of the hospital, they got on a subway, and she realized how huge the hab ring is.

          


    
    Gaelen and I wound our way between large homesteads as the road slowly narrowed, and I idly wondered what time it was. If there even was a day or night on the ship, it would be early afternoon by the way the light shone through the spines of her chest, and as peppercorn smoke mixed with warm summer sunlight, I felt the slowing lurch as Gaelen came to a stop. 

“Just a short walk, as promised. This… is my home.”

Using the arm I wasn’t half-enmeshed with, she gestured up a hill. I looked up, and saw, at the top of a long staircase and courtyard, a fucking  castle. 
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It was not the dull dreary grey stone of a high fantasy novel embattlement. The front was made of pale cream bricks with intricate detailing that reminded me of her horns. Double doors glittered with golden trim, twirling decorative spears dappled with etched petals, statues of mythic looking xenos and shooting stars, a lavish carved lattice that trimmed the top, and an overshadowing clay tile roof that sat upon the top as if mocking the building for daring to exist.

The other homes we had passed were, while massively upscaled, fairly modest adaptations of common terran architectural sensibilities, if often a lot more eccentric and with far more greenery incorporated. Gaelen’s house was larger than the entire  ship  I had spent the last six months of my life working on- engines, radiators, and cargo bay included.

“You get to live here…  alone?” 

“Alone, until the Everbloom smiled and I happened upon an adorable little houseguest in a wreckage on Losofor.” She laughed at her own joke, and began walking up the steps scaled for a giant. I could not help but notice a set of both ramps and stairs scaled for a human to use off on the side. “But no, I do not share my space with anyone but you- be they floret or otherwise. Not currently.”

“Would you like to? I mean, after my… wardship ends?” I paused. “And you no longer have me around, I mean?”

“Perhaps one day I will be so lucky to find a companion! I have not yet had time to go looking for a pet to spoil. I am still quite young for my kind- just under five hundred of your years.”

“Five  hundred?”  No amount of anxiolytic xenodrugs would have made that not make my eyes widen in shock. “Gaelen, I’m…  thirty!” 

She smiled as though this was the most normal thing in the universe. “There are older still on board this ship, as we are not a mortal race. Your doctor is almost forty times my age, though don’t tell her I told you that! She pretends to only be a sixth bloom.”

“Wait, so what is a  bloom?  When you and her introduced yourself by that I assumed it was some kind of… family title, I guess.”

“It denotes how many times we have lived a full life and been reborn, a cycle which takes about three terran centuries until it happens naturally, or sometimes a dire situation arises that forces an early termination.”

I processed that in silence as we reached the top of the stairs. Little clusters of succulents in a pebbled garden gave way to sprouting bundles of tall mounding flowers in purples and oranges, a sandstone pathway dotted with palms wound past an actual  fountain  that lazily drizzled water from a brass vase, and all of it curled towards the magnificent structure. I could feel my heart begin to pound as we started to travel down the pathway and it set in that this was  her  house.

“This seems so much for one person to get to have. Could  I  have all this if I wanted? Or is this reserved for Affini?” Was that the dark secret to this society? Was this the opulence afforded only to rulers, and not subjects?

Her eyes glittered a particularly vivid purple. “Of course you could have all this!” She paused to consider for a moment, and the royal hue faded slightly. “Though, if you meant as your  own  hab, it would probably be much more convenient for you if it was scaled down by half compared to normal. You are a very tiny creature.”

I, who had towered over nearly every other person I had ever met since I was seventeen, didn't even know how to begin to respond to that. My burning cheeks had other ideas.

As we reached the main building, I dared to look up, and tried not to focus on the dizzying sight of the landscape hanging above me. Two curling dome-topped towers connected to the central building, flanking it like pillars to oblivion. Craning my neck, I could see the edge of a balcony erupting from the rightmost tower, defying all rules of engineering for no other reason than to provide its user with an incomparable visage of the interior of the  Occantalis ll. 

Gaelen stepped forward, and the doors opened outwards. We crossed the threshold into a grand entry hall, a breezy open space with arched divisions that led into rooms unseen, light from high windows and dangling fixtures lending a soft glow that danced on the wood trimmed walls and soaked into the sapphire rugs on the marble tiled floor.

 “Welcome home, Syr Echeveria,”  intoned a smooth, androgynous voice that seemed to be coming from the nearest wall.  “And welcome, Lynn Walsh, provisional independent.” 

“Thank you, Ruby.” Gaelen remarked, casually conversing with the room. “Lynn, that was Ruby, my hab’s artificial assisiant.”

This, of all the things I had seen and experienced today, I could wrap my head around without difficulty, as voice interfaces for alarms and reminders were quite familiar to me. This was probably just a more advanced version of that.

“What did… it?” I raised an eyebrow questioningly, and was not corrected, so I proceeded. “What did it mean by ‘Syr’?”

Gaelen laughed. “Syr is my preferred term of respectful address, at least in Terran.”

“Oh. I would have figured… Ma’am, I guess.”

A thorny grin spread across Gaelen’s face. “Would you? Interesting. You intepret me as feminine?”

I opened my mouth and closed it again, unsure what to say. Gaelen laughed again, and gave me a reassuring rub on the head before speaking again. “There are no wrong answers, I am not a man or a woman, Affini do not have an innate concept of gender, it is something we adopt, much like our physical shapes. It is a performance, and art is in the eye of the beholder.”

“So- I was thinking of you as ‘her’. Should I be using something else?”

“Think of me however you feel comfortable, Lynn. If you see a woman in me, then who am I to tell you otherwise?”

“So you- you could look like anything? You…  decided  to look this, um. Pretty?”

She hummed in vague amusement at my response. “When constructing this form it was my intention that Terrans would find it imposing and fearsome.”

I realized this was the whole furry art thing again. I never did understand why all my friends back home had thought it was so off-putting. 

“So, should I be calling you Syr Echeveria like Ruby does, then, if you’re my guardian?”

I could feel a pulse in our conversational rhythm, it seemed I had caught her off guard.

“That depends. Do you  want  to?”

Now I was on the backfoot.

“I- um.”

I was rescued by the AI chiming in again, though I would swear it sounded like the voice was coming off as giggling.  “Syr, the items you sent ahead for have been compiled. They are in Lynn’s room.” 

“Thank you, Ruby. Now! Lynn, I want to show you around, but first, let’s make it so you can get around a  bit  on your own if you need to.”

We flowed through the entry hall and swooped under an arch into a living room with towering emerald green chairs and a table set by a hearth. She extended a vine to pick up a pillow, and set me down on top of it, on the edge of the table so that my legs dangled from the side. Resting next to me on my left was a wooden walking stick made of a suspiciously familiar looking curled bark. On my right there was a clustering bundle of loose vines that looked almost like a belt with tendrils reaching off it that connected to a loose strappy shoe of sorts. I touched the cane, and my suspicion seemed all but confirmed.

“Is this cane made from  your  bark?”

“Perhaps,” she said with a purple twinkle in her eye, then directed my attention to the other side. “Now, this device will help keep all weight off your right leg, and generally prevent it from moving when not needed. It can only do so much, however. I will be taking care of the rest.”

Gaelen helped me wrap the support belt around my hips and under my groin like a harness, sliding the almost-shoe over my foot. More support straps wound around the thigh and calf, and a tiny tendril plugged directly into the black anklet I was already wearing. The organic material felt much like Gaelen’s vines, but obviously lacked her warmth, feeling much more like a machine. Which made sense, I wouldn’t expect or want more from a simple mechanical mobility aid, no matter how advanced.

She helped me down from the table and onto the ground, and I carefully regained my sense of balance. After a second of minimal wobbling, I took a cautious, experimental step forward using the knotted wooden cane that had been generously provided. I made it about half a step before the slight delay between my mind and body became abundantly clear, and I started to topple over. A twisting array of soft curling vines shot out of Gaelen's body before I even noticed what was happening, carefully protecting my leg from even the possibility of bending improperly, and a split second later her wide and clawed hand was stabilizing me, resting on my right shoulder.

“Easy, Lynn. If I need to carry you for your entire wardship, I will consider it time well spent.”

“I’m not some princess who needs to be carried around by servants,” I mumbled.

“Perhaps by a queen, then… or a prince,” she replied with a slightly teasing tone that made me feel warmer than I expected. “In any case, there is no rush. Nothing is expected of you other than healing, and while it will be  ideal  if you can exercise your other leg, I doubt Dr. Lywick would say I was wrong to enforce a full  week  of proper rest after all you braved down on Losofor.”

“I want to try. I…” I looked at the floor, before looking back up with guilt. “maybe you can use your vines to help keep me stable as I walk?”

“An acceptable compromise, I think.”

An additional cluster of flexible limbs snaked out of her leg, wrapping gently around my arms, thighs, and waist.

Gaelen shifted one digitigrade foot forward slightly, leading me on, and I carefully followed at the fastest pace she would allow. I made sure to put as much of my weight as possible on the cane as I went. It was slow and undignified, hardly better than I had been capable of down on Losofor, albeit without any of the excruciating pain. And at least I didn’t have the mix of contemptuous and pitying stares of my crewmates here. 

“You're doing wonderfully, Lynn,” Gaelen said softly, and I felt unexpected butterflies in my chest at her praise. 

We made our careful way through another arch, and turned left. I saw an enormous staircase, and for a moment wondered if any facade of my mobility ended here, but she led me to the side and down another cavernous hallway instead.

As we came to a massive door, Gaelen reached a hand out ahead of her, and pushed it open for me. I did notice the frame had a pushbutton at my shoulder level with an icon of an opening door on it, and I assumed if I asked Ruby it could open the door too. But she wanted to be chivalrous about it or something, I guessed.

“Welcome. This will be your room, Lynn.”

I stepped through the entryway, and while at this point I was no longer as impressed by the opulence around me- I was simply saturated on it- I still let out a small gasp as I saw the space.
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The ceilings were at least six meters high, with a sparkling gemstone mosaic that poured from a central nexus. As I soaked it in, I saw the way each glittering jewel came together to create the picture of a bursting multicoloured galaxy pouring from an old wooden chest that took the place of the black hole at its core, at once an image of vast deep space and also of a spilling hoard.

The bed was an elegant four poster frame with thin purple lace curtains hanging, and opposite it, a set of intricate teak wooden doors seemed to lead to a balcony, closet, and personal bathroom. The rest of the room was long and lit by hanging brass lamps, supported by curved and carved wooden supports lined with bookshelves. 

Gaelen had said, back in the hospital, that my room would not be a palace, and I was now deeply curious what in the cosmos she  would  call luxurious. But the decor wasn’t what held my attention, what pulled me into the room in limping steps.

Between two leather chairs on a table that looked to be carved from a single log, resting at a slight angle. Kings and knights, bishops and rooks, castles and pawns. I felt a lump in my throat that I quickly swallowed away. She couldn’t have. She didn’t. How was it possible? It was a  gorgeous  heirloom chess set. Nobody had ever done something that kind for me before. 

“How did you- how did you have this  ready,  I only told you about liking chess while we were on the subway!”

Gaelen laughed, and her chest unraveled slightly, producing a large handheld tablet held on a vine that emerged from her chest- which I noticed was currently open to a page on pawn structure and positional analysis. “I sent Ruby a message as soon as you mentioned it, and was familiarizing myself with the game as we walked.” She retracted the device back into her chest, and the succulent leaves sealed back up, which was a little strange to watch, but I was beginning to believe in the impossible.

I slowly hobbled over to the table, and picked up the rook in the corner, running my hands over the wood grain. “But how did you- you surely don’t expect me to believe a handmade chess set was waiting on standby for your digital assistant to have delivered in just fifteen minutes.”

“Handmade? Hardly. It was printed here, in the house. We have machines that can produce anything at the molecular level from raw compilation matter slurry, using interfering hypermetric phase fields that allow a manufacturing precision a bit smaller than a cell nucleus.”

“I-  fuck.  And you just  have  that in your  home?” 

“Indeed! Come, I can show you it working as I make you dinner.”

 


 

We crossed the entry hall and into another chamber, my cane tapping against the marble tile, and I walked over to a long ornate table that dominated the connected kitchen and dining room. I was slowly getting used to the feeling of the exoleg and the warmth of Gaelen’s vines curling up my body to support me. I blinked as I took it in. The table was as tall as I was, the surface reaching the top of my head. One of the chairs was elevated, the seat portion considerably closer to the surface than the others, obviously scaled so a human could sit at the right height. 

I didn’t know how I was going to get up there, but I couldn’t rely on Gaelen for everything. It wasn’t fair on her. So, I approached it cautiously and began to puzzle solve. If I carefully placed my leg on the frame I could-

“I can help you up, if you would like.” Her voice rang out warmly and buzzed through her supporting touch.

I let out a resigned sigh. “Thank you, yes. That would be appreciated.”

Gaelen picked me up carefully with one hand around my waist and the other on my thighs, and settled me into the seat. She brushed the side of my exoleg, and it unravelled slightly, then with a life of its own it looped around the chair leg and tucked into a clasp on the underside of the table. I let out a breath as it tightened into place, keeping me from slipping and hurting myself.

After a moment checking I was stable in my seat, with a single stride she moved into the expansive kitchen. She opened a vast wooden cabinet that was inlaid within the wall and from amongst a collection of exotic looking corked bottles she produced several items, holding them aloft with the assistance of a clustering of vines that unlatched from her wrist.

My eyes grew wide as I caught a glimpse of the whole fermented napa cabbage in a glass bowl. “Was that compiled too?”

“The kimchi? No, as it is a dominant ingredient in the dish, I felt it would be best to source it from a local artisan floret who specializes in fermentation, though that does remind me.”

An anticipatory vine shot towards a metal cube that was nestled into a teakwood workstation next to the oven.

“Ruby, can you compile me a blend of gochugaru, gochujang and garlic paste, and a flask of soy and miso broth?”

“ Yes Syr Echeveria, coming right up! ” A red light within the machine pulsed in time with the voice, and a moment later the requested items had appeared with a flash of vibrant white. 

I was so entranced by the apparition that I didn’t notice Gaelen had already sliced the kimchi into shreds, seemingly using her own claws, and was now squeezing the juice out from the red flecked cabbage with a massaging grip, spiced fluids dripping from between her fingers into the waiting bowl.

With a crackling simmer the kimchi was softening up in a ceramic saucepan, flames licking up the sides, and she ambidextrously washed the one hand clean while preparing slices of tofu with another.

“So is this, um, is it something you do for all your guests?”

“While I will always ensure that my guests receive a good meal, this, dear Lynn, is special, just for you.”

She punctuated the words with an affectionate head pat, causing me to look up, and when I looked back down she had placed a glass of what looked like wine in front of me. I picked up the drink, and took a cautious sip. It was nothing like I expected, sweet but not cloying, coating my mouth in a delicate swirl of late summer fruit and sour acidity, leaving a warmth as I swallowed.

I looked back up at her, quietly impressed as she continued to prepare the ingredients. She was so vast, even from the raised chair I was overshadowed by her presence and the effortless way she moved. With another flash of light she procured a bundle of scallions from the device on the table, then tossed a few errant food scraps into the device, which apparently destroyed matter as easily as it created it.

“So the compiler can make… anything?”

“More or less. It has certain safety limits, obviously. It can also generate and modify existing patterns per request, within reason.”

With a fluster of steam, a crash of aroma flooded the space, the heavy base of frying mushrooms and the sour spark of kimchi, and the overwhelming eye water of spiced umami.

I wanted to examine this supposed miracle box. I felt a flustering flicker of embarrassment as I realized I wouldn’t be able to get up onto the counter without relying on her assistance, even  with  a fully functioning leg. It was one thing to accept her help when it was offered, another to actively demand it.

“Can you…” I glanced at Gaelen, then looked at the counter the compiler was on. 

She feigned ignorance. “Do you need something?”

“Um. Can you put me up there? I’m just… curious.”

“About what?” I swear I could sense a grin.

“Nevermind, it’s okay.”

Gaelen let out a hum and tapped on my leg harness with an extending tendril, causing it to unravel and loosen until it collected back at my waist to hang like a belt. 

“We’ll have to work on that. It’s okay to want things.” 

Her right hand disassembled into a cradling seat that flowed down my back, and I settled into it for the ride up to the counter. With her left hand and a series of other vines, she scooped the dark red, garlic speckled paste into the saucepan, topped it with tofu, and poured the broth on top. Finally, in went the bowl of preserved juices.

I settled into a spot on the table in front of the device I had seen her operate just moments ago, inspecting the seemingly simple design while my exoleg slowly began to slither back into place securing my leg.

“Ruby?”

 “Yes, Lynn?” 

“Can you make… Hmm.” What would challenge this device, prove it was real? “Can you please make me a pen, with a body made of solid gold, stamped with platinum-trimmed Celtic knot patterns, and a diamond cap?”

 “Of course!” 

I noticed this time a faint scent of cinnamon that accompanied the light as it worked, and when I reached into the device, I found the most beautiful writing implement I had ever seen. I picked it up- with some difficulty. I factually  knew  gold was quite dense, but it wasn’t like I had ever had a chance to experience it directly. I ran my fingertips over the patterned soft metal, tracing the overlapping grooves that resembled the patterns on my great-grandmother's oakwood jewelry box. I was unlikely to ever try writing with this pen, considering it was hard to even hold up, but now I had one.

“Thank you, Ruby. This is… incredible.”

 “No problem, cutie. Anything else? I can do much harder than that.”  

Its voice sounded almost like it was disappointed I had gone so easy. And it was right, if the compiler was just printing atoms from raw particles, rare materials like gold or platinum were trivial. I took another sip of the sweet fruit wine Gaelen had given me, and wracked my brain trying to find something it couldn't figure out how to make. Eventually, I began a rapid fire series of requests, as Gaelen cooked and watched with an amused look on her face.

“A computer chip that could crack Terran Accord financial encryption algorithms at realtime.“ I saw a tiny spark of light, and had to squint to see the miniscule black speck in the center of the tray.

“A copy of  La Belle et la Bête,  leatherbound, with the words on each page printed in a random order.” They definitely seemed to be random. Someone who actually knew French would be totally unable to read it, for a  completely  different reason than I was.

“A 12 centimeter cube of nanoporous aluminum foam, with a superconductive infill.” The metal block produced was astonishingly light, and it conducted the stray heat of Gaelen's cooking across it instantly, so fast I nearly burned myself before she grabbed it out of my hands. 

“A plate of vulcanized rubber, with a proof for Fermat’s Last Theorum engraved into it, written in rhyming iambic pentameter.” This one took a few moments to compute before compiling, but when I read the prose, it was quite beautiful.

I looked down at the random assortment of objects now sitting on the counter, desperately trying to wrap my head around the fact that this was free. The promise that even if I didn't find a new job to do, I would never want for anything again. Anything I could even think of to ask for would be provided, and if it didn't yet exist, it would be invented. 

I finished the last of my wine as I examined the aluminum foam block in particular with a sense of final enormity, whose temperature instantly equalized to that of my hands as I picked it back up from the pile. This featherweight cube of material alone, produced on a whim by a home assistant as a challenge, made my profession obsolete. The Affini Compact had no need for a coolant loop systems engineer. I would have to find something else to be. Some other way to make myself useful if I wanted people to keep me around.

I put the cube back down on the counter with a bittersweet smile. “I'll admit, Gaelen, this may have backfired. I'm  significantly  less impressed by your castle now.”

She laughed, and turned off the stove, cooking complete. “Guess I'll have to impress you with my cooking, then.”
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    Leaving my compiled oddities behind on the counter Gaelen picked me back up, vines running across my skin to support my frame as she sat me back down at the dining table. My exoleg latched back into position and I settled into the sensation of gentle constriction. She ladled a serving of kimchi-jjigae into a bowl as steam poured out from the saucepan, then drained the remaining broth into another and brought both over to the table.

The vessel of hot, crimson broth was filled with clusters of kimchi, silky white tofu, thin slices of mushroom and topped with fine ringlets of scallion. On the side, a small bowl of sticky rice. She had even refilled my glass with more of the plum wine. It was a meal fit for a special occasion back home, though I didn’t understand what the cause for celebration today was.

She settled into the vast chair across from me, a content look painted across her sharp features. “I hope you find the dish satisfactory, little one.”

I picked up a slice of tofu with my chopsticks, feeling somewhat awkward over all the effort Gaelen had put into making it. I popped it into my mouth and sank into the chair with a moan as it melted against my tongue. Warmth that you could feel in your chest flooded my senses, rich bursts of burning umami cut by the complex tang of the kimchi and the freshness of the scallions. The faintest hints of gunpowder and red currants added an unfamiliar twist that almost reminded me of Gaelen herself. The spice burned at my lips, but I loved the pain.

I let out a deep, contented sigh that let burning air travel across my tongue. “It- it’s just like home.”

“I am pleased to hear that. It is my hope that with time, this place will feel as much like home as Ganymede did.”

I considered for a moment whether she was referring to the Compact itself or the castle I found myself in. I didn’t know how anyone could get used to  any  of this. She cradled her own in a single hand, less a bowl and more a fragile teacup as she brought it to her lips to sip at the stew.

It was a curious sight, something so big rendered so fragile by her touch. I couldn’t help but smile at the absurdity of it.

“Do all Affini drink stew? It seems an unusual food for a- what would you say you are- a bioengineered plant something?” I muddled through.

“No, though it is not an uncommon sight. Most of us prefer to absorb nutrients through enriched water, but I have the capability to enjoy Terran food in a more traditional method, and I wished to understand you more. A shared meal felt like a reasonable approach for the building of kinship.”

“I liked it, so you wanted to know what it tasted like?”

Her eyes twinkled and swirled as she set the bowl down. “Correct. It is quite  delicious .”

I hastily took another bite, thankful that the heat of the dish was able to mask my growing flush. Bursts of fresh hotness filled my mouth as I crunched down on the kimchi. Whoever that artisan was that made this little cabbage into something so divine, I wanted to kiss them. It was truly delicious, and I found myself slurping it down faster and faster, only pausing to have more of the wine.

I noticed Gaelen had stopped eating, and was watching me with a wry smile.

“Sorry, I can eat more quietly.”

I took a modest bite of the sticky rice, but even that drew a little squeak from my lips. It was amazing.

“You misunderstand my gaze, little one. I am appreciating an adorable sight.”

“I- I’m… okay. If you say so,” I mumbled, returning to my meal.

I was starting to near the end of my bowl when the sound of bark on metal popped through the air in three loud taps.

 “Syr, Misses Wistaria Rellarum, Tamai Armetisa, and Valencia Sinensis are here,”  chimed Ruby.

“Ah, there they are. Let them in, please.”

I faintly remembered Gaelen having mentioned guests coming to ask me some questions earlier, but I had absorbed so much information today I had completely forgotten. I tried to sit up straight to make a good impression, but was immediately reminded that the exoleg was locked firmly in place.

Gaelen got up from her seat and moved to stand beside me, and after a few moments, the three affini entered through the high arch. Though the room was still disproportionately sized, the imposition of four affini in the space made it feel more and more like I was the unusual piece in the picture. Each of them made a wiggling gesture at Gaelen with their antennae as they arrived, which she returned with a strange-looking waggle of her eyebrows. Some kind of affini greeting, I assumed.

“Lovely to meet you, Valencia, Wistaria.” She nodded to each in turn as she greeted them from left to right, probably for my benefit. “I hope both your shuttle rides here to Losofor were swift and pleasant. And hello again, Tamai.”
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The rightmost of the three of them I had briefly seen before, down on Losofor- the pantherlike Tamai, who had been on the shuttle when Gaelen first rescued me. I was able to get a proper look at her now. My gaze was drawn to purple fronds around her neck, a heavy build, and a tail almost as long as Gaelen’s.

Valencia was to my left, with four indigo eyes that surveyed me coolly. She had a lankier, highly asymmetric build dotted in adornments of orange and white flowers. Her angular frame was covered in a one-shouldered green dress of leaves, and capped by a pair of golden fuzzy antennae, with a wild mane of pale green vines that imitated hair behind it.

In the center was Wistaria, whose foliage sucked in so much of the light spectrum that her entire body seemed to be a deep, dark purple and green. She had six slitlike eyes, a short leafy hairdo, and was covered in petals that faintly glowed in the shadows cast by her wild, ripping vines. I got the distinct sense she was the one in charge here, or really anywhere she might go.

“Hello, Miss Walsh. We are the part of the team attempting to locate the twenty-seven Terrans unaccounted for down on the surface,” greeted Wistaria. “I was reading updates on your condition for my entire trip here. It is wonderful to see you up and about. I apologize we cannot simply leave you to recover in peace, but the information you could provide might be quite helpful in bringing the rest of the crew to safety.”

I swallowed nervously. Mom always drilled into me to never, ever talk to cops, but I wasn’t exactly in a position to refuse.

“I mean. I don’t know much about sensors and instruments, but can you not just…. Look for them with telescopes, or track them somehow?”

Tamai made a frustrated sigh. “The thick canopy cover renders satellite optics useless. And unfortunately, when the jump drive exploded while rotated along complex axes, the resulting damage to spacetime was… extensive, ripping a lattice of tiny fractal holes that the  Occantalis II  does not have the needed mechanisms to repair in time before your former crew’s supplies will run out.”

“Holes in  spacetime?  That sounds… awful. Will they be okay?”

“It is not  quite  as dramatic as you might think, little one,” Wistaria said softly. “Electromagnetic waves traveling across the tears may be displaced by mere milliseconds. Unfortunately, this lowers the precision of many of our instruments that rely on C-speed triangulation to total unusability. We know they are within a certain area, but it is hundreds of kilometers across, and it has many caves and canyons to hide inside.”

“We must hunt them the old way, and are attempting to build an understanding of our prey, where they will run, and how quickly. We do not know what resources they have or how long their supplies will last, or most importantly, how long we have to save them,” Valencia explained. “You are the only primary source of information on this outside of what our forensic team is currently cataloguing from your crash site.”

“What do you need to know, then?”

Wistaria gave me a little smile. “Ideally, everything. Perhaps start with telling us about those who are likely making decisions for the group, then we can move on to a full breakdown of the events since the crash?”

I nodded. “Okay. Um. I'll start, from… yeah. I guess the officers. There's Max, Max Zelig. She’s…” I paused. “The captain. That's who is making the calls, I assume.”

“The coward who left you behind, thinking it was a death sentence, with nothing but a  weapon,”  Gaelen growled, and I felt a surge of heat in the vines keeping me steady.

I didn't know how to respond to that, so I moved on. “Then there is Michael, the pilot and navigator. Total jackass, but Max’s best friend. Then Jieun, she helped me with the reactor when I—

 


 

An enormous roar tore through the engineering bay. I felt it in my soul like a bereaved parent.

Tumbling, end over end, shaking, exploding everywhere. I unhooked myself from the crash harness and tried not to think about the fact that the one to the left of it had been ripped apart.

The reactor warning was blaring. It was going to melt down.

I had seconds. I didn’t have time to grab a tool. I needed to reach the jammed mechanism on the other side of the roaring inferno of radiation. I had four options. I chose the limb I would miss the least.

I could handle it. I had to be able to handle it. They hadn’t felt pain that way before, not like I had.

The water rushed down the wall, dripping from the light fixtures. Strikes from a metal tool to the paneling made quick work of the puddle of toxic fluid, draining it into scorched dirt below. 

It was actually a pretty good economic opportunity, to be honest. Not a lot of good jobs once mom couldn't help take care of me anymore. Yeah, no. I know that's bad.

A hissing pipe which had sheared into a blade by torsion lay on the ground, dripping crimson along the razor sharp edge. 

Eyes that don’t blink. Looking out past me. She was cold. She wasn’t whole. First time I threw up on Losofor. Not the last.

I watched them bury her, and three others. They had names. Sarah. Felix. Jackson. Wrenn. Nothing to mark graves but bent pipes, four crosses in a frigid forest.

The captain’s face was all I could see, pale skin made orange in the firelight of the wreckage. The moon was cold overhead, and all we had was flame.

Oh, Dr. Lywick was great, I mean. She's a little odd, but most doctors in my life have just politely told me to go fuck myself. 

No time to feel it.

Lethal radiation poisoning dose is a few hundred rads. The captain reached out to comfort me, but I stopped her. I didn’t want her to see hair come away with her fingers.

Blades of pain shot through my leg. Razors of self infliction like the ones I don’t think about anymore. Had to get water and heat. Sarah could have done it better.

What happened to Nate? Natalie’s alive, right, thank the fucking stars I did something right.

Radio balloons going up. Beacons of hope I knew I swallowed too much ionizing radiation to ever see. Five people died in that crash, I just hadn't fully gone cold yet. Moving like a chicken missing her head.

Did you know I despise cold? I hate it. I always have. It's funny. Yep! You'd think a girl from Ganymede would handle it better, right? Nope.

At least it helped to stop the smell. People decompose quickly.

Headaches. Pain. Cold. Everything hurt.

Handed a revolver by the captain. Shot at Gaelen five times, knew there was one round left. Considered it.

I- do Affini know what love is? I don't know if I do, I feel things so strongly, and… Sorry, it's a bit of a tangent, haha. Oh. Florets. That makes sense.

Shut up shut up shut up shut up stop screaming shut up feel it later shut up shut up why don’t you just handle it handle it stop crying you're useless why 



[image: ]

I could feel myself being pulled away from the moment. No. I owed it to them to stay back. I needed to stay. I needed to help. 

My mind was being dragged back to my body in a blur of ice crystals, shimmering static until I opened my eyes. I took a deep, panicked breath through the mask of Gaelens flowers over my mouth. My nose was running, tears were streaming down my face, and I couldn’t help myself as pathetic little sobs muffled themselves into her floral embrace. My heart was pounding out of my chest, and I was hyperventilating.

The three huntress affini had all moved closer somehow while I blinked, and Gaelen was coiled tightly around me. She spoke in a whisper as the mask pulled away from my face. “Easy, easy, little one. You're safe, it's okay. You're safe now.”

I wiped a line of goop off my face under my nose and hiccuped. As I looked around, I noticed that the shadows being cast along the wall by artificial sunlight had moved and grown dimmer. “W- what just happened?”

“You told us everything you did down there, princess. But it was very painful for you to recount, so I gave you something, a class-B memory suppressant xenodrug, to dissipate your recollection of the last hour or so.” Gaelen's vines squeezed protectively around me. “And by the Everbloom, I had no idea you had been so brave, Lynn. Poor, sweet, courageous thing.”

I tried and failed to process the horrifying revelation that the Affini Compact apparently had drugs that could precisely alter memory at will, while Gaelen helped wipe off my face with an absorbent root structure at the end of a vine.

“You have helped us tremendously, Miss Walsh,” Wistaria hummed with a kind smile. “Knowing about their radio relays alone changes everything. We have been  attempting  to contact them, but had no idea if they could receive or respond to us.”

Valencia’s vines rippled as her mouth split into a thorny grin. “Now we know for sure their silence is an intentional one. That changes the terms of the hunt significantly.”

“So what… happens to them? When you find them?”

Tamai’s face rippled, and I would have sworn I saw another row of teeth for a brief moment. “Perhaps some will fight, give a proper chase. In the end, all will be safe in our vines, most likely permanently.”

“I will not be participating in that aspect myself, but yes, I expect all of them will become florets,” Wistaria remarked dryly. “Running and fighting against the vine attempting to save you from dying of dehydration is not particularly independent behavior.”

I thought back to how I had handled my first encounter with Gaelen and shivered. “But-  I  tried to run and fight!”

Gaelen spoke softly from beside me. “You had no idea what the affini were, and you  did  surrender. Your wardship is not technically entirely medical in nature. Procedure for any feral firing a weapon on an affini is more than cause for one. But as you have been nothing but cooperative since, you are unlikely to be considered feral by the board.”

Wistaria nodded. “There are many processes by which it is determined if a xenosophont is capable of living independently in the Compact or not. With what we now know, I would assume that few if any of the remaining crew of the  River of Reason  will be given a trial period as you are. They will simply be adopted by one of the affini working on this rescue operation.”

“And… so you would just… take care of them for the rest of their lives?”

“They will be provided with everything they could ever need. Whatever  we  decide they need,” Tamai said, with a hungry chuckle.

“Perhaps I’ll find my canvas among them,” mused Valencia. “One that shares my tastes for…  Discipline.” 

Wistaria made a low rumbling noise of disapproval, and the other two fell silent, but I had already seen the rising thorns and dripping needles. I felt a rising anxiety, clearly the calming effects of the medications they had given me in the hospital were beginning to wear off. The thought of people I knew having their freedom stripped against their will to become pets to beings who exhibited such undisguised sadism was deeply troubling. But… it was at least better than freezing to death on Losofor, right?

“How can just a few of you possibly hope to find them in that forest? The batteries on those cars will outlast their food and water supplies.”

All three of the huntresses laughed gently, but it was Valencia who answered. “Petal, you still have yet to understand how we do things. There are  hundreds  of affini down on Losofor currently, with many hundreds more on their way here from other ships.”

Tamai turned towards the window, and I could smell a faint acidic tang in the air as she spoke. “That there were any fatalities at all in your initial crash is a horrific tragedy we will need to take time to properly mourn once the crisis is over. I have spent the last two months trying to determine where and when your ship would emerge from hyperspace, and it is only through  your  heroic efforts to secure heat and potable water that more did not perish before we could find you in the days since.”

Wistaria nodded. “We will not be allowing anyone else to join them if we can help it. More ships are already on their way. Ideally, they will not be needed, but if they arrive and we have still not completed our task, we will scour every nanometer of that mountain range if that is what it takes.”

Valencia’s antennae drooped slightly. “But we would most likely be looking for bodies at that point.”

“You're doing all this for twenty seven people? I mean, Max has a rich dad, but other than that, we were all nobodies.”

Gaelen stroked my cheek gently. “We would do it for just  one,  Lynn.  Every  sophont is worth it.” She turned to the other three, and spoke softly. “You have gained the information you came here for, my friends. As Lynn's guardian, I am going to ask you to leave now, so I can get her some rest.”
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    The evening crept along as Gaelen spoke soothing words. The three affini had made their way out of Gaelen’s hab swiftly and politely, and it was nice to have things back to just the two of us, though I didn’t make for the best conversationalist. At some point she compiled a dessert, a small blueberry cheesecake which I tried to appreciate.

As things came to a close I slumped limply into her grasp and she unhooked my leg frame from the chair, the tracks of dried tears still itchy on my face. Everything was starting to fade in a tiring blur. It had been a long day, at the end of three of the longest days of my entire life.

I was ready to make the hobbling trek to the room fit for royalty that Gaelen had generously provided, but she didn’t even bother asking before picking me up. I was grateful as she spared me the ordeal of trying to walk back down the halls scaled for a giant, and as she carried me through the door, she turned sharply to take me to the bathroom. The opulent mosaic tilework simply washed over me without notice. I was too deep in darker thoughts to appreciate the splendor.

She carefully unfastened a line of tiny buttons I hadn’t even noticed ran up the back of my outfit, and sat me down on the toilet, which extended braces to support my weight. A vine ran across the crown of my head affectionately, and then she turned to walk out of the bathroom. “I’m going to give you privacy now. Just tell Ruby when you’re done.”

I nodded, grateful for whatever shred of dignity I was allowed in such circumstances. Fortunately, the romper split easily, and left my back unobstructed, which let me slide the simple black underwear underneath down to my knees without much effort. I didn’t look forward to when food other than synthcubes made its way through my system and I had to deal with waste that wasn’t a liquid, but that was tomorrow’s problem.

When I was done and called her back, she refastened the buttons without a word, but smiled warmly and squeezed my hand as she helped me up. It was unlike any experience I had ever had with anyone forced to engage so directly with the sad state of my body that wasn’t my own mother. But then, she had said her entire presentation was an act of mimicry. Whatever disgust or pity she felt for the cripple she was stuck looking after would be easy to hide.

“You all called me brave… for just getting the reactor running. I wasn’t brave. I just did what I had to.” I mumbled the words under my breath, an unearned bitterness filtering in. Gaelen didn’t deserve that tone. I was the one who couldn’t stabilize the coolant bay. I was the one who made it out alive. “The other engineers could have done the same, could have done better.”

Gaelen lowered me to the ground where she could hold me in a standing position in front of the sink, clasping my hands with a swirling vine, unworthy warmth abrasively spreading across my palms. I watched in the mirror as she reached into her chest, removing a small glass vial of shimmering red liquid with a cork stopper top. The fluid within cast tiny rainbows in its shadow on the sink.

“We did say that you were brave, yes, and I stand by it. But I don’t believe any more lingering on what happened will be beneficial. You’ve had a very long day, and I suspect your medication may be wearing off. Dr Lywick has prepared a blend that should keep the pain under control and help with the emotions that seem to be rising more easily.”

I felt the joint in my pelvis roll against muscle, sending sharp pulses down my thigh, but it was well within the range that I had accepted on the ship. It was irresponsible to take something while it was still manageable, prickles of anxiety over the risks were growing stronger with each heartbeat.

Gaelen spoke with a sternness I had not heard before. “Do not give me that look, Lynn, I am permitted to use any means necessary to ensure that you are taken care of and I would hate to break your streak of perfect cooperation. Take your medicine.”

I shrank a little. While she had directed me plenty, guided me up to this point, it had all been easygoing. This was an order.

I couldn’t imagine that it would be hard for her to force me to drink the elixir. I didn’t doubt that she would do it if I tested her. But it was unfair to put her in that position. I had already been enough of a burden, I didn’t need to add petulant childishness to the list. 

I pushed through the aches, the exhaustion and the anxiety to take the bottle off of her. I popped the cork and swallowed down the slippery syrupy elixir, bursts of rich black cherries and hints of nutmeg, honey and something unplaceable, an impossible fruit. 

She took the empty flask from me, and handed me a toothbrush to replace it. “Good girl. You may feel the unsteadiness starting to return, intense dreams and heartburn are the other primary side effects.”

The void of angry static that had been created by her stern tone was filled as she praised my cooperation, a rush of sensation only made stronger by the effects of the substance hitting my stomach. The words became gentler as she said them, a soft blanket slowly falling across my weary mind, and as the bubbles of anxiety started to dull into smaller and smaller fizzles, I felt myself exhale a long held breath. My muscles relaxed, one by one, and it was only once the sharp soreness had left that I truly noticed how much my leg had been bothering me.

Still, as I began to brush my teeth, my mind lingered on the people who were out there, Max and the others, braving the cold with the possibility of forced domestication hanging over their heads. I spat, rinsed, and Gaelen took the brush back, then scooped me back up in her arms to carry me to the bed. An errant thought found a shaky voice.

“I- um. What is being a floret like? I thought I knew after meeting Natalie, and seeing them on the bus, but the things Tamai and Valencia said make me wonder if I maybe missed something important.”

Gaelen carefully set me down, sitting with my legs hanging off the side of the bed. The sheets were every bit as soft as the ones in the hospital, but seemed to have a subtle warmth to them. She kneeled on the floor, which left me still having to look up to see her face, but it was at least not entirely vertical.

“Every floret has different needs. For some, it ends up being like having a roommate and caretaker, or even mentor. I believe your friend Natalie has a fairly vines-off arrangement with faer owner. For others, we adopt versions of the relationship structures of the society a pet is from. Some affini-floret dynamics resemble those of Terran parent and child, or romantic partners.” 

From this angle I found myself staring at the structure of her twirling horns as she continued explaining calmly.

“And yes, some affini, like Valencia, seek out those whose needs are compatible with her… sadistic desires.”

I frowned. “That feels like it is… improper, somehow.”

She laughed like a crackling flame. “Certainly by the standards of the Terran Accord, a society in which any relationship that did not adhere to very specific and narrow expectations of monogamy and gender was demonized.” 

“I- Okay, I certainly can’t argue with  that,  but I still find the power differential you're describing to be unsettling.”

“Well, you will have an entire lifetime to adjust to it, and you are taking things better than most. The most important thing is that our absolute power comes from a promise of absolute care. No matter what, every floret will be happy, cared for, and safe, for the rest of their lives.”

I tried to make sense of it, and I still couldn’t. “Why? What do  you  get out of that?”

“Well. It is, to use a highly generalized analogy, similar to the sexual drive of your species. It once had a purpose specific to reproduction, long ago, when the Affini coevolved with pollinating companion animals. Now, it is mostly something we do for its own joy, to satisfy a base instinct, having long ago engineered away the mechanical purpose.”

I blinked in surprise at first, but admittedly, that actually explained quite a bit. “So you, taking care of me like this, is… like sexto you?”

“Not  quite,  though I do intrinsically  enjoy  it. We are missing several steps for the  sex  analogy to be complete.” She chuckled. “Besides, I am the type to want to meet a xenosphont on the terms of their own biology as they do mine.”

I wanted to ask more, but I had already processed such a deluge of information today I decided it would be best to drop it for tonight, to focus on things I was more familiar with.

“So I- um, I assume I’m going to need your help getting this off?” The green romper hadn’t actually gotten dirty, but it seemed unlikely she would tolerate me continuing to wear a hospital gown while sleeping.

“Indeed.” Gaelen guided my hand to the release on the exoleg frame, and carefully supported the damaged limb as the frame unraveled, setting the support aside on the bed. With a reassuring smile, she reached her arm behind me, and a set of thin tendrils undid the fasteners again, repeating the process in the front and along the arms until the entire garment came apart in four pieces, saving me from having to bend a single limb to remove it.

I thought to cover my chest, but my reactions were already slowed on the class-E, and my breasts were not a part of my body I had ever had much shame about- a bit of pride, actually. 

Gaelen then carefully wound thicker vines around my right leg to prevent it from bending wrong and lowered me onto my back, leaning over me in a way that made me blush. But then the same tendrils that had removed the romper hooked around my underwear’s waistband, and I instinctively grabbed before she could pull them off.

“Wait, Gaelen- please!”

She stopped moving, but did not remove her vines from my underwear. “I am sorry, Lynn, but I cannot give you privacy for this. You cannot take these off yourself without bending your leg. Your arms will not reach your ankles without contortion.”

“I don’t…” I sighed. “I know you’ve already seen me, but…”

She made a deep sympathetic rumbling, a volcanic rockslide of sound. “You have nothing to be ashamed of, Lynn, you are an adorable xenosophont, even if your configuration has yet to be corrected to what you desire. Besides,” A vine held up the new underwear she had chosen, which were soft pink and rose dappled, folded with frills like the bow on a gift. “You will look even cuter than you already do with these on.”

I blushed, deeply, almost as pink as the item itself, and I braced for the anxiety that typically accompanied this level of scrutiny on my private parts, but through the blend of her words and the black cherry sedative, no fears arrived.

I nodded, closed my eyes, and focused on breathing, the warmth of her vines, the sweet smell that lingered in the air around her. The elastic slid over my skin, up to my knee, off my ankles, and was replaced a moment later with a more pleasantly textured fabric that slid into place and hugged my hips comfortably.

The pajamas were put on in pieces that fastened together like the romper had come off, and I slowly exhaled once I was fully dressed. When her vines pulled away I opened my eyes and looked straight up into hers, surrounded by orange petals and the galactic mosaic overhead. Nestled under the deep space ceiling, sinking beneath her towering frame, I realized then just how small I was in comparison to her, not in a diminutive or humbling way, but in a way that made me feel safe and protected.

“Now, I have seen you sleep before. You toss and turn, if not properly restrained.” She lifted the brace and put it back in place, where it immediately locked my leg into the ideal position. I was rotated and shifted until my head was resting on the pillow. It smelled wonderful, and I couldn’t help but yawn as my head sank into it.

The light from the balcony outside was growing dim in rays of streaking peach and deep orange that brushed against the spines of the books on the shelves, a cozy confirmation that somehow this wonderful and unfamiliar place was even able to capture the beauty of a sunset. She leaned over me, smiled sweetly, and tucked the blanket around me, enveloping me in a warm bundle of soft comfort.

“Sleep well, little one.”

I was out before she even left the room.

 


 

I was lost, tumbling in a maze of coolant tubing, crashing to the bottom of a grand opulent staircase, falling down a ladderway.

The sensation of plunging downwards captured me, deep into a haze of flickering half memories, the domes of Ganymede, the weightlessness of takeoff, and the hands of lovers long ago, stroking, touching, pawing at yielding flesh.

Soft, gentle vines undressed me like a lover, prepared me for my role as consort, helped me take the correct pill, kissed warm flecks of meaning into a body that stiffened for its duty. Galactic flickers of cinder and frost glittered on the mosaic ceiling of the captain’s royal quarters. I had seen the look in her eyes, and felt wanted, let her lead me where I had a purpose. A knight, loyally serving her queen at the top of the tower, twisting nuclear heat into whatever shapes would protect her subjects. My loyalty was sometimes rewarded, this was one such encounter.

Her breasts pressed down on me, blonde hair displacing the faded memory of textured bark. I rolled across the bunk and into the captain’s arms, hilting into her as commanded, a cold touch on my warm body, and a stiffening gaze of affection that pumped blood urgently into my own privates. 

I looked up and saw the savior, the conquerer. Her eyes were a sparkling amethyst, illuminating a truth that I chose to reject in favor of raw carnality, one spilling into another as Maxine treated me to a level of indulgence that she had never favored in our time together.

I felt a surging heat as a tendril gripped the curve of my hips, and a cascade of orange petals spilled around me like snowflakes. I reached out and gripped onto Gaelen’s horns, pulling her closer, our foreheads almost touching, hers so large and mine so small, and as she let out a gentle hum of satisfaction I let go, floating through an abyss.

A pulsing pleasure was starting to build with each thrum of sensation, dancing up my skin and pushing its way through my abdomen, yielding moans with every breath. Twisting vines coiled around loose wrists, bracing a damaged leg for a comfort a queen had never displayed. I rolled onto my back and fell once more. A bed of orange petals opened, and I sank down into the folds, leaving my skin coated in a tingling yellow pollen.
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The captain straddled me and pressed back down, and my legs raised against the bindings to accommodate her desire. With each forceful rocking, they split into separate beings and came back together again, Maxine and then Gaelen, the queen and the prince, fire and ice, but it was Gaelen’s slick vines that wound inside me, found the needy cluster of nerves Maxine would not have touched, pressing into the spot that made me moan, sending blinding beacons of bliss directly up my spine.

“Please… please don’t stop.”

It was Maxine’s hand that whipped across my cheek, cracking my face to the side. It was Gaelen’s claws that clung to my shoulders, the sharpness of a blade and the tenderness of a desert flower.

“You’re doing  so good, Lynn, ” Gaelen rumbled with an igneous roar.

“You’re not like other girls, Walsh,” Maxine echoed as a breath of snowflakes.

There were things that I wanted, feelings I craved, but that wasn’t the purpose of sex, not with Max, not with most people, and so I let myself fill her, I allowed myself to be the thing that she valued. The thrilling appendage to be used without regard for consequences. No attachment would ever be found from my body, and that made me useful. Worth keeping around, while it lasted.

The pale skin of her familiar hand pressed through my hair, and I chased the feeling, willing it to clench down, only for it to evaporate into an icy mist. That was not my role.

Instead, the heat of thorned vines pressing into my skin gouged claims I could not resist or refuse. “F-fuck!” I cried out into the ocean of orange and sapphire as Gaelen found exactly the right spot to send me spinning.

I felt the soft prickles of bark and cactus as Max began to moan, and fingernails digging into my skin as Gaelen began to disassemble, the vines that had supported my walking slowly creeping up my thigh and wrapping my legs up in a tight and safe constriction, pushing me further into Maxine, every touch of hot tendril filling me with butterflies as they wriggled and teased my open palms before winding into my fingertips and pinning me down.

“Don’t look at me like that, Walsh.” Max groaned.

“Look at my eyes, Princess.” Gaelen ordered.

A clawed hand big enough to devour me reached down, bathed in the hot sun of the golden hour, and it lifted me up, out from the frost that stuck to my skin, saving me from the hands that pulled for needs of purpose. Every minute fiber of her soft touch was another arrival of electrifying ecstasy until suddenly it unravelled into dozens of small probing tendrils.

She was everywhere, she was everything, wrapping me tighter in a bundling cocoon of sick thoughts and wanton needs, writhing across my belly and dragging across my tits like a binding oath of protection. Hot coals and burning embers and warm sands. My bed of petals curled tight around me, warmed my destroyed right leg to the bone.

There are unbreakable promises that are whispered in the night, secret urges that yearn for release, and there are ties, chains like frost, intangible connections that pull hearts and suck on supple skin, and they were both at once, the life I thrust into and the one I drag out of, sliding back and forth in mounting pleasure. 

I craved the comfort of the conqueror, but it was the one to whom I was duty-bound whose sheath I thrust towards, a hazy grip of prodigal pleasure that pulled against me with every turn of my sore hips. A vine slid away from my face and I turned, chapped human lips finding mine, and I was happy, stars I was happy. She didn't always kiss me, but when she did, I could forget the aches for just a moment.

The cold steel around my neck pulled me back down flat, away from a taste of a kiss I had never quite gotten the chance to memorize. Moans burst from my throat, whines and need and begging I could only vocalize when brought to the edge of submissive haze. It felt good to be held, good to serve and feel the throb of a lover around me declaring that for now, for tonight, I belonged.

In a clarifying moment, the scent of bursting fresh spices flowed across me and I felt it in my loins as her massive hand pawed at my back. In a swift motion her spindled cacti claws burst through the vines and into my skin, dragging down from between my shoulderblades in a piercing, squealing, transcendent agony that spilled hiccuping moans from my lips and hot, wet fluid from my tender flesh.

Firm thighs gripped at my hips and pinned me to be fucked. Her digits roamed across my arms, squeezed my breasts, but the object of attention was between my legs. A thick, hot tongue emerged from a maw of sharp teeth and traced the nape of my neck where the cold would not, drawing a scream out of me.

It was too much. I was going somewhere Maxine had never thought to seek out, where few lovers had ever even tried for, and no hand unaided by a vibrating wand but my own had ever succeeded in reaching. Gaelen stormed that final bastion, a thundering inferno that would tear down any obstacle. My explosive crescendo was pounding at the gates, mounting like an army at the drawbridge, pooling and pulling from my belly, desperate for release as I- as I—


 

I shot awake with a ragged gasp.

I swam in disorientation for a while until my rushing blood began to slowly settle. My breathing returned to a regular pace, and I started to find my bearings. I was lying on the bed. I was under the canopy of sparkling gems. I was in her castle. I was-

A soft, warm chuckle sounded from the other side of the room. “Good morning, Lynn.”
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    The phantom touches of cold hands and hot vines still lingered on my skin, ragged gasping breaths starting to slowly calm. The gems above me cast a rainbow shimmer on the bedsheets and bookshelves as the sunlight hit them, and I looked out upon the massive room through bleary eyes. I was deep under the canopy, leg still secured in the position Gaelen had locked it, but I had clearly been tossing and turning.

I pulled myself out of the pillows and sat up in bed as best as I could, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

“Did you sleep comfortably?” Gaelen rumbled.

“Y- um. Yeah, uh, Fine! Fine. I slept fine, thank you.” My cheeks were bright red with embarrassment, as the vividness of the dream was painted fresh in my mind.

Gaelen, it seemed, had mercifully not noticed, and was sitting on the floor next to the chessboard. She was in a vague approximation of a cross legged posture, though where the shape of her legs would have intersected with themselves, the vines wove into each other to create a nesting bundle. As I watched, she moved a bishop with a thin tendril, pinning a pawn against the opposing king, then frowned at her own move.

I looked towards the window and felt the breezy heat of a summer morning filtering in. As the new day dawned, the night of tossing and turning began to slip from my focus and I instead turned my attention towards her game. Anything to move on from that dream.

“Practicing?”

She looked up at me as I spoke. “Indeed. It is the best way to improve.”

“Playing against myself was always boring… I always knew what my own plans were, even if I tried not to.”

She smiled, then wrinkled her face as a hand slid a rook across the board.

“Technically, I  am  playing against an opponent without knowing what it is planning. Affini cognition is highly multithreaded, and I can simply designate reserved memory.”

She tipped over a piece with a sigh and placed it on the side.

“Are you winning, then?”

Gaelen chuckled. “No.”

I rearranged the pillows as best I could to rest more comfortably, but it was challenging from within the knotted prison of blankets I had inadvertently created around myself overnight. Gaelen got up from the ground, reforming her sturdy legs and tail, and gently untangled the blankets that had become wrapped tightly around me during my tossing and turning. 

“I tried playing against Ruby, but…”

I giggled. “You can't play chess against computers. It's no fun. They're too good at it.”

 “My intelligence code could be altered to make for a more favorable opponent, but Syr Echeveria prefers to keep their things sharp.”  Ruby chimed in.

“Indeed. Speaking of which, I have something for you.”

Gaelen turned to a small writing desk beside the bed, and I noticed my golden engraved pen had been placed in a stand on it, rather than being decompiled with the rest. She gently picked up a small, flat, rectangular object and held it out for me to take. “This is a handheld tablet, more advanced than those you might find in the Accord, but it should be intuitive enough to get set up on your own.”

I took the gift from her, and found that while the touchscreen was something like glass, the back of the device was a sanded pink wood. While I inspected the tablet, she scooped me up from the bed in a gentle motion and began to carry me to the teakwood doors on the opposite side of the room, placing my cane in my free hand. 

“I also hope you will be pleased to know I made alterations to your private bathroom overnight, you should be able to use it without any assistance.” 

“Oh. Thank you, Gaelen. Do you not… sleep?”

She set me down before the bathroom door and gave me an affectionate rub on the head. “I do require rest, but less than you by a significant margin. Sometimes I luxuriate and mimic something like a Terran sleep cycle, but there were things that needed doing, so I kept myself busy overnight. Now, I will be making breakfast, but I will be back shortly.”

I slowly hobbled into the bathroom, and discovered to my great relief that Gaelen had indeed added a bidet attachment and motorized angling seat riser to the toilet, which would save me… a great deal of humiliation. As the seat slowly lowered me into place, I traced the tile patterns with my eyes in little L shapes, like a knight traveling around the mosaic. It was slow, but at least I didn’t need to burden her further with my bodily functions. 

As I settled, I decided it would be as good a time as any to peek at the tablet she had given me again. It lit up as soon as I looked at it, and prompted me to choose a username. 

I thought about how best to label myself to this brand new world. After a moment I was struck with inspiration, typed the king’s opening, ‘PawnToE4’ into the box and hit confirm. I was greeted with a simple home screen, applications laid out in a very comprehensible way with large pictographic icons and labels. Most seemed to be entertainment or social, and as I soaked it in I started to internalize with a bit of a shock that my usual habit of keeping a banking app at the top left of my personal device would no longer be possible or necessary. I would never have want or need for money ever again. Sometimes it’s the little things that make a massive change feel real.

I explored the rest of the menus as I did my business, and was not particularly surprised to see that it had just about every feature I could think of, letting out a little snort of amusement at the discovery of a ‘find my affini’ app. Given Gaelen’s steadfast presence as my primary reference point, it didn’t seem like a feature that I would have a use for.

When I tapped the contacts list, I saw I already had three populated with names and icons. Gaelen’s username was ScaleKiln- I would have to remember to ask what that meant at some point. Dr. Lywick was BigHatLilypad, and Occantalis.Ruby.Echeveria was… self explanatory. 

But I would have to explore those more later. I put the device down on the sink, and finished up. By the time I had pressed the button to have the seat raise me back up, I could already hear Gaelen moving about again on the other side of the door. 

I was washing my hands and leaning against the counter for support when I heard the cane sliding. Before I could stop it, the supporting beam of knotted bark had fallen free and there was a light clattering thud as the cane fell to the ground.

I wasn’t going to be able to leave without it. I also wasn’t going to be able to get it without bending. I winced as I started to reach down, but the exoleg was making things difficult. If I couldn’t figure out something as simple as this there really was no hope. I could see a faint glow of yellow light on the black band around my ankle, and I continued for a second longer before-

“Ow.”

There was a rush of air as the door swung open, and Gaelen was in the bathroom before I could blink, lifting me up and collecting the cane.

“I think I should get you settled back in, little one. Breakfast is waiting.”

I expected to be swept up and taken back to the dining room, but she returned me to my bed instead, and smoothed out the blankets flat on top of my legs after tucking me in.

A long vine reached across the room, and picked up a tray that had been set by the door. Gaelen brought the silver platter down, and placed it in front of me, a nest of vines keeping it securely in place while ensuring the weight didn’t rest too heavily on my healing leg. The plate was decorated with gold trim, and the food looked heavenly. Crispy fried potatoes next to a gooey cheese sandwich on crusty oval bread, topped with brown crackled Gruyère and two poached eggs. On the side, a warm mug of dark cocoa.

I looked down at the perfect eggs and slowly broke into them with the silverware, spilling the deep orange yolks that reminded me of her flowing hair petals as they poured onto the first bite.

I cut off a slice of the sandwich and brought it to my lips, smoked melted cheese and crispy bread soaked in bechamel, far more indulgent than the way I’d usually have my eggs. I set my fork down, and traded it for the steaming mug. The cocoa was rich and bitter, spiced with pepper and lightened with cream, perfectly complimenting the meal.

“This is. A lot more than I’m used to for breakfast. Thank you. Again.”

“Please think nothing of it, watching you enjoy will be a gift enough in kind.”

The sigh of bliss I made at the rich and salty sauce seemed to act as all the confirmation she needed. I looked up at her, studying the way her body folded into spines and claws, and a funny idea crossed my mind.

“Is that how you rebloom? An egg, I mean? Do you, um, burst into a ball of flames or something and leave an egg behind?”

She seemed momentarily surprised.

“The phoenix from Terran mythology. Not exactly, no. Although when put in that way I cannot help but see the similarities.”

It wasn’t quite the mythological creature I had in mind. I took a sip of the cocoa, idly imagining a small Gaelen emerging from an egg as she continued.

“When reblooming, we shed all damaged biomass down to the core and repair any damage to our form, then begin to regrow.”

“You let go of all the bad stuff so you can start over?”

“Indeed. But you keep the parts that matter most. There were many aspects of my first bloom that I hold dear. I come from an arid planet near the core of this galaxy, and spent many centuries in the desert waves. My form draws some inspiration from the sophont life there.”

I took another bite and failed to conceal my enjoyment at the flavor, scrunching my face up. I could feel the second hand enjoyment rippling off of her as I did. Feeling self conscious, I went to put down my knife and fork.

Gaelen smiled warmly. “I am sorry, but you truly are adorable when you make that face. I will restrain myself. Please, do not stop on my account. Or would you prefer I fed you?” 

“It- no, thank you. It’s just nice to have things like this again after so long on the ship.” I reluctantly picked my knife back up and started on another bite. “There were a decent few days when I didn’t think I’d have eggs ever again. Or anything else from home for that matter.”

“I am glad to hear they are a familiar comfort to you. I was starting to worry that you were mostly synthcube by volume.” She chucked.

I winced at the sheer factual accuracy of her joke. “You… That’s depressing to think about, but yes. Probably over half my biomass came from a synthcube. I was always poor, they were kind of a staple. But when I lived on Gany with my mom, eggs were one of the few fresh foods we had.”

“Oh? Why was that? Did you,” she paused, seeming to struggle to articulate the next words. “Spend? For them? Is that correct?”

I giggled a little at how little she seemed to even comprehend the idea of money.

“My mom and I kept chickens, back home on Ganymede. It wasn't uncommon. Lot of people saw them as machines that you could feed a mix of grains and surplus synthcubes to make better food.” I swallowed. “And in a way, they were, but we weren’t trying to industrialize. Only ever had three or four at a time. They weren’t just a biological machine with inputs and outputs.”

Gaelen seemed to be enjoying learning about me, though I couldn’t imagine it was the most interesting topic for someone as old as she was. Regardless, I continued, cutting into another bite.

“They were pets, to us. Gravity is pretty low on Gany, so I made them little magnetic shoes like everyone wears to get around more easily. Learning about how to make the coils is what actually got me interested in engineering.”

Gaelen's eyes twinkled at me curiously. “Was making things easier for these animals uncommon?”

“Yeah. Uh. A few of my friends had chickens too, but they'd just… keep them in boxes. Unable to move.” I winced. “It wasn't right. They're very affectionate and sweet if you treat them well, but…”

Gaelen let out a sigh. “My natural affinity is to sophonts, but I still feel great sympathy to the conditions you describe. To deprive a living thing of simple enjoyments and needs. It is unconscionable… and sadly quite typical of the society we are set on rescuing the entire Terran race from.”

I thought about my own little nest up in the coolant bay back on the  River of Reason,  and winced.

“We loved the hens we kept. But… they still served a function. They laid eggs, and we fed them and kept them healthy, but…” I shrugged. “Keeping them had a cost, and when they didn't lay eggs anymore, we… ate particularly good meals for a week.”

She was very slow and measured as she spoke a cautious offer. “We could have meals that included chicken, if you want.”

I laughed hollowly. “No thanks. I'm a vegetarian now, I guess I forgot to mention that. I don't think about it much, you don't have many chances for it to come up when you work in space. The last time we rotated one out, her name was Gigi… I was old enough to be the one to do it. I couldn't bring myself to eat meat ever again after that week. Even if you compiled it, I’d remember the taste.”

“I am… terribly sorry you had to do that to your pet.”

“I… made it fast. So fast she didn't know it was gonna happen at all.”

I could have heard a pin drop, everything was so quiet. Flashes of unwelcome memory loomed, and I stared blankly at the mosaic ceiling above. I remembered how when I had first tried to give her the magnetic shoes, Gigi, always a feisty bird, had flown away and scratched me, and the promises I had spoken aloud to the scared little animal as I tried to help her. What I would never do. I mumbled a followup thought, eyes unfocused.

“I didn't want to hurt her.”

I didn’t notice until she was already around me, the sweet succor of her support, vines as smooth as a succulent and soft as a petal pressing me tightly into a warm hug. The numbness that had overcome me slowly began to fade as I let my memories settle back down into the place where I tucked them away.

“I think, precious thing, we should drop this subject entirely, and go out onto the balcony. Some fresh air will do you good. Let’s get you dressed.”

Gaelen lifted the platter away by the cluster of vines it was resting upon, and the sheets followed. She unclasped my brace, and little shivers of heat ran down my leg at her touch. My nerves must have been healing slightly as the treatment continued, as I didn’t recall being able to feel that much sensation last night. She looked down on me with a comforting smile.

She shifted me slightly down the length of the mattress, which given my height had my legs dangling off the side. With a careful tingling slide, the vines ran down my belly until they reached my waist, and she pulled my pajama pants down to my ankles until they were gone too.

I was vulnerable under her gaze but she was confident, calmly reassuring me with her eyes and woven fingers cradling my head. I didn’t resist as her vines ran back up my legs, supporting my right one with the unfurled palm of her sprawling hand so it never bent as she lifted my legs nearly vertical. She carefully slid off the pink dappled panties. It was only logical that she would need to assist, as she had explained last night, and after a few moments the discomfort of the process was quick to fade. 
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I didn’t want to leave her doing everything, so I began to unbutton my top, but her vines unraveled almost immediately to tap on my side. I lifted my arms up and she assisted with the more stubborn latches, a feather touch. My chest was bare once more. I was trembling slightly, my body anticipating the coldness of being laid bare, but as she reached into her chest and removed a pale green bundle of cotton fabric I felt only a steady warmth, particularly on my cheeks which were growing red. As the item unfurled, I realized that it was a light thigh length summer dress with a small orange succulent design in the corner of the skirt.

I had lingered in the moment, or perhaps she had taken her time to ensure that I was ready, but either way after just a moment one of her all encompassing hands found my back and helped lift me up into a supported sitting position. 

“T-thank you.”

“It is my duty to assist you, little one.”

Her claw reached around my back and tapped the side of my chest. Extending vines encouraged me to lift my arms, so I complied, holding them in the air. The dress fell down over my head and onto my frame, and she straightened it out. 

With another light tap on the shoulder I took the hint and let my hands fall back down. 

“One last thing, we cannot forget your modesty.”

I grew flushed, I had almost been ready to leave the room without any underwear on without even realizing.

I laid back down, and focused on my breathing as she produced a set of soft orange panties. She delicately pulled them up my legs, raising my knees and pelvis when necessary until they rested comfortably around my hips. 

Her touch had never left me until the exoleg was fastened back in place and secured.

“There. I hope you do not mind my selection of attire. It is a matter of convenience as much as it is a matter of beauty.”

“I- um, yes, this is fine. Thank you.” 

I didn’t typically wear dresses, given the weather back home and the uniform on the ship, but I did feel more comfortable wearing the leg support in an outfit like this. It was flush with my skin and there was no longer any fabric that could bunch up under it.

A bundle of tendrils picked me and my cane up, and Gaelen began to move to the balcony. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the brightness. She sat down on a long corner bench of solid marble, facing out towards a sturdy wooden railing as I rested on her lap. She had forgotten to place me down and I considered objecting, but the stone appeared rough and it was high up enough to give me pause, so I allowed myself to instead focus on enjoying the projected landscape.

The view was a treasure, looking out over the interior of the  Occantallis II  as though from atop a tower. The landscape was shifted in a way that allowed me to see the curvature of the ring as it cupped the neighborhood from each side, livelihoods spilling out in both directions. I knew that it had to be a facade, a relay projection or something similar, as we were still on the ground floor, but regardless of how it came to be the beauty was unparalleled.

I cautiously looked upward, and watched a cloud drifting in an unfamiliar vortex shape near the opposite ring cap. Turbulent fluid dynamics had always been a strong point in my engineering studies, but this was a contained volume of air I had never even considered thinking about. Did the space have convection zones influenced by the tangent Coriolis force? 

There definitely seemed to be complex air currents, but the few scattered clouds weren’t moving quickly enough for me to get a good sense of the paths they would take. The effective zero gravity when not moving relative to the axis would make for very strange flight paths. I had seen Gaelen’s silhouette high in the sky gliding, down on Losofor, in higher gravity than we had on this ring. I wondered if she could fly here.

Just as I started to wish I had something to do with my hands, Gaelen moved to place the half finished cocoa into my waiting grip. She clutched me close in her grasp and I sipped at the comforting spice of her smell and the chocolate in my mug as they mingled on my palate. We sat in that quiet moment, and I relaxed against her. 

I tried to look for it, but couldn’t remember where we had emerged from the subway yesterday. Navigating this space was going to be a challenge on my own, since it was all built to beings whose baseline size seemed to be double mine.

“When my wardship is over, as you say, I’m going to have to learn to navigate all this, aren’t I?”

“That depends on many things. You could decide to disembark onto a planet or station if you wish. On the other vine, perhaps you will meet an affini who charms you into volunteering so you need not worry about that sort of thing anymore. Or maybe you will find you prefer the lower levels, if you feel overwhelmed by the open vistas.” 

“There are more levels on this hab ring?” The magnitude of this vessel, the entire Compact really, was revealing itself in layers.

“Indeed. The hospital we treated you in was on level two, there are many more. And there are four other rings! Though one has several times more gravity than this one, and another is almost entirely underwater. You would have a difficult time living on those.”

I tried to comprehend the fluid dynamics on an entire spinning ocean of incompressible liquid, and gave up trying almost immediately. “There seems to be quite a lot of onboarding to do in the Affini Compact.”

“Well, that is what a medical wardship like this is for, beyond just making sure you are taken care of. Helping to introduce you to the many things we have to offer.”

I took another long sip of my hot chocolate. “It’s a little overwhelming.”

“Yesterday was likely the most complicated day you will ever have for the rest of your life, and I frankly should have been more careful not to overstimulate you in my eagerness. You have a lifetime to learn everything there is to know about the Affini Compact, and you need to recover and rest in the short term.”

I smiled at her admission. It was starting to become clear that Gaelen was, no matter how fearsome she had grafted hefself to appear, downright giddy to excite and impress me with splendor. 

“I wouldn’t mind a quieter day.” I pointed at one of the many sloping parks along the ring interior. “Is going to one of those an option? I might like to lay in some grass.”

Gaelen laughed. “Technically, I could coil my tail into a bed, and you could lie in that, for a similar experience without needing to go anywhere.”

“I- um.” I felt a flush in my face, as I remembered the dream last night of having her tail and far more wrapping tight around me. I deflected from those thoughts as fast as possible. “You’re not really grassy. You're like a cactus. It’s different.”

“We can see about going out and about then. Is there anything else you might be interested in doing?”

“Maybe I can play a game of chess against you.”

“That would be wonderful. We really only have to pass the time until your surgery, there are no wrong answers. But most importantly, no excitement, no complications.”

I nodded, went to have another sip of my cocoa, and then stopped as I faintly heard a familiar voice shouting my own name. I looked across the courtyard projected below, and noticed three figures making their way up the steps- or rather, a very humanoid affini with a body of mottled brown roots and orange-yellow leaves for hair was carrying two terrans up them. 

One appeared to be Natalie, wearing some frilly blue dress, and the other was a much more heavyset woman in red, liberally adorned in golden jewelry that caught the light as they moved. I began to hear the sound of laughter, a pair of giggly voices calling out ‘Lynn’ and ‘Syr Echeveria’ bouncing around between the arid brick walls that lined the courtyard.

“Who are they?”

Gaelen made a long sigh like a shifting sand dune, and began to stand up. “Excitement, and complications.”
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  10. Panini

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn and gaelen had breakfast, went out on the balcony of her guest bedroom, and saw an affini and two florets heading up the steps.

          


    
    Gaelen stood, carrying me with her, and surveyed the three newcomers approaching us from what seemed to be far below. “Ruby, turn off the projection please.”

The landscape rippled and dissipated like a bubble popping, and suddenly the illusion of the balcony high in the sky dissipated. As it was revealed, we were sitting just a few meters above the courtyard the whole time. With a single step, Gaelen walked over the railing towards the group. She set me down on a bench under the shade of a palm, next to a sparkling fountain pouring water into a basin. With a brush of her finger on the side of my exoleg it set it into place as the trio made their way over.

The approaching affini was a muscular being, with thorny roots and bark armor that led into a distinctly more human visage than Gaelen, shorter than Gaelen too, as most Affini seemed to be. Her auburn foliage created a mess of hair that topped her angular yellow green face and spilled down around a pair of bumps that mimicked breasts.

[image: ]

“What is this, Adelira?”

“The feralists have still not been found. I am going down to the planet, you are watching Cassandra and her friend,” The woman of roots and wood spoke simply. 

“Mommy said they need her to look in a cave!” offered Cassandra, the woman in red.

Gaelen gave the floret an affectionate scratch on the head, and she devolved into happy giggles, but the draconic affini seemed reluctant. “You cannot find  anyone  else? Lynn needs to relax.”

“No. You know how selective I am, and everyone else I would trust with my treasure is already down below.” Her voice was rich but distinct from the rumble of Gaelen’s tone.

Adelira set Natalie and Cassandra down on the ground and ran a set of vines into both heads of hair for a petting, drawing alarming little whimpers of bliss from the pair.

Once fae wasn't curled up from being carried, I practically choked as I noticed that Natalie’s outfit left… literally  nothing  to the imagination. A semi translucent one-piece dress with large cutouts that didn’t begin to hide the fact that fae wasn’t wearing underwear.

I switched my focus to the other floret as fast as I possibly could. Cassandra’s garb was opaque, but somehow felt even more suggestive- Natalie's outfit was loose and casually revealing, but Cassandra's squeezed in around her curves and teased what lay underneath with pointed attention. She gave me a small wave.

I tried desperately not to look at my young friend's body. Just a few days ago- or two months ago from faer frame of relativistic reference- I had been giving faer orders, it felt improper.
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“Like, what’re you trying to avoid seeing, Lynn?” Natalie’s voice bounced teasingly. “I’m pretty sure I'm not even supposed to touch you until you have that leg brace off or Syr Echeveria will turn me into a glass sculpture, but I could take you someplace nice in a week or whatever. The Compact has nothing but a good time to be had and I’ll guide you wherever you want to go.” Fae winked at me.

I didn’t even know how to begin to respond to faer propositioning me, but flattering as the interest was, I mostly found myself blushing at the sheer forwardness of the suggestion. Gone was the timid assistant who could barely string together an audible sentence, the new Natalie was filled with flirtatious surprises and vibrating with energy that I was still getting used to. “I- um, sorry, I uh. Prefer older women,” I babbled.

Natalie seemed to realize I was getting a bit overwhelmed and shifted faer attention to Cassandra instead with a slap on the butt that sent the woman’s tail flapping. Gaelen and Adelira had begun to converse in a sort of polytonal hum and the two florets ran around the fountain with carefree joy, chasing each other and chatting about people I didn’t know and who had done who at some party or another. I was thankful for the moment to breathe.

Reaching a resolution, the woman of armored bark reached out a hand to grab the girl in curvaceous red as she spun around the corner to escape Natalie’s teasing pursuit.

“Who’s my beautiful treasure?” Adelira crooned.

“Me, Mommy!” The woman adorned in golden bangles beamed up at her as she placed her back on the ground.

“Be a good girl for Syr Echeveria. Show her what a wonderful prize you are.”

“But Mommy,” she looked at me conspiratorially, and then spoke to her owner in a hissed stage whisper. “Syr has a  ward  right now.” 

Both affini chuckled, and Adelira gave her a final pat on the head. “I only meant for you to be well behaved for them. Set a good example. Voltzia will be picking you both up tonight, and I’ll see you tomorrow, my little love.” Adelira straightened back up, and within a moment she was on her way.

“Bye, Mommy!” The floret waved to the mound of roots and armored bark as she made her way back down the steps from the courtyard. “Good luck rescuing the feralists or whatever!”

Natalie grabbed Cassandra by the wrist, and pulled the puppygirl in towards faerself. “Hear that, Cassie? That cute butt of yours is going to be in  my  bed tonight.” Fae was answered by a squeak. 

Gaelen recentred our focus towards herself with a ripple that ran down her fluttering copper petal capes with a gentle  thwip . “Now.” She resounded, attentively. “I do not intend on herding a puppy and her playmate through the ring today and it is important for us to remain nearby should Lynn require some rest, so you will have to settle for recreation in the garden.”

Natalie glanced at me for a moment, then gazed back up at Gaelen with a mischievous pout.

“I’m hungry, may I please have a homemade panini, Syr?”

Cassandra wagged her tail faster and bounced in place, making her jewelry jingle. “Me too! But remember to make it vegan!”

Gaelen raised an eyebrow at them both. “I can compile you each one.”

“Nooooo! Handmade!”

“It’s not the same and you know it!”

She let out a long, beleaguered rumble. “A handmade sandwich would sufficiently meet your needs.”

“Not the same! Not the same!”

“Mommy would  never  make me eat a cold sandwich instead of a panini. That’s floret abuse.”

Gaelen made a growling sigh, like a fireplace that was pretty sure she was being played. “Fine, we can go inside then.”

“I wanna stay outside!”

“Your hab is so fancy and boring, Syr.”

I blinked in shock, unable to process how anyone could find a space like this dull. Gaelen, the woman of rippling vines and spikes and understated power, large enough to make even someone as tall as me feel tiny, had clearly lost this battle of wills. She was helpless before the florets, who were now both making the cutest faces they could muster at her. “Fine. I will make you each a panini.”

“Yay!”

“You’re the best, Syr!”

Crackling with resignation, she knelt down and inspected my exoleg, ensuring I was comfortable and everything was set into place. Her touch was warm against the gentle cool of the artificial breeze, and it lifted after a moment as she turned towards the others and straightened out.

“Will you stay here if I go inside, Natalie?”

Fae laughed. “Of course, Syr. I'm not leaving Lynn unattended.”

She looked at Cassandra next, made a grumbling sigh, then produced a short leash from within her chest which she attached to her collar and a circular loop on the bench- one that could only be there for this exact purpose.

I tried not to stare, but Cassandra seemed to think nothing of this. Her tail didn't even stop wagging. Perhaps this was pure fetish for her, but… to Gaelen it had felt functional. She didn't want the pet wandering off, so she leashed Cassandra while she was inside. 

I tried not to think about the fact that my own mobility aid did the same thing automatically.

“Now, no giving Lynn any xenodrugs while I'm inside, you two. That means you,  Natalie.”  Her stern tone softened a bit, and she smiled. “Her doctor has to approve them first.” 

Gaelen strode off to make the florets lunch. As soon as the double doors closed, both florets descended upon me like a pair of giggling vultures.

“So how was last night?”

I opened my mouth in shock, then realized there was no way they could possibly know about the lurid fantasy my mind had conjured with Max and Gaelen while dreaming. “I- fine? She showed me how the compiler works? I talked to some visitors, I went to sleep?”

“Really, that’s all?”

“Did Gaelen make you nice food?”

“Well yes but-”

“Did she drug you?”

“I- um. Yes, but only because I-”

“Ooo, which ones?”

“Did Syr-”

“Look, it was an overwhelming day but Gaelen’s been nothing but kind and considerate so I think you should show her some more respect.” 

My response only seemed to solicit another round of youthful giggles from Cassandra. “You like her, huh?”

“I’m  grateful  to her. She saved my life. She’s been very kind and accommodating.”

Natalie raised an eyebrow mischievously. “And she’s so dreamy, isn’t she?”

I looked away, reminded again of the experience my sleeping mind had conjured. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about that at all. Why would I think that sort of thing about someone who is acting as a medical care worker?”

“And why, might I ask, miss  older women,  are you using she and her for Gaelen when they have no preferred pronouns at all?”

My cheeks burned. “Look, yes. I- um, I find… I find Gaelen attractive, obviously. Who wouldn’t?” 

“Literally anyone who wasn’t a furry,” Natalie countered.

Natalie had gotten much better at maneuvering in the months fae had experienced while I was being punted sideways through spacetime, this was the most decisive checkmate fae had ever managed against me, and I was left stammering. 

“I’m not- whatever. I, uh. Fuck. To think that sort of thing about my governmentally assigned caretaker is wildly inappropriate.”

Natalie seemed to be studying me a little more carefully, reaching out to touch the hem of my dress as it spilled over the side of the bench. Fae giggled after sizing my outfit up- which was a little strange since my dress was at least opaque. “Roots, Lynn. You're  such  a seed. Like, you don’t even know the half of it. Have you even had the fun drugs yet? If you haven’t, you're  cooked . You should just tell Gaelen to get the core sample taken already.”

Faer tone was one of brisk sincerity, a gentler tease than faer over-excitement earlier.

“I don't- no, I have only had medically needed interventions for pain and anxiety. And what does that mean? Core sample? Is that a euphemism?”

“No. It's completely literal.” Natalie pulled faer hand away, spun around on the spot, and pulled faer collar down, baring the back of faer neck to reveal a pale scar from a vertical incision. 

“I forget how new you are to all of this, it’s been like months for me. But yeah, that’s how they make it, they take a core sample and let it grow until it’s ready!”

The more fae explained the more confused I was. “I remember… Dr. Lywick mentioned an implant of some kind. That it could heal my leg from the inside. Is that what that is?” I felt a pang of terrible guilt. “Were you hurt by the explosion when I put you in that escape pod? Did you break your  neck?  Oh, fuck, I'm so sorry-”

“Shh, no, I was completely unharmed. It's my implant.  The Haustoric Implant .” Fae punctuated the words with conducting hand waves as if this should already mean something to me. “It bonds me to Mx. Fernicus eternally so we’re never truly apart. You really haven’t heard about them yet?”

“Mommy says it takes away the bad thoughts,” Cassandra injected, before blushing as her eyes glazed slightly. “And helps me be a good girl for her.”

“Wait, so it does something  mental,  not just physical? This is a- you have a brain implant? Both of you…have  brain  implants.”

“Mhm! It feels so nice! I get tingles all over when I think about it! And it rewards me when I think about obeying Mommy…” It was strange, as if Cassandra’s eyes dilated ever so slightly as she said the words, which was surprising given how wide they already were.

“Every floret gets one, we’re lucky that way. They put a little seed in our neck, and then it grows through our entire body, and we get to be basically superhumanly durable and never have to worry about thinking anything our owners don’t want us to.” Natalie gave me a smirk. “Unfortunately, I guess Lynn is never gonna find out about how nice it is. She’s too much of a natural independent for that.” Both florets were overcome by giggling again.

I was somewhat stunned by the implications. Every impression of earnest happiness I had seen from the moment I woke up with Natalie at my bedside was colored in a different light. Being a floret meant getting a  brain implant . The idea sent a momentary chill up my spine. 

I looked at Cassandra. Really looked at her closely. She seemed so happy and carefree. But she was also clearly high. And by her own admission, her emotions had been adjusted and a sense of submissive obedience had been instilled directly into her. I felt a shiver of a different kind. 

Natalie noticed my change in mood and put a comforting hand on my good leg. “Hey, you okay Lynn?”

“Yeah I- I’m fine.”

“Good, I wouldn’t want to get in too much trouble with Syr Echeveria. You can relax, I was a little worried too when Mx. Fernicus explained it to me, but they’re really really great.” Fae shrugged. “My implant didn’t need to change much. It just helps me not be so shy all the time. Also, the drugs feel great. When your vet approves it, you’ve gotta try a nice class-A.”

“I’ll take your word on it.” 

I didn’t take faer word on it. Natalie certainly  seemed  happier than before- but even if I took faer at faer word that all the implant had done was altered faer social aversions, that was still a fundamental change to who fae had been for the six months I had known faer. But going on HRT in my early twenties had done similar to my own personality, and I would never go back even if I could.

The florets went back to talking about the gossip on the ship while I gazed off into the middle distance, suddenly much more aware of the stakes of my own situation. If the affini thought I needed it, I wouldn’t just be in a situation that boiled down to living with a nurse. I could be… changed. Maybe for the better, but changed.

Natalie had become somewhat restless, boundless energy projecting out with swinging arms until fae took up fiddling with a plucked flower from one of Gaelen’s garden arrangements. “We’re lucky Syr has her hands full with you, well, not lucky because y’know, your leg, but lucky that she’s even here, it seems like everyone’s either down on Loso-the planet or floretsitting a whole bunch of pets!”

I pulled myself up from the dark thoughts of my potential future to focus on the moment. “There were some- There were a few affini over last night who said it was a fairly intensive project. Wistaria, Valencia, Tamai, were their names.”

Cassandra chimed in, tail happily wagging. “I don’t know those first two, but I think Tamai is one of Mommy’s friends!”

Natalie nodded. “Yeah, I haven’t seen anything like it! I know Tamai is one of my owner’s friends too, but I’ve never met her. She's been too busy trying to track the ship since the day I got picked up from around Orphan3.” Fae started plucking the petals and letting them go into the wind. “Stars, Lynn, they were worried sick about you all. It’s been all any of them talked about! I wonder how many affini have an implant core sample picked out for a special someone in the crew down below, gotta be a bunch, maybe even more than there are crew.” 

Cassandra squealed with delight. “Aw, that’s so sweet! I hope Mommy finds them all soon so they all get nice owners.” She tried to catch some of the petals that were caught in a breeze and flying in the direction of a steep cliff to a garden below, only to rediscover her leash when it ran taut. I supposed it was necessary after all. “Oop! They’re so lucky to have Mommy helping, she’s so strong and fast and I bet she’s gonna save all of them all super quick.” 

I was still thinking about the three huntresses from yesterday, how gleefully Valencia had talked about her interest in… discipline. 

“Do you think they're  all  going to be domesticated?”

Natalie shrugged. “At this point? Yeah, probably. Half the Affini on the ship are down there, and most are in Terran space in the first place because they wanted one of us as a pet. Unless they decide to surrender willingly and get wardships like you did, every one of them is gonna get snatched up immediately, no questions asked.”

Images began to flash across my mind of the people I had spent months working alongside, all becoming property to affini like the huntresses I had met. I worried for Max and Jieun and the others. They would be safe, obviously, for as long as the Affini kept their pets around for, but at what cost? 

The Affini Compact clearly had some things about it I was going to need to spend time deciding how I felt about, but one thing was clear- It beat the Terran Accord. My crewmates thought the Affini were violent slavers, and were resisting for all the wrong reasons, all but guaranteeing the worst possible outcome in the process.

“I’m sorry, I know you like it, but it just sounds wrong to condemn someone like that because they fought back. It’s one thing to choose it, but being forced into it sounds like it would be awful.”

Cassandra giggled. “I mean, It isn’t a punishment, Lynn. I was a compulsory domestication. I don't remember the details, it doesn't matter. Being my Mommy's treasure is way better than whatever I was doing that made her need to take me.”

I looked at the woman who was literally leashed to a bench beside me with a look of horror. “You don't even… know why?”

She grinned wide. “Nope!”

Natalie ruffled the other floret’s hair, causing her tail to wag even faster. “And you're cuter like this anyway, Cassie.”

Finished fidgeting with faer flower, Natalie sat down next to me, kicking faer legs. I felt a pang of uselessness over my own inability to do such a simple gesture should I wish to. “Being a floret, it’s like. It’s the best. This isn’t some fate that you get sent off to, it’s the kindest sweetest gift they could be giving to everyone from the ship. Everyone’s going to love their new owners so much. Some of them’ll probably need to forget some things, but only if their owner thinks it’s best for them!”

I was still reeling from the revelation, but as outlandish as the idea of such precise memory alteration sounded, I had already experienced it myself, when Gaelen locked away my memory of recounting what happened in the crash to the trio of huntresses that had questioned me. The ones who would probably be taking people I knew as pets- and deciding exactly what their ‘perfectly fulfilled needs’ looked like. They could probably be anything. With a device growing inside someone's spine, it wasn’t difficult to imagine that the affini could work magic at the scale of thoughts just as they seemed to at the scale of ships. 

Concerns and contradictions swirled together. I didn’t doubt that this kind of memory manipulation could be the right path for someone with trauma. I didn’t even mind that Gaelen had taken away one painful hour. Frankly, there were plenty of humiliating things I’d had to do with my body to make rent before landing my job on the  River of Reason  I’d be happy to forget too. But it wasn’t me I was worried about.

A booming voice rang out across the courtyard, cutting off my fretting about my crewmates on the planet below and scattering the image of Max in a collar. “Lunch is ready, dears!”

 


 

Both paninis sat, long-cold, a few measly bites taken out of each, since Natalie and Cassandra had ‘not been hungry anymore’ as soon as their excuse to tease me without Gaelen present was no longer needed. I was sitting next to Gaelen on the massive couch with her powerful tail wrapped around me as a makeshift backrest, ebbs of heat warming me up from a chill I didn’t realize I was feeling. I half-listened to Cassandra and Natalie talk while they played some game fae had compiled that involved taking turns placing black and white circles onto a grid in complex formations.

"Look I love Mxstress alright, with all my heart and my soul, but if Ornith Nebulae wanted me we would have to talk about adding another sample to my implant you know? Xe would understand, I think.”

Cassandra frowned, then put a piece down, capturing a space and removing one of Natalie’s. “I dunno. Mommy definitely would not approve of me doing that.”

Gaelen held up a circular sliced carrot from the bowl of chopped veggies she had prepared for me to snack on. After getting my attention with a tap on the chin, I took a chomp out of it. After I finished chewing the sweet root vegetable and swallowed, I interjected. “Who is Ornith?”

Natalie looked up at me from the floor, faer face aghast. “She doesnt know who Ornith is. Ornith Nebulae, only my favorite musician in the entire Compact. Ruby! Play my favorite song right now, Lynn’s never heard of Ornith, can you even believe it? She’s been here a whole day now!”

The music had begun to blare from the omniscient speaker system that made up Ruby’s ai before fae could even finish speaking. The singer was clearly not human, but the words were in Terran Standard.

 ♪ Knew it when I saw her from across the bar, 1-2-3-my superstar! ♪ Went to make a C but my vines too late ♪ Guess I never made it to the second date… ♪ 

Natalie put a piece down that connected two long formations, happily singing along half-remembered mumbles of what the words more or less sounded like. As the song transitioned from verse to chorus, Natalie’s accompaniment switched perfect lyrics, and fae stood up from the board to twirl around the room.

“♪ If I had a petal to call my own, can’t keep living in a hab alone! ♪ Look how much my vines have grown! Be, be, be, my princess! ♪”

Fae gave Gaelen a smirk as fae danced. It was certainly a little odd to watch a barely-more-than-naked person wiggling around, but nobody  else  thought it was weird, so I was getting over it fast.

The music dipped in volume, and the sound of bark on metal rang out with three sharp taps.

 “Syr, Mx. Voltzia Fernicus is here,”  chimed Ruby.

Natalie’s eyes immediately widened, and fae ran to the door with an excited squeal, sending the game board and pieces flying in the process. “Mxtress!”

A lanky, slightly fuzzy Affini with two clusters of four yellow eyes and pale blue petals reminiscent of Natalie's outfit walked in, waving a set of three bifurcated fingers at us. Natalie shot like a railgun and leaped into the air, swiftly caught in a fit of giggles.
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“Hello. My precious. And hello there, Lynn. My name is Voltzia Fernicus, xe/xem. Call me Mx. Fernicus. I have heard so much about you from my darling little fairy, though when this whole crisis business is over I expect to hear much more from the source.”

I felt another tap, and took a bite from the carrot slice I hadn’t even noticed was in front of me. “I- uh, what do you mean?”

Gaelen picked me up, and made her way to the door, shepherding Cassandra along into Mx. Fernicus’s vines as well. “Mx. Fernicus will be your therapist, as soon as all the ferals below are safe. Say goodbye now, petals.”

The two florets yelled overlapping goodbyes, and the space was quiet again. I felt one of Gaelens vines brushing against my underarms, and she made a soft clicking noise. “As I suspected, an increased volume of electrolytes, lactic acid, and a touch too many metabolites.”

“Wai-what are you talking about?”

“I can taste sweat on you, dear.” Gaelen chuckled softly, then set off towards the direction of my room, but instead of turning to the side she began to scale the enormous steps, carrying me upstairs. “Taste is the closest analogue among senses you possess, anyway. My entire surface is covered in chemical receptors.”

I flushed with embarrassment at the realization that she could  taste  through her vines. I tried not to think about how those were the same vines that had undressed me. I hoped it wasn’t unpleasant for her to taste near the areas most had preferred not to look. “Um. I… see. Where are we going now?”

“To give you a bath, little one.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Cassandra is from Adelira's Prize!

Natalie's favorite musician is featured in the oneshot POPSTAR

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

        





  11. The Bath

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Gaelen floretsat for Natalie and Cassandra, with brief meetings with each of thier owners. then the draconic affini said lynn needs a bath.

          
Notes for the Chapter:this chapter has a bath scene, it is extremely sensual. lynns genitals are alluded to but never directly described (like. typical for how weve handled her dysphoria so far)




    
    Gaelen carried me up the grand staircase, my leg resting comfortably against her chest as I relaxed in her vines, and with every step my sense of curiosity grew. As we ascended, the stairs flowed into a spiral until we arrived at a grand landing.

I looked up in wonder at the beauty of it all. Light poured in from a stained glass sunroof that was concealed from the building exterior, emerald and garnet, umber and oranges assembled into the form of a grand tree with a long flying lizard ribboning across like the emblazonment of a flag.

One of the first things Gaelen had reminded Natalie and Cassandra of when we all came back inside for lunch had been that they were not to go upstairs, and I was admittedly curious why. “What’s upstairs that you don’t want them getting into?” 

She laughed. “Nothing scandalous. The master bedroom, my personal washroom, a workshop, some ancient pottery from my home planet. It is simply my private space, and not meant for a rambunctious pair to be running around in.” She gestured back towards the lavish halls below with her free arm. “Downstairs is for entertaining guests, is all.”

“Am I  not  a guest? You called me one before.”

The affini hummed for a moment in thought. “For the purposes of you needing to be bathed, no. I suppose a ward straddles definitions of the term in this language. In any case, you are not going to be running anywhere at the moment.”

I couldn’t really argue with that. 

Pale walls with curved arching teak wooden supports built out the space and atop pillaring podiums the place was populated by pieces of pottery and glass, beautiful ornate sculptings, some abstract, some not. As we sauntered through the space we passed an ancient looking vase, set on its own small dais.

“What’s that one?”

She stopped, and knelt down beside the pottery to let me get a closer look. “It is the first piece I ever made, little one. The image it depicts is an abstraction of my time on the planet I uprooted from. It is the story of my becoming.”

I studied the dyed vines and petals, the way they slowly configured into the form I was familiar with.

“You made this?”

I felt a subtle rumble I was starting to recognize as Gaelen becoming excited. “Indeed. I am an artist. More specifically, a metalworker, potter, glassblower, and sculptor. I specialize in the working of earthen materials, with heat that spurs chemical reactions and makes brittle things ductile. Everything you see around you is a work of my creation. This is my home, but it is also my sculpture, my craft, my personal vision. I have birthed many pieces.”

She pulled me back up and continued walking. Spiraling stairs at the far ends with curving walls alluded to towers, and a room with a closed door that spilled light from the cracks framed the right side of the room. Passages and archways, this place was a maze and a museum, her personal domain.

“I suppose, I owe you an apology. When I said your house was less impressive because compilers existed.”

“You grasp the underlying beliefs of the Compact remarkably quickly, Lynn. I could have told Ruby to algorithmically design a terran style home and had it manufactured in a few days. It would have been perfect down to the crystalline structure in the tilework.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I built this home by my own vine from a simple frame, and every imperfection is what lends it the greatest charm. We value imperfection and gifts of time and effort very highly.” Gaelen carefully wrapped her vines tight around me and raised me up a bit, pointing to a particular spot in the mosaic with a splotch of violet discoloration. “Look there. A mistake I made, that I see every time I pass, and remember what went into making it. I think the same whenever I see your new friend Cassandra. I wrought her collar from asteroid metal, for my friend Adelira, and there is a tiny vein of imperfection in its structure only I would ever spot. It makes it precious.”

Gaelen tucked me back into her arms, careful as always with my damaged leg, and continued on.

We arrived at what seemed to be our destination, and stepped into a room that dwarfed even my greatest expectations. A long hall with blue paneled walls, supported at progressive increments by curving wooden arch supports inlaid with swirling golden script that reminded me of the words I had seen written on signage throughout the ship. 

Filling the space, a deep rectangular basin of shimmering sapphire with wide golden taps pouring steamed and fragrant water into the pooling expanse. As the steamy haze flooded my senses I was overcome by the piquant aromas of bursting currants and honeyed apricots, all of it rumbling with the growl of her deep spices.

This was Gaelen’s bathroom. It didn’t even occur to me that she would  need  to bathe.

“Gaelen, this is… a lot.”

“It is slightly more extravagant than typical in the Compact, I suppose. I did get a little carried away in places.” She laughed, a deep rich sound that rumbled in her chest. 

I looked up, at what this fascinating alien called  slightly  extravagant. Statues of pale ceramic, figures of lizardlike creatures and exotic plants decorated the walls, with glittering gold words in some alien lettering leafed onto the tiles overhead.

“The-um, writing.” I pointed to the golden script. “What does it say?”

“They are words from the affini Core Worlds, foundations of ideas upon which some believe treaties of domestication are inspired. The Terran translation does not resonate in polytones quite as well, but I suppose it would read as  All are home in this place. You are loved. You are safe. A pledge made to the universe.” 

We walked over to the side of the room where a series of cabinets were inlaid into the wall, and with a single finger she pulled one open, a long drawer filled with nothing but a smooth azure padding, like a soft leather couch cushion. With a click it slid into place, legs unhinging from the base onto the ground so it rested at an angled slope. It was then that I realized it wasn’t a cabinet, but a table.

Gaelen slowly placed me down on the surface and I relaxed my neck, finding my head comfortably supported by her gentle fingers. The material was soft and smooth, almost as warm as Gaelen was, but the position of vulnerability made me feel a little tense nonetheless.

I wanted to ask if this was really necessary but I knew that it was. I had proven myself incapable and she had proven herself willing to help. I only hoped that whatever value I provided in return with my company was sufficient.

I tried to focus elsewhere, and was struck by the way that the tiles shone a glittering blue crystalline that graduated into a purple that matched her eyes, a slow transition from sapphire to amethyst as they climbed the walls and overtook the ceiling.

“Did you make the tiling too?”

She leaned down over me with a smile that revealed a sweet sense of earnest pride. “Indeed I did. Glass is one of my favourite mediums to work with. There is a beauty in fragility.”

It was wonderful. Staggering. I felt my nervous flutters fade into slow and steady breaths as I continued to admire the details. Her vines slowly unravelled and ran up my sides, slipping under the dress and sliding across my skin into a comfortable hold around my hips. 

While one remained on my head, her other hand curled around my thigh and unwove to spread across my feeble leg, keeping it stable. With a finger stroke the exoleg unravelled, and it was pulled into her collection of gripping tendrils, disappearing into her palm.

I felt a tap on my side in the curve on my hip and raised my arms after a moment, remembering the signal she had used last night and this morning. Her fingers never left my head, and yet they somehow slipped under the shoulders of my dress. 

I let out a slight gasp at the unexpected sensation as the tendrils around my hips crept up my back, pushing me up from the surface just barely until all the weight of my upper body was contained within her grasp, and only then, slowly, she pulled the dress up and over my head.

As the fabric concealed my vision I realized that her assistance in my bathing was an assumption. She never even stopped to ask. Never mind that, she didn’t need  me  to ask for help like—

Damaged pipes and nuclear valves. Cold, so frigid. Weak arms—

The dress pulled off and the vines upon my back retracted to my hips until I was resting on the table once more. They didn’t stop. In a smooth and continuous glide they continued down my butt, hooking into the fabric of my panties as they went, unwrapping the final vestige of my modesty as they continued past my ankles. I was warm in ways I had come to expect from her contact, and tried to ignore. 

Gaelen began to raise me off the surface, sliding the table back into the cabinet. I looked out upon the massive pool of shimmering liquid entirely poured for my benefit and had a momentary feeling of guilt at what a colossal waste of water this was, before reminding myself that the concept of material waste didn’t apply here. I would have to ask Natalie how long that took to get used to. Cassandra seemed unlikely to remember having had an adjustment period at all.

“Are you sure I need all this? I’m pretty used to just using a sponge, and I had a warm shower just three days ago.”

Some dark shudder passed through Gaelen at that. “I am aware.”

I realized that I must have told her and the other three affini last night about the humiliating experience of having to beg the captain for help. A fresh bout of shame took hold in my chest—

I could hear the splashing of the water as it spilled from the taps, topping off the pool. Imperfect pipes made up the makeshift shower we used on Losofor and I was probably coated in nuclear particles, if I had just gotten it set up faster I might not need as much care now. Sarah could’ve done it faster. Max wouldn’t need to help her, she wouldn’t need to beg, wouldn’t need to put her in a compromising position like that. Of course she was reluctant, who wouldn’t be reluctant. It was a lot to ask of her after I’d already used up my usefulness. Energy she could’ve put towards helping the others survi—

“Lynn, are you alright?”

The taps had slowed to a trickle. The massive blue pool was full. I was naked, held close to her breast to stave off my shivering, and a large thumb was gliding under my eyes to wipe away stray tears. The air was light with her scent.

“Yes I’m- I’m fine, I’m fine.”

Gaelen gestured to the golden script that danced across the pillar above our heads.

“ All are home in this place. You are loved. You are safe. ”

I swallowed the lump in my throat as she gently began to lower herself into the pool, bringing me along.

“It is time for your cleaning. Everything is going to be okay.”

We sank into the water, and I was immediately struck by a soaking heat that prompted a quiet sigh. I didn't know what to expect, as I had never been  in  a body of water before. Stations and ships didn't have the water to waste, and the low gravity of Ganymede made them impossible without overflowing any container. Showers, I had taken, but submersion was new. It was almost like weightlessness, but since my body was roughly the same density, that was to be expected. An even pressure was applied to my body everywhere, like a more gentle version of a tensioned vac suit. 

It was undoubtedly pleasant, though. Gaelen held me, floating in place, not quite pressed against her. Every ache of bones born in microgravity vanished as the water and vines carried most of my weight instead. Assuming I was found capable of self determination following this wardship, perhaps I would have to look into getting a pool of my own. If the miracles of Affini medicine were what they claimed, perhaps I could even swim.

Gaelen’s voice snapped me out of my analysis. “Sweet thing. May I help you relax? You deserve to have a pleasant bath.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Gaelen, this is already maybe the most pleasant and relaxing thing I have ever experienced. I  am  relaxed.”

“You are still  quite  tense, Lynn. And you are relaxing  slightly , but it could always be better. I could use soaps infused with a class-A xenodrug which would greatly enhance the experience.”

I looked down, and watched as her vines undulated around me, the parts of her body I could briefly glimpse between islands of soapy foam looking more like some kind of eldritch tentacled mollusk than the body I was familiar with. “I- didn’t you tell Natalie I couldn’t have anything until Dr. Lywick approved it?”

Gaelen made an amused snort. “Yes, just as Natalie insisted fae needed a handmade panini to talk to you without me around. Fae isn’t the only one who can stretch the truth a bit for your benefit.”

It was hard to think of any reason to say no to the offer when my entire body was soaked in such a deep, penetrating warmth. Purely recreational drugs were… I had always mostly avoided them, for fear of lowering my ability to exist without them. But this was the land of plenty. Just a taste wouldn't hurt.

“I- um. Okay. Just a little.”

Gaelen reached for a bottle from among several by the side of the bath, whose label I could not read. She emptied a liberal amount of something that looked like a bubblegum pink shampoo into a vine that split into a repeating fractal of manipulators, extending soft thorns into a wide comb shape. 

The viscous pink fluid clung between the teeth of the brush, and she applied the substance to the top of my head evenly, running it through my hair, before beginning to massage it in. It was accompanied by a warm feeling that built somewhere low in my belly, almost like butterflies. At first I mistook it for fear. But slowly it grew, building up into my chest, pooling in my lungs. Heating my breath. It caught in my throat and pooled under my eyes. I felt alive.

I could wash my own hair, she didn’t need to…

“G-Gaelen?”

“Yes, princess?”

Before I could answer, she squeezed slightly around my midsection, and a whimper left my mouth as I was overcome by the sensation. My head was tilted back, and section by section, she worked the brush through, carefully detangling the messy frizz. A vine dipped into the water, then poured a rinsing stream of wet warmth through the hair. After grabbing another bottle, she began conditioning as well, and the tingling effect amplified further. 

As the padded, soft and beaded tendrils massaged into my scalp, I couldn’t help but lean back into her touch as my timid guilt over the treatment was slowly overcome by a gentle and growing sensation. It started as a slight numbing, but with each swirling rub a sparkling carbonation began to grow, building into an urgent docility, a wave of relaxing pleasure that bordered on erogenous.

“This is- I, um, oh  fuck.” 

“Shh.. it is time to relax now. Just breathe deeply and let go for me.”

I fell into her touch, and with every swirling ember of her massaging appendage against my scalp the effect intensified. I felt the liquid love of this exquisite intoxicant running down my neck in a soapy lather, spreading further into my mind and muscles, turning both into puddles of pure and unmitigated bliss.

It was a firecracker as strong as her gunpowder musk bursting and showering down on me, flowing down my spine deeper and deeper with every gentle inhale and vocal exhale. I didn't realize when my euphoria became impossible to restrain, but as the slippery velvet vines began to explore the contours of my arms and latch between my fingers the gasping cries hitched into echoing moans. I clamped my hand over my mouth to hold back the embarrassing sounds of pleasure, but a tendril slid between blushing cheek and wrist, gently separating my palm from my lips.

A vine dragged up my chin, filling me with shuddering need as I looked into her eyes. They were pooling, rippling orbs of gentle amethyst and hazy lavender, centred by the seamlike ridge that ran up her nose, framed perfectly by her soft feeler brows. I fell into them, sparkling purple fireworks that could hold me so deeply and completely.
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I submitted to her touch, to my own instincts, fully and completely. To do anything else would be to drown in the oceanic tides of physical comfort as they crashed against the shores of defenses I had never even attempted to raise. 

There was a dam somewhere deep within me, and it hadn’t broken when I confessed to the horrors of our crash, the feelings of great unworthiness or even the shame of showering down on Losofor. But then the tingling, agonizingly joyous sensation of the medicated soaps reached my aching useless leg, and  the dam broke .

The tears that flowed in rivers of catharsis from my overworked eyes were sobs of relief. I could feel the heat as they ran down my cheeks, and it was overwhelming. Feelings I had ignored until they reached the point of invisible constants didn’t just disappear, the pain wasn’t merely gone, it was actively being tilted and elevated into an entirely different sensation. One of the parts of my body that had failed me like none other was now granting me an unsustainable gift.

The pulse of constant discomfort had been replaced with pumps of repetitious erogeny, every nerve that usually sent signals of pain now bent towards another goal, soaring supersonics of ecstatic relief. A crashing plea of stimulation exploded out of my throat before I damped it down to a whimper.

“It’s okay, little one, it’s okay. Let every drop out.”

A vine ran across my cheeks to wipe away my tears and the sensation that accompanied each touch was like an angel.

“Too much…please Sy- please, Gaelen it’s too much, too much…”

My voice trailed off into babbles, and she did slow slightly, but did not stop entirely. Just enough to keep me in the range of sensation that I could barely handle.

I had been something between floating weightlessly and resting on her lap, but as I let out another desperate whine, the mass of tendrils under the water pulled me in closer. Every touch was a comfort, and I rocked my hips back into the vines that were eclipsing from her woven form. The seeking departures ran across my thighs to wrap and bundle my crippled leg from my hips all the way down to my toes, gently pressing into the flesh to provide a merciful dulling.

“This is… so intense…” I softly mumbled.

Gaelen laughed, and the vibration sent new sparks of joy running down my spine. “This is a fairly low dose of one of the weaker euphoriants in the class. Your friend Natalie has much more than this as a baseline, and Cassandra… well. You could always have more, sweet thing.”

I shouldn't. But I could. Natalie had appeared entirely sober. “More,” I mumbled, almost a question.

I heard another container uncap behind me, and a generous quantity of some new fluid was poured into the bath itself. Gaelen stirred the water near us, and I was hit with a tangy sweet scent. The shimmering pink and orange tinted steam in the air clouded my senses, sheer tactile joy overwhelming everything.

I heard another cap removed, and a splurt of some new substance. Tendrils coated in a cool oil started to massage into my shoulders, and as the drug began to soak into my tissues the pleasure erupted to a bouncing scream. I arched my back against her without conscious intent, and the rubbing of soft bristles against my spine felt like little kisses of bliss. My own moans bounced against the tile work walls, echoing and compounding.

The padded tendrils slowed, relenting slightly in their massage, and I rocked back, instinctively seeking a return of the insatiable rapture. As I pressed in further towards her, I felt the securing vines on my bad leg slide gently in harmony with a thicker single hold on my free thigh.

I was startled, and for a split second I resisted instinctually, but relinquished to her control after relaxing again. She needn't have waited, considering how strong she was. My legs were spread apart, ever so slightly, and the melding heat of the soothing water rushed to the centre of my body. A loud, breathy whine fell from my lips at the vulnerable tingling sensation of the final parts of me being exposed to the rushing warmth.

“Your purring is adorable, Lynn. Truly precious.”

A burning spread across my cheeks as I gathered my wits enough to protest. “I- this isn't  purring!” 

Gaelen chuckled softly in my ear, and continued rubbing into my scalp, which only made me moan more. “Oh? My mistake. Perhaps I mixed up phrases. Now, let's get the rest of you properly washed, as promised.”

I felt the plush of what I assumed was a set of sponges coated in soapy suds- though I did not remember seeing anything but bottles earlier. She started with my face, carefully and gently rubbing in little circles. I reflexively shut my eyes, but even when a few drops of soap managed to sneak through, it didn’t burn as expected, simply running off harmlessly. My nerves were painted in electric sparks of joy wherever soap was rubbed into skin. 

Next was my neck, which Gaelen was much firmer in her scrubbing with, encircling it completely. Then down my shoulders, and along my arms to the tips of my fingers. She finished washing my back and completed the journey lower, dancing little spirals with the sponges as they squished whimpering giggles from my underarms before sliding towards my breasts.

My vision sparkled ever so lightly on the edges, so I simply enjoyed the sensations and the way the colored steam rose as Gaelen diligently ensured that my chest was cleaned. She carefully swirled every area, making sure nothing was missed, pressing the sponge under each breast where natural sag in gravity could trap sweat, and running around the contours of my waist.

The sponge sunk lower and I felt myself pulled back momentarily. It had felt so good to relax into the moment, but I didn’t want to handle what feeling good down there could do to my body. I didn’t want her to get the wrong impression, the song and dance of expectations it could place on me if she misread what that meant… or worse, the external repulsion so many expressed.

“I- um, let me, I can clean down there, you don’t have to.”

“It is alright, little one. I understand you are not as you wish to be. I promise all will be well. Breathe in, nice and slow for me.”

I took a deep breath in through my nose, and would almost have sworn the warm air around her body had some new tinge to it that sparked inside my lungs as I inhaled. The warm cascade of bursting clementines and fresh melon. Out through my mouth, a faint lingering of spice. I felt myself slump a little more, my sense of exactly where my own body was relative to itself just slightly less calibrated than it had been a moment ago. By the time I regained focus, the task was done.

“Good girl. There, I have already finished.”

I nodded gratefully. 

Slowly I began to notice the movement of her vines again, scrubbing sponges gliding across my thighs. I shivered as a press of soapy padding wrapped around to paint an unfamiliar sensation across my tailbone before sinking further. I couldn’t help but make another involuntary whine of stimulation as the soft texture ran back up with persistent care, drifting along the sensitive innermost ring of flesh between my cheeks.

“I- you don't have to- fuck, I'm sorry-”

“Breathe, Lynn.”

I obeyed. Another glittering breath had me entirely limp in the dragon's grasp, even more aware of every fiber of her vines than I had been a moment before. Tendrils kneaded into my shoulders, and my eyelids grew heavy as the little swirls wound into me. Her voice resonated inside my chest, and the vibrations felt amazing.

“Easy, princess. It's okay.”

Her attention moved on, and down my legs, scrubbing in tiny ringlets on the underside of each knee, the right side of which ripped a throaty scream of cathartic release from my lungs. She soothed me again, stroking against my scalp, sending all coherence bouncing inside my skull like the reverb of my vocalizations against tile walls.

The scrubber finally reached the bottoms of my feet. I could do nothing but gasp in little pitchy mewls as it pressed into my soles and ran between my toes, the unknown aches of countless overexerted footsteps melting into effervescent relief. Ten little gasps were squeezed out of me as each toe was individually cleaned, almost playfully. With that done, she seemed satisfied, and the scrubbers vanished from my field of vision, back to wherever they had been before. Every square millimeter of me had been washed, and Gaelen made a pleased rumble and leaned back, taking me with her. 

I floated, gently, watching the air currents twist the colorful steam into subtle turbulence. I did not know how long I had been lying there in tranquil calm, only that every moment was one of peace. At no point had she stopped stroking the top of my head, nor had I stopped responding to it with little noises of contentment. I didn’t know how I possessed such knowledge, but I could distinctly sense how much adoration and something I could only call  approval  she felt in that moment.

I simply drifted, and let it all soak in. There were no twinges of pain to subconsciously catalog. No upcoming work shifts to plan around, no rattling coolant pipes to fret over. There was the sound of lapping water, a swirling of steam, a gentle thrumming through the vines that held me gently floating in place.

I slipped further deeper into a state of peace as time passed, marked by my own slow breaths. There was nothing that needed doing, nor thinking about. I simply existed, and let her knead whatever noises she liked out of me. My vision pointed in the general vicinity of the rafters decorated in the promise of sanctuary she had recited during my earlier panic, but only because my eyes were pointed in that direction. 

Finally, somewhere between a thousand years and a few minutes later, Gaelen stirred slightly, and spoke. 

“Ruby, I think we are done in the tub for tonight.”

 “Of course, Syr Echeveria,” chirped the nearest statue.

The water level began to slowly sink, and as the hot pressure descended like a weighted blanket pulling off of me, it pulled every drop of my ability to think clearly with it. My body radiated the absorbed heat, every instinct telling me to just… let myself cool off. 

As the water and its obscuring foam drained away and off of me, I took a vague glance down at my own nakedness. The steam skimmed the surface of my heavy limbs before floating up into the air. Even if I had been in a state to try to cover myself, there was not much point, so I simply lay back, slumped into Gaelen’s lower chest. There was nowhere left on the surface of my body she hadn't touched, and she had shown nothing but casual affection and called me adorable the entire time. Clearly she was far less bothered by my feeble form than I was.

I would expect the air to feel frigid in comparison as the waterline reached the tips of my toes and then pulled away past. But the hot, dry air that ran across my frame- exhaled by Gaelen, I assumed- kept me in a state of comfortable, placid equilibrium. Somewhere in my mind, an amused awareness that my own bloodstream was now acting as a coolant medium floated by before popping, and I dozed off without a drop of pain in my body for the first time in decades, dreaming of a prince and her warmth.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          This chapter's reading rec is Child of the Wilderness by RaeIsteria! CotW was a huge inspiration for this work, and features a very, very satisfying bath scene like this one, as well as sharing the "survivialist in a cold wasteland" that appeared in the early chapters of this story.
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Summary for the Chapter:
            Last chapter Recap:

Lynn got her first Compact bath, and tried class A for the first time, eventually falling asleep in Gaelen's arms.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: discussion of survival sex work and its politics, and quite detailed descriptions of Lynn designing her future sexual anatomy in an app that is a little lurid. Ctrl-F for “orchiectomy” to jump past the detailed genital descriptions.




    
    Soldiers made their way horseback along the packed roads and the clattering of hooves on cobblestone filled the air. Not clients- they would consort with me in the shroud of night, not with a full troupe. Not army recruiters- they knew better than to waste their time with me. I stood as the carriages approached, winced at the icy blade of pain in my joints. Best not to linger on it, like the long nights after there was a great rumbling from the mountains and Father didn't come back from the mine.

My leg might be lame, but the gift of chill in the fae ways of my fingertips made me a useful resource to some. Magic I'd first learned caring for the chickens as a wee thing, then studied with what spare coin I made from the bed tents of passing merchants who found the queerness of my body uniquely agreeable. For the rest, it was best to hide my nature, and I adjusted the braid of my hair to cover my eartips as best I could.

The King's men gathered, and offered a contract on a scroll of pale parchment. They knew of me by the ice I carved, by how I had performed well on smaller jobs. It would have been the depths of madness to say anything but yes. Mother and Father had raised me with love. Raised me as their own without question. But my nature was not nearly well hidden enough to pass notice from prolonged scrutiny. This posting was an opportunity beyond measure. To be a pawn for the needs of the hilltop castle, but stably so, was not a gift many in my position would dare hope for. A deal was struck, and I would provide their freezer boxes and ramparts with the ice needed for comforts and magical defenses. 

The tower was cramped, a cluttered space for storing useful objects. I knew it best to stay to myself. And yet, I found my home in those top floors, steering the energies of heat and cold from above. There was even another of my kind, though the pointed ears were well hidden. With a focused flicker of my fingertips and a great exertion of mana the winds of change could cloud into flakes of frost that halted progress or glide in sheets of icy incrementality to suit the desires of her ambivalent kingdom.

A moment pulled into clarity, and I found myself in the court, earnestly consulted. The bishop Michael scorned me on sight for my queer ways- kinder for his brash volume than those who whispered behind hushing hands. But the Queen did not. She paid well. 

I delivered what they needed, steered the heat and cold from atop their pillaring tower, and when the outsiders gathered at the gate my ice protected our archers. The celebration from a battle won was lavish in the King's ballroom, and I found council with the monarch who had hired me. We talked of moons and the gods and she grew closer as her wineglass emptied. A gloved hand slipped into mine, pulled me into royal bedchambers.

I never foolishly dared believe she would truly treasure me with permanence, even if she was of the inclinations towards a lame changeling as I. But I had nursed a secret infatuation, a fantasy that the beautiful queen might find me to her desire, and with her hands on my bosom it was realized. 

"What an enchantingly unique thing you are," came the husky voice of royal desires.

One thing led to another, with some regularity, and I became a secret consort. The Queen did not know I was ever a merchant’s courtesan in the past, nor would I ever tell her. She would never want me if I was, to share a bed with another woman of pointed ears was enough.

The work expected of me did not change. Frosted chains slipped around my wrists as her own spell wrapped tight. The magic was my own, twisted against me by my Queen, knowingly or not. Stability was as addictive as any spirits, and I craved regularity from the moods of her desire.

It was a necessity of the work that the frost would spread and catch upon the skin of my ill jointed hands in the somatic act of crystalline creation, and the more dedicated I was to the kingdom the thicker the ice would catch like the buildup of snow in an icebox, tethering my hands together. 

But it was needed. She required the work of me and I needed to serve loyally, for—


 


 

I awoke abruptly, from another dream as vivid as my first night, though thankfully nothing quite as embarrassing or improper involving Gaelen. Just Max, which was far more acceptable. A silly dream about your lover was normal, even if we had never technically been… sigh. 

As the dream blurred into memory and memory into my new reality, I checked to make sure I had not simply hallucinated everything since Max and I saw that Affini ship on the view screen after sex. I was definitely not in my hammock nook, at least. I had been dressed in a comfortable nightgown at some point last night, a cream green affair that would be nice enough to serve as a regular dress where I grew up. 

The room around me was as I remembered, utterly massive. Gemstone constellations on the ceiling above grounded me from that haze of guilt and regret, in the here and now. As I gazed into their shimmering refractions pouring from the mosaic treasure chest, I tried to retrace my night. 

There had been a bath, warm and tingling, and then it started to get fuzzy. I didn’t have much in the way of memory of how I had gotten from the pool of hot steam back to my bedroom. Vague recollections of a bite to eat, brushing teeth, a sip of red elixir, needing help to use the bathroom. I blushed slightly, thankful that part was a blur.

I was… sober again. At least, as sober as I had been since arriving. It was surprising that I felt no pounding headache of a hangover after getting so high in the bath. I supposed it was a mercy, it was already bad enough knowing I would need to re-accept my baseline pain without the addition of a withdrawal. 

I finally placed the sound before the sight. A subtle pattering filled the space, like the leaking pipes of a dozen engineering bays overlaid. It was the unfamiliar noise of a thousand heavy drops outside the room. I looked towards the strongest source of the sound, and let out the tiniest gasp at the wondrous revelation.

It was rain. 

On a  spaceship. 

Gaelen was standing out on the balcony, watching the dark clouds swirling in complex vortexes and raindrops falling. Her twin capes of petals shook slightly in the wind as she looked out at the vast expanse through the framing of her feeler brows, with rivulets of water drizzling against her.

[image: ]

“I did not realize Occantalis had scheduled rain today, a change in plans will be in order,” the affini said simply. “We shall finally get that chess game you promised me.”

The daylight took on a grey shimmer through the splatters of downpour and created a shifting variegation on all the surfaces it illuminated. It played with the delicate movement of my guardian's towering form in a way that made me yearn for her warmth, for the physical comfort she had come to provide. 

I attempted to sit up to get a better look, but quickly resigned myself to my position. The liberating pleasure of last night’s xenodrug trip had been replaced once more by the ever present pulse of pain that ran up my right leg.

I felt all the warmer for being inside, but there was still a chill I could feel in my nagging joints that wouldn’t budge. A familiar stiffness in the knee of my right leg I normally felt when adjusting to the changing air pressure on a new ship or station. I tried to focus on the weather for all its virtues and not for the twinges of discomfort that even a novel joy like this could bring me.

“I've never even  seen  rain before. I know it's usually very dangerous back on Terra, because of the acid, but safe on some planets.”

Gaelen walked back into the room, every step a bound from her towering form. The air seemed to be rippling from heat around her, and by the time she reached the bedside, the reflective sheen of wetness on her surface had vanished entirely.

“It is something I have rarely seen myself, The planet I am from did not have much in the way of rainstorms.”

She allowed the balcony door to remain open, a wide hand dancing across the wooden frame, and within a few moments she was disassembling herself into the familiar cross legged position with her back resting against the frame of the bed so she could look out at the turbulent storm while nearer me. And yet… I craved to be closer, selfishly.

“I’m a little cold. Could I-would it be okay if I sat in-” I paused, afraid of being demanding, but reminded myself Gaelen had not been shy about picking me up at her own discretion. “I- um. Can I sit in your lap, please?”

I could feel a subtle hum of approving pride as she pulled me up and out from the bed with a cluster of swift and careful vines until I fell backwards into the crux of her lap, a steady stream of warm breath chasing away much of the residual chill. “Of course, little one.”

“Th-thank you.”

The dragon looked upon me like a broken tile in her otherwise perfect home, a blend of pity and perhaps adoration that I didn’t understand. 

“Are you comfortable?” She murmured.

I nodded. I was thankful for her cozy waves of hot fruit and spiced air as she settled me into the nook at an angle that would allow me to appreciate the rain, my leg carefully tended to by her grasp. “Very, thank you.”

“If you would like to pick up where you left off in the state of physical comfort you experienced last night, I would be more than happy to return you there. I have a berry grafted with a very similar makeup.”

Her hand opened, and a tiny, semitranslucent fruit emerged from plates that parted to extend the treat. The offer was tempting, and I could feel myself leaning towards it slightly as if my body were reaching out to accept the pleasure. But it wasn’t a smart move. Even if my mouth was watering at the prospect, imagining how the sweet juices and warm relief would feel on my lips, it was a bad idea.

I felt a sharp twinge of pain roll around the joint in my hip. Better to get used to it again now instead of stringing myself along with relief that would only last until the berries ran out or the provider grew tired of providing.

“N-no thank you. Um. You said the rain was scheduled?”

She pulled the orb of temptation back into her hand, and went along with my crude attempt to change the subject.

“I am told the mechanics are frightfully complex.”

I nodded. “Yes- suspended droplets would not experience the simulated gravity of the ring spinning if the air near the axis isn't rotating too, and droplets would get very large, and I think the convection zones would…” I trailed off self consciously.

Gaelen tilted my chin up to face her, peering down with a kind smile, violet eyes aglow. “I suspect you are correct, I do know that there is a great deal of engineering involved- and the spin of the ring is why the rain falls at an angle.” She laughed, and released my jaw, though I continued staring up at her with my mouth slightly open. “It sounds like you know more about it than I do, you clever little thing.”

“I- um, I- I-” My cheeks flushed furiously, and the combination of my stutter and the sensation of her vines starting to brush through my hair to de-frizz it devoured any attempt to respond. It felt lovely, but now my body knew how good it could be and it was lacking. I shouldn't have tried the xenodrugs at all.

I calmed myself and just enjoyed the sound of the rain, the smell of the water, the sensation of the humidity on my skin, and the warmth of her chest on my back. It was a simple peace as the shower continued, allowing time to escape me for just a moment. After a while, I returned to the present, cradled between her woven breast and her clawed hand as she stood up and reassembled. 

“I won't need to carry you like this for much longer, following the recovery from your surgery tomorrow.”

I didn’t know why, but I felt a little pang of sorrow at the realization. It was a foolish sensation, something animal that enjoyed the closeness, and one that I was quick to put aside. Being able to get around by myself was a good thing, and nobody ever holds you for long. That’s the way things are. Besides, she was merely fulfilling a medical obligation. I would get used to being without it quickly once I was independent. I always had before.

Gaelen’s chest opened as she walked across the room with me in her arm, plucking my datapad out from between the weave of her construction and placing it within my hands. I had received a message from BigHatLillypad, which I remembered was Dr. Lywick’s username. 

The warm comfort ebbed away as she carefully set me down in the soft leather chair before the log table, something I now realized she had likely carved herself.

“I expect you have some forms to fill out for your surgery tomorrow. I shall arrange breakfast while you complete them.” The parting was eased by an affectionate pat on the head before the affini left.

 

›BigHatLillypad

Good morning, miss Walsh. Cloning culturing on your replacement tissues has been successfully initiated as specified in your initial meeting.

[BigHatLillypad sent 126 Attachments]

Here are some forms I will need you to fill out before we transfer to a stem cell matrix.

Link


 

I opened the message as the door closed behind her, and it was as dry and to the point as Dr. Lywick had been when speaking. A summary of cloning culturing- with collapsible tabs that included the doctor’s exhaustive technical notes that were way too complicated for me to understand. At the bottom was a link to the forms I needed to address, so I sighed and tapped the button.

I was expecting things to sign and fill out. I was not expecting it to launch an entire new application. After some introductory text, a cube popped into view, and once the interface was satisfied I could rotate it, zoom in, and use a slider to change it from red to green, the proper page loaded.

On the screen was a photographically accurate realtime rendering of my own body. It stood in a neutral pose, wearing plain underwear. It was a little unsettling, to say the least. Even the burn marks from the reactor on my leg were correct. Only the out of place wireframe background would betray that this was anything but reality, and even  that  was transparently there to signpost that this was artificial.

As the tutorial cube had offered me sliders on its hue, the interface now presented me sliders to change… my entire body. The tablet seemed to detect my confusion, and a text box explained that this was a ‘Class-G Studio’ apparently, for adjusting things about my body I wanted to adjust with the hormones my new anatomy would be providing for me once installed.

I poked at the interface, and was immediately unsure of myself. What purpose did aesthetics serve in this society? Would it be better to be more desirable or less noticeable? What even were the standards of beauty now? All the humans I had seen certainly had a bit more weight on them on average than I would consider typical, but that was probably just a matter of the abundance of proper nutrition the atomic compilers provided.

I decided to not be adventurous, and left the class-G specification on what was labeled as median feminine, with a bit of additional modest shaping I liked the look of. Once I had adjusted one of the settings, a new slider appeared- which showed progress of time. I dragged the slider to two months, the amount of time Natalie had been here- and felt a tightness in my chest as every angular element of my own body I had been most dissatisfied that my transition had not addressed vanished before my eyes. It all seemed a wild indulgence, but given that this was a society that considered Cassandra's wagging puppy tail so normalized as to be unremarkable, to be  too  conservative would probably be the wrong choice anyway.

Speaking of tails- I noticed a section for alterhumanist body modifications. Several of the mods were labeled as surgical and not possible via xenodrugs alone, so I ignored those entirely. Given the strange dream I had just had, one that slightly pointed my ears caught my eye to experiment with. Past a low threshold it specified that surgery would be needed, so I adjusted the slider just a smidge and liked the look- subtle enough to still look natural, and not require any more effort from anyone else.

I finalized the body shape alterations with a confirmation button, with a strange sense of overlapping enormity and casualness.

A new dialog box appeared, asking if I intended to engage in Terran mating. I grimaced slightly at the overly clinical language, but answered honestly since it was obviously a relevant question to my genital surgery. As soon as I hit yes, the entire interface seemed to get a little more rounded, and a lot more buttons appeared.

Then the model stopped being clothed, and I yelped in shock. It was repositioned, with legs spread and bent up. But of course, between my rendered legs, was a tangle of curly reddish hair around a pair of darker skin flaps, a groove which a clitoral hood poked out between folds of pinker flesh. It was a bit thicker on one side, a slight s shape to the opening. Text at the bottom explained that this was a projection of what my body would have produced naturally, based on sequencing my DNA.

It was surreal to see. I had imagined it, of course. Fantasized about being able to afford bottom one day. Used an image editing program once on a photograph of myself and some model to create an imitation of the real thing, but nothing carried the sense of possibility quite like this. I could rotate the model, zoom in, grab control points at the joints, bend the simulated legs and watch the digital simulacra bend and deform accordingly.

For the first time, a view of my own body looked right. There was no dangling addition to the front to get in the way. I swallowed the lump in my throat. To fight your whole life for an impossible dream only to see it looking back at you. It was surreal to imagine that this was going to be real, any day now. The surgeries would be  tommorow. 

A glowing arrow directed my attention to a ‘customize’ icon, so I tapped it. Immediately, the single view split into four showing detailed cross sections, and an entire grid of control points appeared on the vulva and canal views. I poked at one experimentally, and watched my rendered flesh deform like a video game character creator.

A fit of whimsy took me, and I giggled to myself as I stretched and squashed my own geometry into an absurd configuration. The option to confirm my changes rarely greyed out, though some arrangements would apparently require additional procedures. I really could have anything.

I opened a menu of presets, and while most were more sensible than what I had sculpted, some were even more ridiculous. Rolling my eyes, I took in the subsection of floret focused configurations. A velvet pubic mound that attracted pollen certainly did provide clues as to what carnality looked like to the Affini. I closed the floret tab entirely.

I was initially tempted by a preset that would render the pubic area hairless and minimize external features to the barest, simple minimum, tucking my labia over all the more flappy bits- it was what most partners would likely prefer. Max had not been shy to speak about that fact. I hovered with my finger over it, uncertain. 

Seeming to detect my hesitation, soft green text began to scroll at the top of the screen, reminding me that external revisions were an outpatient procedure that could be completed within a single day. I brought my finger down on the revert all changes button, restoring the anatomy to what my own genetics would determine, a sense of thrill in the sheer indulgence of having the option at all.

A menstrual cycle drop-down was next- and was far more in depth than I expected, expanding into an entire menu of hormonal profiles, period duration, arousal curves, ovulation response intensity, lining shedding, mating pheromone receptivity periods…

I decided to just look at the presets again, of which there were over a dozen, including ‘all-natural,’ ‘none’, and ‘pleasant effects only,’ among others that grew increasingly outlandish. The ‘heat cycle’ option caught my eye. I blushed, I had seen many erotica stories featuring them before, but I ultimately banished the thought. A cycle like that required a level of sexual reliance that few if any would be interested in indulging with me even if I was very interested in the concept. 

More than a little overwhelmed by choices, I chose ‘none’. A dialog box informed me that my selected preset would preclude my body from certain functions, though it reminded me that all my choices could always be changed later if I contacted my vet. I sheepishly switched it to ‘pleasant effects only,’ and the warning vanished.

There were a ludicrous number of additional options- some covering things like body scent or degree of self lubrication that I left unmodified. Others went far beyond the limits of typical human biology, and I scrolled past them with a sense of fascination, apprehension and … confused desire. Perhaps I would become more adventurous and change my mind later, as the interface was keen to remind me I easily could. 

I was sure I would have no reason to increase my xenocompatibility until I noticed one that highlighted its intended pairing with… knotting. A ring of muscle inside the canal that would tighten and tie a compatible organ at climax. I was  very  familiar with the concept in fiction, and here it was, presented as merely a simple add-on.

I nervously stared at the option so long that an information box opened automatically, explaining that a knot was a somewhat common body mod among human florets, and was the natural anatomy of a xeno called a Xenrani. After another moment of staring at  that,  a picture of one opened automatically, and I realized I had seen one on the subway yesterday.

The panel shifted to a rendered demonstration of mating compatibility with humans… in considerable cross sectional detail. After a moment, the generic rendering was swapped with another one- and my cheeks burned as I realized it was  my  body being used as the new model. 

I immediately closed the stacked windows, guiltily added the ring of tightening muscle to the list of options I wanted, and hit finalize before I let myself think about it. My head spun as I processed what had just been presented to me. Would Maxine find me disgusting? It would probably never even come up. Nobody would ever know, unless they had gotten the… matching modification themselves. 

I was left staring at my own virtual labia once more, with new labels on the cross section view. It was a lot to take in. The medical system I had navigated when just getting an orchiectomy had been opaque and obtuse to the point of malice, requiring a marathon of sign-offs that yes, I did know what I was doing and yes, I was aware of the permanent consequences to my fertility. In the end it was those very consequences that even allowed such a system of gender affirmation to exist in the Accord. I was not exactly the kind of person they wanted producing the next generation of  Free Terrans . The callous complexities and financial implications were all I could hope for at the time though, and the simple results were something I had come to accept as the best possible outcome from a hostile society. 

This, on the other hand, had been the strangest medical form I had ever filled out. It was certainly a little lurid, and far more willing to show me pornography than I expected, but this was… sexual anatomy. It definitely felt better for it to be treated as fun than something so overly serious as an endless array of checkboxes and insurance triple checks and identification numbers.

It was a struggle to believe that this was all for free. Even if what I was looking at could have been theoretically possible via surgery within the Accord over a time of a few years, I could have worked for decades and never been able to afford a tenth of it. 

Saving a wounded animal as I had been when Gaelen found me on Losofor had proven that the Affini clearly cared for life, even if that life didn’t provide material benefit back. Everything Gaelen had shown me about her castle explained the why. But not all debts were material, and I knew enough about the universe to assume that one day, this debt would be called, one way or another.

I took my warden at her word when she had explained that her people sought to save the universe, but when combined with her description of the joy the Affini took in caring for others, it painted a picture I knew the shape of well. At least the floret relationship appeared more symbiotic than the kind of mutual exploitation I had no choice but to do for survival while studying thermodynamic engineering.

Perhaps that was why Natalie had volunteered for florethood- to claim the inevitable on faer own terms. The eagerness of the interface to show me options it would then tell me were not available without one of those haustoric implants was a pretty blatant funnel, a honeypot with a single intended outcome. 

It couldn't be like this forever, I would eventually be expected to earn my keep, my share of the attention and labor of others if nothing else. I hoped that Gaelen found me interesting enough that she did not wish she had found someone else on that planet. I doubted she would look back on nursing me back to health with much note. Just another stray in a lifetime of centuries.

I had survived on the transactional generosity of a few powerful men who wanted to fuck me enough to know what inevitably happened in such arrangements when I stopped being new and exciting. I sighed, and looked out at the rain, the grey rumble of thunder rippling through the space. I could recognize that this was a thought pattern that would lead to a full blown panic attack if not for the medications I was on. My self control was getting weaker without negative reinforcement to prevent excessive self-reflection.

I focused back down at the model of myself, my own modified vagina proudly displayed in cross section. It was beautiful and I was happy- if a little embarrassed- with my choices. But the program had absolutely guided me towards this outcome, to being maximally compatible for pleasure with other subjects of the Affini Compact. I had studied thermodynamic engineering to escape being a imperialists' escort, but now that training was irrelevant.

I tried not to wonder how long it would be before whatever labor value they pumped into reshaping and repairing my body was inevitably extracted back. Which Affini might eventually claim me as a companion. I thought of the huntresses and shuddered. At least, if nothing else, it was a far better deal than any trade I could ever have made in the Terran Accord. If the cost was freedom, a cripple never had much to give anyway.

Suddenly, there was motion from the entryway, and I nearly leapt a foot in the air as the door swung open. I hadn't heard Gaelen approaching with the rain and the harsh static of my own thoughts. I quickly flipped the tablet to be facedown, mortified that my caretaker might be exposed to the sexual perversions of my customization selections.

She smiled warmly as she entered and I let myself feel that warmth, relaxing into the chair ever so slightly. She was carrying a wide shallow bowl of something steaming and hot on a gold tray, and the smell was so divine I almost forgot my worries. “Breakfast time, princess.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
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    Gaelen returned to the bedroom with my breakfast, and I could feel some of the warmth return with her. The size of her draconic floral construction never failed to surprise me, her soft shadow obstructing the light from the dangling bronze lanterns as she entered.

Her voice pulsed out, a tender rumble in the echoes of the rain that splattered on the balcony as she walked towards the carved wooden table and large leather seat where I was sitting.

“It is just an oatmeal, but given the weather, it felt apt to provide you with a warm nourishment.”

She placed the tray down on the table and I almost didn’t recognize them as oats; they were so wide and healthy, a world away from the small ground grains that had been sold on Gany as barely a step up from synthcubes. 

Blended into the porridge were thin slices of caramelized banana, soft currants and small orange pieces of skinless clementine. It was topped with sugar roasted pecans, a dusting of spices that had come to smell comfortably familiar, and a drizzle of thick cream.

She ran a spoon through the blend, carefully suspended in a vine, and then brought it to my mouth. She didn’t need to feed me.

“You really do  not  need to do that.” I averted my gaze from hers, face burning. “I can-” She tapped my chin as I talked, the gentle pressure of which pressed my mouth open, and the spoon silenced me with a squeak.

The moan that escaped my lips as the creamy spices and bursting fruits coated my tongue was embarrassing to say the least. She ran a vine down my throat, reminding me to swallow so I didn’t choke on my own whimpers of bliss.

Gaelen made a rumbling sound of satisfaction. “You deserve a perfectly constructed bite.”

She prepared another scoop carefully. A sliver of banana lay atop the smooth milky grains of her next delivery and I could sense her satisfaction at the composition as she brought it to my lips. It was a decadent concept, and my reactions were clearly bringing her pleasure.

She tapped my chin and I opened my mouth at the suggestion again, thankful to accept the bite as a distraction so she didn’t notice my fluster. The banana was sugary and warm, coated in the cinnamon and nutmeg spices and caramelized to a faintly smokey crisp. It was dripping in a thick cream that brought the temperature into an edible range, a barely noticeable melonlike note that pooled on my tongue. A tendril brushed up my chin momentarily as I closed down on the bite, and made a lazy spiral on my cheek reminding me to chew before sliding it down my throat as I swallowed.

“With your forms complete, I imagine you must be looking forward to exploring with your post surgical body. I am certainly looking forward to it,” Gaelen mused aloud.

I was silent for a moment to consider what she meant, curiosity chasing away the aftertaste of fresh clementine. “How so?”

She chuckled quietly. "Well, once it is completed, many new enjoyable avenues will open. I know I am eager to explore all the things we will be able to do together." 

“I-um, what?” I swallowed nervously. Did she know what I had entered in for my genital surgery customizations?  Surely  she wasn’t suggesting… 

The next bite was already ready by the time she replied. “It won’t be full mobility yet, but your leg will at least be restored to the level of function it had before the radiation damage. You’ll be able to walk around a lot more easily, with your support and cane. We will be able to visit many places on the ship that are currently less accessible.”

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I had been holding. I had entirely forgotten that my bottom surgery was a minor add-on to fixing my leg. It made sense that the limb used for basic locomotion would seem far more significant to an alien, I supposed. Gaelen probably barely even understood the difference between genital configurations. I was just so used to my leg not being functional I hadn't even thought about it. 

She tapped again and I reluctantly opened my mouth. I was a little embarrassed that I had assumed she meant anything improper, but I rationalized that it was because I didn’t need to spend time designing my leg. The embarrassment only grew as I realized I had been sitting there with my mouth open, a bite of milky oats with pecan crumble and plump currants running across my tongue because I was so distracted. She relieved me of any further shame with a brush on my chin and an amused swirl on my cheek that helped me focus on the meal I was supposed to be eating.

“Yeah. I guess, I will.” I looked down at my nightgown self-consciously. “Bet you’re relieved you won't have to change my clothes for me anymore after today.”

“Hardly, I find it quite enjoyable, and will gladly continue to do so as long as it is needed or wanted. But that statement also fails to account for your recovery itself. You will be far too blissfully drugged to take care of such things for a few days.”

A muted panic gripped my chest. “No, that really won't be necessary. Just simple painkillers are fine! You don’t have to-”

Her carefree expression grew slightly sterner as she cut me off. “Yes, we  do  have to. Dr. Lywick will be cutting into your body, Lynn, and it has no way to distinguish productive surgery from damaged injury. You will be on a large dose of xenodrugs to help heal without trauma, and that is  not  negotiable, it would be quite painful otherwise. Anything else would be unethical.”

I winced, trying not to think about how I had needed to ration my own pain meds after the only surgery I had ever been able to afford in the Accord. It had not been a pleasant recovery, and that was not even a particularly invasive procedure. “I- um. Okay.”

The firmness of Gaelen’s expression vanished, and was replaced once more by a gentle smile. “Good girl.”

The rest of the breakfast followed quickly, and though I felt ashamed to accept her vinefed spoonfuls of indebting deliciousness, I settled into it anyway. Once I had begun eating the carefully curated mouthfuls again, it was easier to fall into a self reinforcing pattern of chewing swirls and swallowing strokes than it was to protest. Tap, brush, stroke. Tap, brush, stroke. Stopping everything just to insist on feeding myself would create even more of a fuss.

Before long I had a satiated belly full of oatmeal, and the tray was whisked away by a cluster of vines to rest on my bedside table next to my gold pen. Gaelen gave me an unexpected tap on the shoulder to rouse me from the unfocused state.

“But in any case, your upcoming recovery period  does  mean today will be my last chance to have you at your full faculties for a few days. The perfect time for a game of strategy.”

“I mean. We don’t have to. You don't have to, just because I…”

The chess set made a soft swooping noise, wood against wood, as Gaelen pulled it back into place as the centrepiece of the carved log table.

“Of all you have told me about your life under the Accord, it appears this game was the only thing you did entirely for yourself. I would be a fool not to explore it. Truthfully, I have learned many things about chess since you first mentioned it, and I am eager to experience it myself against a proper opponent.”

I was oddly touched by the gesture. Indulging in my interests with others and never quite knowing if I’d overstayed my welcome was a bit of a sore spot. Chess is a sport for two, and I’d experienced my fair share of first games without a second. But Gaelen’s newfound fascination at least seemed genuine.

With a gentle clattering, a dozen smaller vines sprouted from her chest to clutch and arrange the individual pieces into their proper positions on the board. In a final grandiose gesture, she spun the board around so the pinker colored pieces were facing me.

[image: ]

“I can go second, if you want,” I offered.

“I assume you are accustomed to having to go second?”

I shrugged. “I’m used to it, and this is your first game.”

“I’ll go second, Princess.”

I grasped my queen’s pawn, and moved it to D4. I had no idea as to her skill level, so something reliable like a London System opening would serve.

“Why do you keep calling me that?”

She mirrored my pawn development, locking our pawns against each other. “It is a term of endearment.”

“It isn’t accurate. I didn’t come from money or anything.”

Gaelen watched me move my bishop two squares forward, and responded by developing her knight on the opposite side. “Is it not? You did call this home a castle. Do you  dislike  being called princess?”

I was silent as I moved a pawn into position, protecting my first. Finally I answered honestly.

“...no.”

Her bishop clicked into place, opening a line for her to castle. “Then I may continue to use it.”

I leaned over and reached out to move the kingside knight into formation, but I timed my movement improperly, and felt a pulse of aching sharply run through my right leg. My hand twitched slightly, and I could almost feel Gaelen’s focus shifting through her body from the game back towards me.

“I’m fine.” I moved the piece into place and continued to reassure her everything was okay, just like I had whenever I experienced a painful blip playing with Natalie back on the  River of Reason .

“Fine is hardly sufficient. You are clearly in pain and it would be a dereliction of my duty to allow that to continue.”

“We can keep playing, really I- I’m-”

From below the table her vines began to run up my legs, treating my brace as a trellis to climb as they travelled in swirls up and around me. 

“I do not mean to suggest that we conclude our game prematurely.”

I didn’t even notice the tendrils spiraling up my chest until I was being lifted off the chair, floating above it just long enough for one of her wide hands to unravel around my buttocks and lower back. 

I let out an indignant  humph  as she placed me back down, resting in an admittedly far more comfortable position that allowed her claws to support my back. I felt a rumbling warmth push through me, until my muscles relaxed to a point where I could somehow tell she was pleased. I released a small noise of satisfaction that I quickly covered with a surprised hand clapping over my mouth. She rubbed the claws into my spots of tension slightly, bringing my attention back to the game.

While I was getting comfortable she had made her next move, and with it I was forced into a more improvisational position. I wouldn’t be able to rely on my opening for much longer. My carefully assembled defensive line fell in as she began to advance aggressively with pawns and bishops, forcing my pawn pyramid into a lopsided shape. I was overextended and left extremely exposed, and I had to develop my queen to regain some control of the center of the board.

Her strategy was not one I recognized, and she seemed very willing to offer to trade pieces and empty the board out. I could easily trade a knight for a knight and similar, but I never saw any way to take more than I would have given up on the capture, so I focused on fortifying my position instead.

I was considering my next move, when I felt a growing heat pressing from her vines into my ankles, and then into the soles of my feet. With a slithering pressure she began to rub a set of tendrils into the sore pads below my toes. I let out a gasp of surprise and relief as it connected with the tension, bursting it into dozens of little beads of calm.

“Are you-are you trying to distract me?”

“Perhaps. Is it working?”

“Hmph.” 

I didn’t expect her to engage in such an underhanded tactic and I was thoroughly entangled in her grasp, my exoleg secure so I couldn’t even move my legs away if I wanted to. It was at least a lot easier to focus on the game without the aches of my leg to distract me, and the clacking of wood against wood began to become a new, slow metronome, contrasting the staccato of the rain.

The first non-pawn capture of the game was my knight, claimed after a clever reveal attack from a bishop. As I scanned her moves, it suddenly became clear what her strategy had been. The five pieces that could attack from across the board had all been maneuvered into a series of overlapping lines that dominated the center of the board, and the pawns and knights blocking her linear salvos were going to begin uncovering the attacks.

As if to punctuate my revelation, she rolled her tendrils in firm spirals across the soles of my feet, slipping an array of tiny vines in between my toes to separate them like the pieces in my defense. I shivered at the soothing ministrations, but I was determined not to let this unorthodox strategy get to me. Looking up, I realized that Gaelen was admonishing the board with sharp focus. Was she enjoying this game even more than I was?

I wasn’t used to anyone being able to keep up with me, nor showing such genuine interest. Natalie had been happy to  play,  but it was still more for me than faer… and Max had never had the attention span to even learn the rules. The only consistent match I had ever had in chess was my own parents as a child, who had always been excited to play, and watch me improve. Most of the memories of my father I still had involved a 64 square board in some capacity.

Gaelen made a satisfied rumble that sent tingles through my body, and moved her remaining knight deftly out of file to reveal a threat on my king from a rook.

“Check.”

I had only one legal move, the carefully maneuvered arrangement of her bishops forcing my king to take an awkward jump on a forwards diagonal to avoid entering the overlapping threat lines.

As soon as I had released my king, Gaelen snapped the knight back on a two square offset, and I chewed my lower lip as I analyzed the board, realizing the extent of the trap that had just snapped shut.

“Check.”

The new position of the knight was protected by her rook, and threatened both my queen and put me in check. I had been forked, split wide by careful planning that she must have been doing since the very beginning of the game. As I thought back, I could have prevented it, had I been more greedy with my material trades in the early game. I was too locked in my conservative defenses, too unwilling to deviate from my original opening, and was going to lose my queen as a result. I could move my king forward to threaten a return capture on the knight, but that was the wrong play- a single move of her queen after would leave me in checkmate.

I sighed, and moved the king diagonal down to C1.

“Well played, Gaelen.”

She gave me a tight hug from my seat, then captured my queen. 

I tried to reassemble my defenses, but the damage was done. Without anything to stop it, her rook leaped across the board and began taking apart my backline in a sweep I could only frantically try to slow down with minor ineffectual attacks on her position. When hers rooks corralled my king against the corner of the board, slowly marching it to the edge where there was no escape, I was helpless but to play the game out.

Gaelen’s tendrils seemed to press harder against the arches of my feet with each move, soothing pulses that accompanied each dominating step in her strategy, and even if my loss was now deterministic, I was compelled to complete it.

“Checkmate.”

A vibration rumbled through the heel of my foot, and I moaned at the crash of tension and rushing blood through aching tissues as I submitted to her victory.

“Good game.”

“That was delightfully stimulating, little one.”

I squirmed slightly at her praise as it practically ran through her body and into mine with a pleasing shiver. 

It had been a fantastic game, and as the hyperfocus of strategy began to fade I felt the awareness of my position begin to settle back in, each pattering roll of weather from the balcony replacing the warmth of her resonance with the chill of rumbling thunder.

“Yes, it was a very good game. I underestimated you.”

Gaelen, I remembered, only began to learn the game a few days ago when we met. While the threat of the piece had been a vital part of the decisive fork… Gaelen had not moved her queen once. She must’ve exerted so much energy and focus on learning this for me.

“Perhaps. I am not much for games of war and battle, but the abstraction of capture leaves enough to the imagination that one need not think of them as fatalities.” There was a twinkle in her eye. “Perhaps we can keep the ones we capture as florets.”

I let out a dry chuckle at that, but the remark immediately made me think of my fellow crew members still down on Losofor. The energy she spent on me that could’ve been spent on them. The thought of a bent chess board I had left by the graves of the crew I had never managed to get a match with.

Sarah had expressed interest, and even knew the game well, but our offset working and sleeping schedule meant that we never had a chance in the six months we had worked together. Perhaps if she were here instead of me, Gaelen would be indulging her in a different interest I never even had the chance to learn about before she一

Why had it been me, and not her, who survived the crash. The less capable one. The broken one. The pipe could have exploded at any of its seams. Only random chance had determined that the one near her was where the pressure found release. It wasn’t一

The castle walls crumbling under the strain- the oncoming army bore no spears nor banner we recognized, but at such a scale, there was no option but to assume the worst lest we be overrun. Ice clung to my fingertips as I tried to stabilize the crystalline magic conduit before it overloaded, but the Queen ordered a一

I coughed, my lips tingling and breath suddenly full of swirling sparks. “Sorry. Huh?”

Gaelen had moved closer, her face inches from mine, a faint pink mist wisping from the corner of her mouth. “It’s okay, Princess. You’re here, you’re safe.”

I swallowed a lingering taste of spice and citrus before answering, and sniffed back tears. “I know. That’s… that’s the problem. I’m here, and four people aren’t. I never got a chance to play a game with some of those… who didn't make it through the crash.”

“There is no way to save everyone, Lynn. Not even the Affini Compact can do it. And with everything you did, and the circumstances of that disaster…” her vines squeezed me tight. “You were a hero, Lynn, in ways you should never have needed to be. It is an unspeakable tragedy that four lives were lost, but you prevented it from being so much worse.”

I shuddered as she gently caressed the ruined leg I had used to kick the reactor control rods back into place, and listened as she continued. “And then, after making such an incredible sacrifice, you still managed to provide the necessities of survival to your crew. Heat, safe water. They would  all  have perished otherwise.”

“I had help. Luis, and Jieun. Sarah could have done it too. Anyone with my training probably could have done what I did, or even done more. But I was the only one…”

I tried to swallow it down, tried to cover the growing lump with a clearing of my throat, but the tears began to run and my breathing started to hitch. 

“I was-so c-cold and th-they were-”

I could feel her all around me, delicate waves of reassurance that it was okay to be vulnerable. Though I don’t know if I fully believed her, I broke down, shaking with sobs, jagged icicles of pain shooting through my chest and leg that still stung even when dulled by xenodrugs. Gaelen seemed to be preparing to dose me again, but thought better of it.

“You poor thing. You should never have had to shoulder such a burden. No xenosphont should.”

It wasn’t the drugs, but her soothing words, that calmed me enough to focus in the end. I started to wipe away the tears with the back of my hand as I thought of those still down below- desperately hoping they were okay and that they would come to their senses. Every hour they stayed in the wilds was another hour of unnecessary opposition against a life that was different but clearly an improvement over the Accord. Every day they tried to survive in that frigid wasteland was another step closer to starvation or sickness or forced domestication and I was stuck up here, choosing perverted body mods and playing  games. 

Surely I could be doing more. I thought about the huntresses who had visited, and the words their leader Wistaria had said, that they had attempted to reach the crew via radio and received only silence. An idea came to me, a way I could complete a duty I was bound to honor but unable to fulfil. If Maxine heard the truth from  me,  directly, a voice that she might not love but surely held some fondness for, then perhaps she would relent and accept a rescue.

“They’re all still down there, Gaelen. Please- Luis, Jieun, they helped me. Stars, Max as well. I might be able to help them too. The radio system. They might  listen  if it's me!”

Gaelen brushed away my remaining stray tears with a soft vine that swept across my cheeks, soaking them up.

“I am unsure, princess. We could visit the tracking station and send a broadcast, that is true. But I had not originally intended for you to leave the house today given the weather. You need to be fully rested before the surgery.”

“Please, I want to help.” I paused for a moment, and remembered how quickly Gaelen had caved before Natalie and Cassandra. “Please…  Syr?”  

I felt bad for being so transparently manipulative, but I had to use every tool at my disposal.

I felt a rush of approving pulses flow through me, and I became aware of my body. I realized then that she had never left my side through my moments of distress, never put me down, never stopped holding my legs or massaging my feet even though the chess game was long finished. It seemed clear from her revealing rumble of emotion that my ploy was working, and so I continued.

“Syr Echeveria, I want to help! You could carry me there and back… it would just be talking.”

“Tamai and the others are very capable hunters, I have seen their work firsthand and I am sure they will reach your friends soon.”

The thought of what Tamai’s ‘work’ might look like made me concerned.

“They're running because they think you're there to kill them all, but I  know  they all have radios. I bet they’ve been receiving your broadcasts but just ignoring them. They need a softer touch, from a familiar presence.”

The dragon curled her tail around my waist in indecision, preparing to lift me but with a destination still unresolved.

“Please Syr? I’ll be good, I promise.”

She suffused around me, gunpowder citrus and confident currents of fresh melon. For a moment we were back on the planet, an outstretched hand to a broken little thing.

“I will allow it, if they respond we may be able to triangulate them better. But it is upon one condition.”

“What is it, anything!”

I felt her close in on me as she pulled me up in preparation for a journey.

“When we are done, you will take your medicine to my satisfaction, and relax before surgery like a good girl.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Pssst. sheepwave here. Slyprincess just dropped an incredible oneshot about being a little princess's bedwarmer doll, Still and Warm, and you should read it.

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

        





  14. Radio

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Gaelen and Lynn played chess, and Lynn thought of a way to help the rest of the survivors.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: there is an assisted bathroom use scene featuring after the final line break that starts to get into actual kink territory. It is technically skippable, though the kink is about disability assistance, not waste materials, so we encourage you to test the waters even if you think that's a deal breaker.

Also, transphobia in the radio segment.




    
    The rain was heavy, thick cascading globules of water that crashed into the cobblestone around Gaelen and I as we walked to the radio station, which was near enough that using the subway was unnecessary. I had wanted to experience the feeling of the rain on my boots as it slid across the ground from the motion of the rotating ring, and so she had generously offered to support me in my efforts. A complicated network of vines ran all across my legs, spreading from the tips of her outstretched hand that rested gently but firmly on my lower back.

The feathery light magenta dress Gaelen had dressed me in billowed gently in the winds as we walked, and many of her thin limbs supported me from underneath it. A single tendril coiled up and around my waist, running down my arm until it met my hand, keeping it steady on the cane. In a way I supposed she was walking for me, but the gesture was meaningful and I was appreciative of her willingness to indulge my childish fantasy.

We passed a couple of florets splashing and playing in the water, their owners conversing to the side in a singsong language. They were excited despite the rain, finding wonder and joy in the results of this engineering marvel.

“They look so happy, it’s- I’m still getting used to the idea of simple pleasures.” I contemplated for a moment. “Why do this? I mean really, the actual reason. Why do you go to all this effort?”

A vine hooked under my chin, and directed me to look up towards her kind smile. “Because of this very sight, Lynn. You, and ones like you, learning to imagine a universe that cares for them. We do this because this is worth it, a realization of our mission to help, for  everyone.” 

I felt her pulse with reassurance, helping me walk, keeping me warm. I wished spoken promises could feel as sturdy and immovable as her grasp on my frail shell was.

“That seems like a definitionally impossible mission.”

“It is a noble cause, and a heavy weight to carry. But the cosmic responsibility of the Compact is my concern. The only worry that  you  need to care about right now is yourself.”

Gaelen’s cape rustled slightly as we followed the path together. It wrapped around me, and I was blanketed by a bubble of hot fragrant air that protected me from the thumb sized bullets of wetness that fell from the artificial sky. I continued to pick at the splinter of curiosity.

“But what about… you? Why do  you  do it. Why are you even on this ship? You’re a ceramics artist, not a fighter.”

She laughed quietly. “Do you think the people currently suffering under the Terran Accord would not benefit from ceramics art once freed from the grip of capital?”

“I- um. I suppose that makes sense.”

“This is not just a matter of a regime change, Lynn. We are motivated by our need to care for all xenosophonts. That is why I am here, because culture and enrichment is  part  of our care. There are so many creatures out there who desperately need us, in so many different ways, and I am as part of that as one who organizes a fleet or operates a bureaucracy. The Affini are protectors of a celestial dominion, and there is no effort we will not take to ensure the wellbeing of every sophont. We are graced with these gifts, is it not our duty to share them?”

I frowned, remembering similar rhetoric from history classes about the Rinans, the so-called savage Xenos that the Accord had conquered when my grandmother was a little girl. While the approved textbooks would claim we arrived as liberators, it had been a brutal, one sided conflict, and only a continuation of a pattern as old as human civilization.

“My ancestral history is littered with those who claimed exactly that, while seeking to exploit the people and lands they invaded and subjugated.”

“As many cultures operating under scarcity sadly do. But our values are not exploitation. Within that very framework, you have nothing we would need to exploit. Isn't my presence on this ship proof of that? How many extractionist invaders from Terran history brought doctors and artists instead of warriors?”

“The Catholic Church,” I mumbled darkly. The similarities to a zealous missionary were obvious. 

“We are  not  cultural obliviators on a pious crusade. Consider the meal I made for you on your first day. Ingredients crafted by a floret who was rescued from under the boot, finally free to celebrate his culture and share his passion with the universe. We mean our promises, Lynn.”

I found her argument frustratingly circular, perfectly true but only if you already believed it. The only evidence that the Affini were as they claimed to be could be found in their actions. I  was  being treated rather than discarded, and that  was  more than the Accord had ever done. But I was still on an invading vessel, no matter how unarmed Gaelen claimed it to be.

The conundrum gave me a headache. I decided it best to drop the discussion, remembering an old expression about looking a gift horse in the mouth. 

 


 

We arrived a few minutes later, at a spiraling complex of glass, ribbons of metal that spun down the sides to create a foundation that unfurled into an entry. The dry cool air of the marble lobby washed away the humidity, and once we stepped off another elevator the size of my entire childhood home, I found myself overwhelmed by the complexity of the space. 

It was a meeting room where technology and bark grew seamlessly together, a cathedral of progress with a row of workstations in a semicircular ring around a large wall of wire ropes and projections, stacks of paperwork and half empty bowls of mineral water littering the desks. The space was dark, but lit in pale blues from above. An enormous projection of what I assumed was Losofor was centered in the room- it occurred to me I had never actually seen what it looked like from orbit. The hologram loomed large overhead, dotted with pins on areas of interest and rippling with a simulation of the spacetime disruption event. 

The room was bustling, a dozen affini of all shapes and sizes coordinating the search down below, poring over charts and maps, and whistling, hissing, singing, barking, chittering at each other in what had to be a dozen different languages. To the side, what I could only describe as a child’s playpen with several florets engaged in happy chatter or dilated euphoria. I squirmed slightly at the realization that such a place was where someone like me would typically be expected to wait when an affini took them into a place like this.

I looked up at Gaelen nervously. It was one thing to walk supported in a straight line, another to navigate a complex and unfamiliar web filled with creatures that moved with urgency. She rumbled with understanding, and her support reformed into a massive hand that lifted me up and held me close for the rest of the journey. A screen with a diagram of a complex organic molecule and symbology for pathogenic infection caught my eye, but Gaelen moved me along quickly.

Once I was secure, Gaelen made a direct line for the only two affini I recognized, Tamai and Wistaria. They seemed to be arguing over something next to the overhead map in voices that sounded like windchimes. Wistaria noticed our approach first, and tilted her head up slightly to greet us. 

“Good afternoon, Gaelen, Miss Walsh. Why are you here?” She made a small smile. “Last I remember, you were insisting this little flower needed her rest.”

“Indeed, but she says she can help, and I will admit, her idea holds merit.”

Tamai turned to face me, and I felt a moment of instinctual fear at the sight of a creature built from wild untamed wisps of floral fur. “Hello, little one. How is it you believe you can help us here?” Her growl was cut by a kind smile, and she gestured at the map currently in front of her. “You are certainly in no condition to go hiking through these swamps, I am afraid.”

“I want to try reaching them by the radio system they launched.”

Wistaria made a rustling sigh. She was less scary looking, but not by much. “They are not answering, petal. We have tried that, I promise you. The planet has been blanketed in every signal we are capable of sending.”

I did not want to challenge the two terrifying creatures that every part of my animal brain saw as predators, but I swallowed and stood my ground as best I could. “No, they aren’t answering  you.  They might answer  me.  Hearing my voice is proof you aren’t monsters.”

“How could they think such a thing, we have been nothing but polite in our attempted communications. We are not monsters, little one.” Tamai replied with a glistening sharp grin. 

“I do not need to remind you that time is of the utmost importance.” Gaelen held me tightly, reassuringly as she spoke. “We have already made the journey, it would be negligent not to make an attempt.”

“Very well. I see no harm in trying.” Wistaria led us onwards through the network, weaving through the bustling crowd. Tamai growled and sang orders to the room as she followed, and the cacophony began to diminish, as sections of the room seemed to be focusing their many eyes on us. 

I was taken to a desk that was hastily cleared off for my arrival. Gaelen stood to one side and arranged me on the table, leveraging her vines to keep my leg from bending while I was positioned to reach things while sitting on the surface like a small child. Wistaria stood at an adjacent station to my right, presumably opening the channel.

I could smell the puff of cinnamon as a terran compatible microphone was compiled nearby, feel the hum of impossibly advanced science as it was wired into the ropes, and see as the more familiar radio operation system was placed in front of me by a diligent Tamai. 

“Are you ready, princess?” Gaelen spoke through the arm holding me steady, like the beginnings of an earthquake.

“I-I’m ready.”
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I looked nervously around at the Affini near enough to be watching me, and picked up the microphone. I clicked the button that I assumed would send my signal down to the planet below.

“Um. Coolant bay to the bridge,” I said without thinking. “I- sorry. It's Lynn. Lynn Walsh. Former senior thermoregulation engineer of the  River of Reason.  Do you hear me? Come in.”

I was quiet, then spoke again. “Former crew of the  River of Reason,  come in. Please, come in.  Please  be alive.”

There was a long pause. The displays were nothing but static.

“Please, come in.  Please.”  I tried to call out to them again, but there was only silence and crackling in response. I let out a tense breath, and turned to Gaelen with an itching wetness in the corners of my eyes.

“Do not blame yourself, precious thing, it was a worthwhile plan. We can-”

There was a burst of static, and a drawling voice rang out. “How could you be Lynn Walsh, you're dead.” Michael's voice warbled through the speakers, heavily distorted by the disturbances in spacetime, but unmistakably him.

They were alive. I felt a ball of tension I'd been carrying without realizing it let go, and I slumped forward in relief. My head was caught by one of Gaelen’s tendrils before it could come to rest on the table and I let out a laugh. I never thought I would be happy to hear that jackass's voice. The laughter turned into a swell of overwhelm and I began to cry.

“I'm alive! They saved me!” I sniffed and Gaelen soaked up my tears as I sat back up. “They fucking saved me, Michael. The Affini.”

“Bullshit. And you sound like bullshit too, Lynn. Like a bad AI gen.”

“It's because of… damage to spacetime, or something. I don't know that kind of physics. I'm up on their ship, and the signal is being messed with because our drive exploded. Is the captain there? Can I please talk to the captain?”

There was a rustling of background chatter far too distorted for me to make out. I could identify raised voices, heightened emotions, concern that bubbled over. My knuckles paled as I gripped the table. Were they about to cut it off? Please, please, listen.

A harsh burst of noise played through the speaker as the radio was handled, and after a moment of silence I heard the husky voice that had echoed in my dreams every night since my rescue.

“Hello, Walsh.”

The feeling of hearing her voice again was like a tight squeezing around my heart. “Oh, fuck, Max, it’s you. It’s really you, I was so worried.”

Max’s voice was cold, but distinctly curious. “I did not expect to ever hear your voice again, at least as much as I can tell it’s you right now.”

“I know. I didn’t think I’d ever get a chance to either. But you have to come out of the forest, or caves, or wherever you’re hiding away. This is a rescue mission.”

“A rescue mission?” She let out a dark chuckle. “I suppose they would call it that, wouldn't they.”

“It’s not bullshit, it’s true. They even found Natalie in an escape pod. Fae’s doing so well now, it’s incredible.”

“Natalie, who the fuck is Nat-  Nathan?  The shy boy from your bay? What are you on about?”

“Natalie’s… like me, fae just didn’t realize until fae was here, they were able to help faer-”

The line was unintelligible, Michael was riling and shouting in the background, roaring with a validation I hadn’t intended to provide.

“Shut up! Let me talk to her!” Max was shouting at Michael but I couldn’t help but wince.  “Fae?  You can understand why this news might be concerning to us, can’t you? It’s one thing for someone like you, but to find out that they’ve done that to someone  normal  doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.”

The background chatter from the affini in the room noticeably dimmed, and I could feel tension rising in the air.

“I- It’s not like that. They’re kind and they just want to help people. They're fixing my leg, too.”

“How the hell can you afford that?”

“I don't need to! Everything is  free!  Captain. Please. They’re not slavers. You  saw  the condition I was in, I wasn't  worth saving.”  I felt a rumbling in the vines holding me in place, and quickly clarified before Gaelen butted in. “I wouldn’t have ever paid back the resources needed to save my life, unless they weren't looking for a profit, and just did it because it was the right thing to do.”

I faintly heard Michael yelling something about communists in the background, but Max hushed him before responding. “That is an awful lot to claim in a voice that could easily be faked. Sounds like what a species looking to lure us into a trap and send us to some mines somewhere would say.”

I squeezed the flowery stem of the microphone in front of me. “I swear on my father’s grave, Captain. I'm recovering with a caretaker who lives in a  palace.  They have boxes that can print blocks of solid gold if they want to, to the point they don't even see that as a challenge. They don’t need laborers. Look up in the sky. You can see the size of this ship with your own eyes.”

I heard her sigh. “That would be pretty nice if it was true, Walsh. But I don’t have much of a reason to think it is. I don’t even trust that I’m not just speaking to one of them right now, faking your voice somehow.”

“I-” I tried to think of some hidden knowledge to prove it was me that would not embarrass her by being of a personal nature. She didn't need to deal with Michael and other crew interrogating her for the nature of our relationship while in a survival situation. 

“My full name is Lynn Brigid Walsh. My employee number is 218-40e. You hired me in Galileo City on Ganymede, about six months ago.”

Another garbled voice could faintly be heard. It was probably Jieun, judging from now much calmer and more rational than Michael's ranting it was.

Max still sounded skeptical when she answered me. “Okay, sure. That's all correct. But I'm being told all that information could have been recovered from the ship’s computer, and the sound of your voice could have been reconstructed from comm recordings.”

Gaelen's vines began to massage my shoulder and leg, which helped with my frustration as I tried to think of what else to say. “You helped me get opioid painkillers on the ship through the company, even if they aren't technically a legally required expense. There's no record of that, I thought.”

“Of course there's a record of that,” grumbled the captain. “My father keeps records of everything.”

So she lied about the meds, or I misunderstood. Either way another avenue of confirmation was closed. This was getting nowhere. “Look. They’re going to find and rescue you no matter what- as long as you're still  alive.  Just. Please tell me everyone is okay. Please tell me you loaded the cars with water… that I didn't fail you.”

The ambient sound from the xenos around me dropped to dead silence, the only sound the wobbling static. 

This was the question we all dreaded the answer to. 

There was more muffled discussion over the radio, the tension ratcheting with every moment. Finally, the captain uncovered her microphone.

“All of us are still here,” Max practically growled with pride. “And tell these xenos we have stable food and fresh water for weeks, months even. They might as well just pack their bags and-”

I was unable to hear what she said next, as the entire room exploded into what could only be described as the sound of an entire forest shaking itself in joy as every affini started cheering at once. I felt a surge of relief in the vine holding me steady, and couldn't help but smile in sympathetic warmth.

Wistaria and Tamai both started barking some commands to be quiet at the room, and I pressed the button back down after it died down. “Sorry. I couldn't hear that. They were all celebrating, they're as worried about you all as I am. I'm so glad everyone is alive. But please. You all need to surrender. Something bad could happen if you don't.”

The captain's voice was cold as ice as she answered. “And now come the threats. So much for these benevolent patrons of yours.”

Fuck. How could I explain it? Did I even  believe  it? “They want to take care of us, Captain. They take it seriously. If they have to come and find you, it will be worse than if you just say where you are and…” I swallowed. “I, they… They really want only what's best for us. Even those they-”

“And you actually believe that? In happily ever after? You say they healed you up. I'm sure they have a reason, but what happens when you outlive it?”

“I… um, they…” 

My voice trailed off, as thoughts of my mother's chickens came unbidden. In that moment of perfect quiet in a room filled with affini, there was only a single sound I could hear. The susurration of a thousand leaves, pulsing with rhythmic anticipation. My own silence spoke volumes. 

“Well, good thing they won’t find us then. I'm sorry you didn't get away. I tried to give you an out. Good luck, Walsh.”

The warbling background noise cut out as the signal dropped.

All at once, the noise came back into the room, a wall of noisy omnilingual chatter discussing the new developments. I set the microphone down, wishing I could have done more. Who did I think I was, to dare question the benevolence of those who would put such a massive operation into place to rescue just two dozen lives?

I averted my eyes from Gaelen, afraid to look up in shame for my open display of doubt in the Affini mission she held so dear. But instead of admonishment, I felt a soaring of pride coming from my steward. Her voice was a soft whisper in my ear.

“I cannot imagine how difficult that was. The cruelty of their words was quite distressing, and to think that you suffered that for so long on the ship. I am  so sorry for the hardships you experienced. But it is over now. You did so well today, princess.” I could feel the heat of her voice, pressing warmth that flowed into me with resolute reassurance and delicate care.

I looked up in time to catch Tamai slumping into a nearby chair, letting out a long rattling sound I took to be equivalent to a sigh. “Thank the Everbloom.” 

A bubbly voice I didn't recognize came out of the console, vaguely like Ruby’s but with a lot more personality. “Should I contact the  Cymbidium  and tell them to resume independent operations? That is the vessel closest to arriving.”

Wistaria had never moved from her station, and was furiously typing at a terminal with six makeshift hands at once as she answered. “No, Occantalis, we could still use the help. While I share in the feeling of relief, we cannot take as a given that the words of Max Zelig were true. No changes to our plans, we will behave assuming they are still in mortal danger until they are safe in our vines.” The bioluminescent huntress stood up, with a satisfied smile, and spoke to me. “But I was able to narrow down their signal significantly while you kept them talking, petal. Our hunting range was just halved in area. Thank you, Miss Walsh.”

Every affini in the entire room seemed eager to shower me in praise, but Gaelen made a commanding series of whistles that seemed to tell them all to give me space. Once they had all returned to their own stations, she knelt down so her head was level with mine, and opened her palm to extend the very xenodrug berry she had offered me this morning.

“A deal is a deal, little one. And there will be more when we return home. This is just a basic class-A euphoriant, we will have an entire alphabet for you later tonight.” 

Gaelen placed the glistening translucent berry in my hand, and I hesitated. I had done what I could, and as guilty as I felt to take drugs while the others were still down below, there was nothing more I could do tonight. I had to be ready for the surgery tomorrow.

I popped the berry into my mouth, and bit down. The soft fruit burst and gushed against my tongue, a spray of sharp sweetness that coated my palate. It was tangy and tart, fresh and floral and almost grassy like a morsel of sour sugar that promised release. 

I could feel as the sensations started to tickle and amplify with every chew until my lips were sparkling with anticipation, ripples of now-familiar pleasure bringing me back to the moment when I first felt them, safe and warm in the bath. She gently ran a vine down my throat and I remembered to swallow through the daze.

The juices left a swirl of sensitive delight on my mouth and throat after I swallowed, and the low tingling began to spread through my body from there. I muffled a gasp as the ever present pulses of dull pain started to flow with bliss.

I finally let myself relax, to fully breathe out. The taut muscles around every joint began to loosen as they had last time, and with my full body detensioning I realized there was one more thing I needed to do before leaving.

“Um. Gaelen. Before we go, I need to go to the ladies room.”

 


 

The bathroom at the tracking station was not the one at Gaelen’s hab. It had no inbuilt supports for someone in my condition- and why would it? Every human who might use it on this entire ship that wasn’t me was a floret, and would have an Affini to handle everything for them.

There was no sense in even attempting to remain clothed, so I cooperatively raised my arms at Gaelen's tapped signal, and hardly reacted as she lifted my dress off me entirely. She pulled me into the air and slowly dragged my underwear down to my knees. Carefully, she placed me down and locked my exoleg into position.

I shivered with every movement across my skin, the berry amplifying benign senses into ones of joyful need until her tendrils retreated to the most minimal of touches. Still, she remained. I would surely topple without her, and I wouldn’t be able to stand back up after if she wasn’t there, but that knowledge didn’t make it any less awkward.

I tried to look away, look at anything else. I had experienced many embarrassing situations thanks to my leg, but never this. The low gravity on Ganymede necessitated vacuum tubes, and while they were annoying, they had at least spared me needing to ask my mother for help. By the time I was working on ships with simulated gravity, I knew better than to expect help from anyone.

“I- can you not look at me? Go outside and just run your vines in under the door or something?”

Gaelen seemed to be considering what to say. “I could, yes, but that would not change anything. I do not actually see with what you would call my eyes. My entire mass is covered in tiny photoreceptors. I could bring my main mass outside, but the limbs supporting you will still be able to see you.” 

I sighed, closed my eyes and tried to just let go of the nerves, and ignore her presence, but I couldn’t relax. Hard to pretend someone isn’t there when your skin was made so hypersensitive to every tiny movement of their body.

She shifted awkwardly. “If it makes you feel any better, remember that I have no evolutionary disgust response to this, it is simply a part of your metabolic processes to me. One of the species I encountered in the inner Milky Way had the opposite instincts, and would feel this way about being seen eating.”

I adjusted my position slightly, and shivered as the brushing contact with her made my skin hum even more. “Did you find them eating as cute as you seem to when I do it?”

Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “Of course I did.”

I blinked as dots connected in my head. “I- wait, do you think humans pissing is  cute?” 

“Obviously, because it is.”

I let out a snort of laughter, and as my abdominal muscles contracted, the wall of tension finally broke. I moaned quietly as uncomfortable pressure drained away, and slumped just a little against her supporting vines. The tingling pleasure of the class-A made everything feel so nice… 

“As I said. Adorable.” She petted the top of my head, and I made an undignified mewl, not that anything about this situation was particularly dignified.

“I am not-” My voice was a squeak, for reasons that were neither fear of the monster looming over me in an intoxicated and vulnerable state, nor humiliation at her helping with something embarrassing. I tried to not think about the implications of what emotions I  was  feeling about this situation. “This is not  cute!” 

Her chuckle tumbled through me, and clearly she did not agree. I made a little satisfied sigh as I was finally done, and nuzzled into her slightly as she picked me back up and helped me wash up. 

“I, unfortunately, am bigger than you and the executor of your wardship, so I overrule that opinion.”

“That's no way to treat a so-called  princess,”  I grumbled sarcastically as she dried my hands with a hot burst of air. 

“I believe a Prince is still the one in charge,” Gaelen teased, and the drugs turned my burning blush into a tingling massage of joyful sparks.

But the last thing Max had said before her goodbye still echoed in my head. 

 I'm sure they have a reason, but what happens when you outlive it? 

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          If you think the idea of affini doing a search mission for humans on an iceball is cool, then uh. you should read the story that did it first: No Gods No Masters by Kanagen!

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

        





  15. Durataxin
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    I stumbled as we stepped out of the elevator and into the lobby, each half step sending tumbles of bliss through my body. The drugged berry Gaelen had given me had now well and truly set in. I was caught long before I even came close to hitting the marble floor, but not by the warm vine I had been expecting. I looked up at the dark violet leaves and four piercing azure eyes of Tamai beside me, standing next to a small holographic display of a planet.

“Be careful, little one,” she spoke quietly, as she placed me back on my feet and steadied my cane.

Gaelen stepped out of the elevator and picked me back up, and I did not protest, the experiment with letting me walk having clearly failed. “I did not expect to see you again so soon Tamai. Are there not arrangements to be made upstairs for the ongoing search?”

“Wistaria and Occantalis insisted on putting me on leave from the hunt for the next day, for my supposed own well being. I have nothing else to do but wait.” She did not sound happy about it.

Gaelen rumbled sympathetically. “That is probably for the best, my friend. You have done nothing but work on this rescue for two months.”

Tamai’s response was more of an annoyed hiss than I expected. “If I had  not,  it could have taken even  longer  before we could locate their ship, and we could have had more than four sophonts to mourn.” She turned to the holographic display she had been looking at before we arrived and made a rustling sigh. “And it was two months I did not have to think about anything else, which was a welcome distraction.” 

Gaelen walked closer, and intertwined one of her own vines with one of Tamai’s in what I took to be a sympathetic gesture. “Tamai, I worry about you. We have barely seen you since Vex stayed behind on Dionysus. Perhaps you should come relax at my hab tonight- not go straight home to an empty nest. I do not think Lynn would mind- I am going to be starting her surgery prep meds a little early, perhaps an adorable sophont like her might cheer you up?”

She gave me a scratch behind the ear to demonstrate the point, and I whimpered in her arms helplessly as I lost control over my own drugged body to a bout of contented mewls. But underneath the tactile pleasure was a growing anxiety. I was apprehensive about being around another affini while in a state like this. 

I had a pang of fear that this was the sign that Gaelen's generosity had ended. That by demanding to be taken to the radio station today, I had spent my final chip of good will… But my apprehensive feelings about Tamai had never been stated aloud, and Gaelen would have no way of knowing she set me on edge. 

“It's not my house, Syr. You can have other guests, I don't mind.” I looked at the floating translucent orbital body Tamai had been inspecting. It was labeled in several scripts, but the one I could read said Söen, and took the chance to deflect from being the center of attention. “What's this planet, though? I don't think I've ever heard of it.”

Tamai smiled as she answered, but there was a bittersweet tang in the air as she did. “The homeworld of my fourth pet, a Khetari. Perhaps you have seen one- I am told that in terran terms they look like felines and avians. Olirec was my floret for their entire natural lifespan, and then all that our medicine was able to extend that. For two centuries they were my companion in the dance of tooth and claw, and now… they are not. I have missed them terribly.”

I had not given any thought to the mortal implications when Gaelen had first told me florethood had no term limit. It was not that I doubted her, especially since I assumed a brain implant was irremovable. But the knowledge hadn’t truly been  internalized  until I saw it painted across Tamai’s face- alien as it might be, there was a sorrow and loss I could recognize. She had kept Olirec… until she couldn’t. 

“You never got… bored of them?”

 “Never.  I would do anything for just one more day with them, little one.” Tamai’s voice was a soft growl as she answered. She was quiet for a moment, then stood up decisively. “But I would do my past companion a disservice by losing myself to moping. I will accept your invitation, Gaelen.”

I pondered how this fearsome, alien huntress of a woman so clearly mourned someone she had loved. It was a side of the affini I had not yet considered, that even these impossibly powerful and advanced beings could be brought low by loss like any other.

It made me want to push myself to overcome my fear of Tamai. Even if her presentation was fearsome, and the hints of her personal proclivities I had heard her mention were unsettling… It wasn't fair to judge a book by its cover. And Tamai had apparently been the one to track the  River of Reason’s disastrous path through spacetime. I owed her a tremendous gratitude.

 


 

The rain was lighter as we made our way back to Gaelen’s home, a faint drizzle under the dark skies. The earlier stiffness in my joints at the changed air was entirely gone now, thanks to the soothing application of berry juices intoxicating my nerves. 

What had been several minutes’ walk at my pace flew by as I was carried in my caretaker’s arms. The two of them engaged in dense conversation about the progress of the search, but they had switched to some high speed melodic language as soon as it was clear I wasn’t trying to follow along. Instead, I just wiggled my fingertips and palms together, taking an indulgence in the pleasant effects of whatever Gaelen had dosed me with.

It wasn’t long before we were passing the fountain and ascending the stairs to Gaelen’s hab. The sandstone towers glowed all the brighter for being away, colored smatterings of light that bled from the stained glass like a beacon of safety. We entered, and Tamai closed the doors behind her, muting the sound of falling water. Gaelen’s warmth diffused across me as we stepped into the entry hall, chasing away the lingering dampness of the outside air. 

Ruby was chipper upon our arrival, its androgynous voice emerging from the ornate light fixture overhead.  “Welcome home, Syr Echeveria, Lynn! Welcome Back, Tamai Armetisa. Should I compile some glasses for durataxin?” 

The catlike affini made a noise like a purr at that. “Yes, thank you, Ruby.”

Tamai wandered through the arch into the living room and found a spot on the grandiose emerald tufted couch to sit. I clung to Gaelen's arm, tight enough to feel the rumble of her voice in my bones when she spoke.

"I have nothing like your collection of vintages, Tamai, but perhaps I can find something in my stores you'd enjoy?”

“Yes, it's been…” She paused, lost in thought. “A long day. I would appreciate that.” 

“We will be back in a moment.”

The dragon clutched me with vines of blissful comfort and strode towards the grand staircase, then turned in the direction of my guest room, but we continued walking past to the end of the hall. She opened a thick door, and we descended a much more practical wooden stairway that seemed to lead down into a cellar. Though the air was cool, Gaelen’s touch was warm, and as she inspected a rack of bottles laid into the unfinished walls my curiosity was piqued.

“What is durataxin?”

“A  very  old fermented substance, made from fruit originally found in the Triangulum galaxy, same as the affini ourselves. Perfected over millennia for our enjoyment. Similar to alcohol for you, in the broad strokes.”

“Were you um- basically planning to join me in getting high then?”

Gaelen put the bottle she had been considering back and shifted to an adjacent rack. “Admittedly no, though I could join Tamai and have a drop I suppose. Would you be comfortable with that? I will not be impaired in any way that makes me unable to see to your needs.”

I nodded. “That would be okay.”

She made a selection from the rack, and another smaller bottle after it from a significantly smaller one- though It was more normal sized to my perspective.

“Wonderful. Aged durataxin for the big ones, wine for the little one.”

I giggled at her comment. I couldn’t deny how little I really was in her grasp. The cellar was a curious place compared to the rest of her home, bare walls and supports showing, metal and unpolished wood rather than ceramics, textured plaster and gold trim.

“I see you have lots of exposed structural uh… mounting points and stuff down here.”

“Indeed, I still have many areas left to craft. It is my suspicion that this home will never be truly complete, but perhaps our time together will provide me with the inspiration to complete this room’s design.”

I couldn’t quite imagine what about me would inspire her in that way. We returned upstairs, collecting the glasses from the compiler on the way back to the living room. We found Tamai sitting where we had left her, looking out the window, peering into the raindrops as if searching for something that was just out of reach. 

The morose aura faded as soon as I had detected it, and she brightened significantly as we approached and she saw the bottle Gaelen was carrying. She stood up, and took the bottle and the large bowl-like glass from her. 

“Ah, you still have some from Aü'tkcha? You really are trying to cheer me up.”

Gaelen carried me to the emerald couch, and sat down, putting me down on her left. She opened the smaller of the bottles with a twist, and carefully poured a generous amount of pale green liquid into the glass before handing it to me.

“Here you are, princess.” I accepted the drink, and resisted the urge to roll my eyes at the continued teasing. 

Tamai finished arranging her own drink, and joined us on the couch, sitting on my other side. I shuddered a bit with nerves, and clung just a little tighter to Gaelen, feeling tiny between the two Affini. 

Gaelen tapped the external leg support to retract it back to hanging around my waist as a belt. Her own coiling limbs quickly replaced the exoleg, binding me in place at her side. I whimpered quietly at the bondage, and I swiftly took the excuse to silence my own voice with a large sip of my wine. 

It was a sweet burst of flavor on my tongue, more like the drugged berry than I had expected, with a subtle bitterness that balanced the taste well. I swallowed, then had a panicked realization a moment too late.

“Wait. Shouldn’t I… not be drinking alcohol the day before major surgery?”

Gaelen poured a glass of her own durataxin, which unlike Tamai’s large bowl, was only a bit greater in volume than my own. “Not at all. I made my selection carefully. Technically speaking, there is no alcohol in  that  wine at all. There are many xenodrugs you have not been exposed to yet.”

I only remembered A, B, E, and G. Euphoriants, memory alteration, anti-anxiety, body alteration. “Is there one for every letter?”

Gaelen chuckled. “No, and many compounds we use are too specific or niche to neatly fit into a category anyway. But for example, on the first day or so after your surgery, you will be on something called a class-L, which will dissociate your mind into a blissful haze to prevent trauma, and a class-M, which will leave your muscles below the waist unable to activate so you cannot tear anything.”

Tamai chimed in. “Gaelen, you try to cheer me up with spirits, then you tell me that while I am trudging through the frigid forests below, you will have this delightful creature in such a vulnerable state to play with? Such a showoff you are.”

I took another long sip to avoid thinking about why Tamai might find partial paralysis desirable. “Okay, so what’s in this wine, then, if not alcohol?”

“A euphoriant, a class-D disinhibitor, and grapes.”

A disinhibitor? I wasn't sure how strong that would be, but I couldn't imagine I could do anything that would embarrass myself at this point, considering Gaelen had already bathed me and helped me use the bathroom. Unless I asked her to kiss me- a thought I  immediately  stuffed in the back of my mind. 

I was  not  going to sexually harass someone who had shown me such kindness just because I found her attractive and had an inappropriate dream about her and… well, the disinhibition effects had certainly set in fast. I was grateful the intrusive thoughts were contained to my own head.

I took another sweet and astringent sip, and watched Gaelen drink her durataxin. Unlike when she had joined me in eating, it did not use her mouth. Instead, she had dipped a thin tendril into the glass, which split into an intricate root system to maximize surface area.

I finished my glass, savoring the taste of the last few drops, and once it was empty Gaelen whisked it away. Fidgeting slightly, I gasped at the way my hands waved in front of me with cathartic pleasure. My sounds turned to little moans as her vines ran up from my elbows to my palms, every point of contact bringing wonderful sparkles.

“Syr Echev… Oh, um, Gaelen.. you feel so nice. Wait, I didn’t mean to say that, I don’t- I didn’t think I meant to say it!” I devolved into giggles as I realized the wine and berries were  definitely  starting to have an effect.

She swiftly ran the end of her tail around my waist, tucking me into the crook of her lap before attacking a spot below my ribs with a tickling waggle of its tip. 

“H-hey!!!” I cried out with an undignified hicc, and my giggles devolved into a cacophony of laughter that ran into needy whines as she progressed from teasing tickles into gentle rubs. All the while she kept my leg supported, and after a few moments she slowed down so I could catch my breath.

Gaelen gently returned the glass to my hands, this time filled with my usual red medicine instead of wine. I quickly swallowed that, and felt the gnawing edge of fear and anxiety start to dull.

Tamai made a purring noise and watched me with a penetrating crystal gaze as I emptied the elixir. “Adorable. I want to hold her.”

“That would be fine,” Gaelen rumbled. I wiggled at the way her voice flowed warmly through me.

Then, my body was covered in a new, unfamiliar texture. The room shifted, and by the time I found my bearings, I discovered myself held up between Tamai's two enormous paws, though Gaelen had kept herself wrapped around me even as Tamai picked me up. The tip of her tail curled reassuringly around my shoulders, and an entire network of vines were still binding my leg tightly in place in my new position on Tamai’s lap. 

I looked at her awkwardly. She seemed to be inspecting me, like a predator waiting to see if caught prey intended to struggle. The weight of the elixir sat heavy, my muscles were relaxed and as a result of my state I didn't move. After a moment, she extended a tendril to start rubbing my belly through my dress.

It felt nice- but something about it wasn't nearly as nice as when Gaelen did similar gestures. I supposed it made sense- being petted by a giant alien was not exactly a familiar concept, and I didn't have multiple days of experience to grow comfortable with her like I’d gotten with my temporary guardian.

Tamai continued rubbing me, moving up to my shoulders, then turned to Gaelen with an inquisitive expression. “May I feed her one of those berries?” 

“I do not know. We could ask her. Lynn?” I felt a tap on my shoulder, and realized the question was being deferred to my preference. Which made sense, probably.

“I- um…”

My turning my mouth away from Tamai answered in a way I couldn’t bring my voice to. She turned back towards me, and I could feel her grin as it grew wide. “Ah, she already has a favorite.”

“I’m sorry, I, um.” My cheeks grew warm.

“To avoid care entirely is feralist, for sure. But to prefer it from a specific affini is entirely acceptable.”

Tamai moved her massage up to my scalp, and I made a little shivering whine at how good it felt as her claws ran underneath my hair with a subtle purring vibration that ran through her paw. Despite the pleasure, I was worried that rejecting the treat was a test, and I was failing it.

“No you can… you can feed me!” 

My goalposts had shifted from being fed at all to being fed by whom, and I wasn’t sure when that had happened. I resolved it as a silly thing to protest in my current state. I was hardly coordinated enough to do it myself.

Gaelen’s arm unraveled with a splaying of otherwise woven vines, and she plucked a new treat from the selection of xenodrug fruits tucked within. “This is not required for surgery preparation, but perhaps you could try it anyway. A mild class-C.”

She held the new berry near my nose so I could see and smell it. It was a vibrant orange with golden streaks, and smelled strongly of clementine. Perhaps it was those berries she kept just beneath her vines that had given her smell that light citric breeze.

“What does a class-C do?”

“It interacts with and enhances your natural bonding instincts.” Gaelen paused for a moment, then spoke in a soothing tone. “If you were struggling to connect to a new friend, this would be a way to overcome that.”

She passed it to the leafy panther, and Tamai held it up in front of my mouth. I still felt a  little  anxious about her feeding me something, but Gaelen had been the one to provide it…

I closed my eyes and bit down, and was struck with paradoxical familiarity at the taste. Citrus and honey poured over my palate. I took a few deep breaths, let the fizzing sparks settle. 

When I opened my eyes again, I was struck by how…  beautiful  Tamai was. How the dark fibers of her leafy fur slowly rippled in mesmerizing patterns, how her eyes were… eyes… were… oh stars.

“You're, um. You're pretty.”

Tamai grinned, jagged fangs peering from behind her golden lips. “Good girl. And already so well trained. Here, allow me to give her one of my own.”

She produced a fruit and held it in front of me for inspection. It was different from Gaelen's bright pink and partially translucent berries, instead a dark purple hue that was covered in fuzz. 

“Wh-what’s that one?”

“Pleasant. You need not worry beyond that, little one.”

It wasn't reasonable for me to be scared of her, right? She was so nice… and Gaelen was still here, still holding my leg steady. She wouldn't let anything bad happen.

Another of Gaelen’s vines brushed down my lower lip and I opened my mouth without even needing to think about it. Gaelen’s tail around my shoulders reminded me I was safe. A pair of Tamai’s dark feelers darted forward and gently held my mouth open, and she deposited the berry on my tongue. 

The tap on the bottom of my jaw came. I bit down, and a sour tang coated my tongue, with an almost chocolatey undertone. What little coordination I had vanished almost instantly, and I slumped further into the bed of vines. Every sensation on my body ramped up even more with each passing second, building and blending. The little dots of Tamai's claws that poked at me through the fabric of my dress registered almost like pain and yet they felt so nice…

By the time I refocused my eyes, there was another purple treat already held up for me. This time it was Tamai’s vine that brushed, and my body cooperated automatically. I… another berry would be good… I tried to say thank you, but my mouth was busy making keening whines and heavy breaths.

“Such a precious thing,” remarked the four eyed xeno holding me in her lap as I chewed the second berry and moaned. “She will make such a loyal, loving floret for whomever is lucky enough to have her.”

Huh? The colors of the room were starting to bubble and distort with a shifting prismatic. Tamai’s four icy blue eyes smeared across my vision as I looked up at her. She rubbed little circles into the small of my back with the pads of her fingers, and as her grin widened and thorny teeth caught the light, I had strange, intrusive thoughts about letting her bite me.

Suddenly, a booming of volcanic warmth sounded from my left, and my attention snapped back to Gaelen. “I expect Lynn here will have no difficulty convincing the xenosphont wellness board she can be an independent, in the event she wants to be.”

If Tamai was pretty, Gaelen was  beautiful.  I took in every detail like it was the first time I had ever seen her. Her soft, feathery mane of maroon petals that split into two capes. The soft insulation of succulent scales that made up her body. The crisp curled bark extrusions that assembled into her perfect horns, whose texture I already knew from the cane she had given me.
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Two vivid violet orbs, swirling eyes deep enough to swim in, pulled me close to the rippling warm heat of her body. The scent of that warmth ran across me, volleys of fireworks and sundried currants, melon that cracks from ripeness and there it was, that binding promise of sweet golden clementine. I became aware of a wetness on my chin when a vine gently wiped away the drool. She was so… Gaelen…

Tamai chuckled, and took on a teasing tone. “Perhaps  I  shall have to court her then, if you are willing to help her remain uncollared through her wardship. Generous of you to keep her available for me. I am usually more inclined towards more  difficult  cases, but perhaps a docile lap pet would do me well as a cleanser.” 

That didn't sound right. I wanted… Gaelen to hold me again. But words felt… all my mouth could do was make sounds of pleasure. I squirmed and made a groaning noise, hoping the complicated idea would be understood. I needed my… I wanted to be in Syr… in Gaelen’s lap now.

Tamai giggled. “A shame. It seems I have already missed my chance to woo this creature. She wants you to take her, youngbloom. Don't keep her waiting.”

When Gaelen’s vines wrapped around me I felt the song of a pyroclastic flow, the rustle of tectonic plates as they shift under the growing pressure of a heat deep within. I moaned in the kind of relaxation that elicits sounds without effort, as easy at breathing. 

I was floating through the air in her grasp, and felt warmth deep in my belly once her vines wrapped around me tight. Tamai had been fine, but Gaelen felt better. The soft fibers of her needles brushed against my skin as I wriggled in her grip. I mewled and squirmed and begged for attention as best I could.

Gaelen’s eyes twinkled above me. “Adorable, isn't she? I have you to thank for my being fortunate enough to meet her at all. No one put more into finding that ship than you did. I believe the Everbloom itself smiled upon that moment.”

“A romantic, are you. Such a second bloom. I usually favor ferals that need breaking, myself. A more satisfying endeavor.”

Gaelen's vines slipped under my dress through the arms and neckline, and began to massage my shoulders. I groaned with enjoyment as the waves of pleasure rubbed into me in tiny circles. I nuzzled against the soft spines that covered her scales, awash in sensations.

“I will admit I do not understand how you or Adelira prefer challenging cases.”

“When you are in your ninth bloom, you may understand better,” remarked the catlike affini. “You have not yet  had  a floret, not yet seen a scared, frightened thing  break  for you. The way the pains of their past fall away until you become their everything, to care for them for… as long as they remain with you.”

Tamai seemed sad again, so I clumsily reached out to pat her on the arm. I missed, but both affini cooed at my efforts. I earned more scratches behind the ears from Gaelen and I made happy giggles.

“I suppose not. When I got on the shuttle with you for the rescue operation, I did so thinking I would not be taking a ward before we reached the Sol system. That I might court a volunteer at one of the prestigious art schools in their capital, perhaps.”

“And yet, here you are, with a thermal engineer in your lap. The universe always has other plans.”

I felt another vine brush my lips, and this time it was  just  Gaelen offering me a treat. I smiled wide as I opened my mouth, and another little xenodrug berry was deposited in my mouth. If being a floret was even half this nice I could understand why someone might volunteer for it…

“Indeed. I have never been on the front line of expansion before I arrived on this ship a year ago. I did not know what I was in for. The first words I ever heard her say were ‘please don't hurt me,’ Tamai. How could I do anything but…” the dragon trailed off, and there was a grit to the volcanic rumble of her voice when she resumed that made me shiver. “She then begged for a swift end. What could I do, but care for such a creature that has been taught to feel such fear, and been hurt so badly?”

I couldn’t really keep track of what she meant, but I could tell Gaelen needed… me. I wrapped my arms around her as best I could from my spot in her lap, to try and comfort her. I grasped tightly at a stray vine, and found myself overcome by giggles at the slightly bristly texture. I could tell she liked that, at least. I couldn’t really remember what she had been talking about a moment ago. I hoped I still remembered how nice Gaelen was to me when I had to move out.

There was a long silence. Tamai's bowl of durataxin now sat empty, and she pulled the root system that had drained it back into her own body. “Thank you for your company, Gaelen, and for the joy of getting to see both your charming ward and your own refreshingly idealist mindset. One needs a reminder of what it is all for at times. My apologies that this has surely disrupted miss Walsh’s evening routine.”

“Oh, not at all. I was going to be doing this before her dinner and bath anyway. When she begged to do that broadcast, I made her promise she would be a good girl tonight and take her medicine.” The dragon chuckled. “She would have anyway, but she still struggles with transactionality, so presenting it as a mutually beneficial exchange seemed the best way to prevent her from becoming more anxious.”

Tamai stood, and began to make for the front door. “Clever. Well, good night, Gaelen, enjoy your night with your…” she paused, and looked back with an amused glint in her eyes.  “Ward.” 

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          If you want to see more of Tamai, she is the antagonist/main affini of her own story: Cat and Mouse, which is significantly edgier predprey story that nevertheless has a lot of similarities with From Pawn To Princess.

 

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

        





  16. Restoration

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Tamai and Gaelen took Lynn home, and drugged her to the point of being a mewling lap animal in prep for surgery.

          


    
    There was a streak of darkness in the pristine blue that day. I was on the balcony of the Queen’s bedroom when I saw the crow, soaring overhead. She briefly landed beside me, and I stared into her dark beaded eyes for a single fateful moment. Three caws rang out, and she took off for the north. 

I felt a disquieting chill at the omen of war and turned to seek the Queen's reassurance, but it was unfound. She was a firm presence, strict to my role as a secret consort even in moments of intimacy. Her unfailing protocol remained even now, though I could sense the panic leaking through. It was only moments before I saw the banners. I couldn’t help but scream.

Invaders, emerging in impossible numbers, unfathomable threats from the mountains where none could make passage. A conniption of sparkling petals on the horizon and a dragon of great becoming that cast rayed shadows from the sky. Before long they would be upon us.

There was only one thing to be done, the banners had initiated an unstoppable chain of command that I was compelled to comply with. I ascended the spiraling staircase as quickly as a lame leg would allow, and took my station in time for the first crash against the outer gates.

We had but one defense, and one great crystal to fuel it. The shimmering orb of rainbow metallics that was constructed in the distant portions of the empire creaked under the weight of the demands of our magic fortifications. I frantically wove an enchantment from the crux of my fae fingers, and wrenched my body asunder in an attempt to keep the archaic spell vessel in an operable position. I put every part of myself into the effort, but the demands on the orb were far too strenuous.

The air was evacuated from the room with a wheezing resonant sound like the screeching of a banshee in D minor before it  finally  shattered. The prism of impossible energies twisted in directions unknown, seized under the weight of our overwhelming propagation, and finally exploded. 

There was a ripping screaming tear in the fabric of the great weave as it unleashed its gaudy magicks upon us. Whispering words of spells cast long ago taxed to their extremes pressed into my body in agonizing hurls, runes that flew through the air until they pressed into my skin with a pain that numbed as it sloughed.

The tower was crumbling, slowly but surely. I quickly assessed the damage, curserunes of a frostburn nature spilling up the impact point all across my already feeble leg, binding me to the maw of chaotic magical energies. They were pointed words from a wicked realm that would surely kill me should enough time pass. The invaders would kill me faster.

I used the last of my stamina to conjure a gate for the companion of my own queer kind, and pushed the protesting youth to safety. The mistdoor collapsed into crystals of snow after them. Only enough for one of us, and I could only limp down the stairs in hopes of escape.

I heard the inner gate splintering as I reached the main hall and hidden river below. Enchanted boats waited, to whisk us to a destination unknown, but surely it would be better than whatever those at the gates had planned.

Just as I started for the gilded raft of the Queen’s inner circle, the searing curse upon my body flared, and I collapsed in a screaming heap. The Bishop muttered scorn upon my nature and turned his back, and I could not refute him.

I had done all I could do. There was no use for a consort in a crisis, and with the frigid curse gnawing on my bones that was all I would be. No reason to bring me on this great and unknown journey, not when I would only pull the boat into the fathoms of suffering.

The Queen paused for a moment, and drew a sapphire studded dagger from her belt so I might defend myself. A confession of forbidden love escaped my lips, and a muttered apology hers. 
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The glass boats vanished, one by one, in a blink of rainbows and a scent of apples. I could feel the quakes through the floor, rumbling and shaking as the invaders approached. One was nearest, a great beast of flapping wings and scale.

I lunged with the most strength I could bear, and tried to sink the dagger into the breast of the draconic beastwoman. It failed to even chip a scale, and I realized that such an ornamental blade could only have ever been meant to finish off a weakened faeborn, not an armored warrior.

“Please, please don’t hurt me,” I begged like a fool.

I swore my loyalty, sobbed at the pain of the rune burning frostbite into my flesh. I expected no mercy. Surely, this beast was of the underworld- I might be changeling, but I was surely closer to mankind than she. 

“I would never hurt you,” swore the monster.

She knelt, and carried me from the rubble.

Experiences blurred in a blanket of soft firecracker and sweet melon, soaring greetings and a reacquaintance. I fell into a new life one crippled step at a time with the creature by my side. The feeling of a shifting haze of fire and ice crossed me as moments pulled into the forefront.

We passed others through the camp, a parade of unusual sights splattered with the growth of roots and branches. I knew fear in my heart at the sight of a great bipedal panther that eyed me with hunger. A cylcopian witch poured a sweet potion down my throat, and the pain of the runic scarring subsided. 

Many of the invaders had companions, kept blissfully doped on opiate tinctures whose abundance was beyond reason. I feared the notion of joining them, remembering my own time raising chickens when the eggs stopped laying. And yet…

I was in a palace, laid in a bed atop fine silks, and her hands were everywhere, her tail coiled protectively around me. Her scent overwhelmed me. I yearned for the dragon’s touch, even as the icy chains of my contracted oath to the Queen held fast.

The beast held out a grape, and after a moment’s hesitation, I bit down. The juices flowed across my lips, spilling onto my tongue in sharp sour sweetness. I knew in some way I had joined that world intangibly. 

To consume the food of a world beyond that of mortals was to become a part of that place, and though the shape of my position in that realm had not fully formed, returning to the life I knew before seemed more impossible with every intoxicating swallow.

I looked up at her, into the violet orbs of my savior, the dragon Prince Echeveria, soft of heart and strong of form. I felt the juices mingle in my belly, sinking deep into my soul. Lifting desires to the forefront of my mind. To the brushing edges of my mouth. 

I leaned up to meet her. To seal my lips against hers. I closed my eyes and- and-


 

I woke up feeling… good. Something wasn't right. Had I mistakenly taken too many pain pills? My hammock was swaying side to side- there was a low rumbling, a sense of motion- and I felt far too heavy. Was the ship doing a rocket burn? Pirates again?

My eyes shot open in a bleary panic as I realized I couldn't hear the main coolant loop pump running. I attempted to sit up as fast as I could, and my alarm only grew as my body responded with such sluggish discoordination. 

I tried to blink away the smudged blur. I was suddenly tangled in warm ropes. The air was too hot, something was wrong, and everything was going to explode unless I fixed it. I had let the captain down, everything was-

 “Easy, Lynn, easy. You are safe.” 

The voice was a deep set earthquake that set me at ease as it rolled through me. A blanket of sparkles washed down my throat with each hyperventilating breath, and I coughed twice before finally clearing my eyes. 

“Where…”

I was in a bed of vines, tendrils holding me close, dressed in a thin red gown I had not been wearing yesterday. Gaelen was looking down at me with concern written all over her face.

“The hospital. We are here, princess.”

“Oh… right… the surgery,” I uttered in a daze.

The subway tiles flew by in a blur, and enormous doors opened automatically at our approach. I felt as though I was floating through the space under the soft blanket of her touch, the heat of the high still slugging me with incoordination. 

Gaelen made a turn, slightly dizzying me as we rounded the corner. We passed a couple of affini in the lobby, stopping for a moment as they inspected my condition. 

“Oh, so sweet! Poor thing has a hurt leg…”

“Simply precious. You have the sample taken yet, youngbloom?”

“The cutest thing I've seen all day, for sure!”

Their cooing comments on my adorability were slightly uncomfortable, but I didn’t mind their tingling pets even if they were clearly less practiced than Gaelen. As she carried me away from their attentions, I began to refocus slightly and I thought back on how I got here.

Last night was… a blur. I had- I had reached Maxine and the other survivors with the radio, and then we went home with Tamai… and the wine cellar… everything after that was fuzzy. I faintly remembered Tamai saying she would take me as a pet given the chance… That was a bit terrifying.

“Third level, please,” Gaelen spoke aloud after we stepped into the enormous mahogany elevator.

As we made our way to our destination I became slightly restless, but she kept me in place to ensure I didn’t fall. I whimpered slightly as she ran a thin vine around my ear, curling into the folds and stroking it gently. The tendril playfully teased at the top of my earlobe, and I clumsily squirmed at the touch.

“Excited to have these become pointed?”

There was a reprieve in the blissful caressing, long enough for me to speak. “I- wait. How did you know I chose that?”

Gaelen’s vines vibrated with an amused tone. “I would be a poor caretaker if I was uninformed on your upcoming surgeries, Lynn. Though I am curious why you chose to have the ears pointed by a class-G over the course of weeks, when a single procedure would have done the trick for your target shape. Shall I tell Dr. Lywick to do that? It is a very simple operation. The slow method is really only meant for those who are  not  already having surgery.”

I barely heard her question, as the fact that she must  also  be aware I had chosen a tying muscle as an additional modification set my cheeks ablaze with embarrassment.  Fuck.  Gaelen surely must think I was deeply perverted, already modifying a body part I had never even experienced having the basic form of.

“Lynn?” She sounded concerned now.

“Oh. Um, yes, sure. That would be fine,” I mumbled, barely remembering the question. Pointed ears sooner, sure. I was a fool to even choose something so indulgent in the first place. 

“It’s okay to be nervous, Lynn. This is a big procedure, though nothing will go wrong. Do you want more for the anxiety?”

I was already drugged to the gills, there was little reason to refuse the offer at this point. For how much the euphoriants were affecting my sense of touch, I felt surprisingly mentally present- perhaps  too  much.

She took my silence for the permission it was.

A vine tapped my mouth open, and a flower approached, stamens painting my tongue a sparkling crimson with dust. I shivered, then closed at the next tap.

“Thank you, Gaelen.”

The words, the syllables themselves, felt nice to just say. I played with my own tongue in my mouth… every lazy wiggle sending tingling numbness sparkling across my senses… and making me want to cling tighter to her chest than I already did.

A soft tone played, a gold light pulsed, and the mahogany door on the elevator opened. My guardian carried me through the aspen flecked hallways towards the operating room, and I wondered if it was always so quiet, before remembering that most of the affini on the ship were down on the planet searching for my escaped former crewmates. It was a strange experience, returning to the same halls I had first awoken in. Where the bizzare adventure of the last few days had truly started. 

Gaelen resumed playing with my earlobe on the opposite side as she walked, and it was impossible not to lose myself entirely to the comfort of being touched. The halls echoed with my vocalizations, and there was no room in my brain to be self conscious or embarrassed about it. 

We passed a human in colorful scrubs, but they didn't even look up until Gaelen gave them a gentle pat as she passed. They had a collar on- I wondered if they knew I was currently the only independent human on board the ship. I certainly doubted I looked the part.

My caretaker finally took a left and entered a room with pretty glowing orbs of light in the root structure roof. I gasped and wriggled slightly as Gaelen set me down on a raised table with a marbled surface and noticeable drainage grooves, then sat down in a chair slightly further back.

I whined slightly at her absence, but with an untangling roll she placed a vine in my lap to idly play with while we waited for things to get started. After a few minutes, my head cleared enough that I could compile my thoughts again.

“Feeling a little better Princess?”

“Y-yeah, thank you.”

It was not long before Dr. Lywick entered the room, wheeling an aluminum cabinet behind her. Her voice was as flat as ever as she greeted us. “Hello, Miss Walsh, Gaelen.”

“Hello, Marsha,” Gaelen answered.

I was going to return the greeting as well, but the doctor had already moved on. “Miss Walsh, it is a pleasure to have you on my operating table again under less dire circumstances. I am pleased to inform you that your new tissues have been successfully flash cloned to your specifications.” Marsha reached a vine for the cabinet door. “Would you like to see?”

“I- won’t I see them when they’re a part of me?”

“No, unless you would like your skin rendered transparent. These are mostly internal tissues.” 

I wasn’t sure there was enough class-E in the entire ship for me to look at  that  without thinking about… things I had seen after the crash. I was better off not being reminded of that before a major surgery. “I’ll pass, I think, then…”

She looked back down at the tablet suspended on a vine, then began intoning again after a moment. “Actually. If at any point, you are able to see your uterus or other new internal organs from the outside, please contact me or another medical professional immediately. Your selections appear somewhat adventurous. As your vet, I advise approaching coitus with other xenosphont species with care. Xenrani are larger than you may assume.”

I buried my head in my hands, the heat emanating from my cheeks instead of from Gaelen. I hadn’t even met a xenrani and Marsha was talking about safe intercourse with one as if it was a given. Gaelen was definitely going to think I was a pervert now.

“I'll keep watch over her when we dock with the Cymbidium, don't worry,” Gaelen said with a chuckle.

Dr. Lywick paused awkwardly for a few seconds, then abruptly changed subjects once more. “How have your dreams been? Have consistent elements begun to emerge?”

I thought back over my string of vivid fantasies from the past few days. She couldn’t know about those, could she?

“Um-I’m not quite sure what you mean.”

“The medication you are on is a mix of compounds both inside and out of the xenodrug classification system, which I designed for your circumstances specifically. Most are specialized to prevent radiation sickness, but others target the trauma of recent events and encourage healthy subconscious integration with engineered neurotransmitters that rarely evolve naturally. The terran rest cycle is a highly effective method for memory defragmentation and processing, so they activate strongest during sleep. Have you had dreams that appeared to be thematically linked, particularly to events in the very recent past?”

“I- um.” I thought of the first night, when I had dreamed of Gaelen and Max… and then flickers of folkloric reimaginings of recent experiences. “I- um. Kind of? The first night was more surreal and erratic, the second and third were more… focused.”

“Wonderful. Now that the levels have stabilized, It will be up to your therapist to utilize hypnotic regression to address whatever your brain has assembled, but that is Mx. Fernicus’ area of expertise. Medication can only lay the initial scaffolding.”

“I, uh, see.”

Marsha stared at me with her single eye for another long moment- though I remembered from Gaelen yesterday that the eye was really just a decoration. “Shall we begin, then?”

I looked to Gaelen for guidance, and she was holding a clawed finger up. “Just one more thing, actually. A friend to keep you company, little treasure.” 

Her chest opened, and she produced an overstuffed plush made of soft brown fuzz. It was sculpted like a cartoon chicken, complete with small floppy wings and hand stitched touches. The squishy little bird that looked just the ones from my upbringing was placed into my arms. 

[image: ]

My voice was an emotion-strained squeak when I could finally speak. “You didn't have to…”

“Ah, but I did. Handmade, of course, to my exacting instructions.”

I had already known she would insist otherwise before I finished protesting. I felt a little childish, but hugged the plushie tight nonetheless. The fabric was soft, and it smelled like her.

“Very cute,” Dr. Lywick remarked dryly. “Can we begin now, then?”

“Thank you, this is…” I still didn’t know how to process receiving gifts so freely, without being accompanied by some obvious expected repayment. “Perfect.”

The dragon looked down on me with an emanation of reassuring approval, and I met her gaze. My worries fell to the side, and I felt butterflies in my belly of a very different kind than nervous ones.

“You’ll be healed up before you know it. But for now, you’ll be so brave, won’t you, princess?”

“I’m not…” I breathed deep, steadied myself, and decided two could play at this game. “Yes,  Syr Echeveria.” 

She grinned. “Good girl. I’ll be here the whole time, I promise. I’m not going anywhere.”

A mask of petals sealed over my face and my breaths were filled with a drift of soft cotton, twilight breeze on the wind and the color indigo. I clung tight to the plushie Gaelen had given me, and its gently rumbling feathery fluff was the last thing I remembered as I plunged into a dreamless sleep.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Isn't it fun when terrans get nice plushies? you should read Through The Looking Glass by themothcourt and pyxxiestyxx.

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, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave!

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

        





  17. Berry
Summary for the Chapter:
Last Chapter Recap:
Lynn was put under for GRS, surgery to start to fix the damage to her leg, and give her pointed ears.

I emerged from formless and incoherent dreams like dripping honey, slow and placid and sweet. My eyes were eventually motivated to action and creaked open. I saw the glittering mosaic constellations of my guest bedroom ceiling, a dance of purples and gold. Everything smelled like berries.
I had a notion of looking to the sides, and after a long moment saw I had been sleeping in a pile of limbs and vines. The warm skin of a naked breast flopped into my hand. I twitched and squeezed it, and heard a girly giggle and felt the soft fur of a tail wagging.
I felt no sensation at all below my bellybutton. A languid drifting glance informed me that my legs were still there, though the right was wrapped in thickly padded bandages, as was my pelvis. I felt too good to worry about it much.

[image: ]Another arm, skin in warmer pale tones, lay across my loose and unbuttoned pajama top, placed just a hair shy of faer groping my own bare chest. Natalie's gentle snores vibrated, and Cassandra's face came into view opposite faer.
“Good morning, Lynn! Mommy said I have to be very careful with you, but I'm giving you the biggest hug in my mind!” She scrunched her face and hugged herself feverishly with a whine, as if to send the feelings into me. 
I closed my eyes slowly, then opened them, and in doing so rediscovered my environment. Natalie and Cassandra and Gaelen’s vines… I peered around for her, but still couldn't see the source of the coiled blanket of pleasant fibers that wrapped all around me, holding me in place under my clothes.
I wiggled my shoulders against the bondage, and made a keening whine of delight at the sensation of soft bristles against my shoulder blades. Being restrained felt perfect, and my eyelids drooped once more. Thoughts ebbed and slowed, and I was content.
At the sound of my pleasured mewling, Natalie stirred, stretched, and yawned, and I noticed fae wasn’t wearing pajamas either. 
Natalie leaned up to whisper in my ear mischievously, and adjusted faer hand so fae was indeed groping me. I noticed a faint sticky residual wetness on my breast as fae did. “The ears look so cute on you, Lynn.”
Fae gave me a naughty lick on my ear that made me shriek in overstimulation. It was so sensitive I forgot the entire rest of my body existed as faer breath rolled over the conductive wetness. I was pretty sure I knew the equation for that. Wet plus breath over area times drugs equals moan… squared?
There was a deep chuckle from above me. “Natalie, she’s not on the class-L anymore. Don’t overwhelm the poor thing.”
“I liked… was good,” I admitted bashfully, my ear still tingling. Fae was so pretty…
I could feel the tone of Gaelen’s amusement, but there was more. A rumbling of approval that shook the universe, electrons and atoms bouncing in harmony with galactic symphony. I tilted my head back and looked up, and saw her smile. “Good morning, princess.”
“Woaw,” my mouth sort of managed to say.
“Time for breakfast, I think,” Gaelen said aloud, and the two florets jumped up with excited squeals and chased each other naked out of the room.
Everything moved and I lost myself to the giddy dizziness. By the time I remembered what a direction was and worked out which one was up, Gaelen had made breakfast. She compiled both florets new outfits, and I noticed we had moved to the kitchen at some point in the seconds or hours since I last knew where I was in the universe. I was no less bound, practically tied to the lap I was seated in. 
I felt a kinship with the soft oatmeal Gaelen fed me. A soupy mind with scattered bits of chopped tangy berries that swam in the sticky syrup and cream. They tingled in my mouth as she guided me to chew and swallow. Tap, brush, stroke. Tap, brush, stroke.
The vine ran down my throat, and as I swallowed the final blissful bite I felt the thick ropes of her chest wrap around my back and sink lower to lift me up into her arm. 
“Run along you two, I need to help Lynn change clothes.”
Natalie and Cassandra immediately stopped talking and looked at each other with a knowing glance and a barely suppressed giggle. I wasn’t sure what they found so funny. We flowed and floated back to the sound of music as it filled the living room, and the florets scampered out to dance and play.
The golden lettering that lined the trim of every hall caught my unfocused eye, and I aimlessly attempted to reach out and grab the alien letters. They were too far away. Gaelen saw what I was doing, paused, and whispered in my ear with the warmth of a volcanic flow. 
“All are home in this place. You are loved. You are safe.”
I wiggled against her at that with as much as I could move. It was so nice of her to say those things. It felt so good to rub against her. I wondered if this was how it felt like to be a cat. Everything was smears of sensation, bubbles of pleasure. and light, an ocean of joys raining upon me. It was so pretty. Gaelen was so pretty. Was I so pretty? 
Fuck, I was so unbelievably high.
Gaelen laid me down on the table, and my focus was captured completely by her amethyst eyes as the tap on my side rang through my body. I squirmed as my arms rose above my head without thought and gasped as dozens of tendrils pulled away at my clothes until nothing but the underwear remained. 
I felt self conscious and shy, and tried to move my hands back down, but they instantly met resistance as a cluster of vines locked into my fingers and held them into place.
“Be a good girl and just relax for me.”
I let my resistance go, falling slack under her, breathy whining whimpers as the moment lingered. Then, her wide woven fingers got to work in a haze of movement in the area I couldn’t feel, the scent of gentle herbal cream and fresh plush fabric sailing me away.
Gaelen rewrapped the bandages around my leg, and I felt the reassuring pressure return to my midsection as my great caretaker finished taking care of me, and the vines let go of my hands. Her massive clawed digits ran into a warm river of succulent phytoflesh that flowed under my back before reforming into a humanoid shape behind me, gently lifting me up.
“Such a good girl. Such a precious little princess.”
I mewled at the ticking bliss of her approval. My mouth managed to form a word, almost to my surprise. “B-berry?”
“Of course! You get to have a nice berry now.”
I eagerly reached out for it, mouth open, and I practically cried in delight as the juices burst in my mouth. It tasted like a purple sunset made of sugar crystals. The funny golden letters on the trim of the room began to twist and my head filled with even more bubbles than before. Everything became streaks of light and color again as she carried me back out of the room, and my mouth overflowed with syllables.
We joined the others back in the living room, and once she stopped moving, I was able to make out the now familiar pair in jewel trimmed crimson and sparkling ruffled cyans. The florets were playing a game. Natalie would slap Cassandra's butt, and she would say a number, one bigger than the last time. 
"Sorry, Syr," Natalie explained. "You have to discipline bratty pillow princesses often. Maintenance punishments, you know?" 
“I shall take that under advisement,” she replied, sounding very unconvinced. That didn’t sound right to me at all… princesses got pampered, I was pretty sure.
Natalie was grinning very wide, and when fae winked at me I gave faer a drooly grin back. I felt a little funny watching them do spanking. Nobody had ever been that kind of rough with me, but it seemed… interesting. Another thunderclap of Natalie’s hand later, and Cassandra whined out a “ten” and finally pulled her skirt back up. 
Once they finished the game, Cassandra and Natalie went back to laughing and dancing. I watched the hues of their outfits swirling and blending. I had never been able to dance, but always thought it looked fun. I couldn't track them as they moved, and their forms melded and merged in motion. Texture and scent and sound were impossible to distinguish. 
I blinked and they weren't dancing anymore. I sprawled languidly once more across Gaelen’s lap. Swirling colors undulated at the edges of my vision, but she was a mountain of stability. 
Something soft and comfy was placed into my arms, and I clung tight before even knowing what I was holding. My face broke into a wet smile as recognition worked its way through the heavy blankets atop my thoughts.
“Gigi,” I babbled, squeezing the stuffie tight. 
“Aww, Is that the chicken’s name?” 
Natalie was there now. I wondered how long fae had been. Fae smelled nice, too, like giggles and fruit, but not like Gaelen smelled like fruit. 
“Mhm.” I made a happy sigh as I rubbed my cheek against her soft little head. “Love her… Gigi. Good stuffie.”
It had been silly not to name her when I got her, I knew what name I wanted as soon as I held her. Words were hard, like a disconnect between my thoughts and my mouth. But that was fine. My legs didn’t do anything either right now, and that was okay.
I was deposited with my head in Natalie's lap on the soft carpet. It was a little silly since I was so much taller than faer. I wanted Gaelen, but holding Gigi close and smelling her helped me not feel the absence as the affini moved some metal grate to the side and moved stacked logs into the brick enclosure.
“Watch this, little ones,” rumbled the voice that made my chest tighten in resonant warmth.
Her eyes glowed, not purple but piercing gold. I heard a spark like a firecracker, and when she turned back to the fireplace a billowing flame escaped her mouth.
Cassandra bounced and wagged in delight at the display, and I stared, drooling and transfixed. The warm breath of dragonfire washed over the kindling, curling paper into wiggling ember-streaked serpents and catching twigs and splinters on the greater logs.
Gaelen picked all three of us back up, and arranged me in the center with the two florets at my sides. We watched the fireplace together in peace, entranced by the crackling flames that flowed like spires of crimson red and glowing yolk yellow.
I hummed a little solstice song that Grandma never had time to teach me the words to, and slumped against Cassandra’s shoulder. Her tail wagged, the fur tickling my back, and I whined slightly as she rubbed my head. Natalie hugged me tight from the other side, and I felt slight tingles as fae sung some pop song about being a star. I was at peace, and drifted in and out of consciousness.
“Isn’t she cute like this?”
“I used to hear her snoring in the cooling bay, it's funny how she doesn’t do it anymore, I guess because it isn’t cold.”
Time passed. The embers burned small. Adelira and Fernicus were here now, speaking excitedly about some ship that had arrived, something about a pathogen, and construction starting on some village. It was a bit too much for me to follow. I was starting to have more of an ability to think complex thoughts again, but all that was still far beyond me.
Natalie and Cassandra gave me a little wave before being led out by their owners, and I waved back a few seconds too late before flopping back in place. Now it was just me and Gaelen. Gigi and a crackling fire. I breathed in the warm spices and sweet aromas, and sighed happily. 

[image: ]Some eternity later, I rolled over- or made a whining noise while wiggling until she rolled me over. Her smile was as enchanting as ever as I looked up with wonder.
The dragon tilted her head and the crisp horns affixed to the top left a trail of little glitterings that I was fairly certain were a side effect of the berries. They looked so smooth and curly, and I felt compelled to try and feel them with my extra sensitive fingers. I reached up and attempted to grasp at them, but Gaelen was so much bigger and higher up than I expected, and I missed, arms flailing in front of me. 
“Hmph.” I frowned in disappointment. It was a silly compulsion really, and I could feel myself getting a little more embarrassed over the effort with every moment of separation from the impulsive desire.
Deep shadows were cast in Gaelen’s face by the flickering light. She seemed deep in thought. “What, I wonder, goes on in that tiny head of yours.”
“Not much right now.” I giggled quietly.
She gently brushed a vine above my nose. “Oh sweet thing, I see it there. Behind those persevering eyes. Beyond the glimmers of your struggle. Dreams long forgotten or repressed by years of struggle. Who are you, dear Lynn, When all the worries are washed away? I want so badly to meet the person you are destined to become.”
“I-I don’t understand. I’m just me. Ly-Walsh, coolant engineer, I-I’m not that interesting.”
I could feel a rustling wistful sigh that ran through her, though her mouth remained still.
“A job can be a passion, and I do value your passion, but there is so much more to you. I do not adhere to the notion that your value is derived from your method of obtaining wealth.”
“Gaelen I, I would tell you more but there’s not much else to tell.”
She wrapped me up slowly with vines that had been holding my lower body, now running up to pull me in.
“There it is again, the cloud of a lifetime trying to assert itself.”
She looked at me like someone would look at something precious, delicate, and though I knew it was probably due to my fragile recovery state, it made me feel coveted and safe.
“There are options that might help. A disinhibitor drug is a powerful thing, but if I gave it to you, it would only make you more loudly voice the things a traumatized mind tells you are true, both inside and out. I must see what lies underneath that. To see… a simpler you.”
I didn’t understand what Gaelen was trying to imply. What was the value she was trying to find? Disinhibitor… simpler me… I had already eaten plenty of berries, and I couldn’t imagine I became anything other than an intoxicated burden the more high I became. Regardless, her stroking hand ran through my hair with a sparking bliss, and the only reply I could muster was a simple “huh?”
“It is something… complex, that no simple drug could accomplish. To pull a less hurt you from the past, to explore only the pathways that lead to home, to comfort, to what you truly want most.”
I felt the glistening gold of her orbit, pooling liquid that was sticky like honey, sucking me in. I thought of a time before the growing pains in low gravity, aches without medication that Mother couldn't afford alone. Before an unlucky work shift assignment and an unstable ice tunnel swallowed my father. Before my limbs stretched uncontrolled until joints sat wrong in the sockets. Before selling my body to survive long enough for something better.
“Look into my eyes, Lynn. Retrace the pathways back, before work, before responsibility for the lives of others, before an entire adult lifetime of neglect. Follow the footsteps home for me. Nice and easy.”
I gazed into the dreamlike depths of her eyes. A serpent’s coils twisted, binding at my thoughts, a warm hand holding mine, guiding me where her words led. I felt the call of mag boots clicking against floor plates, of a tunnel to school that cut through Ganymedian ice sheets. The squawks of Gigi and her sisters running around at my feet, affectionately poking at my knees. The quiet joy of Mother's gentle care, of Father’s proud embrace.
“I- I'm still down there, I'm… left me behind. I left myself behind. It's cold, I-”
“Shhh, easy, little one. I’m here. I rescued you from the crash, remember?”
The fireplace reflected in her eyes. It was a great roaring crackle, oranges and yellows filling my vision, flares of coiling plasma serpents that whispered promises of joy and the comforts of innocence. 
“No- before… on Ganymede. She left… I. I left hope behind.”
“Shhhh. Let the warm sands of my voice cover over the future, the past, the present. Let me pluck the small, fragile thing from her context, forget the rest just for now.”
I fought against the temptation of the tug of her promises of comfort as best I could. “I have to be grown up, I have to… nobody else can… Mother couldn't anymore, she wanted to, but…”
I twitched as I felt her needles pressing against my skin, just gentle enough not to pierce. Not the ones that dotted the succulent flesh of her scales, but the thin, russet colored pinpricks that emerged like hungry fangs from flower clusters on the end of stalks.
“I want so badly to take it all away from you forever, little one. But I promised I would never hurt you, and to pull the blade lodged in this wound so long… it must be careful, gentle, letting you heal as it is removed.”
“Who would… I even be without this?”
“Incomplete,” the dragon admitted with a sigh. “Stability in such a state will take… more. But I could give you a glimpse.”
I struggled through the shifting haze of substances, and looked away from her eyes in shame.
“Am I broken?”
A dozen tendrils squeezed me tight, cascading with security and absolute reassurance. “Not in any way that cannot be fixed with time and care, precious one.”
The smell of pine filled the air, like the illicit fireplaces Father had lit during Yule celebrations when we could get scented oils and spare calories from synthcubes to fuel them. A gaping black hole of nostalgia I had refused to gaze upon, because if I remembered a better past, I would have to ask how I bore the present.
“Show me… tonight? One night. Of… without this.” I floppily gestured at my bandaged leg, hoping to convey something far greater. “Without the…. Hurt. Please.”
Two fingers gently grasped me by the chin, and directed me to look back into her eyes. Without sensation in my legs, arms swallowed in vines and gaze fully captured in those glowing beacons, it was almost like floating in the nebula void of her rumbling words. 
“If that is what you wish.”
The fire crackled, and I plunged.
 

Notes for the Chapter:
Isn't it cute when characters are drugged like this? check out Weeklong Stay At The J-Cafe by Pyxx for a whole fic of it!
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, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave!
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  18. No En Passant!

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn woke up after surgery high as a kite, then Gaelen started to hypnotize her into a regressed state.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: mental regression. the Mommy kink is off the charts in this chapter as well.




    
    I floated in a disoriented fuzz, guided by a sweet voice that came from everywhere.

Whispered words resonated in my ears, too quiet to make out, but sculpting my perception. Possibility space shrank. Memories were covered in a hazy blanket of soft petals, to be uncovered later.

With a quick whip snap of her vines, I blinked in groggy confusion. 

Gaelen brought me up, up, into her grasp and I gasped as the words began to quake out of her mouth in warm tickly pleasure.

“Hello, little Lynn.”

I blinked slowly, confused about where I was. I must have taken a nap. The fire was growing dimmer, warm coals that steamed with smoky remnants, and I leaned in closer as they softened. 

“I’m not… little,” I grumbled crankily. “I’m… two meters tall!”

The enormous dragon holding me chuckled. “How big is that, though?”

“I’m… big enough!” I frowned at the absurdity of the question. 

“I happen to think that you are perfectly tiny and adorable compared to me.”

“That’s not fair! Didn’t you have hundreds of years to grow so big?” I had caught her, and wriggled around as best I could as if to emphasize my point.

“And I am sure that you will grow as tall as you wish when you are grown up, but for now you are as tiny as they come.”

“Grown up? I’m… I’m thirty years old!” I paused. I knew that was true, but I couldn't seem to remember much of being a grownup right now,

“Oh? How many is that in  elf  years, little one?”

I was caught off guard, and needed to stall to think of what to say. “hmph.”

My upcoming riposte of unassailable logic was scattered as I felt a little rubbing circle on my ear. I collapsed in a moaning pile of wiggles and giggles. The gentle friction of her fingers was so intense! The more I laughed and squirmed, the more feelers she added all over my body, tickling and scritching and making me shriek in overstimulated delight. If I could feel anything below my tummy, I would worry I was going to pee myself.

“Mommy, that’s so much!” 

I gulped.

The teasing and tickling suddenly paused. 

“What did you just call me, princess?”

I buried my burning face in Gigi’s fluff to muffle the confession. “Mommy…”

Some cold, far-away part of me would have been scared that I said that, I was pretty sure. I was a little scared too. Scared she would say that I was wrong to want to call her that, or that I was gross…

The shy nervousness of my utterance was banished by the warm glow of an amused chuckle. It built and built into a roaring, booming laugh that shook me like an earthquake. 

A vine pulled Gigi away from my face, and I saw her smiling. “Yes, I suppose that term would fit for tonight, little one.” 

I made a squeaking noise and buried myself as deep in her chest as I could possibly manage to hide again. But the truth had been spoken, and she seemed…  happy  to hear it.

For the first time, I truly, fully rested my head upon her breast, cheek flat against the soft thatch of cactus streaks. I took a deep breath of clementine juice and fresh melon, the smoky traces of her fiery breath lingering. I maximized my surface area to soak in her comfort and giggled as her rumbling coo rattled my limp jaw. For reasons I couldn’t fully describe, this spot felt like safety. Like my Mommy.

I felt the heat pouring out from within her chest as I sank into it. Each pulse was like a happy wiggle of goodness. The break from her stimulating touch ended and I let out a tiny gasp as tendrils gripped at me. It was as if holding me tightly enough would suck me deep inside her shifting physical form. Somehow I knew, she  wanted  this,  needed  me like this,  craved  to have me like this. 

Her smile glinted in the flickering light as she took satisfaction in my happy helplessness. Every noiseshe wrung out of my body satiating a selfishly selfless need to take away all the hurt in the universe, starting with just one little girl. Mommy hid a hunger inside that glowed from within, and the deepest source of heat within her called me…

Suddenly, I felt a rumble that wasn’t coming from Mommy, and I frowned a little as I poked at my own naked belly. Guess I had a hunger of my own. I remembered I only felt stuff from the tummy up right now, but… that wasn't scary, that was how it was supposed to be. Mommy would take care of it.

“A hungry little treasure are you? I am glad to see I have not spoiled your appetite with berries.”

My face lit up with delight. “B-berry?”

“No sweetheart, dinner time.”

She pulled me in close and we moved into the kitchen, flowing through the arches and under the trim with the squiggly words. I snuggled with Gigi as I was placed down. One of Mommy’s vines stayed with me, curling protectively around my recovering leg. I had lots of fun making a picture of a thermal radiator loop out of pasta shapes while resting on a big purple pillow on the counter. 

She took a pause from stirring a steaming pot of water to admire my work. “That is wonderful, princess! I underwent a very similar artistic process when designing the tiles upstairs.”

I giggled. Mommy was so silly sometimes, she clearly forgot to include the coolant fins in her tile designs.

She strained the pasta, and mixed a sauce that smelled so tasty, simple salty cheese and spices filling the air. She was all over the place, arms and vines fetching ingredients and seasoning and mixing, even leaning over to give me an affectionate head pat every now and then for how talented I was.

Serving the dish with one appendage, she plucked me up in a single hand and moved towards the table. Faint, tiny sparkly bursts of pleasure pulsed up my leg, the first returns of sensation to my lower body as she bound it tightly. I nuzzled my forehead against Mommy as best I could to show my feelings. 

I got ready to be clasped in, but she didn’t stop at my usual chair, continuing instead to sit down in her affini sized spot. I was pulled deeply into her lap, little gasps and whimpers pulled from my flesh with each tendril that secured me into place. Mommy held up the bowl of pasta at the end of a vine, dripping in golden sauce and flecked with specks of red pepper. I wiggled my hands in excitement. I instinctively reached forward to try and grasp for the spoon she had brought with her.

“Careful, princess, I do not think that would be such a good idea while you are so blissfully drugged and adorably carefree.”

I whined in frustration, drooling with desire to eat the heavenly dish that Mommy had made for me. My whines slipped into heady moans as her vines coiled around my limbs, locking in between my fingertips. Careful of my joints, she ran her palm up my spine and manipulated my arms until they tucked behind my back. The restraint felt so good, sparking across my sensitive skin. I bounced in the bondage as much as I could. It was inescapable and almost as intoxicating as the juice from her berries.

“Adorable. Such a good girl for Mommy.”

I looked around and realized that Gigi was missing! I panicked for a moment as tiny embers of fear for a chicken lost worked their way into my reduced state. She was gone, no not again! I squirmed against my bondage to try and find her.

Thankfully Mommy seemed to understand my distress, picking Gigi up with a long vine from the kitchen counter and flopping her down on the table to watch me. Safe and sound.

She scooped up the spoon and ran it through the saucy pasta in a lazy spiral, building a perfect bite. I felt the rumbling heat as it ran through her vine, running down my chin. I opened my mouth eagerly and automatically, straining towards the spoon. The noodles thrust onto my tongue, and my eyes rolled back as the taste exploded across my palate.

It was gooey and cheesy, and I felt a rush of euphoria as she tapped on the underside of my chin, helping me bite down on the incredible creation. I squirmed against my restraints, the flavor building as she stroked a swirl in my cheek sending me into squeaking chews.

Nobody was as good at cooking as Mommy.

She ran that helpful vine down my neck, fits of pleasure running lower as the warm swallow activated the sensitive nerves in my throat. With a gasp I took a deep breath of excitement.
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“M-more Mommy, please!”

She chuckled in a moment of glowing pyroclastic comfort. The second bite came with that same running feeler on my chin. I didn’t even realize it was happening until she had already tapped my mouth closed. With a stroking brush I realized that the flavor was more complex than it initially seemed, the heat from the pepper flakes and subtle spices clinging to the insides of my cheeks and mounting in intensity. My eyes began to water.

She pulled the vine down, and I swallowed with relief.

“It’s so…” I panted at the spice lingering on my tongue and whined.

“I know little treasure, but you can take it for Mommy.”

She was right, I was determined to persevere through the spicy pepper and show her how well behaved I could be. Maybe if I ate it all I could get another berry!

As I cleared the tears from my eyes with a wet blink I realized the next mouthful was already sitting on my outstretched tongue. It was sizzling with her firecracker spice, burning from the pepper and pooling the saliva into a desperate drool that ran out of my parted lips. I begged with my eyes, somehow knowing that I needed to wait for her tap before I could close down.

When it finally came the relief was electric, her strokes on my cheeks burrowing delight into every part of me. Mommy reveled in my satisfaction, waves of enjoyment that clenched through the ropes of foliage that gripped me tightly. Her vines were starting to touch on my chest, where the residue of berry juice and drool dripped and clung to oversensitive skin.

Every bite was more kindling on the fire, every stroke another roar of the flames, every swallow another eye watering burn of squeal extracting pleasure. She collected the sauce that had fallen from my lips with a vine and let it drag across my tongue. I closed my mouth and sucked at it a little. I was certain that if not for the iron grip on my arms I would be flailing. 

The bowl was finally empty but I needed more, the haze of drug induced bliss was almost at the point of complete consumption, and I needed to reach it.

“You did so good, princess. I think you get some dessert if there is still room in that little tummy of yours.”

Mommy produced the glistening translucent pink berry that I wanted so badly and held it in front of me. The smell, fresh and juicy, was so tempting. I tried ineffectively to grab it but my arms were still held tight behind my back, my lower half consumed entirely in vines.

“What do you say, treasure?”

“Berry?”

“Not quite. Manners are an important part of being a princess.”

“O-oh! Please  Syr  Mommy?”

“Good girl!”

Tap ,  crunch  , brush ,  burst  , stroke ,  squeal . 

The feelings of the sweet and sour juices as they fizzled in sticky hazy bliss were indescribable. Running and rushing and flooding every un-numbed inch of my body with a sense of pulsing satisfaction. I sighed, content and full. We cuddled for a while, I don’t know how long, but I wasn’t sleepy yet.

Eventually, wiggles started to grow and I couldn't help but make fussy noises. Even if Mommy playing with my hair felt super nice I wanted to do more. I was bored. I frowned, pondering what to do next. 

“Mommy…” 

“Yes, princess?” She rocked me back and forth in a way that sent tingles all over, and it took a moment to remember what I was trying to ask about.

“Wanna play… I wanna play!” 

“Of course we can play, princess!” She reached across the table and retrieved Gigi. My arms were freed, and wrapped around her. She was nice and fuzzy and soft, but that wasn’t what I wanted.

“No, I- I wanna play chess!” I loved playing chess with Mommy.

“Ah, I see.” She turned her head up and spoke to the room. “Ruby, would you retrieve her chessboard? I have a Terran in my lap, I am trapped. Impossible to get up, I am afraid.”

 “Of course, Syr.” Ruby sounded like it thought something was funny.

One of the statues on the wall of what looked like a crab with more arms suddenly came to life, hopped down from its display, and scurried off on articulated joints. A minute later, the funny little crab returned, carrying my board and all the pieces. 

“Thank you, Ruby!” I gave Ruby a pat on the thorax, but it didn’t seem to notice before the statue went back to its place.

Mommy picked up each of the pieces with a separate tiny vine, and quickly assembled them into formation. I frowned, and mumbled an additional stipulation. “But-but no en passant.”

“Okay, we don't have to play with that rule.”

“But for everyone! It's too complicated. Everyone always complains… You’ve gotta change it, no more en passant, never ever.” I crossed my arms and huffed.

She laughed again, but seemed apologetic too. “Oh Lynn, I am sorry. They would not allow me to change the rules of chess. If we did, late games would devolve into very unfun stalemates where players were incentivized to never move a pawn forward to the fifth row.”

My lip started to tremble. The Affini Compact was supposed to be all powerful… and she was so big and strong… why wouldn’t she change the rule for me?

“Okay, you're right, it would make… bad endgames. But… what if you made everyone agree to just not do that, Syr Echeveria?” I cleverly remembered to use the title that made Mommy unable to resist my charm.

“Well perhaps we can still play, and just for tonight, you can use whichever rules you like.”

I looked down at the board she had set up, mind full of possibility of what I could accomplish when I made the rules. I decided to use the tried and true  I Win  opening. I swept my arms across the board in a mighty attack. My clever strategy was successful, and I knocked over her king, and about half of the rest of her pieces as well. I held up my prize victoriously, as the casualties rolled and clattered.

Gaelen let out a rumbling laugh, clearly impressed by my skill. A vine tapped me on the chin, and I giggled and bit down on the nice berry as a treat for winning so cleverly.

“I think I understand now, little one.”

She picked up her remaining knight and moved it across the board, earning extra points for hoof noises and gallop movements as it approached me. I quickly countered by moving my bishop to meet her piece, and they entered a stalemate. We exchanged pieces, and I used her knight to perform some fun jumps for a while.

The texture of the wooden pieces felt so nice against my fingers, and I forgot everything as I just ran my thumbs over the grain. I knew it was printed, but it still felt so good. The sparkles were starting to cover my vision again… I felt a brush on my lips and an amused correction, and I spat out the captured bishop I had been absentmindedly knawing on.  

“Here, let me make another move, little one.”

I gasped in delight as her queen rolled across the board and fell onto my castle. I had checked with my rook! I picked up the piece and looked down at the queen in my hand. Delighted, I smooshed them together into a- wait.

“I-um. New rule. The um, the queen kisses the other queen.”

She laughed again, embers in a comfortable flame. “Interesting. But I suppose that leaves us with an unexplored strategy.”

Since I wasn't using the board anymore, Mommy picked me up and held me close to her shoulder while I continued playing with the pieces in my hands. It was hard to make the two queens kiss with how clumsy I was. I realized after a few long moments how… close to her I was.

I looked at her, and down at her lips. They curled into a smile as I stared, and I saw the faint mist of red dust from the flower within that made everything easier, if even more clumsy. I… I wanted her to kiss me. It wasn't fair that I couldn't.

“I want…” I bonked the queens together again to demonstrate.

Her chuckle was warm in my chest. “I don’t know little Lynn, that is for big queens and kings, and you are just a princess right now.”

I sniffed sadly. It just wasn't meant to be. But then I had an idea.

“But, um. I-um, you said you were a Prince!” 

“I suppose I did. Does the princess kiss the Prince?”

I felt my face burning. There was only one way to… But was that allowed? I felt so nervous thinking about it, but… I didn't have to worry about being in trouble. Mommy wouldn't let me break the rules. I glanced down at her lips again then back at her eyes. She shifted just a little closer, pulled me in just a little tighter. I took a deep breath of clementine and spice, and moved to close the gap. 

I missed at first, and slumped forward against the side of her face. The heat of her large, verdant chin sent shivers through me as she helped me straighten back up. I clumsily giggled and relaxed into the vines steering me, closing my eyes and letting Mommy take control.

Her mouth was so much bigger than mine, but I settled into a spot in the center and pressed down. I was met with the yielding softness of a succulent leaf against my lips, tumbling with quakes of enjoyment that ran directly out of them and into my flesh. It was warm like a campfire, spiced like a celebration, rich and juicy like precious preserved fruits. I held onto those precious seconds like a lifeline, pushing into her further, letting the sensation devour and consume me completely. 

I felt the queen I had been clutching drop to the ground as my hand went slack.
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It was silly, but she started to rumble, and I started to laugh, the euphoria of the moment possessing me completely. Mommy was so unlike any Terran I had ever kissed before, and it wasn’t because of her wide mouth, or her soft cactuslike lips, not her huge stature nor horns casting shadows above me. It was that she was so unconditionally caring.

I felt the heat of the spices as they spilled from my lips to my tongue, and I placed a hand on one of the bark horns on the side of Mommy’s huge cheek, keeping myself steady. I stretched up and licked her cheek with a steady swipe, instantly confirming that her entire body was shockingly delicious, explosive bursts of berries and spices that enraptured me. I whined embarrassingly at how incredible it was before shying away back into her grasp.

“I suppose that answers my question.” She gently broke the silence. “And the princess  licks  the Prince too, it seems.”

I wriggled slightly in embarrassment.

“I-I couldn’t help it, Mommy! Your whole  body  tastes like that?”

“Indeed. But worry not little one.” She ran a vine up my cheek, sending shivers across me. “Now we are even.”

“B-but that was your  vine!  It’s not the same!”

“Sweet princess, you forget that every one of my vines has an equivalent or greater capacity to your adorable human tongue.”

As if to punctuate the point, every feeler connecting and clutching my body quaked, and I became instantly aware of all the places she was  licking  , all the places she had  previously licked  as vines had wandered and cleaned in the bath, which I seemed to be able to remember perfectly for some reason. My neck, my chest, even between my legs and against my… all my  princess parts!  I was getting dizzy, positively melting from the heat of my blush.

“Mommy… thats, imp- impr-” A loud yawn escaped my lips. “Very improper… To lick me… down there. I liked it though, you should do it again.” I was too tired to even cover my face now.

She chuckled softly. “Such a lovely evening we have had together little one. Though the memory will fade, I hope you hold this precious feeling close to your heart, and let it plant the seed of your unburdening that will eventually bloom. However, I think it may be time for me to bring you to your bed.”

“No, I need… you  have  to stay! You  have  to.”

“You want to sleep with me tonight, princess?”

 “Have  to,” I emphasized decisively. My iron will lasted only a few seconds before I started to beg.  “Please?  I don’t want to sleep alone again, never ever. Please,  please?” 

“How could I ever say no to you, little treasure.” 

I sighed in relief, and she kissed me again on the forehead. Mommy’s lips left little tingles where they pressed. 

“Yay,” I half-said, half-yawned, half-moaned.

Mommy stood up and walked over to the compiler. “I never stood a chance,” she chuckled to herself.

The aroma of cinnamon briefly joined hers, and then she pulled something out of the compiler. We went to the couch by the fire, and I was laid on my back again. Pajamas made of giggles and frills slipped over my torso. I relished feeling Mommy holding me underneath my clothes. Thick underwear went in place around my waist again. 

Mommy sat down on the couch, laid a blanket of her wing petals down, and wrapped me up tight in her tail like a little bed with raised edges. I stared up at the kind eyes tending to me and smiled. Even if it was only for tonight, even if I didn't remember tomorrow, I had this moment, this  now.  I breathed gently in Gaelen's arms, happy spice and tasty snuggly firecrackers of smell that cuddled almost as close up as she did. 

I reflected upon the haze of my evening with Mommy. Some cold knowledge was creeping in against the warmth, eating away at the blissful happiness of every moment I had experienced since I woke up from my nap in front of the fire.

“I can't… I won't remember.” I said sadly, and squeezed Gigi tight. “I already forgot most of dinner…”

Gaelen sounded sad too when she answered. “I am afraid not, little one. The recovery medications… They are designed to blur memory. ” Mommy sighed, and sounded almost guilty. “And this… selfish indulgence of mine could damage you, even if you did.”

“You wouldn't hurt me. You promised.” Mommy had rescued me from a tower, I was pretty sure. I was a princess, after all.

“Never,” she swore. “But hurt is more complicated than a little one like you could know. I could stifle your ability to be anything  but  this. That might not be your best self.”

I rubbed Gigi's fuzz against my lips as I thought. My eyelids were getting so heavy.

“But if I was only this forever… would you still be my Mommy?”

“If we decide this is right for you, princess, or choose it for yourself, then I will be your Mommy and Prince.”

“Forever?”

“Forever. Nothing in this universe has  ever  filled me with the joy that seeing you starting to thrive has, and I would only let go if it was what you needed to truly blossom.”

I sniffed away a tear, and tucked the promise in my chest, held to that glowing heat as tight as I could. I needed to remember that, no matter what. Protect it against the creeping ice that would return soon.

“Goodnight, Mommy.”

“Goodnight, princess.”

She swept a blanket of petals over me, leaned down, and kissed me sweetly, with a breath of cottony sparkles on her lips. I fell asleep with a head full of the soft scents of her, and a heart warmed by a promise.
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    My stomach rose in a moment of weightlessness, body caressed by lapping heat. Then, it returned as I sank back down. After a moment, I rose once more. 

In and out. Up and down. 

I was lulled back to the present by gentle waves of fragrant water. The sound of pouring faucets and my own breath bounced off of glassy tiles. All around me, a soft scent of strawberries and soaps and oranges was in the air. 

A melting dream clung in wisps like a conductive additive dissolving in a coolant fluid. The imagined sensation of Gaelen’s lips against mine destabilized as I tried to cling to the details. A deeply childish fantasy of forbidden romance and inappropriate desire- surely it had not been real. There was something more I was trying to remember. But as the wave retreated, its current pulled whatever fractal of a memory I was clinging to out of my grasp. The diluted treasure swirled out of view until it was locked away. 

I opened my eyes slowly. The water was a deep blue from the reflection of the dark sapphire tiles and it was thickly foamed, shimmering with bubbles and a hazy colored steam. Soft vines wound around me, ending in sponges that daubed at my skin. I was sensible enough to know they were actually part of her body, now.

I was… the surgery. I dipped a hand under the layer of soap and found my belly button, then carefully crept my fingers lower. A familiar tangle of curly hair began as I rounded a soft mound, but then nothing protruded past it. 

Fuck.

I ran my fingertips deeper, closer, and I gently brushed against my labia. I hastily pulled back as I felt the sensation of my own touch lighting up new nerve endings, grazing a part I had never had, a dream I never thought I would realize. It was heightened, raw flesh, and I worried that perhaps it was still healing.

“Princess, are you alright?”

Her words vibrated warmly against my ears- and I felt the tiniest shift in the higher timbres. I felt the side of my head to check, and sure enough my ears really did now have pointed tips- which were far more ticklish and sensitive than I had expected. I shivered at even my own touch, then that motion cascaded into a full body wiggle that sent little rippling turbulent waves of water all around me.

“Is the recovery over?”

“To some degree, yes. Two days is all you needed to be on such heavy doses for, and you can begin to be more mobile now.”

“Then why do I still feel so… like  this?” 

The affini reverberated reassurance, a non-verbal cuddle that soaked into me almost as easily as the hot bath. Her reply came moments after, considerate and gentle.

“I have decided that this will be your baseline during your remaining time as my ward, and added a few compounds to your daily medication. It is not much- a physical euphoriant to invert the discomfort in your joints, and a very mild disinhibitor to encourage you to speak up if you ever need more.”

“That seems…” I struggled to find words. Gratitude and protest found equal footing.

“Warranted,” Gaelen said with a kind firmness. “You are still my ward, and I will not tolerate needless pain, little one.”

I responded with a pouty  hmph  but did not argue the point.

“Yes, I’m a princess in the tower, I know.”

Gaelen chuckled. “Fortunately, you will no longer be nearly as restricted to my home. We will be visiting the newly constructed independents village today.”

I frowned. “I thought there weren't any independents on the ship?”

“I specified Terran, and while it was accurate when I said it, that is no longer the case. While you were incapacitated, construction resumed on the residential area. We have docked with another vessel, called the  Cymbidium,  that is better prepared to repair the spacetime damage around Losofor, and several dozen xenosophonts have already moved in with more on the way. I thought it would be a wonderful and fitting first day of freedom.”

I faintly remembered hearing Tamai and the other Affini who were currently trying to locate my former crewmates on Losofor mentioning other ships being on the way, so that made sense. 

“Have you found the rest of the survivors yet, then?”

There was an uncharacteristically awkward silence between us for a moment. 

“The search is… ongoing.” 

Something felt off, but I didn't want to linger on it.

Her vines moved under the water, gently passing over the inner thigh of my right leg. It was still quite textured with scar tissue and baby-soft replacement skin, it seemed. Her touch drifted higher, and I prepared for it to brush against my-

And then it didn’t, because I didn’t have that anymore.

“Oh  fuck. I'm going to take a while to get used to not having…” I trailed off, hoping she would understand.

“Oh yes, your new sexual anatomy is externally healed. The internals will take another few days to be optimally prepared for you to enjoy its intended purpose, however. Your species has unusually strong mating instincts, and it brings me great joy that you will soon be able to satisfy them in a way that is most fulfilling for you. I encourage you to experiment very carefully at first, however.”

I felt a blushing heat rising in my cheeks well above what the warm water would cause. “Um, yeah, I doubt that’ll be an issue for a bit. People don't usually line up to, um…” 

Gaelen was quiet, and I looked up at the golden inscription on the ceiling as if the right thing to say would be hidden between the alien runes.

I considered trying to explain to her that… “Merely having a vagina is not the singular and only step to having sex.” I hadn't meant to say it aloud, but I guess I was on a disinhibitor. I might as well complete the thought. “I don't even know any Terran women my own age on the ship.” 

It briefly occured to me that I had not even considered the idea of waiting for Max to join us, but Gaelen answered before I could dwell on it.

“Well, an attractive creature like you seeking pleasure will find many eager sophonts on this hab ring, be they Terran or otherwise.”

I felt something inside me shift at the rumble in her voice, which was an entirely new sensation.

“So… what about my leg?” I chuckled nervously. “If you're so invested in me having a fling, I think most folks are going to be scared off by the giant dragon carrying me around.”

“I have good news there as well. According to Dr. Lywick, the muscles will take several weeks to be at their  full  strength and coordination, but it need not be fully immobilized anymore.”

“So I can… move my leg now?” 

“Go ahead.” 

I wiggled my toes on both feet, and noticed the distinct lack of twinging pain on the right side as I did. That was promising. I was unable to do anything else, but the culprit was not my own weakness.

“Gaelen, you have to stop holding my legs in place.”

She chuckled bashfully. “I suppose I do, yes. Forgive me, I have grown used to having an excuse to do so. In my defense, you are very adorable.”

The reassuring bondage retreated, and my legs floated freely in the gentle currents of the water. I kicked and flexed the left, then nervously the right. There was no pain at mere motion, that was promising, but it was hard to tell much else underwater.

“How did the affini manage to conquer an entire galaxy? I feel like one cute bug would drag your entire species to a halt as you stopped to pet it.”

“Several galaxies, over a dozen. But, we have cute bugs at home in the Core Worlds, and this is the frontier. You will only ever meet the affini who want to explore more than just the species we co-evolved with. They are called the Beeple in your language, you’ll probably meet some of them today.” I felt a trembling of excitement through the vines still wrapped around my waist as she thought about the upcoming activities. “I have been eagerly awaiting getting to show you more of what the Compact has to offer. Somewhere nicer than just my house, a hospital, and a detour to a boring radio station.”

“Gaelen, until a week ago I had never even been able to imagine a place as nice as this house could  exist,  let alone having been inside one. Even the subway was a work of art like nothing I had ever seen.”

“You only think that because you haven't been able to explore the rest of the Occantalis II yet- and that walk in the rain does not count, I think.”

I was lifted from the bath, and set down on the extending table, and dried by a towel and a breath of hot air from her chest. I had the faintest, ridiculous notion that she could breathe fire, but that was obviously just something the fantasies of my dreams had conjured.

Once I was dried off, I looked down, and rediscovered with a giddy squeak the fact of my new anatomy for a third time since waking up. I shortly realized with a bout of amused elation that it is actually very difficult to peer directly at one's own vagina.

“I- do you have a mirror?”

 “Of course,”  Ruby's voice answered from a statue nearby, and the nearby tiled wall opened a panel and extended a fully reflective plate that pointed at the table I was sitting on. Gaelen had certainly arranged that on purpose.

Gods, it was real. 

I had seen the 3d model, of course. A static projection of what my body would look like. And it had been entirely accurate. But this was my actual body. Living, breathing. Tangible and physical.

The first sensation was the absence of the parts that were there before. My thighs and legs could touch in a way they couldn’t before, and my body kept expecting for something to be there that wasn’t, a phantom in the shape of my dysphoria.

I reached down a hand and gently parted the curls of hair, faint drops of moisture from the bath still clinging to me. I watched her, the me on the other side of the reflection, as she placed the fingers between folds of skin, carefully spreading what was once a place of stomach-knotting anxiety into something else entirely.

She was perfect, the hooded bud of a clitoris the only protrusion that remained, ribbons of affirmation that sung a song of comfort and wholeness. She was me, and I was her, and it was a homecoming that had felt impossible.

I didn’t realize how much of me was missing until it was granted. The sensation of being the person I was supposed to be filled the cup of absence so fully that it overflowed, the joy far outweighing the sullen sorrow that was there before.

I had a pussy. Yes. But I had something else too. I had peace.

I gently probed further, spreading my legs slightly to complete a full inspection like someone opening the birthday present their parents could never afford. The opening was lower than I had presumed. I had seen other people’s vaginas of course, on lovers, on the net, and I had seen the recreation, but strangely it was only once I actually had one it occurred to my fingers how things would sit.

I cautiously placed a finger closer to the entrance, and felt the thin membrane skin that made up the beginning of the canal, and I was flooded with an emotion beyond joy as my body sent the sensations to my brain. Not the feeling on my fingertips touching myself, but the feeling of myself, my pussy, being touched by a wandering digit. 

It was real, it was mine, and even if everything else in my new life changed once I became independent, nobody and nothing could take this away from me. I realized that I had been breathing at a rapid pace, and I pulled my finger away. I took a deep inhalation of fragrant berries and citrine clementine and steadied myself.

I realized with some mild sense of embarrassment that Gaelen had been watching me poke and prod at myself the entire time with an adoring smile. She had at this point probably seen literally every part of me, and managed every bodily function while I was recovering. She had never expressed or indicated any discomfort with my nude body, but it was nice that I could now agree with her on its shape.

I felt no impulse to cover myself around her anymore, which was… new. I was not sure I had ever been comfortable with total nudity around anyone before, especially not the medical caretakers who had probably seen more of me than any lover. But unlike the short tempered humans of underfunded hospitals of my past, I felt no scorn from her gaze.

My vagina wasn’t the only change that was noticeable in the reflection, of course, just the least subtle one. I spared a brief bit of attention to admire the shape of my own pointed ears. As much as an impulsive whim as they had been, they felt right. Even if I changed my mind, altering them again was seemingly trivial. I ran a hand over my jaw, and found not even the beginnings of stubble. The few hairs that remained clinging fell out of their follicles as I rubbed over my own skin.

Looking lower, my damaged leg looked… a  bit  better. The surgery on my leg had been practical, not cosmetic, and the scarring was not gone. But it seemed the most gnarly areas were softening, and the texture was more stretched out by the fullness of my thigh now that it wasn't decaying from within.

Actually, there was a definite subtle plumpness… everywhere. I had obviously gained a bit of weight since switching off of my previous diet of space ration cubes, but this seemed… more. My breasts had definitely gotten larger, though when I poked at them they were clearly still all my own tissue. There was an attractive chub to my belly I had lacked, and I suspected that the class-G xenodrugs that my new ovaries supposedly produced naturally were responsible for the rapid change in shape.

I was…  cute.  Not the lanky, awkward woman who had frequently avoided mirrors, just barely cis passing enough to get by. I used to intentionally hang around planetborns because they were inclined to write off anything masculine about my appearance as just what a lifetime of microgravity had done. It was safer to be clocked as a moonie than a tranny, after all. But now… I kind of just looked like my mom… if she was an elf.

Gaelen slid the mirror back into the wall with a smile. “Now, let's get dressed and start our day.”

I nodded. I didn't see an outfit nearby, so I expected her to carry me down the grand staircase back to the first floor where my room and therefore clothes were, but she took an opposite turn as she lifted me. She strode through the tiled arch and to another door that connected to the bathing room, which opened and revealed… my bedroom.

“I had Ruby relocate your space up to the second floor during the surgery itself. You required frequent and careful bathing, so it was more convenient.”

I felt a slight burning shame- there was a very logical reason that would be the case, considering what little I was sure was real of the smear of memories from the last days. They all had a consistent element- paralysis of all muscles below the waist, bladder included. I thanked the gods that Gaelen had already demonstrated a complete lack of disgust response.

“Thank you, Gaelen, for taking care of me. I'm sorry you had to see me like… that.” My memory was a hallucinatory fuzz, and I really hoped I had not made a fool of myself. I was very unsure what was real from what few images I could conjure. “I hope nothing I did in that state was… improper.”

She chuckled as she selected an outfit from the dresser. “You did nothing inappropriate, Lynn. You were quite sweet, and very affectionate, but well within the range of things I was comfortable with.”

Ah. So the kiss had been a dream after all.

Gaelen tapped my arms and I lifted them without even needing to think about it. I was dressed in a creamy green gown that hung relatively loosely around my body, with a neckline of frills that looked vaguely leaflike. My legs were raised, and a pair of soft pink panties slid into place snugly.

I blinked with a moment of confusion. “Wait. Can't I do this myself now? My leg can bend fine.”

“Technically yes, you could dress yourself, but it is still easier if I do it, princess.”

I rolled my eyes at the pet name… nickname. I noticed another new door within my bedroom- noticeably not sized for Gaelen, and therefore tiny, almost toy-like in the space. “What is that?”

“A personal elevator for you. It goes down to the kitchen, the basement, and then all the way to the base of the hill where the street is on the side that leads to the new village. Here, you can try it.”

I was carried over to the elevator, which opened to reveal a space large enough for several humans and zero Affini. It was slightly taller than typical designs intended for planetborn humans, I wouldn't have to hunch at all. It was a welcome sight for a woman over two meters tall.

There was a padded seat on the right side, which she set me in, and the exoleg locked into place like a seatbelt. “I'll see you in the kitchen, Lynn.”

The door closed, and I realized it was my first time being fully alone since Losofor. There was no panel or buttons, so I assumed it was voice controlled like the one at the hospital.

“Can you take me to the kitchen level, please?”

 “Certainly, Lynn,”  Ruby answered.

I inspected the box as it began to gently descend what would have been three full floors in any Terran residence or ship. It was surprisingly unadorned and utilitarian, simple wood devoid of the tiles and gold trim Gaelen seemed to cover everything else with, similar to the basement. It had probably been installed in a hurry, and I doubted it would ever be decorated, since there wouldn't be any reason to keep it. The odds that whomever her next ward ended up being would need as much accomodation as I did was quite low.

I blinked in response to a surge of… something. Something thin like liquor, butting against my simple objective analysis of the factors before me. A heat from within, encouraging me to hold on. 

Gaelen was waiting for me when the door opened, a bagel already prepared, held down at her knee level where I could see. She reached in and plucked me out of the elevator, and I realized the door had been an under-counter cabinet before. It was cute, but also a reminder of how tiny I was in this space. It was not truly built for me.

Gaelen wrapped the external leg support back around my waist, where it hung like a belt. “You do not strictly need this anymore, but it will help for the remainder of your recovery.” She then held up the cane. “You will sometimes need one of these for at least several months, though.”

We stepped out the door and into the courtyard. The sand colored grasses by the main stairs waved gently in the breeze. Gaelen paused, almost wistful, and spoke once more.

“Your wardship review had its date set, by the way. Four days from now, a panel of relevant experts will determine whether or not domestication is what you need.”

I gulped nervously. “Experts?”

“Yes. Myself, and Dr. Marsha Lywick for example, as your primary caretakers. In two days you will have an initial evaluation session with Mx. Fernicus as well, which will be a factor. Plus a few close character witnesses. We will make that decision together.”

I nodded carefully. I had more than enough experience with being judged for my fitness and worthiness by faceless boards, insurance adjusters, and the other nastiness of the Accord medical system. Existentially terrifying as the prospect of some unknown affini owning me forever was, the idea that it would be overseen by those who actually knew me was refreshing. I was a real person with a face and name to them, not a claim number with attached diagnosis codes.

But it did make me reflect on something critical. If I was to be  independent,  that meant I needed to be able to exist  without Gaelen.  Without visible reminders that I could and should be carried around and treated as a helpless dependent thing. I clutched the cane, looked down at the exoleg that wrapped dormant around my waist, deep in thought.

Terran doctors had told me I would never set foot on anything like planetary gravity unaided. It was impossible, they said. I was simply too damaged. 

I gazed up, at impossible technology treated so casually. I caught the curve of the ring in my eye as we moved through space without moving at all. A lake, a river that ran around the perimeter of the ring. A flying city, one of multiple on this ship alone, that hung in the sky at a scale no Terran construction could hope to match. 

“I- um. Can you put me down?”

“Of course.” Gaelen came to a stop, and reached for the exoleg to secure it in place.

“No. Without the… Just me. Please.”

There was a ripple of concern in her face and through the air around us. “We do not need to rush, little one. And there is no shame in using a mobility aid.”

“I want to just try, without them. A few steps, please, Syr?”

Gaelen considered for a long moment, then moved over to some of the longer soft carpet of ground cover, and slowly lowered me down with my weight supported in a harness of her vines.

“Very well, but slowly, and I’ll be right here to catch you. Try to just do the motion, little one. I'll hold you at first.”

I put my left foot forward on the grass, and it felt soft and spongy under my bare toes. She carried me forward, as she had the day we pretend-walked to the radio station.

I mirrored the step with the damaged leg still textured by scars. It was much shakier, but I was able to actuate the motion. I could do this.

I held out my cane for her to hold, and clutched her hand tightly for balance as the harness of vines slowly lowered me fully until the pads of my feet felt pressure.

Pieces of her slowly retreated, loosened, and I felt as the joint in my right hip rolled into place, a slippery sensation made tingly by the drugs in my system. The muscles around it tightened, spasms from a lifetime of necessary misuse. It wasn’t that I had never taken a step, of course, it was that I had never taken a fully painless one. I extended my leg and placed it down, a reasonable gait in front of me.

The grass was warm beneath my scarred foot, flecks of golden foliage that pressed into the space between my toes. The rain was long gone in the time between my last sober day and now, and it was golden in the light as well, yellows that soaked into my skin and lit the sensation of this moment in the heat of a celestial hug.

I gasped, a lump building in my throat as I stretched out my hands for stability, a quivering grin forming on my lips. Her vines danced around my fingertips, the barest possible source of stability like a child learning to ride a bike.

In a fluid motion I placed all of my weight on my good leg, and for a single moment, I soared above everything, the joy of my accomplishment lifting my spirit to the highest highs.

I lifted my new, old, broken, fixed leg back into the air, and I was keenly aware of the sensations in my left one, the twitching burden placed on healthy tissues that had gone unpracticed.
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My crippled foot touched the ground.

I felt her rumble like a cry of celebration, and the air filled with glittering specks of pollen, floating embers that clung to my skin and filtered into my lungs, rushing to the core of my brain and searing this moment, this exact second into my long term memory so I would never forget it. The dignity of this moment, of walking on solid ground, carrying my own mass like my grandmother and all before her once had.

I swung my arms around, and she almost gripped down to catch me before I found my footing. It was like she could sense the possibility space, the world where I needed her and the world where I could keep going independently, and she chose to allow me to continue at my own pace. I teetered on the edge between them, and caught myself without relying on her, still grateful she was there to catch me if I fell. 

I shifted my weight, and immediately felt the tingling of pressure as my damaged leg took weight it perhaps should not. I moved a little faster this time. Partially out of a desire for normality, and partially to find myself back on solid ground quicker so I could spread the weight across both legs.

The plants of the garden had a reserved perfume that was cut by the wet splashing of the courtyard fountain. The false sky at the caps of the ring was a perfect cloudless blue. The birds, I wondered, were they too an artifice? Their morning cries chirped in harmony with my victory. The lump in my throat broke.

I swung my arms once more, stumbling after my other foot came down at an imperfect angle the second time. The tendrils quickly coiled across me, halting my wobble at the exact moment when I accepted that I was going to fall. I was in a net of vines before I could even blink, catching me.

Blinking up at her, I soaked in the adoration of her approval, no, pride, a gasping breath pulling me back into time and space as I was lifted up.

I laughed, a crashing flood of endorphins bringing tears to my face. There were no words for this moment. A door was opening. A crippled girl had taken two steps. 

My heart burned with gratitude. For Gaelen, for Dr. Lywick, for this impossible place, but most of all in this moment, for me. I did this. I saw the thing I wanted in front of me, and I took the steps. I sobbed, the impossible reality made inescapable. Imagined possibilities I had taught myself to swallow could be made real.

I still didn’t know what I thought about the institution of florethood, but it didn’t matter. It paled in irrelevance to this. This was not some elaborate show of smoke and mirrors, this was  real . Soon, no human would starve. None would ration insulin or painkillers, none would suffer in a body not made for them. No mother would ever have to choose between her crippled child's medicine and her own again. 

The cruel joke of the Accord’s freedom to suffer was laid bare. A hollow, rotten scaffold built to benefit no one crumbled in my mind, replaced by elated liberation. The Affini Compact had come, like the angels promised by hollow extractionist prophets. I wished Sarah and Felix and so many before them who fell where I was lucky enough to survive could have seen it. 

I wished my father could have seen it.

I clung to Gaelen as she scooped me back into her arms and wiped away my tears, already a little tired from those first few steps.

“I’m very proud of you, princess. But that's enough for one day. You are still healing.”

Her smile was broad, eyes aglow with a warmth that resonated in my chest. She replaced the leg support at my waist, and I did not object as it coiled back into place. My new muscles appreciated being able to disengage, and if I could walk even a single unsteady step after only a few days… 

Perhaps one day I could even dance.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
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  20. Independent Village

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn woke up, admired her postsurgery body, and then walked unaided for two steps.

          
Notes for the Chapter:cw; Internalized ableism, another dissociative trauma episode.




    
    Gaelen was tall. It wasn’t until she set me down to walk on my own with my mobility aids as we approached the independents village that I truly internalized just how big she was. I had seen her around other Affini, on the way to her castle after the hospital. Out and about on our escapade to the radio station. Next to Adelira, Fernicus and Tamai- only the last of whom had been larger than her. But there was something about her in this other context that really brought it into focus. Next to buildings that were still oversized, but designed with independence in mind. Walking towards a crowd that was mostly comprised of independents. Navigating the space not in her arms, but by her side, supported by my leg brace, my cane, and her vines.

I was less wide than a single leg. I didn’t even reach her constructed facsimile of a pelvis. Her footfalls were gentle, but each slow and deliberate stride was four of mine. I had to crane my neck to look up and meet her gaze. And I was big in my own right. I was easily the tallest Terran I had encountered in my time on the ship. 

It was particularly noticeable as we began to enter the collection of buildings properly. Where everything else I had seen of the compact was built for Affini, who seemed to favor a larger size, these were built to all sizes.

Gaelen greeted every Affini we passed, and asked to pet every non-affini. The latter were far more common, though we did pass a few Affini carrying pets. More of the new residents seemed to be human than any other group, but they were not a majority of what I saw either.

The architectural stylings around us were as diverse as the people. The designs were, if one word could best summarize them, whimsical. Buildings were constructed in all different styles, seemingly plucked from imaginary worlds. As we passed structures with spiraling rooftops and clusters of crystal with windows and doors it occurred to me that the universe of the Affini was so much vaster than the one I had grown up in. 

Though the wooden lodges and cave like coves appeared to me as fantasy, it seemed that they were in all likelihood the preferred habitations of independent xenosophonts from across galaxies. Visually at odds with each other, and yet, cohesive at the same time. Some were smaller, doors that would require me to hunch over. Others were wide and tall, enough that even Gaelen could enter with ease.
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At Gaelen’s prompting, I took a break from walking, and she helped me sit on a bench I noticed had a gap for tails. I was struck with curiosity as I watched people milling about, getting to know each other, learning about each other.

I looked up at the affini who was chaperoning me, and wondered- “How do you see me, Gaelen?” 

She patted my shoulder affectionately. “Small. Cute. Clever. All fair descriptors. But I think the most important factor is you. How do you  wish  to be seen, Lynn?”

I had never given a thought to it. Not in the way that she was implying. I had considered it in the literal sense, my transition would have been easier if people had always seen me as the woman I was, but even that wish was only a question of what I could manage before now. How  did  I want to be perceived on a deeper level?

“I want to be seen as… worthwhile.”

“Oh Lynn. Of course you are worthwhile. Who would not be lucky to spend their time with such a wonderful princess.”

“But it’s-it’s not about being a nice person to spend time with…I want to contribute. I want to be valued.”

She paused for a moment as if considering my words, before crackling a reply.

“I hope that you will come to understand, dear Lynn, that all are valued here. The ability to contribute is not a consideration when it comes to the worthiness of a sophont. Your existence alone is a contribution of the greatest caliber.”

My drifting attention was suddenly caught as I noticed the terran woman being carried by an affini approaching us from the opposite direction on the pathway.

She was dressed in a frilly pale blue dress, a vintage style like someone had stepped off the frame of historical footage of analog-age Americana before the ecosphere collapsed. The Affini with her was a dark green mass, glossy vines punctuated by the occasional white and yellow bulb or flower. The subtle angularity of features gave the distinct impression of a feminine butch presentation.
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I tried not to stare at the woman, and failed. The longer I looked, the harder it was to do anything else. Green tendrils extended from her neck, and there seemed to be a wooden brace on the back keeping her from bending. Veins of what could only be the implant that Natalie and Cassandra had spoken of so casually wound under her skin, breaking through with leaves and flowerbuds that matched her owner’s. One eye was blue, but the other was tinted orange and gold, like the amber drip leaking from her tear ducts and mouth.

Unfortunately, the affini noticed my focus, and turned to greet Gaelen and I.

“Good afternoon. Say hello, Marie-ann,” the Affini spoke in a deep voice.

After a moment of trying to process, the woman gave a dazed wave in my general direction, neither mismatched eye seeming to focus on me. There was a wedding ring on her finger, with an identical but scaled up counterpart on the hand of her owner that kept the woman upright.

“Daddy? Where are we?” Her words were slurred, she seemed barely aware of her surroundings. I had seen high florets before, but they all just looked like they were having fun. Marie-ann… did not look like she was drugged because she was having fun. She looked like she couldn’t function otherwise.

Gaelen reached out to pet her, pausing for a moment of permission that seemed to be communicated by antennae waggles. “I take it she is an early cotyledon?”

The affini woman looked down at Marie-ann with kind adoration, and brushed thin tendrils through her hair while she answered. “Indeed, and I was her doctor.”

Gaelen nodded, and turned back to me with a smile. “Lynn, I can give no better example of our unconditional care than this beautiful flower.”

I glanced at her grinning face, then back at the woman my warden had called beautiful. Her clothing was covered in drool and spit and sticky, dripping fluids, like some kind of toddler.

Rendered incapable of perseverance, she was beyond dependent, permanently reliant on the Affini by her side to care for her even in even the most basic of circumstances. I felt waves of fear and reflexive disgust at the sight. It was everything I didn't want to be. I had a better answer to Gaelen's question of what I wanted to be seen as. Anything but this.

I finally averted my eyes and ended up staring down at the bench I was sitting on instead. Now unable to stop looking at the scarring on my knee and the support brace around it. This poor woman was a vision of me, of what I couldn’t be. Of what someone who  needs  domestication looks like. 

There was clearly some mercy in this. The Accord would have left someone that injured to die. A burden, not worth the strain on her poor mother. Left behind with a revolver and a一

I lay on the cold ground, collapsed after preventing the reactor meltdown. Searing angry tingles screamed in my ruined leg. Jieun was dry heaving after seeing what remained of Sarah. Weak bones audibly ground against each other as I attempted to move, the—

—and magic danced at my fingertips, trying to rip away the cursemark, desperately—

Where’s father? Is he not back from the—


 一Lynn?”  

Gaelen sounded concerned.

I blinked, then winced as a needle was pulled out of my arm with a pinch.

“Ow.”

Gaelen had spread her wings into a wide barrier around my bench that blocked my view of most of our surroundings. A thin vine gently wiped a wetness off my face. Had I been crying?

“I am sorry, Lynn. You had a bad response to something. I used a class-B to blur the memory that will break down when you next sleep. We can talk about it another day, okay princess?”

I nodded, a little confused. Things were already starting to fray and fuzz in my mind until I could barely remember anything between the moment…  someone  came over and now. Whatever response I had just had was clearly unpleasant based on the wetness of my cheeks, and that didn't need to be in public.

Gaelen pulled her wings back into their usual folded cape of russet orange petals, though her tail remained wrapped in a protective circle around me. “Do you want to go back to my home, or shall we continue? Perhaps a snack would help you.”

“I don't want to go yet. We just got here.”

She rippled slightly with an affirming quake that ran down her tail, as if to reassure me. The dragon smiled as she helped me stand up from the bench, and we set off again. “Proud of you, princess.”

She started to guide me towards an interesting looking stand we had passed earlier. The streets in the village were meandering and curved, splitting out into nooks and alleys, and the stall was nestled into the end of a loop, an eclipse of violet petals on the roof splaying out in tufts. 

We approached the counter and I made my selection. A minute later, the bluish-purple feathered cat-like creature running the stand, apparently called a Khetari, passed Gaelen the small cone filled with spicy mango pieces that I had ordered. I couldn’t help but giggle at the way she balanced it between small sprouting vines that crept out of two daintily pressed fingers as she held it down towards me.

With a tap she had placed a piece in my mouth, and a stroke later I was letting out a squeak of delight as I bit down. The sour sweet juices were cut by the heat, and I felt much better with every bite as we continued exploring the different avenues and side paths. 

I had just finished the mango when a buzzy voice I didn't recognize called my name and I turned around. “Hi there, miss Walsh!” 

Left to right, I saw nothing, until I looked down. Standing beside me was a tiny xeno that looked like a bipedal insect, with dark brown and yellow stripes on a fuzzy body. Bizarrely, they were wearing a hard hat, complete with holes for antennae, and a clipboard.

“Um. Hello. Do we know each other?”

“You don't know me, miss Walsh, but my name is Byre Avendula, sixth floret, he and him and his if you please! Lovely to see you on your feet.” His wings started to beat faster than the eye could follow, and he hovered up to my chest level, and then held out one of his four hands to shake mine. 

“Um. You can just call me Lynn. And… you saw me before?”

The little bee-man made a clicking chuckle that made his antennae wiggle. “Your dramatic rescue was the talk of the ship a few days ago! I saw the cute pictures of you in the arms of the young plant behind you that one of the nurses took.”

Gaelen made a noise of amusement. “The beeple are, if nothing else, the most efficient gossips in the local group.”

“Sure are!” Byre produced a pen from within the fuzz covering his torso, and flipped pages on his clipboard for a moment. “So Lynn, since you're likely going to be living here, I have a few questions to ask you.”

“Um, okay?” I clutched the handle of my cane nervously. Was this where my worth would be determined and found lacking?

“Favorite color and shape?”

I blinked.

“Green… triangle?”

Byre nodded. “Ah, a good choice. I hear your eyes are very good at that color, and the triangle is a classic. The residents are voting on a train stop icon.”

He flipped the page over.

“Now, this one isn't a vote, it's more of a survey the main layout coordinator is having me do. Any organized leisure activities you would enjoy being run? Particularly those that might need a field, range, or similar to be built to facilitate them!”

His choice of words reminded me of the more popular leisure activity for some of my old crewmates, who would run laps in the cargo bay after it had been emptied at a drop off. Understandably it was never an activity I was capable of being invited to participate in, and had to spend any time where the ship was landed in a gravity well lying down. 

I was always an indoor girl, and naturally my mind returned to my preferred pastime. It would be wonderful to have a space to play in, and maybe even other people willing to learn the game. “Um, maybe. Something for board games? Somewhere, with a club to play them? I like chess, I guess.” 

“Chess or board game club, okay. Anything else?”

I looked at the village around me, the simple assumed and unconditional welcome to this community sinking in. Not just that things were free, but that what I said mattered. “You're saying that just living here, I would get to just… decide that?”

“Of course. Makes more sense than the choices for a community being made by those who don't live there!”

I winced, thinking of the slumlords I had dealt with before living on spaceships entirely. “You would think so, yeah. But no, I can't think of anything else I don't already see, really.”

“Wonderful, that's all for now, but I’ll be around if you become a resident in the village. I work with the xenosophont care service, and I’ll help however I can, or make talking to the affini easy for anything I can't!” He laughed again. “Any questions, I'll always be happy to answer.”

Okay, I might as well.

“I- um. There was one thing, I hope you don’t mind me asking. I know convergent evolution is a thing, but… are you  aware just how much like a specific insect from Terran history you look? A honeybee?”

“Sure am! It was on purpose!” The enthusiasm radiating off of him was infectious. “Us Beeple have been in the Compact longer than any other pet species since we are from the same planet as the affini. Medical advancements for us after 100 thousand years of spacefaring are about as advanced as can be. I decided to look like this to be more familiar to Terran sensibilities, kinda like why I'm wearing this hard hat. Plus, I think I look good in yellow. That also applies to the hat. Anyway, see you around, Lynn!”

Byre buzzed down to the ground and landed, where he only came up to my knee, and hugged my unscarred left leg. He paused one last moment for pets from Gaelen, and then flew off again.

Gaelen looked at me with a glowing amusement. “I did say you would likely meet a beeple today. Byre is quite a busy one, always working. Other beeple are often more laid back.”

“I did not realize you made the more capable florets work.”

My warden chuckled. “Oh, no one  makes  anyone work. Many florets choose to volunteer in community roles, however. Very few want  pure  indulgence for their entire lives. There are so many ways to be a pet, and no wrong answers that bring happiness. Now, let us continue our walk.”

 


 

I was growing more consistent in my ability to move as we continued exploring, and Gaelen gave me more of a berth to navigate myself the more confident my assisted stride got. She hovered protectively, a few steps behind me for when I occasionally lost balance or needed to lean against her and catch my breath. I was hardly moving  quickly,  but the fact that I was free to go wherever I wanted was novel.

It had been fascinating to take in the vibrance of this community that had supposedly not even existed a few days ago. As we emerged into the far side of the cluster, it increasingly showed that it was still growing. Everywhere was construction and planning- it was now common to pass various independents coordinating putting up new buildings with affini. Plot markers were being laid out, tiles laid, flowers planted, paths poured.

Something caught my attention as we walked- an oddly enticing scent I could not identify. I turned my head, and peered down an alley of sorts between half-assembled hab building frames. Possessed by curiosity, I decided to follow my nose. I slowly walked in the direction of its origin, heard voices as I approached, rounded a corner, and came to a stop as I saw a member of a xenospecies whose name I already knew.

The xenra talking to a three-eyed construction drone and pointing at a cluster of lush trees was tall, a full head taller than even me. Purple and white fur with a dark golden brown mane and tail color. They had pincerlike curling horns, and digitigrade legs- a term I knew well due to long standing proclivities I was about to have to admit might constitute a pattern.

They barked some kind of command and the robot skittered off, and suddenly three vibrantly green and yellow eyes focused on me. I inhaled sharply through my nose in surprise at the sound and the attention, and was suddenly hit with a clearer burst of what had drawn me down this path in the first place. It started with acidic citrus juices that were almost like Gaelen’s. Then, a warmth like freshly baked rye bread. It was sharp and full in a way that almost burned. 

Without even thinking, I stepped towards the source of that scent, drawn in by it, needing more. I started to lose my balance even with the cane, and a paw caught me to help me not fall.

“I-um. Oh, uh, sorry,” I stammered as my senses returned to me.

I got a better look at them as they helped me stand. Their vest bulged out in front, where creamy white fur covered the interior cleavage of what looked like breasts. Three eyes pierced me, tracing a slow and noticeable path down my body, lingering on my leg, then back to my face.

“No worries, pretty thing.” Their voice was a low growl, and they wrapped an arm around my waist before I had any chance to attempt to back off, firm and affectionate and quite strong. “I'm Selene, just Selene. No titles without permission. She and her pronouns. What’s your name, dear?”

Well, shit. I guessed I really was a furry.

“Um, I-I uh,” I took what was supposed to be a calming breath and suddenly felt dizzier than before. “Lynn, Lynn Walsh. Um, woman also, too.” As my posture faltered more, Selene’s arm just pulled me in tighter, and I got a faceful of her mane. I was hit by a wave of warm rich umami, like sweet fur and sweat that pressed into me with a heady confusion. It was like mulled wine in a way, a tipsy inhale that caught in my throat and ran down in drips. 
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Gaelen slowly made her way over, clearly having hung back intentionally. A mild ball of nerves within me relaxed, knowing I was always safe in her presence. “Hello there, Selene. Pleasure to meet you. Lynn here is my ward, provisionally independent with special medical needs. My name is Gaelen Echeveria, pronouns as you see fit. Syr if you wish to be formal.”

I looked up at Selene, and could think of little but how she was really quite attractive and smelled really nice and I should smell her more. “You're so pretty,” I babbled like an idiot.

“Fucking adorable. Cute leg, too.”

I had no idea how to respond to that and just made a squeak. The two xenos made their own noises of amusement, one a warm rumble and the other a predator’s bark. My heart rate was starting to increase, blood pumping excitement in ways that were unfamiliar but quite pleasant.

“The princess here can be even more adorable than this. And she seems to like you, would you be interested to see if she wants a treat?”

A new smell joined the serenade of my senses, a tangy and sweet and very familiar fruit. The fox-spider-woman took the berry from Gaelen’s outstretched hand and held it just a bit in front of my lips.

“Absolutely. Do you want the xenodrugs, dear?”

“Please?” The word came out of my mouth almost automatically, mumbled around saliva that started to pool under my tongue as soon as I had seen the berry. 

She slipped the treat between my lips, and I tasted a distinct tang of some tempting oil on her padded fingers. I bit down on the berry and wiggled a bit as the juices burst against my tongue. I inhaled deep and moaned.

Selene growled, a vibration that I felt in my chest and between my legs. “Fuck, I need to make sure to see you a day I’m not busy. Gimme your tablet, little thing. Assuming your affini doesn’t mind, I'm taking you on a date.”

I slipped another bit lower, and ended up with a faceful of her mane. Her fur felt so soft against my skin, every fiber a little brush of pleasantness. Everything became trapped in the totality of pure and predatory adrenal musk. Being cradled into her shoulder was so nice, but there was so much more.

Gaelen reached into my pocket before I could, handing her my tablet. “I encourage a date! Now, you say busy, are you doing the expansion planning, then?”

I peeked out the corner of my eye around the fur, watched her add herself as a contact- ‘MissSelene994’, and then slip it back in my pocket. 

“Sure am. I'm the lead designer for the layout of future expansions once y'all find the remaining humans down on the planet and we continue into Terran space. I want standing plans for everything, all the way up to a full district.” 

I knew the tingles of the class-A now, but for a variety of reasons this was unique. I felt arousal in my belly, a tightening feeling in a part of my body I wasn't used to. This was the first time I was experiencing sexual arousal since my anatomical correction… with my face pressed into the neck of a xeno whose tangy acidic aroma overwhelmed all else. Every breath of the scent made me  want,  not merely as a reason to be desired, but because it felt so good. 

Gaelen continued talking as if I was not being reduced to a drooling giggly mess. “I see! Does that pheremonal combination help with your work?”

There was a slight vibration as Selene's tail began wagging. “Ah, yes, it does! When adjusting my profiles for Terrans this was the first I chose. It's optimized for disinhibition primarily, which is great for helping them be more honest about what they need. Helps get better feedback from residents. I have some just for fun too… observe.”

Suddenly there was a sharper tang in my nostrils. Images and sounds popped into my mind unbidden, fantasies of riding her lap, screaming her name, offering my body for her to lick and fuck and claim. I wanted to know how soft her fur would feel against me. How small I would be pinned under her, presenting my neck for her teeth… I blushed, realizing I had just been moaning and whimpering.

Gaelen seemed unbothered. “Fascinating. And perhaps I shall be in touch with you professionally as well. I am a ceramics and glassware artist, and would love to provide adornments and other work for future expansion if desired. If you've seen the nearby subway station, that was my work.”

“Oh damn, nice. But remember, this is still the independent’s village, Syr. Give us a chance to decorate our own space first. I’ll let you know if we need your help or if someone wants a mentor, though. Now, as much as I wanna let your pet get high on my musk, I gotta be moving.” Selene leaned down, and I squirmed from her breath that tickled on my pointed ear as she whispered. “And if you ever wanna bounce against Miss Selene’s knot, you let me know, prey.”

I melted. Gaelen caught me as she let go. “Ward, Selene,” she reminded her.

“Whatever you tell yourself, youngbloom. Hopefully see you soon, Lynn.”

The psychoactive effects of Selene's scent started to wear off as she prowled off, but the effects of the berry remained. I barely paid attention as Gaelen wiped the drool off my face, processing a great many things about myself I had realized in a very short succession. 

“I had a berry again. And I have a date with a fox lady.”

“You did, and you do.”

I nuzzled against the hand that stroked my hair, because it felt good to do so. More than even this morning. I had started to acclimate to touch feeling so good, and now it was ratcheted higher.

“Well, now I'm high. And it feels nice.”

Gaelen chuckled, and picked me up. “You were high before. By Accord definition, you have not been fully sober since you arrived on this ship. Now, I think it might be time for dinner for you. Recovering is a tiring ordeal.”

She was right, it felt like sunset. The landscaped flora exuded a nocturnal perfume in the settling breeze, and I moved a little closer to her as it began to encroach ever so slightly. The diffuse shadows cast by the ring of artificial suns on either cap of the ring were obviously not getting longer, but they were definitely getting more pronounced with every minute. More buildings turned their lights on from inside, and flittering fireflies started to float about. 

I looked at one of the half finished habs as Gaelen carried me past, and wondered what I would want to decorate mine with.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Marie-ann has her own story, Sunsets in Suburbia.

Byre Avendula is from Sycanthe Lantana, First Bloom.

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

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave!

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

        





  21. Upstairs
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    Magic frayed, useless, aimless at my fingertips. This new empire had no use for my skills, and yet, they were what had given me value before.

The cascading collapse of the tower had turned me into a husk of my already crippled self. Sputterings of my gift in the fae ways were now useless. And yet, the flowing weave of the otherworld was one of an extraordinary nature. Enchantments of the greatest kind were possible when such skills were wielded by the hands of the spirits and healers. 

I gorged upon the grapes of the vine, their sweet evocation bringing a peaceful dizziness with every bite until I found myself laying upon the table. 

The cyclopian witch’s face was shrouded in shadow underneath her enormous hat brim, and her mannerisms were strange, but the burbling potions she concocted continued to soothe and heal.

I held tightly onto my familiar, the gentle feathers of the bird I had been gifted ran through my fingers and provided a homely comfort.

She spoke in a tongue that was measured and flat as she began to unwind the coiled seal of agony branded into my leg. It shattered with a rush of magical static, though the burned flesh remained scarred.

I couldn’t help but squirm slightly and grip onto my familiar a little tighter as the witch ran a set of enchantments across my belly, lighting me up with an unfamiliar script of rune marks. The dragon flowed with understanding as she allowed me to clutch the end of her tail with my other hand.

“Would you prefer it if it was me?”

I could not ask, but I did not need to.

The uniocular figure in the tall hat completed the preparation and fell into the mist, leaving us alone.

Her claw retracted until only a soft scaled set of imposing fingers remained.

“Take a deep breath for me, princess.”

The enchantment began to take hold, a glittering of sweet sparkles in a hue of greens and turquoise that erupted from between my legs, shimmering shining spells of a nature I had never known. I could feel the burning heat, pooling and heavy. Not too hot to maim me, but enough to keep me on the precipice between pain and pleasure. 

She spoke the words that would break the seal, a mantra of magic words.

 “All are home in this place…” 

The stabbing blades of cursed ice melted, boiling off my leg in an angry steam, every burst of erupting gaseous water fizzling in the colors of her gunpowder fruits, an aromatic arcana. All but my oath to the queen that bound like chains at my neck shattered, and even that seemed weakened.

She placed her hand into my mons for leverage and started to apply a steady consistent pressure with a muscled finger right into the centre of me. Everything gave way. Ribbons of euphoria spilled from me, a rainbow of runes that bound into a slippery need until I let out a gasp that pulled all the air from my lungs. I sucked in another breath, the first rushing flow of life in a person reborn as their whole and complete self.

Then she pulled her finger out.

I was flooded with the emptiness of a place that existed for mere moments, a cosmic correction that made my heart sing. I gasped for air, flooding with the warmth of being cared for despite my feebleness.

Then she slowly but persistently reinserted her finger. My parts assembled themselves around her, clitoris and canal, and stars, that twisting rushing ring.

I tightened around her fingers in a way never before possible, hooking and clenching and holding close to the source of my newfound correctness. I opened my mouth and emptied my lungs just as—

Suddenly, the scene around me shifted. Something hidden reasserted itself, interjected upon my prior sense of place.

I was walking, hand in hand with my savior, in a whimsical campground. We came upon a statue of a woman in a wooded clearing, and yet she was alive, partially petrified. The rest of her breathed, an empty living death. She leaked molten rock, orange sands, and the great tree around her doted and kept her contained.

 “...You are loved...” 

I screamed, ran, limped into the woods alone. The looming shadows of the canopy drenched me in a flickering darkness and cooling wind. I tripped upon a knotted root and scrambled in the miasma. 

A roguish hunter with a fox’s form spotted me, cornered me, pressed me in against her soft fur and brown-gold hair. Surely, my guardian would wonder where I had gone, but I could not pull myself away from her charms. Her scent was overwhelming, replacing the existential terror with the terror of adrenaline and carnality. 

Was this another path, another way forward? 

The fox woman revealed herself to be far from the outlaw she might appear when she placed an ambrosia berry on my tongue, and I could only bite down.

 “…You are safe.” 

I looked at my leg where the cursemark had been, and my own body was turning to volcanic stone too. And it was spreading, up my chest, my hands, against the echo of icy chains around my throat—



My eyes shot open. I grasped at my shoulders, scrambling and reaching for my neck as I fell upwards, tossing and turning and tumbling until the stone fell apart in my hands, collapsing into an array of soft linens and warm green ropes.

I was clutched in a secure embrace. Across my chest, a hand that fell apart at the seams into a cluster of vines that ran from my neck down to my waist. Another assortment of tendrils ran down me, keeping me from rolling over or becoming tangled in the blankets as I roused myself. I took a drowsy blink and looked up.

The glittering constellation of gemstones in the ceiling danced upon Gaelen’s face as if erupting from her horns, her own amethyst depths attentively watching over me.

“Good morning, little one.”

“Uh… Good morning. Why are you in bed with me? Oh you’re um-you’re holding onto my leg instead of the brace I-I didn’t do anything improper, did I? ”

Gaelen chuckled. “No princess, you simply made me promise to keep you company.” She made a noise like clearing her throat, then spoke in a perfect replica of what was clearly my own voice.  “I don’t want to sleep alone again, never ever.” 

I winced at how childish, demanding, and entitled the drug-addled words sounded, even if I had little reason to doubt it was an accurate reproduction of what had come out of my own mouth. 

“Okay, okay. Just, maybe don’t do that again. It’s a little spooky and um, embarrassing to hear my own voice like that.”

“If you wish I will refrain from such recreations for the time being. But it was quite adorable.”

Putting aside my guilt over the selfish drugged request, I couldn’t deny that it had been nice to wake up in such a comfortable position. Rousing, I slowly began to get out of bed. I could only vaguely remember anything from last night after eating the berry with Selene. Being carried back to Gaelen's home, some delicious pasta meal, more berries…

I could  also  now remember having met Marie-ann, the way her vines and petals had erupted from her skin crossing my mind anew. The cotyledon, whatever that meant. Gaelen had been right to push that until later. Now wasn't the time either.

I didn’t realize I was pouting, mind lost in recollection, until her feelers began to run up my sides. Her vines wriggled and vibrated in a chaotic pattern that sent me crashing back into the pillows.

“H-hey!!” I gasped with laughter at the unexpected assault, scrambling to try and push her off of me. 

“Oh? You seemed to enjoy it plenty after your surgery, princess.” Her antenna brows affectionately wiggled. “I distinctly recall you laughing just like this.” 

My laughs slipped into giggling desperate breaths as she continued her tickling until my eyes went wide in realization and I let out a squeak. She backed off with a parting pet to my head as I started to flush with embarrassment.

“I may have just. Oh dear, just a little bit but. I need the bathroom  right now.” 

I was caught in a steady wave of vines as she plucked me from the bed, layers stripped off of me before I could notice or protest. The smaller bathroom had been relocated along with the rest of my room, though it contained a new doorway that I presumed led into the tiled space with the grand sapphire pool.

Gaelen helped me sit down with a wave of warm citric, spiced, fresh melon air that dizzied me slightly as I made contact with the seat, bare toes brushing against the patterned floor. I looked up at her as I settled into position, before shifting my gaze so I was looking somewhere else, anywhere but the dragons towering form. It was difficult given her sprawling stature.

Gaelen’s presence had not been a question, it was just assumed. It was oddly comforting to have at least one familiar thing about the experience to cling onto, even if it did make me squirm somewhat. The momentary phantom sensation of the parts I had before quickly gave way as I unclenched my muscles and whimpered in relief as the stream began to flow. Without something that could be aimed in a desired direction, I felt the moisture slowly spreading across me, and quickly rotated my hips as best as possible to ensure that I didn’t make a mess of myself.

It was then that I made a smouldering, flustering revelation. Given the quantity I had consumed of them, the berry juices were active enough to have a noticeable sensation on the way out. A microcosmic version of their sticky tingling pleasure burst out of me, running in tiny droplets. 

A tiny moan escaped my lips. 

Even the feeling of relief of pressure had always been a vaguely pleasant one, if buried under the buzzing static of dysphoria. Combined with the total lack of pain in my body and the second burst of localized sensory enhancement it was a very powerful feeling. I would need to stop eating so many of the berries, or I was going to develop fetishes from association that I did not want to inflict upon anyone else- disgust was the usual response whenever I had even vaguely alluded to such things with partners in the past.

I instinctively began to shift at the intensity of sensation, clenching my thighs together in a way that stilted the flow.

“Careful, princess. This may take some getting used to, and I am sure you do not want to cause your leg or recovering urethra any undue damage.”

I was a quivering bundle of embarrassment, lost in the nerve sparking sensation. She bent downwards and slowly parted my legs with two large padded vine spun fingers. 

Running them down to my knees, she adjusted me into a firmly anchored position. She had seen all of me many times over by now, but my breath still caught in my chest at the touch. I squirmed as I remembered the way in which every vine was a source of vision, touch, taste, and yet I supposed it was a mercy that she maintained a steady eye contact instead of aiming her purple eyes downwards. 

Her fingers retracted, and I stifled a little sigh as my body finished its work. I cleaned myself up, appreciative that she had not remarked on my response aloud, though I could tell how adorable she found the whole thing- it was tangible in the air.

“I am surprised I did not have to do this earlier,” I mumbled in an attempt to break the tension.

“You did last night, but I take it your memory is still a blur- you are still on some recovery medications, after all.”

Gaelen helped me wash my hands, carried me back to the bed, and made casual conversation as she dressed me for the day. “Your friends Cassandra and Natalie expressed interest in seeing you today after lunch, over in the more floret-oriented town center. I told Fernicus and Adelira you would likely be interested.”

I nodded shyly, my arms above my head at her tapped signal. “That, um. Yes, thank you, that sounds nice.”

Gaelen wound the leg brace back into place and smiled warmly. “Wonderful. We will have a few hours before heading out, perhaps we can relax, or perhaps you can continue messaging Selene. I will make you a quick breakfast, and will return in a moment.”

“I- wait.  Continue?” 

She chuckled and gave me a final affectionate stroke over my head, and scritches behind my pointed ears that made me squirm. “Indeed. You will see the messages on your tablet. It was very adorable to watch.”

Gaelen sat me down in the chair next to my chess set- which I noticed seemed to be missing one of the kings. “Um, Syr? May I have a coffee as well? Sweetened, with cream, if possible?” 

I tried not to think of the drug addled, whiny demand I had made to be cuddled to sleep. This was not like that, hardly a significant ask, it could just be compiled. 

“Of course, princess. I didn't know you liked coffee. Thank you for telling me.”

As she swept out of the room I peeked at my communicator, and indeed saw an exchange that must have happened late last night. I had sent Selene a ‘hiiiiiiiii’ and received a series of photos of what she was working on in the construction site. As the timestamps grew later in the night, those escalated to her sending me flirty messages about how cute I would look in various compromising positions underneath her, or on top of her. She was  not  shy with descriptive language, and weaved the language of a carnal hunter with significant poetic skill. Reading them made my cheeks flush and drew an audible squeak out of me. 

I had only been able to respond to her at the time with a series of flustered elf emotes, but I doubted I could do much better now. It was an unusual feeling, to be  pursued  with such intensity. I was used to being the one who did most of the work in flings, or at best simply existing in shared orbits until someone happened to get drunk at the right time and ignore what would otherwise have been impassable dealbreakers like Max had.

I decided to just send Selene a ‘Good morning’ and put the device away until I could internalize the things that a devastatingly attractive xeno woman apparently wanted to do to me. I was getting dizzy remembering how she smelled. Better to think about literally anything else.

Gaelen had left the door open, and between my two mobility aids I could surely explore a bit of the upper floor I had yet to be able to see while… well, the word sober clearly did not apply, given the joyful tingles that radiated out from the joints that would normally scream while I was standing. But I had not seen most of this floor while on my baseline level of medication.

I crept into the hallway, and felt its carpet against my feet for the first time. There was a door directly across from my own, the only one I could see that was closed.

“Um, Ruby?”

 “Yes, Lynn?”  

“Is that Gaelen's room?”

 “Indeed,”  the ai answered.

“Okay. Thank you.”

I was not going to pry in her private space, she had already shown tremendous hospitality by moving me up to the more personal floor of the castle at all, and there was plenty more to explore. I relied on my cane and leg brace as I wandered into the grand central hall of the upper floor, struck by the dazzling emerald and garnet, umber and oranges that spilled from the stained glass ceiling across the art that filled the space atop podiums. 

It was the humble piece of pottery that she had shown me the first time that struck me the most. I approached it, and leaned myself against its stand as I took in the actual brush strokes. This had been painted, by hand, or perhaps by vine. Dye that danced from abstract swirls into vines and petals along the terracotta, forming gradually into a tangled mass, then extending paws and a face until it looked a fair bit like Gaelen.

I didn’t hear her return, and yet I suddenly felt her rumbling warmth as she progressed up the stairs. Startled, I whipped around. I wasn’t used to the way my joints were able to pivot now in my repairing leg, and as I turned I overcorrected. Fuck. 

The cane slid out of my hand, and all of a sudden I was off balance. It hit something solid, and I realized with horror it was the vase. Two things were now falling- myself, and the precious pottery. Gaelen caught me, and the sound of shattering rang out as even the soft carpet proved too hard a landing for centuries-old ceramic.

“Fuck, I'm sorry, sorry, I should have stayed in my room, sorry, fuck, I-”

“Easy, Lynn. The fault is mine, I should not have allowed a situation where you could potentially have a fall in the first place.”

Gaelen set me back down, with vines still wrapping around my hips, and I was able to see the damage properly. The vase had broken into several large pieces and dozens of smaller ones.
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“I'm so sorry. I…” I realized with a sinking feeling there was nothing I could do to help. I could not even offer to pay to replace it. There was no money. Everything was priceless. 

Gaelen casually inspected the pile, and scooped the smallest bits into the lower bowl section. I felt some invisible prompting to look up and meet her gaze. I could only imagine her, twisted into a snarling visage of fury. Scorning, banishing me from this palace of a home…

The prompting grew stronger, and I finally dared peek up, heart pounding. Her smile was kind, understanding, and the swirling pools of her eyes glowed vivid gold and purple. Glittering coveted flecks sinking into an amethyst ocean. I slumped again, held up entirely by her tendrils around my body. 

She spoke, and the compelling force of layered songs approached serpentine and swallowed my fear.  “Easy, Lynn.  You are safe, and there will be no retribution. You have not destroyed something irreplaceable, you have created a project for us to do together before our planned activities this afternoon.” 

The depths of her eyes seemed to thin to shallower pools, and I blinked, now capable of looking away- which made me realize I had not been before. “Um. Okay, Syr. I am still sorry I broke it.”

Gaelen quivered slightly in deliberation, and then spoke.

“In the shimmering sandbanks of the desert planet where I uprooted, there is a species of sophonts. Morphologically similar to the lizards of Terra, they had advanced to the level of bronze casting long ago and stopped there. Their world had no reason to prompt them to advance into the forging of iron and all that it enabled, and they developed in a very different direction than your own species, mastering crafting of silicates and earthenware and glass. Theirs is a culture that values art, but not merely as something to look at.”

Gaelen squeezed me reassuringly, and continued. “I appreciate your apology, sweet princess, but I have come to learn that beauty is not something kept in the dark, pure and unbroken. The greatest treasure is found in the experience of healing.”

She lifted a shard and turned it over, and I saw something I had missed on my original viewing. Almost a dozen additional figures, similar but slightly distinct from the silhouette of her own form.

“Um. Who is that?”

“They were my friends, a family of sorts. They taught me their art, as a young being, still so fresh in this universe. All eleven of them touched this vase before firing. It was not just my own work, but the first of my work with them. It is a part of how I remember them.”

My heart sank further. “What happened to them?”

“Nothing happened, or everything, depending on how you might mean the question. Eleven long, happy lives. Several of them triangled off, and are survived by the next generation of artists. Others became florets, and they continued the longest, as the haustoic implant tends to roughly halve the rate of aging from when it is planted. When the last of the original group passed away, I decided it was time to move on.”

I clung to a vine. “That seems sad.”

“Not at all, little one. It is a tale of beauty. Eleven individuals who left a mark on me, to be carried forward forever on the great mission of the Affini Compact.”

I looked down, gripped with greater despair than before. “And I carelessly shattered it.”

“Well, then there is only one thing to be done.” She carefully picked up the final shards from between the carpet fibers, and lifted me on the other side. “I shall show you my studio, and we can fix it together.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
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    To call this space the studio was a bit of an understatement. Located just beyond one of the arches on the other side of the upper hall, the space Gaelen carried me and the pottery shards into was magnificent. 

Organized chaos excitingly spilled from station to station. Multiple tables with pieces in stages of creation dotted the area, sculptures and tiles and raw material filled with unsung potential. Dozens of mahogany cabinets labeled in Affini script lined the walls, all in various shapes and sizes. As we stepped in, we passed pieces of equipment that must have Terran equivalents, and others, like a large compiler, that definitely didn’t.

All of it was contained within a space that was beautiful unto itself. A half dozen decorative support beams each made using a different one of her talents arched across like the bones of a ribcage to connect with each other the ceiling. A semicircle of verdant glass, and behind it another of ivory ceramic that interlinked with a ring of sapphire tiling, and on it went. 

There was a faint haze that clung to everything, and I finally realized as I breathed it deeply in, that  this place  was the source of her firecracker scent. It was a chapel dedicated to her love of creation. As I looked more closely, some workstations seemed to be mismatched to the rest. One caught my eye in particular, made of brushed aluminium and with thick power cabling that ran into what looked like arc welders.

I pointed to it curiously. “Why is that one so much more advanced than the others?”

Gaelen chuckled. “I picked up alloyed metallurgy when I spent the final years of my first bloom among the Khetari. A fascinating endeavor, but not our focus today.”

She made her way to a table covered in brushes and small glass jars next to a large fire pit. I sipped at my drink slowly and relaxed into Gaelen’s shoulder as she began laying out the pieces of the shattered vase onto the worktable. 

“The process of repairing a piece such as this is one that must be handled with care, but it is a process from which great enjoyment can be found.”

With one set of tendrils Gaelen arranged the pieces into an order like a jigsaw that would allow for them to be quickly reassembled. Another fed me my breakfast, a steaming bowl of eggs over rice, seasoned well with spices and salt. I followed it with a sip of my coffee and learned something immediately. Coffee in the Compact, it turned out, was delicious. Sweet and rich, smokey and spiced, even the sugar had a depth that I savoured. It was a lifetime away from the powdered instants I had experienced in the past. 

I swallowed the last of my breakfast just as Gaelen finished laying the pieces out, though since she had left me in charge of my coffee, I savored it slowly. She set me down on the edge of the table next to the vase bits and turned towards a recessed pit that was stained a dark onyx black. Atop the pit, a cylindrical kiln made of pale cream stone with a set of pipes and a chimney system attached, an artifact of ancient tradition that was modified and adjusted by a piece of Affini technology that ran up the back. 

I ran my fingers across the tepid surface of the wooden table and gripped its lip to lean forward for a closer inspection of the kiln. Gaelen compiled a bundle of logs and the smell of stale embers and old charcoal mixed with her spices as she began arranging them in the pit. I turned my attention towards the pipes and frowned. Were they a facade for a superconductor? Surely it was not merely venting heat with air as its only medium.

“Can you help me look closer?”

“One moment, princess. It is best that you remain at a distance for this.”

She crouched down and faced the pit. With a sputtering crackle her rumble built into a grumbling roar. Swelling from the center of her form, a golden light erupted upwards and outwards. 

She opened her jaw, and I gasped in disbelief as a ball of fire burst out of Gaelen’s mouth, erupting the compiled logs in a dance of burning reds and oranges that spilled across the charred walls until they were consumed entirely in the entrancing flaming glow.

It was real. Gaelen could breathe fire. I was left momentarily reeling, as I thought back on the smear of memories that accompanied my surgical recovery, scrambling to recontextualize a set of experiences that I had written off as drug induced dreams. Gaelen had confirmed that I didn’t do anything improper, so surely that meant the kiss was still just a-

“You wanted to inspect the kiln?”

I covered my blush with another sip from the mug in my hands as best I could “Oh, yes. Actually, it was the pipes, I was curious about their design, but, um-sorry, that can wait. You can  breathe fire?”  

“Indeed! Any Affini could if they wanted to with a simple graft. But it is something innate to my own nature.” Gaelen returned to my side, and with a running assortment of vines began to rummage through the cabinet behind me. She produced an old looking glass jar and placed it upon the table. 

“Your nature? I thought you said you designed yourself.”

“Well. Most, but not all Affini, are created by a process that involves the integration of our essence into an existing sessile autotroph we encounter in the universe.”

Gaelen produced a vine that had been nestled deep within her breast, and swirled it in the air.

“We are fully engineered beings, so I would describe it as more of a cultural ritual than a practical act, but each of us carries some traits inherent to the peculiarities of the factors of our origin. I am one of millions of affini who call a particular arid succulent from the planet Růdon an ancestor of sorts, and many of us choose to retain its affinity for flame.”

The vine slowly unfurled, splaying like the blossoming of a bud or the growth of a fresh leaf. On the other side Gaelen opened the jar, and I saw that it was half filled with glittering gold powder.

“I have never heard of a plant that enjoys flame. Quite the opposite.”

“It makes sense you would not have, given the tremendous lack of publicly available information in the Terran Accord. You might think of fire as dangerous to non-motile life, but these plants are highly adapted to it. There were many analogues that evolved on Terra- they are called pyrophiles. Fire is just a release of energy, and plantlike organisms can adapt to it like anything else. During the warm seasons, the roots of this plant secrete a flammable oil, when heat grows dry enough to spark.” She extended one of the thick soft bulbs of plant matter that made up her scales. “This is, while you might think of it as a leaf, closer to a stem. Thick enough to weather the flames they start.”

I watched the dragonic affini pour water into a container full of some powder, swirl it for a moment, then close the jar and set it to the side before I replied. “So this cactus not only endures fires, but actively sets them? Why?”

“There is an evolutionary advantage, to being covetous of territory, burning away other plants that come close to their town domain. But there was also a dispersal advantage. Seed pods lifted on small winged petals borne by plumes of heated air would be carried further and therefore compete less with their parent organisms.”

She released a shivering pulse down from the top of her shoulders to the tips of her capes, oranges and reds vibrating through the layers of flora causing a smattering of spiral shaped petal pods to lift off. As they lazily fell back down, Gaelen brought my attention back to the vine she had flourished. 

“These petal pods in particular released a resin that reacts with heat to anchor themselves in place to the unstable sandy terrain, which the Růdoe extracted and used for repairs using a polymer reaction the Terran Accord never had a reason to discover. The very one we will use today.”

At the very end of the tendril, a needle that ended in a fine tipped fluff emerged like a paintbrush. With a series of pulses, it began to drip with a sparkling amber sap.

“Oh, so we’re going to fix the vase using the resin from your petal pods?”

“Indeed.” Gaelen dipped the sap tipped vine into the gold and scooped out a coating of the powder to create a beautiful gleam. Then, she picked up the terracotta base piece. The cream glaze crumbled slightly at the edges where the crack had formed. 

To start the repair, she selected a large shard with decorative elements and a depiction of three elegant reptilian like sophonts. One was quadrupedal while the other two were bipedal, with curling tails. The similarities between their form and hers were even more noticeable close up, subtle brushes of paint detailing them with horns and shoulder spikes.

The fuzz tipped brush vine slid across the seam in an even swipe, leaving behind a slick line of shimmering metallic sap.

I looked out at the spectrum of pieces that had shattered from my fall, trying to identify the next piece. “What can I do to help?” 

“No effort beyond your company is needed, Lynn.” She pet me on the head and I felt her smile. “But if it would bring you joy to assist, I would happily accept a helping hand.”

She rearranged herself until she was wrapped behind me, ensuring I was comfortably supported. Then, she swirled the paintbrush vine up my arm until it rested in my palm.

“Oh-I gosh.”

“Worry not, princess, together we will fix that which is shattered, and in doing so make something that tells a richer story than the piece that came before.”

I gripped onto the tendril and held on as it dipped into the golden powder.

“So who were the růdoe on this piece? You said there were eleven?”

The needle-like handle of the paintbrush vine was warm to the touch, and a dozen sprouting climbing vines locked me into a supportive bondage. A pulse of guidance thrummed through the coils and I moved my hand towards the plain piece I was going to help affix to the image of the růdoe. Feelers ran up the back of my hand and between my fingers, gently brushing the tip of my thumb before cinching in. 

“Eleven souls who welcomed me into their lives and taught me the crafts that I carry forward. Liara, Oroi, Wåri, Abor, Barů, Wiana, Rova and Bosa were each gifted in their own ways and all are held dear.” A thin creeper pointed to each figure in turn.

She held the base with the image of the three glued onto it up to my eyes. “Avå, Sorin and Riri are the bonded trio I was closest to. They were vœviå with each other, something like a human mating pair. They taught me in the language of sapphire tiles for a warm bath, fragile ceramics that deserve loving supports, hope filled mosaics that dance in the sunlight.”

She allowed me to make the broad movements, but kept me from slipping up as I helped to glide across the crack. As it pulled away from the edge, yellows and oranges caught the light as she sent a satisfied pulse through my arm to vibrate the sap into a smooth layer. My skin was still sensitive from my new baseline medication, and I couldn’t help but gently sigh at the sensation as it ran down from my tips to my elbow.

I tried to keep things on topic despite the embarrassingly sparkling feelings. “W-what were they like?”

“Riri had such strength of character. The courage of xer convictions is visible in the bold color gradients I use in my pieces.”

We held the piece in place, intertwined, and then moved onto the next one.

“Avå flowed through the sandbanks with such precision. It is xe that gave me the understanding that a little planning can go a long way.”

She gestured with a tiny tendril towards the smallest of the lizards, standing on two reptilian legs.

“And Sorin. Sweet shy Sorin. Xe spoke in the language of love and sung in the spirit of idealism. Sorin taught me one of the greatest lessons of all.”

“What is that?”

“Even the smallest of creatures can have the presence of giants when their spirits are allowed to flourish… Xers was the final passing before I left.”

I felt that ever present rumble take on a flow of reverence as we affixed the second piece.

“Can you see the next one, princess?”

I spotted the missing piece that belonged between two edges, and picked it up for her to put in place.

“So, to them, you, the pyrophile succulent glaze cactus affini were… a plant they had always known, come to life? And walking around and talking?” I felt a shiver run through me from the pleasurable vibration as we finished running the line of golden amber across the seam.

“In a way, but the process of integration into the Affini Compact takes time, so my adult life cycle phase began significantly after their initial cultural domestication. From the perspective of the Růdoe, the affini that had been around them for two generations were simply joined by those native to that planet. Similar will happen on Terra. One day there will be affini who claim an origin that includes a carrot!” 

I giggled, and she tightened her grip slightly so that the brush stayed in place even as I shook. I thought more about what that initial adjustment must have been like. “I can only imagine what the context of a primitive pre-iron society for an atomic compiler was.”

She made a thoughtful hum. “I would caution against thinking of those who did not pursue industry as primitive. Their society was a far happier one for all than the Terran Accord, lasting for tens of thousands of years before we arrived. None were left hungry, and their works in pure mathematics, for example, significantly outstrip what the Terran Accord ever managed. Though one can only theorize what might have been accomplished had the entire Terran field not eventually become devoted to… whatever a ‘stock portfolio’ is.” 

“Yeah, I guess the real geniuses all ended up in finance, huh.”

Gaelen pointedly glanced my way for a moment before she continued. “Or had so many of the Accord's most brilliant sparks not been starved of the air needed to glow brightest, because they were busy barely surviving while others had more than they could ever need in a thousand lifetimes. When progress is made only by the children of those with enough resources to support what is considered a frivolity otherwise, all science and philosophy will inevitably tend towards the advancement of the interest of those already in power.”

I squirmed a little at the show of my own ignorance, but she seemed more interested in being informative than anything else. Another piece slotted into place in the vase, and I painted the exposed edge with the golden glaze. 

“That is fair. But they would have… I mean, a talking home assistant like Ruby is pretty comprehensible to me, if obviously more advanced than the ones that we've always had. But I can only imagine how shocking it would be to them. Did they see you as… Gods? Magic beings?”

“Some did. But the Růdoe were hardly alone in that. Many humans we have encountered believe that the affini are angels bringing the heavenly rapture that is spoken of in various religious texts.”

I wrinkled my nose, but it was pretty typical of monotheists to think everything was about them. “How do you correct them?”

She looked down at me with a curious smile. “Correct them?”

“Well you surely do not encourage such…” I frowned. “I am a Celtic Pagan Reconstructionist, but I do not think that my own cultural stories are supposed to be made physical or literal. If you exist and I can touch you, then you are mundane, made of the same elements as me.”

I realized I had been squeezing down on the paintbrush vine, and as if to subconsciously punctuate my statement she squeezed back with her latching trellis between my fingers. 

“I do not have any particular affiliation to any specific set of the uncountably many faiths that exist within the Affini Compact. But I do believe that if any god exists in this universe, it is the Compact itself. A divine mission to heal, a system far vaster than any individual organism, the manifestation of a universe that cares. I see no reason to deprive a xenosophont of a useful metaphor within a context they understand, as long as the context itself is not harmful.” 

Gaelen slotted the final shard into place, reassembling the vase, though a piece was still missing. The spot where the representation of her finished form used to be must’ve fully crumbled as nothing but powdered flecks of terracotta remained on the wooden table. Gaelen opened and reached into the jar she had set aside, and carefully massaged a wet clay into the gap to fill it.

Lifting the vase and me up, she continued. “But yes. I, too, am a creature of hydrogen and carbon and nitrogen and oxygen and so on. I do not personally believe my essence is divine. I am merely different in capabilities and circumstance.”

I thought that over for a moment, and then circled back to a previous point. “A culture without computer chips might see a home assistant as magic, but I guess my own perspective on the atomic compiler is hardly any different. Every drop of physics I know tells me so many of the things I see around me should be completely impossible. Like, for example, this ship is an order of magnitude too big to be able to radiate heat fast enough for the two jumps it did when we first encountered it. The square cube law of heat dissipation dictates that quite clearly.”

Gaelen smiled, and the heat of the fire reflected in kind gemstone eyes. “I understand your knowledge is mostly in the dynamic systems of three dimensional realspace, and from that perspective you are strictly correct. But our coolant arrays resemble root systems that remain dipped a few microns into hyperspace at all times- I understand that five dimensions of space and the curved spacetime allow for exponentially more convex radiative surface capacity than is possible with real space radiator arrays. But I am no expert.”

I blinked, took a long sip of my coffee and quietly tried not to contemplate how utterly pointless my entire life up to this point was. Years of study made obsolete in a single sentence. 

Gaelen tucked me into a nook high upon her chest to ensure I was safe, then opened the top of the kiln with a sturdy succulent vine. She placed the vase inside before sealing it once more. It was funny, given the advancements available to her, that Gaelen would require such a volatile source of heat for this process.

“Why do this? You can compile a perfect set of modern tools. You have perfect superconductors, radiators that turn the square cube law into the  quintic  and cube law, and you are still using the techniques of a society that never discovered steel. Why?”

“The same reason I made that coffee you are drinking in a French press and not with the atomic compiler. I am from a culture that does not know scarcity, the most valuable thing in the universe to us is the time and joy of xenosophonts we meet. For however long you are with me, I shall treasure the things I learn from you more highly than every identical technologically manufactured perfection in the universe.”

I blushed at her words, though I still couldn’t grasp how I could teach her anything truly worth remembering given the obsolescence of my skills. 

Sipping the last of my warm morning beverage, I heard my datapad  *ding*  and quickly peeked. Flushing red at Selene’s overtly flirtatious greeting, I decided I should respond to that  particular  message at a later time. 

Gaelen chuckled. “I’ll remind you of that later. Don’t keep a lady waiting.” She set me down and kneeled beside me, an arm helping steady me since my cane had been left on the table. We watched the hot charcoal together for a long moment.
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As I soaked in the glow of the embers I couldn’t help but appreciate just how much dedication and care had gone into this place of creativity that was clearly so important to Gaelen. “I feel a little foolish for how afraid I was when I first saw you. I can truly see how much you enjoy crafting and artistry.”

“Indeed. It was my original intention to seek a volunteer floret from among one of the schools on Mars. An artist I could teach and learn from in turn. Add the knowledge of the techniques of theirs to my own and carry that forever too. Caring for you as I have this week so far has been a pleasant surprise.”

Some ugly thing reared within me. A foolish, childish tightness in my chest. Yes, it would make sense an artisan would want a companion who shared her passion. 

The bitterness in my throat lingered, and it was not from the coffee. Eventually, Gaelen stood, twisted a knob on the side of the device, one of the attached pipes rattled, and steam began to escape the chamber.

I frowned. “Doesn’t the uneven cooling of just pouring cold water on that risk the ceramic cracking even more?”

“Sometimes,” she admitted with a chuckle. She extended a thick set of vines and reached into the roiling liquid, and pulled the repaired vase out. It was still quite hot, but I could look at it, if not touch.

The repaired vase looked almost indistinguishable, other than the one place where the original material had been replaced, a triangle beside Gaelen’s fearsome final form that was left blank.

She set the pottery down on the cooling rack, straightened up fully, and began to make her way back to the hallway, picking my cane up for me as she passed it. “Now, it is time for you to go see the last two Terrans who broke that vase.”
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    Gaelen set me down at the foot of the great staircase down from her home, and we began to set off in the opposite direction we had yesterday. Her vines curled around me, lessening the amount I had to hold myself up to ease me into walking, while still letting me carry at least some of my own mass. Just knowing I would be able to travel entirely on my own one day soon without any aides at all was enough. The memory of those two steps I had taken alone curled the corner of my mouth in a proud smile.

She slowly lessened the support as we walked, and I grew more confident still. I was definitely stronger than I had been yesterday, and my pace was at least that of a leisurely stroll to most humans.

I decided to spare a moment to reply to Selene’s morning message, and let out an audible yelp as I saw she had sent me another one since. It suggested that her morning would have been even better if I had been there to press down underneath her and cuddle with, instead of having meetings to go to. My face was burning as I typed my response, which admitted that the idea sounded nice with an accompanying flustered emote.

She responded a moment later with a slightly blurry photo of her own chest being bared from inside her vest, and said she could always tell the committee to fuck off because she was busy now. I quickly replied that would not be necessary, since I was otherwise occupied today. ‘Your mine tomorrow morning then ⋮) Talk later cutie!’ she responded, and went offline. The tips of my pointed ears were burning.

I was rescued from my gay panic as I saw the trio approaching from one of the other homes. Fernicus ushered the two florets along towards us, and Cassandra and Natalie chased each other playfully along the walkway as much as they could within the range of Cassandra's leash. Now that I was fully upright I towered over them both, and with the coiling support of the exoleg and the improvements post surgery I could stand tall without having to slump my posture by even a few inches.

Fernicus waved with a trio of vines. “Good afternoon, Lynn, Gaelen,”

Gaelen nodded back. “Hello, you three.”

The smaller pair pulled up alongside me, Natalie on the left and Cassandra on the right, and they gave me a careful hug as we continued down the winding road. There was a pizza place they wanted to visit and some errands to run, so we walked in alignment with the towering ship ring, heading for the edge of this neighborhood. I snuck a final guilty glance at my tablet, and instantly regretted it as Natalie leaned on faer tiptoes and tried to sneak a look. “Who you talking to?”

I quickly stuffed it in my pocket before fae could see the pair of fur covered breasts I had been staring at. “Um, someone I have a, uh, tentative date plans with tomorrow."

“Oh? You met some older woman already? You work fast. What's the lucky lady like?”

My face burned. “She, is- um. A xenra. She smells nice, and she’s really attractive, and seems really interested in me. Like  really  interested. I am not used to someone being this active in pursuing me.”

Cassandra wagged her tail and hands in excitement. “Aww, that’s so nice!”

 Natalie leaned in and sniffed my arm. "Damn, you must have a weak nose. Is that why you smell like lemons and sour bread?"



 I frowned at Natalie. I hadn't even realized I still had her scent on me... but I supposed I did, now that it had been pointed out. It was pleasant. "What are you talking about? She smells really nice."



Gaelen chimed in from ahead of us as we walked. “Selene is a charming sophont, and I am pleased to see you pursuing such a connection.”

Fernicus made a soft rustling giggle. “Perhaps Lynn will not end up needing her own hab in the independent village after all, if they continue to click so quickly.”

“Hmph,” I mumbled. “I met her literally yesterday. We don’t even have actual plans for a date yet! She just said tomorrow morning.”

The slender affini made a humming noise of amusement. “Well, our first therapy session was to be tomorrow- I will have to make sure it happens in the evening.”

I looked up at my guardian with uncertainty. “And I'm… allowed to do that? To just go out on my own, even if I'm a ward?”

The dragon chuckled. “I don't see why not. You have been nothing but well-behaved, and you are onboard a Compact vessel. You would be as safe napping in the grass in the sun or lounging overnight on a bench as you are at the castle. Any affini around you will always be happy to help, immediately, and unconditionally. As long as you have your assistive devices, you should be fine to see her without me.”

She gave me a reassuring pat on the head, and the two affini stepped ahead of us, and switched languages to one made of whistles and chirps. Natalie seemed very smug as fae grinned at me. “I see why you really turned me down now, Lynn. You're just an obligate furry monsterfucker. Thank the Everbloom you're getting laid, at least. I don’t remember you ever actually leaving the ship when we were docked on planets.”

I frowned, and glanced down at my own leg brace and cane before answering. “That was because I couldn’t walk on any of them. The gravity was always too strong for a moonie to even stand. I had to just lie in my hammock the entire time.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that. Sorry.” Fae winced. “I haven't run into that kind of issue much in the last two months, you know? But anyway, yeah, you got hired a bit after I did, so it was… six months, which is too long for a dry spell.”

Cassandra nodded enthusiastically to the part of it she had been paying attention to. “Six months is way too long. Mommy says I need to drink a big glass of water every day!”
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“It wasn't a dry-” I silenced myself with a hand over my mouth, halting the correction that the disinhibitor had led me to blurt out. Natalie had an eyebrow raised at me. “I… I-um. It hasn’t been that long, is all.”

Natalie looked at me blankly for a moment, but then faer eyebrows flew up and fae started giggling like an idiot. “Oh, Lynn, you naughty girl! You were secretly fucking someone on the crew? Who was it?”

Between this and Selene flirting with me earlier, my poor cheeks couldn't flush any harder. Gaelen and Fernicus were still conversing in whistles a few meters away, seemingly leaving me and the two florets to talk amongst ourselves as we walked. I was glad they probably didn't care, and even if I felt ridiculous, this was a far more liberated society than the one I had departed.

“Um. I did occasionally have relations with the…” I looked down at the grass and gravel underfoot in embarrassment. “With the captain.”

Natalie grabbed me by the arm in shock. “Wait, you fucked the  captain?!  Was it like a one night stand or something, from when we were all drunk off that abandoned whiskey shipment early on? Oh Lynn, no wonder that bitch barely made eye contact with you. Also, how was the fuck?”

I wanted to cover my head in my hands, but there was no sense in lying about this. “It  started  after the whiskey yes, but it never really stopped. And… Um. She was fine?”

Natalie gave me a wry smile. “Damning with faint praise, huh? No  affini  in bed, then. Well, sleeping in the captain’s bed probably has its own perks I guess.”

I felt humiliated by the reality that I had never once fallen asleep with Max. “Um. Yeah, guess so. I mean, she helped me access meds easier, I guess. I don't think there were other perks. I never actually got to wake up next to her. I just…”

Both of them were staring at me now, with looks of pity. I wished I had just kept my mouth shut. “It’s just how it is, it made sense. You know how Michael was. Imagine if that jackass had found out about me. It was just obviously for the best. For both of us.”

Cassandra put a hand on my shoulder, with a slightly sad look on her face and a tail that wasn't wagging anymore. A more mature wisdom had surfaced from under the airheaded affect. “You aren't sounding like this was a great situation, Lynn. I'm glad things are better now, and you have this lady who is excited by you. Forget this stupid captain, sounds like she sucked.”

I snorted in dark amusement. “No, she never did do that, um. She had never been with a man, and she said the idea of it being… um. I never even got off during sex with her. But. She was  nice  to me! It was better than… I wanted to call her my girlfriend, but she didn't want anyone to know and… look, it was better than nothing. Better than I’m  used  to.” There was an edge of bitterness in my voice now, an acid that the people around me didn't deserve to be subjected to.

I could feel a bit of the oxygen leave the conversation as Natalie took on an uncomfortably somber tone, before fae steadied faerself to deliver support that I neither asked for nor required. “Wow. That's messed up. Trans life in the Accord, huh. Didn’t even call you girlfriend, even though you were banging on the reg? Sounds like a tough time. Hard to imagine being treated much worse.”

I looked down at Natalie, nearly a decade my junior, feeling far, far older than that. Fae had transitioned happily, beautifully, blossomed in mere months in a perfectly accepting environment without the struggle I had. I was glad fae could not imagine worse. The realities of how I had paid for my degree would probably make faer need a class B. 

“Yeah, I guess,” is what I actually said.

“Ok, well. I'm guessing you still haven't fucking cum in six months then, considering you slept on the other side of a curtain from people working at all times. Take those tentative plans with that sexy fox-spider alien and make them immediate plans. You gotta get laid. Like properly, I mean. Get that fuckin’ knot, girl.”

Cassandra eyed Natalie with curiosity. “Get not? Not get what?”

Natalie rolled faer eyes. “Not  not  , Cassie,  knot  , it’s the fucking thing where the cock expands when they cum. I  know  you know what those words mean, I’ve  watched  you looking at florn before.”

Cassandra’s tail started wagging in understanding as the topic change immediately lifted her mood back up and her previously serious tone vanished. “Oh right! I should… I should beg Mommy to get a knot graft for me.”

I was furiously flustered by the conversation, even though the attention was turning away from me. Well, at least I felt less out of place for having opted to make myself physically compatible with that particular feature of anatomy.

The five of us continued along the meandering walkway, the buildings tall beneath the wide open ring of the ship. The floret neighborhood that the trio had met us in was dotted with asymmetrical constructed buildings with long, sinuous open lines of decoration that married metal and glass with organic trunks and branches. The further we went, the more it began to resemble a sort of market. Signs and open doors invited passers by into libraries and cafes, game clubs and spas. Every door and building was twice as big as it should be, or rather, was scaled for the Affini, not us.

The whole space was brightened with dozens of works of street art painted on walls and scrawled upon sidewalks. Everything from charming amateur childlike scribblings up to brilliant expansive abstract expressions found a place. Taking in a mural of a woman wearing a collar falling into a bed of vines, there was no escaping the fact that this was a place where florets lived and loved and were cherished in equal measure.

“Oh I know that girl!” Cassandra chimed in, saddling up beside me to look at the mural. “She’s real gentle on the tail.”

We walked down an alleyway towards a food service stand, and Gaelen and Fernicus ordered us slices of oven fired pizza. Gaelen fed me mine so I could continue walking independently. Natalie and Cassandra talked about their latest escapade with their group of friends.

“It was so much fun bending you over that table Cassie, I should really go to more of these things. The problem is there’s not enough space at the restaurant. Too many cooks and not enough nooks y’know?”

Cassie chowed down on her slice, speaking through a mouthful. “Yeah! I could hardly walk and it wasn’t just from you and Nora, there were so many of us.”

I couldn’t picture myself attending such an event, I was never great at making and retaining friends, let alone ones that clearly knew each other so intimately. I knew how to handle myself at a chess club, it had quite clear rules of engagement, but a party was lawless and unpredictable. 

Yet there was something about it that sounded fun in an unreachable way, and if not participating I could almost picture myself hosting get-togethers for others. Perhaps once I was independent. I chose to keep the thought to myself, finishing up my final bite with a tap and a stroke from a vine.

We steered closer to a building made of crystal panels teeming with life. It looked like a greenhouse, but grander in size than any I had ever seen on the farms back home. Both Affini stopped, and turned to talk to the three of us behind.

Gaelen pointed at the building, which I could now see was full of bright flowers and leaves of a thousand shapes and sizes. “I am going to be quickly stopping in here, to get some xenodrug grafts I may need in the foreseeable future.”

“What are you getting?” I inquired.

Fernicus chuckled, and answered for Gaelen. “Xenra targeted grafts, I suspect.”

The draconic affini nodded. “If Selene is going to be around, I will need to get the basic emergency medical care drugs for her, plus a few for recreational purposes if she wants them.”

I bit my lip in anxiety. “Wait, emergency medication? Is she okay?”

“Perfectly healthy, to my knowledge. But better to be prepared just in case she might need or want something. All Affini would do this, as best practice.”

“Okay, that admittedly does make sense.”

Gaelen smiled. “Good girl. I will be back shortly. Let Fernicus know if you need anything.”

She stepped through the door, and the billowing cloud of perfumes that managed to escape the building immediately revealed why we hadn't followed her inside- even just the traces of it made me a little dizzy.

“Come, Lynn. Let’s look at these other shops while we wait.” Fernicus steadied me with a vine, then pulled me along towards a line of boutiques.

Cassandra and Natalie immediately spun into an excited conversation with each other about some show Natalie had been watching. I tuned them out mostly, and just looked at my surroundings, the shops around us and the beautiful things inside them. 

My brain defaulted to the window shopping mode I would usually adopt when looking at items I couldn't possibly afford, until I caught myself. There was no money. Just like the food stand, if I wanted it, I could just have it. A pair of pretty earrings in vivid royal purple and shining gold caught my eye. I kind of wanted them. Still, I shouldn't… someone else probably wanted them more.

We continued walking, and I paused to watch through another window as an affini that looked like a spider and floret with a matching flower on the side of her head tailored a suit together for a customer. The idea of choosing to work in a society that requires nothing of you was difficult to understand, but as I watched the pair through the window, how unified they were in purpose, it sort of clicked. 

They worked fluidly, perfectly in sync, and yet often paused to give each other little signs of affection. Then they finished the garment, and the affini picked their pet up and began showering them in adoring sweetness. The floret looked up at their owner with a look of absolute trust, safety, and devotion.

Watching the two of them was starting to make my chest hurt. I shivered at the cold air, blinked a slight dampness out of my eyes, and focused myself back on Natalie’s gossiping instead.

“-and have you talked to his husband? They both told me this crazy rumor about hab ring two.”

Cassandra frowned, her tail coming to a stop as her eyes narrowed. “Is this the thing about the dolphin cotyledons again?”

“I swear, they’re real, I definitely talked to one on the overnet! But Mxtress won’t tell me or let me visit because xe says it’s cuter and funnier if I don’t know!” I glanced at Fernicus, and saw xe were indeed giggling.

Cassandra rolled her eyes at Natalie. “Puh-lease. Dolphins aren’t real, Nat. There's no way a  mammal  evolved the acid resistance to live in the oceans on Terra. Don’t believe everything a floret tells you. That’s like rule…” She looked down at her fingers as if counting. “…rule one of being in the Compact.”

Natalie grinned and gave Cassandra an affectionate scritch under the chin. “But you’re a floret too Cassie! Does that mean I’m not supposed to trust you?”

“Yeah, but I never lie, because Mommy only tells me true things. And even when she doesn’t, she just makes ‘em true.”

I smiled at their antics, and let my gaze wander back to the clothing store window. Through the corner of my eye I saw a tall woman, with soft features and a fluttering outfit, dilated eyes and the beginnings of healthy fat starting to fill out her body.

Clasping my cane and turning to soak in the figure properly, I realized it was me. 

I looked into the eyes of the woman on the other side of the reflection, smiling with friends, wounds healed or healing, and gentle features. The window pulled my eyeline inward towards the display of dresses, elegant detailed pieces with flaring skirts and corset tops, loops and laces and vines. For a moment the light warmed the shimmer of the glass, and as I stood in front it almost looked like I was the one wearing the dress that was front and center.

It was a gorgeous piece, an off-white base that came to the knee with a subtle purple undertone and a smattering of yellow green accents.

If I went in there and asked for it, it would be free. But what did I do to deserve the luxuries of the Otherworld? The gift of Gaelen’s kindness. The bounty and excess. The earnest dedication to the improvement of everyone’s happiness. The simple yet profound act of walking without pain. 

It was so easy for Natalie to adjust, and I was genuinely happy for faer, but it left me sorely alone in this moment. I even felt the absence of Gaelen's rumble, the chill of the air picking up with no flowing breeze of warm clementine melon spice to fill the void.
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There was nothing that could repay the debt of this reality. There were so many people who almost made it here. People who ran down hallways and worked with every ounce of their uncrippled bodies in those final moments before the crash. If I had just turned that ventilation valve faster maybe the descent rate would’ve been slower, and Sarah would be here too. 

Tears started to glisten in my reflection. If I had been more forceful on the comms, maybe we would never have made the second jump at all and everyone would be here. Alive. Father worked relentlessly until the final day. Why didn’t he get to experience this fate? Why me? Why—

It was so cold, my fingers squeezing the radiation poisoning pills, considering throwing myself in the lake so they were divided one less wa—

 a protector you trust, that will help you in these states, in the form of whatever makes you feel safest. You will not remember— 

I closed my hand tight around the clawed finger outstretched, and twisted the magical crystal harder than I ever could, stabilizing the rift before it could curse me. I looked up at the one who had helped me, her rippling red mane, the radiating protection of her grasp, the gleaming horns, the—



There was a snap, and I blinked. Fernicus’s clusters of eyes glowed over me, a look of concern firm on xer feathery face.

“Huh?”

“You had a flashback, Lynn, and I helped you out of it.” Xe straightened up, and I realized Cassandra and Natalie had been hugging me tight on either side.

“Like… like the class-B?”

“Not quite, I am a therapist after all, and use more precise methods than your warden knows.” 

“Why is it suddenly so cold,” I whined, realizing I was covered in goosebumps.

Cassandra stuck her tongue out to test the air, then shook her head. “Nope, still hot, total crop top weather.”

Fernicus shushed her.

“This is happening because Gaelen is not here, and you are having something… comparable to a withdrawl. We affini have something called a biorhythm, and you miss it. It is a natural resonance produced by our bodies, subtle and invisible, which can organically soothe xenosophonts around us.”

“Um, okay? Can't you use it on me?”

“I just did,” Fernicus said softly. “But you have become used to the resonant frequencies of Gaelen’s particular song, and are less affected by one that harmonizes differently than your subconscious expects, mine therefore lacks the familiarity you need. Fortunately, your warden foresaw this possibility.”

Fernicus reached inside xer chest, and pulled out… the chicken plushie that Gaelen had given me. I shied away from the childish object, but as soon as it was pressed into my arms, suddenly I could breathe right. It was like the world was suddenly in color again. The missing notes in the air, the subtle spice and sweetness returned. 

“Huh? Why did you have this?”

“Gaelen gave me Gigi to give you, just in case you had this reaction. She has a little device inside her that replicates a weaker version of Gaelen’s biorhythm. It will prevent what just happened.”

I gulped. “Um, how am I supposed to go on a date tomorrow without this plushie, then?”

Natalie squeezed my shoulder. “Lynn, you're on a ship full of human pets. Nobody minds, bring her with you, she's adorable.”

I gave Gigi a small hug with the arm not holding my cane, finding an ember of warmth glowing inside me. “Okay, sure, tomorrow, whatever. But what about when I'm  independent?” 

“Bring her with you then too,” Cassandra suggested. “My Mommy said you'll volunteer to be a floret pretty soon anyway.”

Fernicus giggled softly, and began to walk us all towards the greenhouse while speaking with an informative tone in xer voice. “The simulated biorhythm can be detuned away from the frequency of any one affini, and then dampened to end dependency, if you wish to maximize your capability.”

As I walked, one arm on the cane and the other clutching my plushie, I certainly wasn't feeling particularly capable. “So you all have a natural aura of… calm? So much so you need tools like this, to wean off of them?”

Fernicus nodded. “It is more complex than just that. All beings have biorhythms as we would define the term, it is the sum of motion, of waves, of expressions, of breaths and beats. In a sense, a facial expression is a weak form of them. A pressing of one's self into the universe. To see another Terran smile causes your brain to feel similar.”

Oh, great. Like facial expressions weren't hard enough to memorize the meanings of already. 

“So they're like, a nonverbal communication? Why would the Affini naturally have those be compatible with Terrans?”

“We cannot help but mimic the ways xenosophonts around us communicate, Lynn. To care for others requires understanding them deeply. Since our bodies are entirely malleable, we are quite efficient at it.”

I frowned, that still didn't add up. “So, wait. Cassandra, why are  you  not getting cold then, surely you've synchronized with your owner by now? Where’s your mimic device?”

She slapped the back of her own neck. “That's what the implant is for, remember? I always feel Mommy now. I feel her in other places too but that’s…” She wiped a spot of drool from the corner of her mouth and bashfully looked down. “…I actually didn't match up with her until after it was put in! It fixed me right up, apparently!”

Natalie kissed the puppygirl on the cheek and made her blush. “Adorable. And yeah, Mxtress and I took longer than this to sync up, so you're probably fine, Lynn.”

Fernicus ruffled xer florets hair affectionately. “Indeed, the rate can vary dramatically. In a sense, biorhythms are a natural self-tuning resonant wave in a flexible bell. The song lengthens or shortens, and the resonant vessel expands or contracts. Eventually they synchronize entirely. In some cases, they were always close to begin with, which is terribly romantic.”

I winced, remembering an experiment we had done in my technical school that used highly precise speakers to resonate a glass cup until it shattered completely. It was nice that my own engineering knowledge could actually help me understand something about the affini for once, but it was a somewhat terrifying point of comparison. “So my body is… synchronizing?”

“Perhaps. This is still all an oversimplified metaphor. Biorhythms are as much an art as they are a science, and the rate of attunement can be influenced by many factors. Some Affini approach it from the angle of honing a skill, and train themselves considerably to be able to engage in quite subtle communication that borders on the depth of language. Others prefer to remain expressive, and Gaelen is among the latter.”

“Uh huh.” I gripped Gigi even tighter. Maybe that was why Gaelen had always had such a presence about her. “Should something be done about this, then?”

“Certain xenodrugs can accelerate or dampen the rate of this harmonization. Perhaps I should give you one, it is called a biorhythm blocker. Your phenotype already has terribly strong pack bonding instincts as a baseline. Additionally, neurodivergent individuals, such as those with autism, often are affected by biorhythms more strongly, and highly traumatized Terrans do tend to be usually sensitive to developing rapid biorhythmic bonds in the first place.” The needle was already extending from xer arm.

“Oh, no, I don't need that.” I wasn't either of those things. I certainly wasn't autistic, and others had it way worse than I did in the trauma department.

The needle retracted. “Very well. It is not a permanent effect, either. If you do remain independent, you will most likely randomly drift out of tune with Gaelen relatively soon.”

The chill of the wind met the heat of the plushie, and I watched as the pairs, florets and owners, friends and partners made their journeys through the winding streets of the little community. I sat with the thought for a minute, drifting out of tune in my own way as we walked. 

My affini emerged from the greenhouse as we arrived. Her petalled capes filled the entry with a russet shine as she scanned the walkway until she saw us. The tear lines on my face were clear to her, as was Gigi in my hands. She swiftly moved towards me with the feeling of concern painted across her, her rustle of comfort flowing down to pick me up. She pressed me close against her chest. “Oh, princess. I am sorry.”

I sighed in contentment, and that little spark of warmth within me that holding Gigi provided blossomed back into a roaring fire. I allowed myself to succumb to the feeling, if only for a moment. 

Her voice rumbled through my chest, protective, safe, an anchor to my experience even as the scent of her petals under my nose began to draw my mind into a lull. “It is time for us to head back home.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          If you want to see an AU where Lynn gets domesticated instantly by a different affini, we are working on a short and sharp side story called The Princess and The Predator, where she got rescued by Tamai instead of Gaelen, and things go... very differently.

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

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave!

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

        





  24. Self-Love

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn learned what biorhythms are when she had a bad reaction to being away from Gaelen, and was given her plush chicken, which contains an emitter that mimics Gaelen, to help her remain independent. That’s definitely the reason, pinkie prommy. 

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: vaginal masturbation




    
    Dinner was a quiet affair. Gaelen helped me eat a sushi dinner that Tamai had apparently recommended and something called agedashi tofu that I quite enjoyed. All the while, we made light conversation about my training as a thermal engineer.

After dinner, while she was cleaning the kitchen, I found myself seeking space of my own volition for the first time since my arrival. Not because I even wanted to be away from her, but because I could not deny how much I had been treating her presence as a baseline assumption. Before I could take my leave, a vine curled around my wrist, and I was unsure if the force stopping me in place was physical or simply the resonating I felt in my own chest at an implied instruction.

“Before you head up to rest, princess, it would be prudent for you to take your medicine, in case you fall asleep.”

The glass vial filled with red fluid shone as Gaelen retrieved it from her chest, and she crouched down beside me, and outstretched a vine. She brushed a finger against my chin, tilting my head up to look into her face, which was still above me even kneeling. My eyes fluttered in harmony with the touch, and my mouth opened instinctively. She tipped it upside down, spilling the sparkling herbal elixir onto my tongue.

“Good girl.”

I felt warmth in my chest at her praise, and was unsure If I had managed to suppress the small squeak it pulled from me. I immediately hurried into the elevator tucked adorably under the very countertop she was currently wiping down. It had originally seemed like a harsh reminder of how this space was built for her and not me, but there was something charming about the integration of the two scales now that I was getting used to it.

I gave Gaelen’s knees a little goodbye wave as I stepped into the enclosure and sat down. “My room, please, Ruby.”

The door closed, and I was alone, but not really. I was unsure if I had even used the bathroom without her entering the room at some point since my arrival. I didn't even really mind, but that was rather the problem. I clung nervously to Gigi, just in case being in the same house as Gaelen wasn’t enough to keep the chills away. I had danced around the subject of what biorhythm synchronization meant, preferring not to think about it. I was hardly a stranger to forming such unrequited attachments, and it was typical of my heart to latch onto the soothing tone of platonic care.

The room seemed larger without her there, the bookshelves climbing the walls filled with books in both Terran and affini script. I realized as I gazed at the hanging lanterns and the spilling galaxy chest of gemstones on the ceiling that this single room alone was as large as the cargo bay on the  River of Reason .

Getting on the bed was slightly more difficult than I expected. It was another way in which I hadn’t realized I was reliant on Gaelen. I scrambled up and hesitantly laid on my back, resting my head into the plush cotton pillow, nestling on top of the blanket with my tablet by my side. 

I was warm, and comfortable, and maybe even a little bored without someone present to manage my activities. I thought over the events of the day, of everything that had happened since my arrival. I accepted the friend requests from Natalie and Cassandra, who were respectively known on the ship network as FaeListen and AdelirasPrize.

I considered my own username for a moment, PawnToE4, the king’s opening. Just looking at the username prompted a window to change it if I wanted. The eye tracking was quite useful, if a bit strange to get used to. I typed KnightToF3 into the box on a whim, perhaps reflecting my progression deeper into this new world.

I opened their social profile feeds, and was immediately presented with an image of Cassandra having sex with her owner. I intrusively remembered Gaelen mentioning that she would ‘meet a xenosphont on the terms of their own biology as they did hers’ if she ever took a floret, and… that was a very improper direction to let my mind wander. The affini had literally changed the wrappings around my genitals after surgery, I was not going to be weird about what was essentially my nurse. It was bad enough that I had dreamed about kissing her.

Selene, at least, was on the same social strata as me and clearly more appropriate of a venue to let the new and unfamiliar arousal flow towards. I took a peek at the flirtatious photos Selene had continued sending me throughout the day. She was skilled with angles, to say the least, implying so much without any of them technically being nude, though I was unsure what that would even mean for someone covered in fur.

Suddenly, I saw the indicator she was typing, and I quickly scrolled back down to see her new message.

 

›MissSelene994

Hey sweet pea. How was the day out? 

›KnightToF3

Day was good, though I did have a sort of incident.

I’m going to need to have a plushie with me tomorrow. Sorry.

›MissSelene994

Cute. take it you found out what biorhythms are, then. ⋮P They give you the whole terran pack bonding speech yet?

›KnightToF3

Yes… >_<

›MissSelene994

Well, it ain’t gonna be a problem for long, don’t worry. I give it a week at most.

›KnightToF3

Actually the hearing is in a few days! Everyone says I'm very cooperative, and every day I’m more mobile, so I should be fine. 

Maybe my hab will be near yours…

›MissSelene994

I’ll keep one next to mine empty just in case. Not gonna be hard, we are building for expansion, most are gonna be empty for a while anyways

While we are talking, how does a cafe sound tommorow? The one by the park

›KnightToF3

That sounds fine. I am excited to see you!

›MissSelene994

I had a feeling, little elf. I messaged you because i told the app to show me when you look at our conversation ⋮P you were doing it for a while. wonder what you were looking back for, hm? 

›KnightToF3

I was admiring your photography! >_<

›MissSelene994

And youll see the real deal tomorrow if you want.


 

Ah… Dr. Lywick’s specific warnings that I was not going to be ready for her yet did dampen my excitement slightly. I typed up a disclaimer with something like the shameful air of preempting to clients I had a penis before sex for the last ten years. I was a little worried that a delay might cost me the interest she was showing, but full disclosure was just… best practices.

 

›KnightToF3

So about that. My doctor told me I can’t do what I think you’re interested in for at least a few more days… I actually just had genital surgery. Nothing inside until. I guess I’ll have to ask her.

›MissSelene994

Congrats! And dont worry I can show you a good time without knotting you cutie. I know your already squirming from words alone. ⁖}

›KnightToF3

hshsuhskl

Also. It’s ‘you’re’ actually, sorry.

›MissSelene994

Ah yeah no worries im still learning the nuances of this language. Guess ill have to change it to ‘mine’ soon then, huh 

›KnightToF3

oh... ꩜_꩜ 

›MissSelene994

Flirting aside, I am excited to just talk to you tomorrow. Can’t let the affini monopolize the ‘fresh rescue joy’. This town layout is really my best work.

Anyway, I just ate a class-A/Z jerky so ill talk tomorrow. Have fun with the rest of your night! Hope this helps.

[MissSelene994 sent three attached photos.]
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Oh. So that was what a sheathe looked like.

I was starting to feel a tightening in a part of my body that didn’t physically exist until now. And as Natalie had accurately pointed out earlier today, I hadn’t gotten to cum in over six months. I was pretty sure the last time I had was in some dingy closet of an apartment on Ganymede that fell just short of being red tagged and deemed unsafe for habitation, some hundreds of light years from here. I supposed I didn’t have to worry about having broken the lease when I returned on the front lines of a conquering alien spaceship.

The frigid engineering bay that I had been most comfortable sleeping in was not conducive to entertaining myself that way, and I had just gotten so used to faking them for the sake of men’s egos I didn’t even think about it when it came to Max.

I was tempted by the thought of trying to touch myself, explore the fuller bounties, so to speak. But surely I was being watched by Ruby.

“Um. Ruby?”

 “Yes, Lynn?” Its voice emerged from the nearest wall.

“Can you, um. Stop watching me? I want privacy.”


   “I cannot do that for safety reasons. However, I am an interface to a home assistant program, no more sapient than a touchscreen, merely more advanced and anthropomorphic. Other than the shipmind of the Occantalis II herself, no digital sophonts are directly involved with my moment to moment operation.” 


“Wait, there are sentient programs here?”

 ”Yes. The Compact has many sophonts that exist purely digitally. Some scanned from living sophonts, others arising naturally from complex systems. ”

That made sense, based on what I knew. I knew there were occasionally issues with huge planet-size logistics network AIs going sapient. The home compiler downstairs had printed a computer chip as capable as any of the largest the Accord had ever made the size of a fingernail, and without the capitalist mindset that every cent of electricity spent on thinking and not profits is a cent wasted, infolife in the Compact would probably thrive. 

“Okay, thank you. As, um. As private as you can make it, then.”

I put the home assistant out of my mind, and looked at the photos Selene had sent me instead. Her fur looked so soft and inviting. And she had shown me her sheathe. I wondered what the cock inside looked like… what it smelled like. Oh, gods, that was a dizzying thought. Little sparkles of arousal were growing in me as I closed the chat window filled with alluring xenra tease shots.

It had been a while since I’d tried something like this, and it was the first time I’d attempted it since becoming whole and affirmed, so everything was unfamiliar. I settled the butterflies in my stomach, and slid a hand down my body. With a slightly shaky set of fingers I pulled my dress off and tossed it out of the way, then pushed the panties Gaelen had put me in down. Running a finger down my slit, it became clear that the elixir had begun its softening side effect, blending with my new baseline drug levels to send sparks of relaxing pleasure rushing up into my belly. 

Gently pushing aside  my  pussy lips with an index and ring finger, I used my middle finger to explore. In up and down motions I cautiously dove deeper, running against the soft folds of my labia that came together into a core of sensitive membrane skin that ran the length until it reached the canal. All of me was starting to become wet, and it was the blood rushing firmness that betrayed the location of my most interesting feature.

A grazing touch made my pelvic floor tighten, as if my body was reaching out for me, and yet I felt an antsy chill that left me restless. Reaching around the bed, I found my plush chicken, and with my free hand I pulled it in closer. I caught a groan in my throat, and pushed Gigi against my face to muffle myself a little.

The hazy scents of my affini swam with the faint echoes of her rumble, and I felt myself slacken into a state of focused relaxation. With another dip down, I found my yearning clit and I pressed down in a dragging rub.

I thought about the fact that I was so much shorter than Selene. I had always been so incredibly, frustratingly tall, forced to hunch and bend if I wanted to just be the smaller one. The sounds I made were shamefully excited, and as the whines escaped my lips and were absorbed by my stuffed animal I scrunched my eyes closed.

I could imagine it, having to look up to see her in her eyes. Though she was only half as big as Gaelen, who so dwarfed me she… Selene’s sharp teeth, the scent of sweat and musk and clementine, that sweetness she shared with my affini… my affini guardian.

I just tried to think about being knotted again. With a needy squeeze on my plushie I breathed deep, and got hit with citrus and melon, warmth and spice. Every aspect of my own finger rubbing against that pleasure button was amplified to the point of warbling moans. With a deep rotation I let out a gasp as I imagined a similar application of pressure being administered onto the arches of my feet by the padding of a clawed finger or the rope of a firm vine.

Selene and Gaelen, Gaelen and Selene, the memory of their touches, dry and hot, soft and fluffy spilled into my mind unbidden. As if to affirm my unconscious thoughts, I felt my clit pulse and strain, and I met that stiffening desire with a more forceful dipping scoop. I could almost imagine that it was a wet musky tongue or a silky succulent vine that was commiting my body to memory.

It was that second, embarrassing thought that stuck with me as I ran my hand down until I was cupping my pussy, fingertips stroking at the entrance to my vagina as the pad of my hand continued to press inwards on my clit. 

I had seen the way Adelira had treated Cassandra, Fernicus with Natalie, even Marie-Ann with her owner, and it was the unconditional loving looks in their eyes that turned my trembles of anxiety into shivers of delight. To think that someone, maybe even someone as kind and understanding as Syr Echeveria, could love me sexually in the way those affini had loved them sent another round of whimpers out of my lips. Unconditional caresses of my pussy, unbreakable commitments to my enjoyment, permanent pleasure on my skin. It was an impossible fantasy, but if there was ever a time to imagine something wild and desirable, I rationalized, it was while you were masturbating.

I tentatively probed deeper, dipping my fingers into my canal. Soft, warm bumps and ridges made up the inside of my new equipment, and the pressure of my tips as they ran up and down drove me to clench my cheeks and press my knees together from the sheer enjoyment of it all. 

I had seen the diagram of a xenra when choosing to get a tie, and knew my fingers could only do so much to simulate that. I could be careful, but if I could not take Selene  yet,  as the doctor had said, that meant I would be able to eventually. And I wanted to, wanted to get to enjoy my body for once in my life. I deserved to feel good. To have sex with someone who excites me. Not just another human who just treated me well enough. To be touched and wanted.

I buried myself as deep as possible, past the knuckles, and as I curled my fingers up I felt a thin, taut strip of muscle that ran the circumference of my skin. A feather touch was all it took and the muscles that surrounded my knuckles began to instinctively contract, gripping desperately, reaching and keening towards a knot that was missing from my slick and sensitive pussy. 

I clenched onto Gigi as I hunched over, gasping and squeaking in excitement. That was  one way  to confirm it, my modification had definitely been implemented and now I was clenching, pulling, holding desperately in biomodilogical desire.

I found an arrangement that let me flick at my clit while staying locked around my own fingers. The rocking, tightening convulsion alone felt better than any orgasm I had ever had. Thanks to the medications and drugs I was on, I was getting to have it without any pain in my body.

Not that the thought of Selene’s claws and size and strength weren’t… I had always fantasized about someone being able to be lovingly rough with me. I had never imagined not being so frail it would be possible. Bondage could now hold me in place without risking subluxation. I could have anything, so many fantasies I kept banished to the back of my mind because they hurt more for their impossibility. My tie gripped tighter at my finger, like it was trying to bring something I didn’t have close and keep it there, locked inside me, unable to pull away, still there in the morning.

The most squeamish idea of all was the one that sent me over the edge. The first words Gaelen had said to me,  ‘I would never hurt you,’  rumbled perfect and clear in my memory. But what if she… I was so much smaller than her, so easily made helpless in all the ways she was so gentle, but what if she wasn’t? Gods, it was awful, but wonderful at the same time. I buried it almost as quickly as I thought it, but it was too late. My body knew what it wanted, and it was going to let me feel all the pleasure I needed to keep that idea from disappearing forever.

Forceful grips, golden chains, a collar that gave more than it took. Made into a floret that was loved in passionate and novel ways. The way the drugs could turn that pain into pleasure could twist how I might take Selene, stroked and soothed by the affini, knotted and pinned by the xenra. Called that silly nickname princess while each delivered their best and worst upon me, kissing me and gripping me too possessively tight to ever let go.

The clenching in my pelvis returned tenfold, every freshly built muscle pulsing in synchronicity, a building wave that pulled far more of me into it than anything I had experienced before. I bucked into a fetal contraction, whimpering out a stream of babbling sobs into my plushie as the wash of orgasmic chemicals met their match on the battlefield of my mind, the baseline xenodrugs I had been supplied with. Instead of subduing one another they instead amplified my bliss to heights I had never before experienced, and as I cried out on the inhale, one thought crossed my mind before all others: No wonder florets like to fuck.
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I lay there for a long while, breathing heavily though Gigi’s fluff. The height of orgasm might have ended, but the baseline buzz of the clenching muscle sent throbbing waves of pleasure through me every few seconds. Each contracting motion felt better than any orgasm I had ever coaxed from the anatomy of my birth.

I looked up at the sapphire stars and the ruby nebula and the glittering shimmering spirals of the night sky mosaic she had crafted for a while, enjoying the afterglow and pushing away the shadows of doubt that threatened to encroach upon my peace. The sounds of my heart and the ambience of a city that could soar through space were my only companions. 

Finally, the throbbing stopped, though that meant there was room in my head for shame again. I was being such an idiot. I extracted my fingers from my canal and it was almost difficult to do, with how tight the contraction was. The muscle was just like the rest of me- far too fast to assume someone would stick around given the chance. Not only was I being a creep about my own guardian, I had no right to assume Selene wanted me as more than a fling. 

I grabbed my cane and bitterly hopped down from the bed- almost considering calling Gaelen to help me down, but I did not want to do this particular walk of shame to the bathroom with her.

After I finished cleaning myself off with a washcloth, I got back up on the bed nude without bothering to get dressed, and just crawled under the sheets and blanket. It was an embarrassing way to have to realize I had never dressed myself while here. I didn’t even know which drawer the underwear was in. So fine, I could be naked. Most of the beings on this ship didn’t wear clothes anyway, and I wasn’t cold.

I heard a knock on the door. Gaelen entered. She was carrying a hot chocolate with a plume of whipped cream, shaved chocolate and a roasted marshmallow on top, just like the one I had sipped on my first full day in the Compact. 

“It is getting late, and I could hear that you were still up. I thought perhaps you might want something to help you relax, and some company while you sleep.”

I was blushing red at the thought that she may have heard some of the noises I was making and that I was naked under the covers. More than that, I was shamefully embarrassed over the fact that I had been thinking of her for parts of my exploration. I scrunched my eyes and nodded in agreement with the suggestion, accepting the mug of cocoa as she flowed onto the bed around me.

Gaelen's body formed itself around me, tendrils sliding into all the places that felt the most comforting. Vines curled around me, and with a tap on my leg that I assumed was based more out of routine than need I fell still. She secured my leg in a grasp that grew less necessary and yet more desired with every day, and I couldn’t help but sigh. Gigi was lovely, but she didn’t stack up to the real thing. A wave of warm fragrant gunpower air cuddled me from all sides, and I took a sip of the best drink I had ever tasted.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          This chapter's reading rec is A Prince And His Lilies by Pr1nceAndromeda, which is a story about someone who, like lynn, was never raised to expect better than the accord. it is utterly fantastic.

 

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

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last chapter recap:

Lynn engaged in some self love.

          


    
    
  The cobblestone clattered beneath me, worn to pebbles by centuries of wear. The thatched roofs and creaky wooden beams of the village were unmaintained and overlooked by the kingdom, but they were home. I could hear the squawking of my avian companions as it echoed in the air. It was getting late, and we had not expected father to be working beyond nightfall.



  The lords that owned the lands demanded every ounce of able body to support their endeavours, and the work of a stonemason was harsh, but a kingdom was built from a thousand bricks, and so he had no other choice but to toil in the caves.



  The church bells rang and mother shot to alertness. The clashing of metal on metal that floods through the square. These are the sounds that widows are made of.



  I ran through the streets, mother by my side, desperate for confirmation that he was okay. Torches were lit by the matriarchs of the families, flickering pale glows of hope as they left their doors open and joined in our march, a familiar mob of people on the precipice, teetering on the edge of destruction. 



  The foreman made eye contact with me, and for once in my life I wanted to maintain it, I wanted to know the truth that he was hiding behind the scowl, but it was he and not I who broke the gaze to look away. It told me everything I needed to know. Our number was up.



  The chill began to run up my forearms in layers of frost as thick as an unchipped icebox, dancing in whispers of fae words that flickered from my unbidden lips.



  A meagre stack of gold was slid across the table towards my mourning mother. One month's pay and nothing more.



  There was no nest egg beyond the eggs that filled the chicken nests, no more gold beyond the yellow crust of hard tack that we swallowed down, and as the hunger took hold I searched the streets desperate for a way to support myself so I could relieve my mother of the burden.



  I could maintain our place, but never move forward. A lame changeling was not in high demand, not without providing more of a value than the cost they would evaluate from having to be around me. But to some… I was a novelty worth seeking out, clandestinely.



  The parade of merchants that filled the square that windy day were decorated in flags of blue and white, accompanied by pomp and excess, dazzling with signs of comfort. The leering eyes of the men who led the wagons caught upon the pinprick tips of my ears and I knew, even before their covert offers were passed to me.



  I knew from the painful pangs that pulled at my chest, the solution to my dire circumstances… and the sanctity of my body it would cost. I could learn to study magic, staying a secret whore as best I could, only to those who were not planning to stay.



  The air was frigid as I approached the tent of the man who had offered me the most for rented time with my body and company. Men with swords waited, scanning over me, muttering things under their breath about their employer.



  It was a bad idea, but all I could do was hope. Hope was what would see me through, I had to try.



  Suddenly, there was a roar from overhead, a burst of flame, a shameful night bathed in crimson heat that burned like the morning sun.



  Some part of me twisted in confusion. This wasn’t how it went. I was supposed to go into the tent. Supposed to return to my mother in the morning, hiding tears and shame and far less of a purse of coins than promised, a virgin’s purity left behind forever. Hope left behind.



  The mighty dragon landed with a crash. The protector I had never had, appearing before her true time. Saving me from what happened inside that tent when the merchant realized I was a changeling in more ways than one.



  The fierce beast held me tight in her grip as she flew away from the camp, and glittering golden words flew on the banner of the castle she brought me to. A promise of love and sanctuary for all.



 


  Suddenly, the scales of my fantasy slipped below the surface of my mind, and were replaced by the vines that held my waking body in a supporting caress. All at once I was fully alert with a flustering blush as I remembered I was still naked from the night before.



  “Good morning, princess.”


 


 


  Gaelen got me dressed for the day in a comfortable outfit that was more ornate than the ones I had been wearing from day to day, ribbons of orange and red that were perfect for a date. She helped me take a quick trip to the bathroom, and helped detangle my hair, giving me a small berry as a treat after. I clutched Gigi tight, wanting to ensure that I didn’t forget her as I was going to be away from my affini for the better part of the day. 



  We left before breakfast, since I would be having it on the date. The ornate doors swung shut behind us as she carried me, after putting my exoleg in place and tucking my cane inside her chest. It was nice, being wrapped in her vines like this. I had been walking around myself so much the last two days I had started to forget how content I felt relaxing against her breast, how nice it felt to breathe in that familiar spice. When we reached the bottom of the massive stairs from her home, I almost just let her carry me the whole way, but no. “Can you put me down, please?”



  “Of course, Princess.”



  She set me down beside her, though rather than giving me back my cane to walk, she held my hand as we strolled, or rather extended a pinky for me to hold.



  We made our way through the artificial mist of a cool mid-morning towards the independents district in a comfortable silence. The path wound forward, curling into the vertical horizon in front of us in the way I had gotten used to so quickly. Though the air around us was a bit more chilly as we went, I was still quite comfortable even in such a loose, flowing outfit. 



  [image: ]



  The dragon spoke softly. “Are you nervous, Lynn?”



  “A little.” The events of my dream last night hung heavy on my mind. How I wished that awful night had been interrupted by the affini. That Gaelen really had been there then. But I felt a little tug at my attention, and was drawn up to look at her kind smile, catching the simulated sunrise. 



  I smiled back.



  Gaelen was here now. And I could enjoy her company for the rest of the wardship. I hoped we could stay friends after.



  As we approached, I let go of her finger and she leaned down to give me an encompassing hug. 



  “If you need me I am just a message away, and I will be by your side in a moment's notice.” 



  I almost asked her to come with me, but quickly banished that absurd thought.



  “Thank you Syr, I um- I appreciate you helping to arrange the details and for walking me here.”



  “I would gladly walk twice as long for half as much. I am proud of you for putting yourself out there like this. Have a wonderful date, princess.”



  She handed me my cane, and gently pushed me through the arch to an alley that was far too low for her to comfortably follow through.



  I saw Selene leaning against the side of the cafe wall as soon as I approached the dining patio. She was wearing a loose floral skirt with a wide slit for her tail, with an open denim vest on top. A pawed foot rested on the engineering pipes that crawled up the side of the building. 



  She looked up from her datapad as I approached, and a split second later I was in the air, clasped in an elevating hug that tightly wrapped me in the embrace of her dizzying fur, nearly a meter off the ground. I felt my heart flutter as I realized she was still being careful of my leg even though it was so much more recovered than it had been when we met just two days ago.



  I was placed back down on the ground but I was still dizzy as she started to talk, the bread and wine of her musk addling my senses. I nuzzled into the mane around her neck, and a deep breath of the sweet, acidic aroma conjured thoughts of absolute sexual domination, like she had teased me about in text for the last few days.



  Her snout twisted as she spoke, but the words were lost. All I could think about were her teeth, how they could close around my throat. I watched in a happy haze as she made a barking laugh, reached into the pocket of her torn denim vest, and pulled out a sort of blue sticker and stuck it on my arm.



  Suddenly, everything started to crystalize, the haze shifted, and I could think again. She still smelled quite strong, but the fog in my thoughts was clearer.



  “-will help, since you have no resistance at all without your affini around to anchor you. It’s cute.”



  I blinked for a moment, suddenly able to focus again on things that weren't thoughts of her on top of me. I looked down at the sticker on my arm in confusion. “Huh?”



  “Blocker patch, gives you a bit of a buffer for my pheromones. Your owner’s implant will do the job soon enough, but for now, ain’t gonna be able to have much of a conversation without it. It’s a fun way to meet a girl, but I do actually want to get to know you properly.”



  “Um, I think I’ll still need patches, actually, I’m not a floret.”



  Three eyes traveled up and down my body, lingering on the plush chicken in my arms, then back to my face. “Stranger things have happened, I guess. Anyway, let’s order breakfast, I don’t want you on that leg more than you need to be.”



  Selene wrapped her tail behind me and led me to the counter to order.



  “What are we getting?”



  “I dunno. What do you want? If they ain't got it the compiler does.”



  “Um…” 



  I looked up at the exhaustive menu, overwhelmed by choices even just from the vegetarian options alone. I hadn't really chosen what to eat in six months. Gaelen had chosen all my meals for the last week or so, and it was all synthcubes, recycled and instant coffee before that on that fridgid hauler ship. “I don't know, that's a lot of options.”



  Selene turned to me, experimentally tapped my lip with the pad of one of her paws, and I found myself with my mouth hanging open automatically. She made a noise of amusement at it, the cooperative participation with help eating I hadn't realized was now a reflex.



  “Hmm, thought so. Never mind, I'll choose for you, sweetie.” She turned back to the strange little melon creature covered in eyes tending to drink orders and stoves with six long stalks that split in half at regular intervals for what had to be dozens of tiny limbs at the ends. I had seen a few of these xenos out and about before, and it was a little weird to see a plant alien that wasn’t an affini, but it made sense they existed.



  Selene seemed to already know the Maelodion. “Lemme get the Remulan burger with an egg on top, salt pepper ketchup and a sprinkle of class-A, you know how I like it.” She trailed off for a moment, scrutinizing the menu. “And that fortified smoothie for this lovely little thing too, she can probably still feed herself that. The banana berry one.”



  I closed my mouth self consciously as the word berry started to make me salivate. I was almost disappointed as Lydian reached for a bin of strawberries rather than the kind I had become so used to from Gaelen. 



  The sapient fruit continued humming, answering in a singsong voice. “You want that extra rare, Selene?”



  “You know I do. More sauce than usual too, got an appetite for sweetness today. You’re the best, Lydian.”



  With our order placed, Selene pulled me away from the whistling fruit body preparing our food, and found us a table. I was holding Gigi and my cane, and before I could awkwardly pull the chair out she was already reaching over. She moved the seat so it was next to her instead of facing across the table and gestured for me to sit down. Once I did, Selene leaned over until her arm was causally resting in the small of my back in a way that was comfortably familiar. 
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  I fidgeted with Gigi as I thought about what to say. “Um. So. I've never been on a date with a xeno before.” Admittedly, being taken on anything called a date had been pretty rare for me in general.



  “You sure about that? You looked like you were on one with that affini the day we met.”



  “That's- Gaelen is my guardian. That wasn't a date. It isn't like that.” 



  Selene was about to answer, when Lydian interrupted by scooting over on a web of limbs, putting a stacked plate in front of Selene and a large cup full of thick pink liquid in front of me. I took a sip of the smoothie, and It was absolutely delicious. She picked up her sandwich in the hand not resting on the small of my back, and took an enormous bite and chewed for a moment before continuing.



  “Look, kid. It’s all the same to me, really. But you’re literally clutching a scented plushie with your future owner’s biorhythm in it. You’re gesture trained, you’re obviously a little high, and you have a fucking companion dress on. What are you doing, deadass, what’s the game here?”



  “Gaelen… doesn’t think of me that way.” I slurped my smoothie to cover my embarrassment.



  “No, she 
  
    definitely
  
   does, she’s just being a typical youngbloom dumbass and trying to seduce you into begging for it.” Selene ripped a chunk off of her sandwich and casually tossed it in her mouth. “I’ve seen this happen like, a million times. You should cut to the end of this and just ask her to take you as a floret. You’re clearly a seed.”



  I frowned slightly. Natalie had called me that too. “What does seed mean in this context?”



  “Means you want to be a floret and you’re in denial about it. But I’d rather talk about what you want to do with me than your affini girlfriend. You seem pretty into me, even without any pheromones melting your brain. You one of those, uh. What’s the word. Fluffy?”



  I stammered for a moment, but was grateful for the subject change. “Furry. And I guess I might have been a casual participant. But I’m mostly Pagan.”



  “Cute. What’s the ‘sona? Is it a chicken, like that adorable plushie?”



  I shook my head. Her grin only widened



  “Tell Miss Selene, sweetie.”



  
    “B-bunny,”
  
   I stammered. “But it was just an idea in my head, and only a sometimes thing! Even if I could have afforded the fancy suits they never appealed to me. I don’t think I count as a furry, not really!” 



  I noticed Selene was looking up what a bunny was on her tablet, and there was a glint in her eyes that twisted my abdomen into knots almost as hard as the one I wasn’t thinking about taking. 



  “Oh, sweetie. I’ve always liked the long ears… prey animal too, huh? Just like a little Lagom. I like that. We could get you mods for that, you know.” 



  I took a long slurp of my drink, and thanked the gods for the class-E making me able to not collapse into a black hole of anxiety. “I liked fantasy creatures more. I’m fine with the ears I have already.”



  Selene put her burger down, reached over, and pinched the tip of my ear between two fingerpads, which made me squeak louder than I expected. “You’re so cute. More of an elf then. Maybe you can be my bunny sometimes, try to scamper away from the big mean fox.”



  She let go of me, and I buried my face in my stuffie to quietly scream.



  “That’s… no fair!”



  She laughed, and settled back into her seat. “Fuck, being fair. But I need to slow down. you got me ahead my own plans. That part comes later. I want to learn about you first.”



  I made a little 
  
    Hmph
  
   and tried to compose myself as best I could, though my voice definitely felt higher pitched than before. 



  “I-I haven't done much that's very interesting. I was a thermal engineer by trade, um. I’m from a little moon called Ganymede, which was really only noteworthy because It has the majority of the liquid water in the Sol system. My family was nothing special. We were pretty poor, honestly.”



  Selene’s eyes narrowed sharply, the loose attitude suddenly turned serious. “Hey. don’t call yourself that. You’re very pretty, Lynn.”



  I looked at her in confusion for a moment, then realized she had literally never known what scarcity was. “Oh. I don’t mean poor as in low quality. No, um. I meant, we didn’t have much in the way of material resources. Thank you for the compliment, though.”



  “Ah. That's awful. This is actually the first time I’ve been present for an actual initial domestication campaign, since I'm from the core of Andromeda and that’s been Compact space since forever ago.” 



  I took another long sip of my smoothie and listened as she continued. 



  “Been in this Galaxy for a bit now. I was on the 
  
    Cymbidum
  
   before this, had just been looking to move on a few years ago when the Terran Cotyledon program started. They’d figured out how compatible our species are pretty fast so I decided I'd head over to fool around. Once the program ended I decided to stick around. You’re an attractive species.”



  I squirmed a little. There was a bluntness to her compliments that made her attention sharper and more giddying than Gaelen’s attentive caretaking.



  “Um. thanks, you too? I haven’t seen many others. You’re very attractive, though.” I shivered as I thought about the pictures she had been teasing me with. “Are there a lot of other xenra on the ship?”



  “Y’know, some of the other xenrani are down on Losofor helping rescue your crewmates, but that's a younger woman's game. I don't have the knees for the cold anymore.” She made a barking laugh that I could feel through her grip around my waist. I wondered for a moment if xenrani had biorhythms too.



  “Oh. I- um. How old are you? I… I guess I don't know what aging looks like to other species. I'm thirty years old, but I've 
  
    always
  
   had that issue with my knee. This is actually the most mobile I’ve ever been in my life, at least outside of zero G.” I laughed quietly. “I’m not young or old, I'm just thirty. Though I guess everyone is young compared to immortals.”



  “Yup. You’ll learn to stop comparing ages numerically pretty fast. My youngest xenra daughter is about your age, though.”



  I immediately pushed away thoughts that would probably just make her uncomfortable if… no. I gulped, and drew courage from some warm places in my chest. “So I'm young enough to be like, I-um, your daughter?”



  A burst of yolk gushed from the egg in her sandwich as she bit down, quickly cleaned by her tongue. “Yeah. maybe you’ll call me Daddy one day. I’ll tell you when, don’t worry sweetie.”



  I squirmed a little in my seat. “Good to know.”



  “But yeah, I'm about seventy in your home planet’s years, I only checked that math once, maybe give or take ten in either direction. But I also have two thousand years of Compact medical research backing me up, I’m not even past the halfway point yet.”



  “Oh. You're 
  
    way
  
   older than I thought. Um. Sorry, is that rude?”



  “You're clearly into it, so no. But yeah, I'm certainly out of my spring years. It’s why I like a gentle thing like you. I don't want to have to hunt every meal.”



  “Wait. You hunt animals for food?” 



  She bit down again, and I couldn't help but look at how sharp her canines were. “Yup! It’s fun.”



  I clutched tight to Gigi, and looked away from her gaze, horrified. “But. What? Why? Why would you need to do that if you can just print a meal already made?”



  She took another large bite of her burger. “Because I’m an obligate carnivore, and it’s part of my culture?”



  I pushed away an intrusive thought about what a sick joke it was that I had dared name this stuffed animal in the name of a life I had personally ended, and went to stand up. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me. Maybe I should go. I can’t bear to think about killing anything when you don’t need to. What the… what the 
  
    fuck?”
  



  Her confused look was replaced with one of sudden understanding, a glint switching to a glimmer. “Oh! No, no, little one, don’t worry. They're 
  
    fine.
  
   The stuff I’ve hunted doesn’t 
  
    die.
  
   They're phytotech frames covered in compiled meat that have a digital nervous system. Lot of digitized florets love to get chased down and gored consequence free. Sometimes they load into another shell body and I fuck them after eating them. Or during.”



  I stammered at the influx of utterly shocking information presented as though it was as banal as the simulated weather, but I was admittedly more comfortable knowing I was the only one who had ever killed anyone at the table, be they farm animal or crewmates I could have saved. 



  “Um. Oh. I guess that’s a… relief?”



  She smiled. “Sorry about the confusion. That's just so normal to me I forgot there was an alternative. I have an instinct to hunt, and the affini let me do it without harming a soul. Why would anything a sophont wants have to ever come at another creature’s expense here?”



  I breathed a sigh of relief. “Yeah. That’s pretty wild, but makes a lot more sense. It's like that everywhere?”



  She thought about it for a moment. “I think there are edge cases? I know there's wildlife management on planets and such, but organized killing of anything with a meaningful central nervous system is banned entirely on most ships, I’ve never been on one where it wasn’t, at least, though I can’t say I've ever checked.” 



  The obligate carnivore hunter who had lived her life entirely ethically vegan took another bite of blood-rare compiled meat before continuing. “Anyway, I favor more abstract expressions of my cultural practices now that I'm getting a bit old for the literal expressions. You humans have crazy stamina, I couldn’t keep up, unless I maybe got my hands on some pretty little wounded prey.”



  I inhaled sharply as she gave me a hungry grin, and the slight dizziness reminded me that the patch protecting me from the full effect of her pheromones was definitely not complete. Unless I was into the idea of her tearing into me like one of those robots without it.



  “I um. So, what do you do, i-in that regard, then?” My voice was warbling slightly as I tried to change the subject.



  “Hunting is also herding, it's guiding motion. Civic engineering is just another form of that, and I have a good instinct for it. Any algorithm on my tablet could design a perfectly organized optimized system in a second, but that's not what I do. I engineer tangles, inconveniences, I force groups together through planned bottlenecks. I want crowds to stop, have to negotiate through each other, notice things and people they wouldn't have otherwise. Maximize opportunities for sophonts to meet, connect, make friends, even fuck. It brought you to me, after all.” 



  She winked her left and middle eye at me and I started slurping my smoothie very loudly to cover the squeak.



  “So, you know what a berm is, kiddo?” I shook my head. “It’s like the opposite of a ditch, a way to block out all the visual noise. A neighborhood is like a bubble within a berm.”



  “So what’s the berm, in what you do? The residential area?”



  “The entire ship is the berm. We’re all locked into this place, spinning through space without ever worrying about the noise. But it goes deeper than that. The hab ring itself creates a unique opportunity. Typically when designing a public space, you wanna create beacons that sophonts can be drawn towards. Party hall, a tower, things like that.”



  I nodded and finished up my drink, admiring the way that her hunger had seamlessly redirected away from me and into her passion.



  “Through a beacon, you channel the flow of movement. But on a ship like this, the entire ring is a beacon, pulling you forwards and onwards. Some affini vessels are even grown to enhance that feeling to the point of cognitohazard, the shape is so damn hypnotic. Hell of a place to get high.”



  I noticed her tail was wagging behind her. It was really endearing how excited she was to talk about this.



  “Now, at the end of a beacon, you wanna create a hub. A town square or a park, a gathering space with smaller beacons that filter off it like spokes on a wheel. Streets and alleys with landmarks at the end. That way even if a floret is drugged out of her mind she can follow her instincts and find her way from one place to another without getting lost. Directly opposite us is an area like that, and that's how it was done.”



  She directed my attention upwards, pointing at the opposite side of the hab ring, where I could sort of see what she was talking about in the layout of the main roads that came off of the elevator tubes that ran to the axis of the ring.



  “Huh. okay, I see it.”



  She pinched my jaw between her finger pads and tilted me back so I was looking directly down her snout.



  “But this place, 
  
    my
  
   work, I do something a little deeper. I do away with the spokes. I hide the beacons. I surprise you with the hubs. I fill the streets with spiraling nooks that have a little bit of that cognitohazardous quality.”



  She leaned in even closer, until I could feel her wet nose against my cheek.



  “Because I 
  
    want
  
   you to wander, and take your time and enjoy the space for what it is. With affini around, there’s nothing that can harm you except maybe a bite or two from someone like me. So, my logic is, there’s no such thing as getting lost. Only getting found. And I have 
  
    found
  
   you, haven't I?”



  Her fur against my face was really soft… and her breath was so… I started to slip in my seat, but then Selene suddenly pulled back, beaming innocently.



  I took a few deep breaths through my mouth to calm myself, and swallowed the last of my smoothie. “That’s, um, wow. That’s really interesting. When I was a coolant engineer before Syr rescued me, my whole job was about directing flow too. Too much energy in one place, getting it to the radiators, keeping things balanced. I recognize a lot of what you're talking about when it comes to fluidic systems, but it's the complete opposite of what I did. I wanted to minimize friction, prevent the exact kinds of bottlenecks you value. Though I guess I can stop thinking of myself as an engineer. Probably doesn’t do much good here.”



  Selene finished the last of her sandwich and licked her paws clean. “Things work differently from what you’re used to, for sure. But if you want to put that kind of skillset to work, there are definitely ways.”



  “I thought you were telling me to become a floret. What would a pet have to offer the Affini Compact?”



  She laughed, “Lynn, all that being a floret would mean is that you have a demigod taking care of you personally. If you want to contribute then you can, no matter what you choose or have chosen for your personal affairs. Then you do as much as you feel like.”



  I looked around me, this sweet little eating spot, free for everyone just for being there. “I… I can't just be a burden. Why would anyone keep me around when I give nothing back?”



  “The 
  
    fuck
  
   are you talking about, sweetie? You give back by being a part of the shared happiness of everyone. Nobody makes me do what I do, or makes Lydian open a burger joint. We do it because we want to. But that's us, our species have been in the Compact for thousands of years now. You're still practically feral. Give yourself a break. First few generations in captivity tend to lean towards lap pets.”



  I still felt a little nervous about the implications of having my class chosen for me, but I hadn’t chosen to be born poor, trans, and crippled either. It was definitely a sweeter deal here than I’d gotten before, and I didn’t even have it that bad. I survived, after all.



  Selene seemed to immediately pick up my dampening mood, and lifted my hand to prompt me to stand, then pulled me into a tight hug.



  “Hey, sweetie, it's gonna be okay. I've gotcha.”



  I could appreciate how soft and comforting her arms were wrapped around me now that it didn't make me unable to think.



  “Thank you. You're really warm. You're 
  
    so
  
   soft and warm, Selene. Sorry. I think I was spiralling a little.”



  “You’re cute. Speaking of attractions, we got that board game pavilion you asked Byre for built yesterday. I had them put it near the castle, just in case you end up staying there for longer than the next few days, and my place and the hab waiting for you are across the square from it. Let’s go check them out.”



  I hoped it wasn’t too much work to build something like that. I didn’t realize it would just happen all at once because I had mentioned it. 



  Selene reached for my cane, helped me stand, and then began walking, supporting me with my hand in her paw. She continued to excitedly explain every street and intersection along the way, as I explained Accord-era coolant loops.


 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Fun fact: Sally and Marsha in good sensory happened to cross paths in an alleyway thanks to Selene’s designs.
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Notes for the Chapter:CW: this poor girl finally gets laid. Kinda CNC dirty talk.

Selene’s kink title is Daddy. That isn't a genderswapping mistake, she's a woman in both versions of this story. 




    
    As Selene and I made our way through the walking paths she had so thoughtfully planned out, I had a funny passing thought. I was just going to have to get used to walking with someone’s tail curled around me. Gaelen’s generally hovered a distance away from me, mostly there to catch me if I stumbled and to keep anyone from bumping into me. Unlike my draconic protector, Selene curled hers quite close, wrapping around my waist as her arm squeezed around my shoulder. I had never experienced this particular height difference before. I was tiny next to Gaelen, obviously, but Selene was just a head taller than me, which made me feel smaller in a slightly more grounded way.

I smiled as we passed the pavilion that had been set up to host board game events. The buildings in this portion of the village had a sloping symmetry that pulled me in, angular roofs that felt quaint and rustic on single story habs with whimsically shaped windows. Each had been decorated in a way that made them unique while maintaining the cohesive style. We approached a set of them that were nestled at the end of a cul-de-sac, and she led me up the empty front garden of the unadorned one on the left, onto a wooden porch.

My xenra date reached out a paw and opened the door, revealing a quaint but barren interior. The walls were made of a dull, semi-organic wooden paneling with veins like amber that glowed in a pale blue light.

“It’s a little-um. Empty.”

“Yeah, ain’t anybody living in it, so… you know.” She made a small yip noise I figured was a laugh. “It’ll be here if you want it. Let’s go to my place, as long as you still want to. You can always come back here alone if you want to see more of it.”

“Um, would I need a key to get in?”

She looked at me quizzically. “Why would a  house  need to be locked? There’s nothing dangerous in there, I promise.”

It wasn’t much now, but I tried to imagine life if I moved into this space. I imagined I could probably get a four poster bed like the one I currently slept in for the bedroom on the side. Maybe Gaelen would design me a mosaic if I offered to improve her pottery cooling workflow. Perhaps a place to store my chess boa-

Selene closed the door and spun me around on the spot, pulling me towards the building next door by the hand not holding Gigi. She walked me across the empty garden plot with casual confidence until we reached the waist high wooden fence with an archway, pulling me up to the front door of her own place, which was more or less the same on the outside as the one we had just looked at.

It swung open wide, and after she pulled me inside it took me a moment to adjust to the lower light. 

I gasped.

A spectacular illusion greeted me, a space  within  a space that extended into the distance. Or at least, I assumed it had to be an illusion. I stumbled in, but her tail kept me from falling. All around us, a forest that seemed to go on endlessly, complete with the faint sound of chirping animals and rustling leaves, red barked trees and clusters of wet ferns. The ground underfoot was wood, but had the visual texture of grass and stone. Pieces of grey brick foundation like the ancient remains of a long fallen homestead marked the true perimeter of the space. Arches of stone made up doorways and a wide hearth fire roared and crackled aberrantly in the back behind a rug bed of thick fur-covered pillows. 

Glancing to the right I let out a giddy giggle as I spotted walls of brushed metal that jutted from a holographic cliffside, with a more high-tech look that extended into a workspace. It contained a floating hologram of the road layout of the independent’s village that looked so solid I almost thought it was a physical model. At this scale, I could suddenly easily see all the design elements she had spent the walk over explaining to me. I also noticed that there were many pinned pathways that ran from areas of interest to the road to the castle. 

Turning back around, I looked upwards to see if there was a night sky. Through the sparse swaying branches of the canopy above it all I realized her home was not meant to appear to be on a planet. 

My jaw fucking dropped.
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The projection placed us on a hab ring, but contained in a forested tube rather than the open cylinder of the ship that was now my home. The horizon curved, but not like the ground that became the walls of the hab ring outside. It was at a different angle, a scale that made the cavernous interior of the Occantalis II look miniscule. 

The stars outside the tube were dense, unthinkably dense, an order of magnitude more tightly packed than any view of space I had ever seen. As I looked across the sky, I saw the light twisting, shrinking into distorted smears and glowing in a burning halo, held in a glowing cage of enormous support struts. My best attempt to comprehend the scale of things broke as I strained my neck to look straight up. I realized then that the other side of the ring was barely even visible. Ships of flowers and leaves and wood and glass flew overhead, at scales I literally could not fathom.

“Oh my gods. Is that  real?” 

“Not past the stones, bunny, it's a projection, those are normal hab walls.”

I turned back to her incredulously. “I know, I meant- Look  up!  the Affini Compact has superstructures around  black holes?” 

She turned slightly to look up, though it didn't need to be far since she had one eye angled up already. “Oh yeah. I forgot I left it on that skybox. That’s the intergalactic gate at the core of Andromeda. I was actually born there! But it looks like it’s distracting you, sweetie. Switch to a foggy morning on Ralin, Hab.”

The harnessed singularity overhead disappeared. A thick mist started to pour in, soft pillows of grey as the sky shifted from a view of space to one in atmosphere. As it rolled across the treetops, the light level increased significantly with a diffused glow. 

The sheer sense of scale of the Compact continued to send me reeling. I had thought that this ship was impossibly big, and I had just casually been shown a supermassive black hole encased in pylons and rings. I desperately tried to remember the equation for Schwarzschild radius, but the scale was off the charts. I couldn’t even wrap my head around an estimate of how many digits long the figures involved would be.

“How am I supposed to just… continue my day as though I didn’t just see that?”

My eyes came back to meet her gaze. I watched as her pupils narrowed until they took on a much sharper visage than before. 

“I think I can help you focus on the present, little bunny.”

She took a small step closer to me, and I realized from the growing impact of her smell that despite the illusion of space we were not outdoors anymore. The patch on my arm was reducing how much her pheromones affected me, but it wasn’t  ‘none’  anymore, and I felt that unfamiliar tightening inside me again as my new parts clenched in arousal. 

I bit my lip slightly. “Um, like what, Miss Selene?”

Her sharp smile said more than her words ever could, but she spoke anyway. “Oh, sweet pea. The things I wanna do to you. Actually, hold on. Before we start… gimme a sec.” She whipped out a datapad from the pocket of her vest and started typing.

I blinked the slight haze away, and looked at her in confusion. “What are you doing?”

She chuckled. “Just checking with your…  guardian  to make sure I’m not planning anything with her  ward  that would go too far.”

“I’m… I can make that choice myself!”

I could feel myself wobbling slightly as her amusement punctured the air with a cloying tickle that flustered me in a cloud of embarrassed frustration. 

“I’m not saying you can’t, I just know how this goes and-”

I stomped my foot down and made my best effort at expressing my dissatisfaction with a  hmph.  “You have to  listen  to me!”

She was quiet for a moment.

“Did you just  thump  at me? Fuck, you really are a bunny.”

“I-I’m not a- just kiss me or something. I want it, and I trust you to be gentle.”

She pressed me back against one of the silver paneled walls of her workstation. It was surprisingly pleasant, a far cry from the icy metal floor of the captain’s quarters that accompanied my last sexual experience with another person.

“Trusting me to be gentle is taking a risk, sweetie. But fuck it, she probably knows anyway. Now, let’s get you more comfortable. How does that brace come off?”

“Oh, um. Like this.” I tapped the exoleg support like Gaelen had shown me, and felt the vines uncoil and retract into the belt that hung at my waist. I leaned more into her for support, and every breath was starting to come heavier. I was starting to lose myself to it a little. Selene unbuttoned her skirt and pulled off her vest. She was naked, though it was a little odd to think of a woman covered in fur as naked, though I could now see the sheath I had been teased with so much.

“Don’t worry, Lynn, just lean on me. I won’t drop you.”

“Um, should I take my clothes off too?” I looked down her snout, then… pedipalps? Horns. Oh no, what was I supposed to do here?

Her paws started to explore my body, squeezing my butt as she supported me. “Look, little one. Lucky for you I know what I’m doing. And unless you’ve managed to sneak in a xenofucking class, you don’t. Just let me lead you.”

“There are  classes  for that?”

“Yeah, why wouldn’t there be? Y’all got one too. Terrans Are Sexy, insofar as a cute little elf like you counts anyway. I was one of the earlier arrivals in the program, so I’ve actually taught it to other xenra. I’ll take you to a Xenrani are Sexy if you want, though I’ll be tutoring you in advance first. Let’s start with kissing.”

Her paw pulled me in against her, and I puckered up. Then I realized, a moment too late, that she didn’t really have lips like I did. She didn’t even stop to consider that conundrum, and turned her head to the side so we were at right angles, and her snout opened wide. If not for the thin pheromonal haze choking my hindbrain I might be afraid as a predator’s toothy maw breathed hot air against my face. She licked my lips, and the flexible mass of textured flesh pressed my mouth open. Her canines pressed in on my cheeks, just gentle enough to indent but not break skin.

The way she moved was alien, but pleasurable, a rough sliding of her tongue against mine. She pressed in closer, and it was suddenly clear how much of her wet mouth was waiting in the confines of her snout. She curled it up in a twist, dragging it languidly across my upper palate until I was filled from teeth to tonsils with the taste of her long, lustful tongue. In such a position I could only breathe through my nose, through the thick tufts of purple and brown fur that laced every inhale with bliss and an intrusive desire to let her teeth press down harder.

I sucked and moved my own tongue back, and then she started frantically lapping, covering my face with her saliva. It was so fucking hot.

She released my face from her jaws and pulled her head back, then slowly peeled my outfit off me. “Fuck. I’d hate to destroy this dress, looks handmade.”

“Um. fuck, kissing you is. Wow,” I stammered, catching my breath as best I could.

The air was a little cooler in here than it had been outside, and I clung to her for warmth. I wondered if she had chosen that on purpose. It was no frigid chill, but enough to encourage me to cuddle up close to the big furry space heater of a woman in the room. She kissed me again, and walked me backwards. My confusion became realization as we reached the other wall and I was pressed against it even firmer than before. Her left arm braced against the metal, right supported my weight, sandwiching me in place. I could see her muscles. Beneath the rich lavender fluff, Selene was strong.
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My heart was pounding in my chest as she cornered me and curled against me possessively. I could feel her body pressing against my breasts, my tummy, her soft fur rubbing against my pubic mound, pressure up against my legs. She was everywhere, and now that the dress was gone my drug enhanced nerves and pheromone muddled senses were lighting up with a thousand points of needy pins and needles.

Selene bent down slightly, slipping her arms under my knees and around my shoulders. All of a sudden I was off the ground, lifted in the air with a squeak of excitement. She carried me over to the pillows by the fireplace and flopped into the pile beside me, making a slight whine.

“Fucking knees, I’m getting too old for this. Well, at least I did it once. Now, let me kiss your other lips.”

She rolled me onto my back and I felt dizzy from the  everything  as she pushed my legs apart with her wet nose. I shivered in anticipation as she inspected me. My confidence suddenly faltered and I stammered out a preempting defense against rejection. “I’m, um. Sorry, you don’t have to, though, if you don't want to.”

She didn’t even dignify the idea of stopping with a response. “Fuck, just look at you. So delicate and pretty. I want to just devour you whole right now.”

Her thick, flat tongue was ever so slightly textured, and I couldn’t help but yelp from the overwhelming sensation when she stuck it out cockily from between sharp predator teeth to take a slow, forceful lick. It ran from the base of my new hole all the way up to my pulsing clit.  

I impulsively felt my thigh muscles clenching together, pressing into the ridges of her curved pedipalps. Something between a chuckle and a groan hummed through her mouth and into my pussy, pulling a noise from my lips at the sensation of it. Her hands gripped onto the undersides of my legs, claws pressing into the curve of my ass. She slowly began to pry my legs back until I was spread wide.

“Stay open for me.”

Her nose was wet, tongue rough and hot as she returned to her task, running heavy swipes through my lips and dancing around my clit. It was indescribable and confident, so much warmer and more squirm inducing than the sensation I imagined when touching myself to the thought of being in this exact position. I tried, and failed, to suppress a moan as she pushed her tongue a little deeper between my folds, as if to penetrate my pussy in the same way she had my mouth. 

The first orgasm another person had given my new body rocked me, and as I gasped out sounds of pleasure she just kept licking.

Everything between my legs tightened and pulled up into my core in a keeling grip before relaxing outwards, over and over, her persistent lapping pulling the bliss from my heart and spilling it out between my legs in pulse after euphoric pulse of nerve sparking sensation. I tried to breathe between cries, move between grips, think between growls, but nothing could distract me from the joy I was experiencing.

Only once I went limp and quiet did she pull back and look up at me.

“Just imagine how good that’ll feel around my knot, little bunny. You could get modded to tie me, too. Mate properly.”

I gulped in embarrassment, and managed to warble out a response. “Um, yeah. I know about the tying mod.”

I averted my gaze from the three eyes now fixed on me from between my thighs.  “Go on.” 

“I-I actually already have it! I asked for it when I got the surgery. I touched myself last night when you teased me and it. Um, it definitely works.”

She started to climb up from between my legs, and made a hungry purr. Her tail was wagging. “You’re tempting me to do things, Lynn. Things your doctor forbids.” She loomed over me, and the dizziness was only getting stronger as her hot breath rolled over my face. “And there’s a reason she did. I could  hurt  you. Though something you’ll learn about the Compact is that it's damn near impossible to hurt someone permanently. And you got yourself so ready for me.”

I felt the tip of something hot and smooth rubbing in a long, teasing line where her tongue had been moments ago. Now, it ran from the swell of my breast up my collarbone, ending at the tip of my ear. “I could do it, little bunny. Make you take the big bad fox before you’re quite ready. And you would enjoy it. I would make sure of it.”

I clung to Gigi tight, hoping she would. “Fuck, please, I… I’ll be fine, I can take it!”

She barked a little laugh, and dropped the threatening growl from her voice. “Bunny, I’m  teasing  you. We got all the time in the world, I ain’t gonna let your first time with me put you back in a hospital. But that said…”

The pads of her fingers traced up the textured skin of my right leg, appreciating every bit of scar tissue, appraising and appreciating the very thing that marked me as broken. “Sex drive and predator drive aren’t particularly different to me. And nothing tempts a predator more than wounded prey. Nothing is more attractive to me than someone vulnerable.”

“I never thought… I could be attractive for this.”

“Different tastes for different mouths. But you are, little bunny. You are sweet, and intelligent, and young, and you listened to me ramble for an hour. You're all the things I can’t help myself around… And then you tell me you got yourself ready for someone like me before we even met. Gives me ideas you might want something regular. I know a little knotbunny when I see one.”

“Um, I’m really liking this, Selene. If you wanted to see me more I’d love that!”

She leaned down, and gave me another frantic, lapping kiss. This time she pressed harder on my cheeks with her teeth before releasing me again.

“Good. Maybe we keep seeing each other then, hmm? You might be injured prey, but your phenotype still has all that crazy stamina. We can use it for something a bit more both our speeds. You aren’t running, and I’m getting too old to chase like I used to.”

The idea of being fucked to exhaustion by someone who could actually make me cum was an intoxicating, delirious fantasy. “Um, that sounds really nice.”

“In that case, I want to mark my territory before those young idiots come back up from the planet. It would be irresponsible of me  not  to scent mark a girl like you, you deserve a more gentle, experienced touch. A little promise from me I’ll be around.”

I nodded shyly. “I would like that, Miss Selene.”

“Good. But call me Daddy.”

I squeezed Gigi tighter and made an embarrassed squeak.

“Um, y-yes Daddy.” 

“Good girl.”

I gasped at the sudden rip as she removed the pheromone blocking sticker from my shoulder, and all of a sudden the miasma of intense needy hunger consumed me in a wave of odour that danced with sour citrus and burned with roast bread.

“Please, please fuck me Daddy, please, I’ll be good, please please!”

“Shh, I know little one. That’ll be before you know it. Faster for you than me, if an implant recovery time is involved.”

We were rolling and spinning, staggering and walking up from the pillows and into the edges of the woodland that made up her home. In a flash she pushed me against the nearest tree-wall and pressed in tight. Her fur felt so comfortable and soft against my back, I couldn’t help but let out another whine. I could literally feel her cock pressing against my lower back. I could taste how horny she was in the air. “Daddy, please…”

“You're lucky I'm not one of those knotheads running around in the forests below, Lynn. Every one of them would be making you scream yourself hoarse around something you weren’t ready for yet. You don't have  any  sense of self preservation, it's quite attractive. Keep it up. You’ll make a fantastic floret. Just think how much rougher I can be with you after you're implanted.”

A wet tongue lapped at my pointed ear and I whined and howled in need. Every breath was another invitation to her scent, an aromatic oily explosion of wonderful sour smell. It was sharp and full in a way that almost burned me. If Gaelen was a warm fire, Selene was the inferno of an ambush predator.

She turned me to face the trunk of the tree and braced me against the illusion of moss speckled bark. With my entire body pressed so that her tits rested against my shoulder blades, I was smothered in a blanket of fur. I realized with the barest hint of clarity I could never have been in this position before, not with my leg, not in anything resembling planetary gravity.  

The heat she radiated was intense. Sweat was clinging between my legs, enough fluid already coating me for her to slide between my thighs. I whined as she rubbed herself against my labia, a padded finger dipping into the folds to find my clit, and ensure that the cock now thrusting between my thighs rubbed against it. 

“Good little hairless thing. I hear you cuties are made to be fuckpets, and seeing as you literally secrete lube from your entire bodies when you get warm I can’t say I disagree.”

She gently tilted my head back, and buried my face in her mane where every breath was strongest. I was so close.

“Tempt me to knot you like I know I shouldn’t, you couldn’t stop me now even if you wanted to. Tempt me, Lynn.”

A clawed finger pressed against my throat. I was in the arms of a predator, neck bared, offering myself to her, unable to stop her if she wanted to hurt me. “Please, Daddy, please hurt me.”

“Shh, don’t hyperventilate, it makes it less effective.” She chuckled. “Good girl, breathe deep. A deep breath, then cum again for Daddy.” 

I breathed in, tasted something new on the air, and screamed as my body obeyed her command. I clenched down and soaked the cock rubbing against me, gasped gulps of air that practically glowed with pheromones. She pressed my face into her fur with each ragged vocalization, emphasizing the association between her tangy scent and pleasure.

Her own thumping against me  grew more rapid, and the points of her claws were starting to indent my skin. I had to reach my arm around behind her neck to hold me up, and still she just rutted me. Finally, Selene snarled in satisfaction, a wet chittering sound that almost made me panic. I felt her swell, pulsing between my shaking thighs. 

A thick, slightly pinkish fluid splattered against the wall, heat radiating off of it. The air smelled like wine, felt like lust, burst in a haze that wasn’t quite salty, just raw and adrenal and demanding of my docility. I clung to her, gasping for air, even as the twitching against my lower lips slowed.
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I could smell an eager playful puppylike excitement as it flashed through her aroma in a glimpse under the facade of danger she had projected. She was satisfied with her claiming of my body, even if it hadn’t been in full. 

“In… nice and deep. And out. Fuck. Next time that’s gonna be inside you.”

The scent was inescapable, but the thickest drawls came from the glistening ooze she had splashed across the tree bark.

“How do you-is it- do all xenra smell this good at sex? Fuck, gods. I-I-I-I hnnnng,” I could feel the words stumbling out of me, my lifelong stutter suffering under the slur of a post-sex euphoria the likes of which I had never experienced.

“I’m gonna do something now. This means something specific to me, so you’re gonna be a good girl for Daddy.”

I was already so spent but it didn’t matter, every word she spoke gave me vertigo. After a stretching moment to remember where I was, she lowered me onto my knees, not that she was allowing any weight to actually rest on them. I stared at the sticky, pinkish fluid splattered against the wall. It hovered just slightly in front of where the hologram of a tree did, but with the source of that scent centimeters from my nose, visuals were not the sense I was most engaged with at the moment.

“Good girl, nice and easy. Close your eyes and mouth.”

I felt her paw against the back of my head and knew, on some level, what was about to happen, but it didn’t make me moan any less when she pressed my face gently into the spatter on the wall. I would almost have expected her to be rough and degrading, but the act was tender, loving, ritualistic. She handled me with the delicacy of a paintbrush, with the barest pressure on my skin, enough to wipe her ejaculate onto me but light in a way that left me wanting more.

Selene pulled me back, and when I opened my eyes I saw she had changed the tree to a mirror. My face in the reflection was a sight to behold. A promise of mattering to someone was smeared across my blushing, cum-slathered cheeks. I looked beautiful, and happy, and very high on sex and xenodrugs. 

“Fuck. I’m…”

“I know, I know sweetie. Here, this will make it even better.”

She leaned over my shoulder, and I saw a shadow of motion of something that had not moved before. Her pedipalps stung me before I could realize it was happening, a tiny pinch on my flesh. The intoxicating scent of her cum amplified within seconds. With every pulse of blood rushing through me I could feel it spreading further and deeper, mounting like an orgasm that was pushed higher and higher as I breathed in and out.

I became incoherent with need and lust as the spider-fox lowered me onto my back, wiping up more of her sticky fluid off the mirror with a paw. She spread it onto me, rubbing her scent into my skin. It became a wet full body massage quite quickly, though she devoted extra attention to my breasts, between my legs both front and back, and my armpits. She wrapped my fingers around her tip to take the last few drops before guiding my fingers to rub inside my canal, then took a lick of the mirror and rolled me over to mark the inside of my ass too.

This was sex like I had never had it, in a haze of pleasure given for pleasure’s sake, an expression of want told in action and scent. She could melt the paint off a starship with the force of her aroma, my thoughts stood no chance in comparison. My breast heaved as I climaxed again on my own fingers, with my other hand squeezing her throbbing knot while she rimmed me. I sighed in a long lazy moan, every note of energy spent.

“There we go. I just want to make sure any other xen gets any funny ideas about sticking their nose between your legs, they smell me and know who got there first. At least, that’s what its supposed to mean, anyway. Hot as it might be, I don't actually expect you to wear my stink. Gaelen can help you wash it off.” She laughed tenderly, and guided me back to the pillow pile. “But that’s still a promise of a second date, kiddo.”

I smiled as she curled in place around me. Her cock ended up back between my thighs, and my hands were buried in her fur. Selene curled around me like a living, breathing blanket. My face pressed into the silver fur on her chest, and my bare back was warmed by the radiative heat of her quietly crackling firepit.

The force of her post-sting scent now that I was so completely enclosed was overpowering, overwhelming all else. No room to doubt you’re safe with a xeno so big holding you tight. Every rise and fall of my chest was another rolling wave of reassurance. 

She wanted to rest, so I did too. I drifted off, to soothing growls and sticky, sensual cuddling between postorgasmic bodies. Daddy held me so tight and so safe, filling me with  hope.  Just like Mommy had, even if I kept trying not to remember, because losing something was scarier than never having it at all.

 


 

I woke up from a nap with no way to tell quite how long had passed, the same pale swirling clouds overhead. I trusted Selene not to allow me to oversleep.

A new patch was on my arm, but still, the tangy scent of her fur soothed me. With a faceful of fur I realized I had been taking an indulgent sniff, holding Gigi close to my chest so I could smell both at the same time. A thin shimmering sheen had sunken in all across my body, leaving my skin surprisingly soft. 

Selene stirred awake beside me, made a yawn that showed off an impressive maw of teeth, and smiled.

“Hello, princess.”

I sighed. “Oh no, not you too.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Want more scents and knots? you might be interested in the non-HDG  Omegaverse remix of Good Sensory. by Sheepwave, which reinterprets the affini as just crazy rich people. be warned it is significantly edgier than anything HDG.

 

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

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave!

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

        





  27. Meltdown

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Summary:

Lynn and Selene went to Selene's hab and had sex.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: a vaggue-ish recount of being assaulted as a sex worker, brief suicidal ideation during an emotional breakdown. The therapy scene is rough, and is not skippable. Go into it prepared to cry.




    
    The walk around the street that led to my therapy appointment at Mx. Fernicus and Natalie’s hab was pleasant and meandering. Selene had helped me use a special cloth to pull away the fluids she had left on my body without clearing the scent of her, which was as exciting as it was embarrassing. There was a little bit of pink staining on my cheeks and breasts, which she seemed quite pleased my dress did not cover. Anyone with eyes or a nose could tell what had happened with the slightest inspection.

She had definitely taken her time while choosing what to get for lunch so everyone in line saw and smelled me.

I was so used to being someone’s secret. Partners who tried to keep their relationships with me discreet. Even before that, the work I had done before being a thermal engineer had required so much stealth to keep anyone from knowing clients had consorted with someone like me. But here I was, being proudly shown off, the girl that Selene had marked with her fluids specifically with the hope that others of her own kind would know she had.

“What’s got you smiling, Bunny?”

I looked down as we passed a row of whimsical habs. 

“You.”

“Aww, how sweet.”

I could tell she was grinning at me, even if I wasn’t looking at her. Which… hold on. What? “How are you making that face? You literally can't. Your face doesn't have the muscles you'd need. And how do I  know  that you are? I’m not even looking at you.”

“Oh, that patch doesn't filter out everything, the drug still lets the communication pheromones through. I got a bunch of mods to be more compatible with humans when I came here. It’s pretty much standard practice. I didn’t just naturally evolve pheromones that happen to translate my feelings to influence you. Oh yeah, my cum may also have some effects on your metabolism, we fuck enough times and you’ll start getting more pear-shaped, unless you take something to counteract it. That one is genuinely pure coincidence… or is it?”

She winked at me. I melted a little.

We finally arrived at the hab, covered in circular windows that looked like bubbles and a roof of flower petals. Truly something out of a fairy tale. She gave me a goodbye kiss in the form of lick on the cheek.

“I’ll message you later, Lynn. Today was fun.”

She waved goodbye, and I knocked on the door to the Fernicus hab.

It opened a moment later, and the affini therapist ushered me inside.

 


 

The thrum of my makeshift bedroom rumbled as I came awake, coolant fluids oozing through pipe networks like the pulse of a beating heart. I was awoken as always, by the familiar pulsing ache that ran from my hip down to my knee, a biological alarm clock that… no. No, that wasn’t right at all. I had Gigi in my arms. I didn’t dare keep something like a stuffed animal in my makeshift quarters back then.

“Hello, miss Walsh. Can you find me?”

Mx. Fernicus’s voice bounced off the metal around me. I dropped from the hammock and pulled the curtain aside, leaning on my cane with one hand and clutching Gigi in the other as I walked through the coolant bay. It was cold, bluish grey and empty, but for the impossible, but friendly figure here with me. 

Mx. Fernicus was sitting in a soft brown chair, impossibly small yet far too large for the space at the same time. It made no sense, but it didn’t need to. This clearly wasn’t real. I sat down in my old chair, because even if I was just in a trance or a dream, it felt right to not put too much stress on my leg. 

Xe smiled, and gave me a little wave. “Hello, Lynn. I have used some xenodrugs and hypnosis to create a scene of somewhere you consider both familiar and stable. Admittedly, I did not expect you to take us somewhere so specific, but it seemed better to just let things happen. A mind is a complex thing, and it is better to listen than to dictate. What does this space have to say?”

Coolant bay, my old job. I guess it  was  familiar.

It had only been two weeks ago, I remembered it well. All I had was a curtain behind which to sleep. A cheap magnetic chess board. Synthetic rations and fake coffee and constant pain from rationing medication. Bad sex and frigid cold and maybe, worst of all, gratitude for all of it.

A hammock. A locker. A soundproof partition for privacy.

That had been all I expected. This had been the best life I had ever known. Before the fateful second jump. Before the chess pieces melted. Before an explosion of time tilting radiation and the even hotter roar of the dragon's heat. Before Gaelen had shown how much better things could be if I dared to pretend I was worthy of them.

“I see. I am glad you are starting to adapt to expecting more. Many of those who suffered under capital often struggle with that.”

Oh. No choice about privacy in my own head, I supposed.

“That is correct, but remember that I am only here to help. This will be the first of many sessions. So, how would you say this space still carries meaning to you?”

I looked at the pipes around me, tubes full of water meant to pull heat away from vital components and radiate the energy away. A zero sum system, every equation balanced. The energy going in equaled the energy going out. It had to, or everyone boiled to death. 

Things had made sense here. It was the last place I had a clear purpose.

“Interesting. Do you think you need to serve a purpose to be worthy of existing?”

The need to serve a purpose was such a forgone conclusion that I struggled to even parse the concept of surviving without one, let alone finding worth. Even in my new life it seemed everyone around me had one. 

“This is not an uncommon concern. While it is not the first approach we take, since it still gives far too much credence to a transactional mindset, perhaps I can provide an intermediate stepping stone to acceptance. In the equation you feel must be balanced, the Affini Compact is not meaningfully limited in any material way, not on the scale of the needs of an individual sophont. All that caring for you costs is time, and an immortal being’s time is worth far less to us than yours. On the other side of this exchange, you bring far more joy to everyone around you by simply being happy than it costs to provide for you. Does that make sense?”

I felt an anxious twist from below the surface of my medicated haze. The affini were so powerful, and I couldn’t help but remember the other times that I had felt obligated to exchange time and appear happy for those with power.

“Ah, intimacy itself has been made transactional to you. A rather cruel emergent effect of exploitative systems being forced upon xenosophonts with such strong bonding capacity.”

I had been one of the lucky ones, really. I never got busted, never got labeled for life. I did my time and then got to get the cushiest job someone of my birth could realistically ever have. 

“Because you are transgender?” 

No… That was usually the third thing they spotted. No, they see a towering freak who can’t even walk, and know on silhouette and gait alone my family couldn’t afford the meds to keep my bones short in moon gravity. Anyone can look at me and know where I come from. But nobody knew I was a whore. I had that.

“I had expected our first session would cover more about how you felt about the present, but we can put that off until next time. Let’s talk about this, it sounds very traumatic.”

I don’t see how this could be considered traumatic. Trauma would imply something that was violent, wouldn’t it? But I signed up for it. I took the money. I accepted the terms of my treatment. 

“How did that arrangement begin, or rather, what was your entry into this professional role?”

What a dignifying way of putting being too worthless to do anything but bend over and take cock. Fuck, I was covered in cum now too. Serving the role expected of me in a new context.

“I think you know that is a very pessimistic way of seeing a budding relationship with your new friend, miss Walsh.”

It’s not pessimistic, it’s just how it is. And frankly I’m not surprised that’s how it is here too. It’s always the way of things that the most valuable part of me is also the part that has failed me the most. My body. I had learned my lesson about clinging to hope quickly.

“I’m going to increase your dose of class-Es, miss Walsh, and then let’s talk about that.”

Another thing done to me without providing a choice. At least drugs were a merciful one. The pipes around me warped slightly, melting into more half-remembered shapes, no longer distinct objects from the wall. Like a bad AI gen, it was harder to tell what material they were even meant to be. Walls of ice with a frosting of dusty metal.

But the first time.

A passing solicitation in a bereavement office by a clerk who spoke in furitive tones on behalf of someone else. An untracked bus ticket to the financial district in Galileo City. Code words to speak to the receptionist. He was generous. I didn’t have to pay.

I shouldn’t have even been able to go on my own, but my mom was always so busy and tired. I just wanted her to be able to work less. I just wanted to make it easier. I was used to having to run errands for her alone at that point. The trip wasn’t so bad. The aches in my leg back then weren’t as bad as they are now. Or as bad as they were before xenodrugs twisted pain into perverse pleasure I should say.

I was given a dinner my family couldn’t have afforded even in the best of times, ordering things I didn’t expect from a menu I couldn’t understand. Shown art on the walls, real oil paints from Terra. I think I was still in denial that he wanted to have sex with me at that point. Then he pushed me down on his couch. I had barely even kissed anyone before that.

I didn’t have a choice, not really. I thought it would be a nice thing. Finally getting us a leg up for once. But it wasn’t nice. I learned then not to trust nice things. And I realized truly that choices are a privilege that only the lucky are afforded. 

At some point, I realized he didn’t know I was transgender. That was why he had treated me so genuinely like the girl I was. When I remember the moment, I still feel my heart begin to pound in my chest with terror like it did when he asked if anyone my age had fucked my pussy before like he was going to.

He was doing me a favor. That was how he put it anyway, when he figured it out and decided to make do with my mouth. His eyes became duller. Hands that gripped firmly onto my sensitive ears in a way that blocked out my own noises. A favor. 

He still paid me half because I had sucked his cock. I made it out unharmed. The promises of future work never came to pass. 

The bus ride home was so cold. He didn’t pay for that one.

Fernicus was silent for a long moment.

“Miss Walsh, I am so sorry you experienced that.”

It barely registered to me anymore. I’d had fifteen years to get over it. 

“Fifteen years… oh,  frost.  To call what you experienced as an injustice does not even begin to describe it. I do not have words to adequately express how horrifically unfortunate it is that these events occurred to you.”

There it was. A misfortune. As if this was some accident of fate and not the way the world was deliberately set up to be. All of it wrapped in the usual overreaction. This was why I didn’t talk about it.

A few years later I found more regular clients. I made it clear to them upfront what to expect. There had been good gigs and bad gigs. A few promised the world, and sometimes that spark of hope briefly lit up. There had been a very nice client once I saw regularly. Somewhere down the line on one of my forays I had a rough subluxation and he had to see me screaming. He lost interest after that. Once I understood how little such promises meant, I came to hate them more than the brutish grunts of those who just paid and let me leave.

If you didn’t bother hoping, you could never be let down. 

Other trans women didn't get it. I don't think Natalie would get it. Half of them would just lecture me under the guise of sympathy. It was rash and stupid, but when you're that kind of poor you don't have the option to make smart choices. You only have desperation, and hope, for as long as it takes for even that to be ground out of you.

Most of my peers weren’t interested in hearing about my experiences, especially on the net. They’d post their hugging emotes, perform their hyperbolic horrified reaction, and make a remark about how this was exactly why they didn’t trust men. Then the ritual would be over and we would all go back to talking about whatever show had most recently vaguely implied a cartoon character was queer. Move the conversation along to their comfort zone of posting about how much capitalism sucked from their cushy military industrial complex consultancy jobs.

I was outside their worldview, outside their sphere of understanding. Some got it, reached out in private. The girls like me who knew the dark laugh you used around the ones who would never get it. We had called it the hooker laugh. I cherished them for as long as we had been connected, because every day was a gift. Another night they hadn’t been murdered by a client or gotten too sick to recover from.

The closest were gone by the time I finished my certification and left Ganymede. I desperately hoped they had just gotten tired of me.

The ones who did tech support for the TCN stations never went away, of course. It was just the nature of those who had time to linger for hours in online chatrooms. Either your time was so valuable you could afford to waste it, or it was so worthless you could afford to waste it. In the end, the only voices left were those who survived. I lost touch when I joined the  River of Reason . Net access on a vessel like that was a luxury none could afford.

My mouth tasted like blood and synthcube semen. The walls around me were cavernous. An icy tunnel that had collapsed. Dripping icicles like jagged teeth dripping from the opening. I had only visited once, but the sight of the mouth that had devoured my father was not one easily forgotten. He never got a choice. It was the only job he could take. Just like me, he had run the numbers on the pay versus the risk, but he hadn’t been as lucky.

A vine laid across my shoulder, a comforting gesture as meaningful as an image of two stick figures hugging in a chatbox.

“You have come to accept as status quo a life of experiences that nobody should have to endure. You have come to accept that happiness is a false promise reserved for those who have not suffered. I can see now why the Compact’s pledge of wellbeing rings false to you, miss Walsh. You have come to accept that your choices do not matter. Your autonomy has rarely been respected. From that place, florethood must look like a grim confirmation of things you have come to believe. And yet I suspect on some level, you want the love and the comfort and protection it provides, even if you think you don’t deserve it. You deserve to be happy. And you deserve to be the one who makes a choice like that. Because your choices do matter.”

Of course I did. Of course I wanted to rest, to fall into the embrace of someone who cared. But why me, why not every other woman who had been in a position like me? Why did I get to be the lucky one, turning her back on those who had fallen through the cracks? Those I had failed in the crash, my sex working peers, my father. I and I alone had survived from among us all, and I ached to throw away the greatest chance at true freedom for the promises of an alien I had known for two weeks.

Horrifically unfortunate, xe had said. What a fucking joke. I was the luckiest human that had ever lived. I should be dead, I should be dead a thousand times over. I should have been murdered in the trans panic of a client, I should have had my leg give out at the top of a staircase and crack my skull open as a child before my mother went into debt trying to help me. I should have died in an industrial accident, I should have died in the crash, I should have been too poisoned by radiation to save. I should have taken the final unfired bullet in that revolver the captain gave me and put it through my own skull. Been a footnote in someone else’s story. 

I could see the ice crystals on my breath. All of these promises, all of it hinged on the assumption that she did care. Despite everything that went into my quiet acceptance, admitting out loud, to her, that I wanted it, meant risking the possibility that she didn’t. That bitter doubt was worse of all. I couldn’t bear the thought. Gaelen would tire of me, she would realize some obvious shortcoming in my desirability and move on. She would realize I wasn’t what she wanted after all, like everyone always had.

Gigi wasn’t in my arms anymore. No. of course not. The real Gigi had been dead before the final settlement was even collected. I was clinging to the corpse of an animal I had murdered and consumed, because that was just how things worked. She made the sweetest chirps and never pecked at my toes when I entered the pen. It had kept her alive longer than the others. But all things come to pass.

My chest heaved with sobs. It was all so cold. Why had they done this? What had the point been? They took my father away. Cheap bastards considered people more expendable than the ice tunnels they dug. I didn’t get to have a dad because someone ran the numbers and decided that paying a fine and widow’s settlements were cheaper than following safety regulations. Calculated risks. Every equation balanced out in the end.

My cane unraveled in my hands, and blades of ice cut deep into my flesh under the weight of a body that couldn’t support itself. I didn’t have to be a cripple. Healing my broken body had never been impossible in the abstract, only impossible within my means. Impossible for someone without the money to spare a full year of recovery. I could not ask my mother for another year. 

I couldn’t do it, I couldn't do it, I couldn’t do it.

Everything hurt. My fingers were turning purple. I collapsed to the tunnel floor and screamed, screamed at the injustice of it all, screamed for those who had never seen paradise, screamed at myself for being so weak and pathetic I had made it only this far before finally breaking. That I had endured so much and was too broken to heal. 

I had lost my innocence in every meaningful way, and for once in my life I allowed myself to accept the reality that I  didn’t  deserve to have experienced this. That nobody would deserve to go through this. I felt the cracks forming. I barely kept the contents of the lunch Selene had fed me inside my stomach.

I coughed, voice hoarse from anguish and fury, thirty years of delayed pain breaking through the walls of ice I had so carefully sculpted around myself. My father used to say I would be a chess champion one day. But no, that was a dream for those born as pieces who mattered. I was a fucking pawn, a pawn that had managed to survive by chance to the endgame, long past any relevance, and long ago cured of the delusion that I could reach the final row and promote to something else before the game ended. 

Blood pounded in my ears, bile burned my throat, my face dripped tears and snot. I felt the tunnel warping away, a heat spreading through cold fingers. The warm lights in the office where I had first sat down became obscured by the sensation of Fernicus’s vines. 

They were unfamiliar but kind, soft, and unconditional. Smears of color that pressed against me. I lost control once more. I wailed loudly, an ugly sound that ripped itself out of me in shuddering wetness. 

I needed  my  affini. 



And then, she was there.


  [image: ]


A door slammed open with a force that would have depressurized a cargo bay. All at once, the air was filled by a tidal wave of green and orange that had abandoned the semblance of a form I recognized in favor of the greatest speed possible. I didn’t need to see a familiar face to know it was Gaelen. The crash of flexible stems and soft petals that engulfed me could only be her, only be the one whose presence I had been screaming for.

She was heat, she was comfort, she was the warm sands and volcanic rumbles of a planet I had never set foot on. I was bathed in the smell of her crackling fresh melon and washed in the reassurances of her voice, even as the pain behind my eyes rendered words impossible to parse. 

I didn’t have room to think about tomorrow. I didn’t have space for the worry and unworthiness that would soon return. I buried my head into the succulent leaves and finally stopped wailing once the cape of her wings pressed deeply into my back. 

A voice like a lullaby’s embers thawed the ice choking my breath. “It’s okay, princess. I’m here. All are home in this place. You are loved, you are safe.”

I clutched Gigi in my trembling arms, and let Gaelen take me home.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          As aftercare, we reccomend reading the lovely and sweet

Thus Happily it Ends Forever by lap_wing.
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    Gaelen did not even begin to reform back into a coherent bipedal form until we arrived back at the sprawling castle. Her folds ran in smears of soft petals that flowed across me. We moved through the space like a rolling wave of lava that pushed across all in its path on a single point journey towards our trajectory. 

Only after Ruby had already greeted us both did she take something like her original body again, holding me tight against her chest. Once I had stopped crying enough to speak, I repeated the same word over and over.

“I’m sorry, sorry, I-I, s-sorry, sorry, I-I’m so sorry, I-”

“You are okay little one. I am not upset with you. We are so proud of you.”

She was warm. She was comfort. She was protection. I could feel it in her unsung music. I quieted down. I believed it when she said it.

My affini carried me to the kitchen, and a vine pulled a sort of shelf out of the wall about level with her shoulders. She lifted me up and sat me down on it. It was padded, clearly meant to allow a human to sit at her eye level with ease. It was extremely comfortable, but had definitely not been there the last time I was up on this counter.

“It is indeed new. I spent much of my day adding such things around the lower levels.”

“Oh I’m- am I saying everything I think aloud?”

Gaelen let out a small, sad smile, a ripple through the pulses of her vibration as she moved in closer.

“You are on a xenodrug, Class-F/D. It has a long name your mouth cannot pronounce, but I understand the florets like to call it a tattle flower. It encourages you to mumble your intrusive thoughts under your breath where they can be investigated.” 

Her hand gave a gentle squeeze around my back, fingers curling around my waist in a way that filled me with comfort. Oh goodness. But would that mean? 

She hummed soothingly, and continued. “Additionally, it removes your capacity to lie about your true feelings entirely. The medicine was used at full strength in your therapy session, but I think we may need to add at least a small dose of it to your daily treatments.”

[image: ]

I sighed. Yes. It would make sense that after having many such episodes I would have my medication adjusted. “I’m sorry for freaking out. I was probably just overwhelmed due to the endorphins or um- pheromones from earlier. I wouldn't have done that normally, Syr.”

Gaelen had dropped everything to come see me the moment I was upset. Covered the ground in true shapeshifter form, moving like a liquid with a thousand legs. I had seen the purple shimmer of what could only be her core. Glowing pulses of her rumble in its purest form. She had said she wanted to save that for her first floret. I felt bad for that artist on Mars she was looking for.

Gaelen made a deep, pained sigh.

“Oh, princess. There are so many words I wish to say, but before such things can be uttered I must ensure we are clear, and so I shall borrow a phrase from your xenra friend. Lynn, I am deadass right now.” 

She chuckled at her own unfamiliar parlance, then went quiet for a moment. I looked up at her amethyst gemstone eyes, shining from within with golden flame. “When we met, I promised I would never harm you. But perhaps that did not portray the extent to which my promise goes.” 

I felt a swell from deep within her rumble, the crackling of a fault line oozing in a magma that could no longer be contained. 

“I would pledge to  always  protect you. I would have you at my side for as long as you wish, committed however deeply you choose, though I will selfishly admit I want you to be mine in the  affini  way very, very deeply.” 

“I… um. Oh. I-I didn’t realize.”

The massive dragon laughed sheepishly. “Selene has been sending me a great deal of messages since dropping you off at therapy, saying I need to stop just flirting and state what my intentions are, and clearly she was right. If you want to be a floret, and want to be mine, I would take you. If you wanted to be my friend and live with me, I would allow you. If you wanted to live apart and engage in a courtship between undomesticated independent and affini, I would enjoy that. If you asked to never see me again, I would be very, very sad. You have grown a place of affection in my core, my metaphorical heart, that will not decay easily.”

I sat with her statement for long enough that I needed to blink.

“You- oh gods. You actually mean it.” The words caught in my throat.

“Dear princess. Of course I do. I arrived in terran space to find the sophont that would make me want to share my life to the fullest, and I do not expect to find another I want more. I would have taken you as a companion if you asked me on your very first night. But I have only come to adore you more with every moment we have spent together since.”

There was a vastness that had opened in the opportunity space of my future, a defeat that felt like a victory suddenly forming, but I was simply incapable of accepting I could be worthy of something good that would last. I couldn’t bring myself to commit. 

“You need not  commit  to anything. But I would show you, if you would let me, the fullest of what I would want of you if you were my princess. What being an affini’s pet, an affini’s girlfriend, or both would look like.”

“You… I can't be your girlfriend under any sensible meaning of that word. You have control over me while I’m still your ward.”

“Oh indeed, I agree. I could not accurately call myself your partner until after your trial, assuming my understanding of the term is correct. But I could show you how I would behave if I became your Prince, if you would like. A word whose meaning can be discovered, based on what you want and need.”

I closed my eyes nervously, and nodded. “I could… I, I would like that, Syr. To try.” I felt a thought bubbling and spoke it aloud with intention before the drug made me babble it anyway. “I have always found you very admirable, and… physically attractive. I know I’m not typical for that. I don't even know how it um- would be supposed to work. I’m so tiny compared to you.”

She smiled warmly, and squeezed my hands in her vines. “We shall take it day by day. Tonight, you can spend an evening being cherished as I would a floret. And if you do not object, tomorrow, I shall show you how I would treat you as my independent partner and take you out on a date. It would be, by my count, our second or third, depending on if you count the impromptu pottery repair.”

“I- I didn’t realize you were… courting me this whole time.”

“It would be up to your judgement as to when we crossed the threshold of romance, but certainly we might consider our first kiss as a reasonable starting point. Or perhaps when I had Gigi made.”

Oh. The kiss had been real.

“Oh, Lynn. Dear Lynn. We should have been using a proper truth serum this whole time, I apologize. I was unsure if you remembered you had asked to kiss me at all, I did not realize you both did and believed it was imagined. I will endeavor to be less poetic and more direct, try to mirror the effects of the tattle flower in you.”

She gently brushed my hair out of my face. 

“For example, I cannot stop thinking about the way your breathing slows when you feel safe.”

I squeaked a little and couldn’t help but notice the way I was doing just that, settling into the idea of our experiment with an exhale. I nodded, worried by how badly I wanted it, wanted her, wanted this to last forever.

“Well, first things first, let us get you cleaned off, treasure. You have had a long day for such a small thing.” I was lifted from my seat, tucked with my head nestled against the soft petals of her flowing mane, and carried up the stairs. I closed my eyes, until the echoing sound of her vines off the tile walls told me we had arrived in the bathing room upstairs.

Gaelen pulled open the table from the mahogany cabinet in the sapphire wall, and set me down on the padded surface. My legs dangled off the side, and I took a small pleasure in the simple joy of kicking them back and forth until she caught my foot midair with a vine.

“If you were  my  princess, little one. I would continue choosing many of your outfits. Perhaps I would begin to select more revealing ones, to show off the beauty of what was mine?”

She pressed down into the sole of my foot and I squeaked from the blend of her words and sensation.

“I… I don’t know if I want to be anyone’s. That still sounds like princess just means being a pet to you.”

The warmth of her smile melted a little more of the ice lingering in my chest. “Well, for tonight I  am  showing you part of how I would treat you if you asked to be my floret, Lynn. Though I would happily visit you daily if you were my independent partner. I am told there is a hab waiting for you down the hill. I could glide down each morning.”

That seemed like so much effort to go to compared to staying here, if she was already willing to make so much space for me. “And what if I wasn’t sure about it? I don’t  need  you to pick my clothes…”

A vine tapped the side of my waist and my arms raised automatically.

“You could. But should you? I think I would not struggle to place you in whichever garment was most befitting a princess.”

I blushed as I realized the ways in which I had already found myself trained to let her choose my outfits for me. As my hip flexed, I felt a twinge of ache. Another berry would be nice. She clearly heard the muttering, when a vine brushed my mouth and I opened, then bit down on the drugged fruit at a tap on the jaw. 

Tendrils wound up my body, starting with the toes of my caught foot, but reaching out for my other leg too. I was caressed in a blanket of heat like a thousand grasping, hooking roots that pressed and stroked and massaged their way up by body. The feelers continued higher and higher until they found their prize, latching onto the fabric of my panties and slowly pulling them down my legs.

As Gaelen ran her vine down on my neck to make me swallow, every point of contact that was touching me pulsed in that same stroke, massaging me all over. I felt the sparkling blissful sensation ooze across my entire body as the berry’s juices spread into my tummy and out through my muscles from her touch. It was pure pleasure, inside and out. Finally, she was done, and the air was already filling with pink and orange steam and floating bubbles.

It was time to go into the bath, to be cleaned of the sweat and tears and weight of the dam that had been unleashed. I set Gigi down, and almost felt the weight of those who had not made it to see this day in my arms as I clutched the stuffie. I was not forgetting them. But I had to be able to live my own life, too.

Gaelen picked me up, we soared over the water, and I sank into the bath in a hammock of vines. The moan that escaped my lips as the hot water began to soak against my skin was blissful. A sound as deep and desperate as Selene had managed to lick out of me. I let my eyes drift shut, and went limp. I did not know what was expected of me in the experimental role as a pet for the night, but for now I could simply behave in the docile way I had been acclimating to since the day Gaelen rescued me from the frigid wastes below.

The scent of fruity soaps and fragrant lotions suffused the air. I lay languidly in her grasp as she positioned my body like a doll. She started with my hair, soaking and shampooing and rinsing section by section with dozens of tiny tendrils. I did not try to contain the moans that the many touches against my scalp brought. 

“There we are, a properly groomed princess. Now, let us get your skin soft and clean once more.”

I heard the water move and her succulent scales rustle, and peeled one eye open. She had extended the sponges from her body, the ones that had wiped every square centimeter of me clean. The ones I knew had always been part of her body when they touched me, because they too carried that silent song of comfort she radiated through every point of contact. 

I realized as the scrubbing began to focus on my cheeks and breasts that she was cleaning the cum-mark off me. Fuck. how could I have such split loyalties, I-

Gaelen made a soothing rumble that cut the guilty feeling off entirely. “Selene will be free to scent mark you again. Please understand, even if I were to become your Prince eternally every definition of that word would include me being overjoyed that you have fulfilling relationships with whomever you want.” She paused, and pulled the sponge back inside her own chest. I felt a shudder of enjoyment traveling through her vines. “In fact, when she visited the vet to have her fluids adjusted for your tastes, it seems she also made it so her reproductive cells have a coating that binds to my own pollen receptors. Those of my desert flower origin specifically.”

“Wait. This is… is this  sex  to you?”

The brushing of the padded feelers brought with it a tingling pleasure that left me aching for more. As she moved around me a vine slid across my slippery wet chest, pulling in a rush of friction against my nipples. Where usually my mind would need to linger on a desire for my body to respond with a stiffening rush of blood, the drugs and affection had softened me up to the point of pushing back against her touch, desperate for more.

“This is an immensely pleasurable activity for me in a wide variety of ways, princess.”

Gaelen resumed cleaning me, and the spongy limb ran between my legs, joined by more feathery ones with orange tips. I whined as she scrubbed where Selene had rubbed herself in the most, across my breasts, under my arms, between my legs. 

“But yes, or at least it is a close enough analogue. My ancestral origin is as an organism that reproduced via pollination. It is, rather, part of my conception of what  you  would call sex that someone who was  my  princess would feel free to have other partners. Absorbing Selene’s marking on you is a form of sexual contact between myself and her. She is rather a devastating flirt, and to engage with an affini on such equal terms is…” Another shudder of enjoyment rumbled through her as the feathery feelers squeezed under my breasts. “Quite bold of her.”

A thicker textured limb covered in small feelers and nodules slid between my legs, rubbing against the xenra-mark stain on my lower lips. I rocked my hips against her in search of rubbing stimulation against my clit, before stopping myself. It was far beyond what I had done when she washed me before. 

“I… I don’t know if this is appropriate, this feels, I don’t want you to feel you have to do anything that is only for my… sexual enjoyment.”

“When have I ever given you the impression I would begrudge doing something pleasurable for you?"

"It's- It’s different. It feels improper to... You're still my caretaker. You’re acting as if you’re my owner…"

"I have cleaned your entire body before. I have seen how you have touched yourself, as well. Why do you deny yourself something with others only when you will enjoy it most?” 

Oh, but Ruby had said that was private, wait…

Ruby’s voice answered my tattle flower-induced mumbling from the ceiling.  “When you repeatedly moaned Syr Echeveria’s name I was dictated by programming to forward Syr the video feed, Lynn. A safety measure, in case you were in distress.” 

I blushed bright red and squirmed. “I didn’t realize I was saying it aloud!” Oh no, I sounded so needy.

“The important question, Lynn, is if you want it. I could easily understand if you did not, after such an emotionally intense experience.”

Of course I did. I couldn’t say it. I didn’t need to. I could feel my lips moving for me.

A single tap fell down on my leg in the spot that would usually cause my exoleg to retract. 

I automatically sank down onto the thick sponge tendril that was waiting between my legs, brushing against my clit with a moan. She pressed a second vine gently against my waist, and I tried to raise my arms on instinct. A rope-like binding of vines held them in place, and instead I found my hips rising up slightly as the energy redirected. 

A tap on the thigh.

I moaned, and sunk back down again.

A tap on the waist.

I rose, hissing air through my teeth.

Gaelen’s gentle reassurances helped me relax into the feeling. “I would ensure all my floret’s needs were met. If you found yourself satisfied entirely by others, then that would be fine. But if you want to share the fullest joys of your body with me, then I will happily participate.”

Every slide up and down gave just enough sensation to extract another whimper, pull another hum of pleasure out of me, and though some part of my brain felt it was wrong to have my body act without thought, it was wrong in the right way. The autonomic rutting allowed me to quiet the part of my brain that worried about what I was supposed to be doing. I could simply succumb to the enjoyment of the texture of her vine, the sparks of drugged pleasure, the pooling warmth in my clenching and relaxing core.

“Fuck, I do, I want it, Syr,” I moaned.

Tap. Up. Tap. Down.

I had been trained to the point of sex without conscious involvement. I didn’t know if I could fight it, I could try to physically stop myself from following the signals that had been so gently trained into me, but to try I would first have to want to. 

My desire for choice had been tilted in service of my acceptance that in the past a choice would not be given, and I could see the lesson being taught now. A non-decision as a pet would be treated as a yes. I welcomed it. I didn’t want to stop, I wanted to give in and enjoy being touched. 

I heard her chuckle, an earthquake’s rumble of something playful rippled through me. “Shall we put that hypothesis to the test, princess?”

I remembered my mouth was muttering every passing thought thanks to the tattle flower, and I had just announced all that for her to hear. Oh no. 

Tap. My hips lifted up and away from the plush source of stimulation, and vines ensured no undue pressure on my leg. A single twitch in my thigh muscle was the only part of me that attempted to fall back down in the grinding pattern my affini had established. 

There was no tap on my waist, just the radiating heat of the second vine, hovering above my sensitive flesh. The wonderful stimulation had ceased, in place of a demonstration of control. I bit my lip. I waited a moment, then another, until I realized there was no prompt coming. I could move myself back easily, there was no constriction around my hips, but that would mean acting against the signals she pressed into my flesh. 

Please, please tap, I couldn't take it much longer. I was trapped between obedience and pleasure, left hanging in the air without her conditioned press of resolution. I chose obedience for as long as I could, before my frustration slipped free as a needy pouting whine.

 “Hmph!  Please, please Syr…”

I squealed in joy as my patience was rewarded by a resuming of the pattern, a squeeze that pressed into my softening tummy causing my legs to give way.

 “Good girl.  I will never deny you asking for things you want or need.”

Every fiber of the sponge rolled across my pussy as I dropped back down, twisting like little sucker fingers of carnal delight until she brought me back up. The violet orbs of her eyes were aglow from within, some swirling pattern that never seemed to repeat no matter how my brain tried to latch onto it.

 “Princesses say what they need. Princesses get what they want.” 

I felt a tap at my lip, and another berry exploded on my tongue.

Tap. Up. Wait. Squirm.  Princesses say what they need. 

“Please, Syr… please more.”

Down. Wriggling feelers against my clit. Bliss. Pleasure. Good girl.  Princesses get what they want. 

Up. Falling into her eyes. Vines curling against pointed ears. Tap. Rising down deeper. Pleasure. Wait. Squirm.  Princesses say what they need. 

“Please, Mommy,” I whined.

Sliding deeper. Falling up into her eyes. Grinding down. Glittering touch. Tap. Squeezing my breasts. 

Brush on my chin. Open mouth. Gaelen’s lips on mine. 

Wet vines swirling in my mouth. Golden citrus flavor gushed down my lips, the tangy taste of the bonding-enhancing class-C. 

Sliding down. Falling up. Grinding down. Falling in. Rutting down. Floating deeper. Grinding down.  Princesses say what they need. 

“Faster, please!”

I could feel in my bones the scent and the taste of her, sweet melon firecracker and soft spices. Now, it was the dragon who had marked me.

Another kiss. A hand cupping against my butt to help me rut against her. Moaning.  Princesses get what they want. 

I could be hers for real if I wanted to be.

 Princesses say what they- 

I climaxed, I spasmed, screamed, clutched at her as my tie clamped down on nothing and my thighs spasmed. Tendrils tickling my ears, pressing into my feet, running across everything in euphoric overstimulation. I felt a pinch in my shoulder as Gaelen pressed the thorn of an injector flower against my flesh, and fell down on her limb for a final time, deeply dropping.

I plunged for the Prince affini, went limp for her while she pet and stroked down my scalp. I could barely exert the energy required to nuzzle closely into her breast. I giggled a little as a set of spare eyes that must normally have been tucked away in her mass peeked out of her shoulder for me to keep staring into like the gemstones of a hoard. It was a silly sight, but the longer I watched the twinkling patterns the more natural it seemed.

Soft praise and sweet comforts swirled around my consciousness. Barriers broken down by pumping xenodrugs and whispered hypnotic words. A deep feeling of absolute certainty swelled within my chest, and I breathed out a little sigh of contentment.

Mommy loved me. Mommy had always loved me.

Eventually, I was starting to get wrinkly from the warm water. Mommy lifted me out of the bath, and wrapped me in a big fluffy towel with a pattern of green diamonds on it. The warm spiced air from her chest began to flow in rumbling rhythms across my head and I giggled as it worked to dry my hair. Gigi! My beloved stuffie was pressing into my waiting arms, and I wrapped them around her tightly. We set back down the stairs. Mommy made her own happy rumble as we returned to the kitchen, and I caught another glimpse of her core when her body unraveled to open a dozen cabinets at once.

“Time for a proper floret’s meal, princess.”
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    I watched from a soft nest bed, nose pressed into Gigi’s fluff, as Mommy beat eggs into a foamy mixture with a thin vine that whipped across the bowl. I could smell cinnamon and sugar, and not even just because of the compiler. 

I wiggled in my little bed, rubbing my face against the soft fuzz of the raised sides. Mommy had pulled the folded cushion out of one of the overhead cabinets to sit me on the counter, right as she put me in a cozy little nightgown. It was shiny and purple, just like her eyes, and it was so velvety soft too. Everything smelled like her petals and I kept burying my face in the nook between the flat part and the pillow part to smell it more. It was so nice.

My body was so heavy and tingly. I still felt little tingling waves of pleasure from the afterglow of bath sex with Mommy. Or whatever humping against a spongy vine on her leg until I came counted as anyway.

“I feel funny, Mommy.”

I heard a little scrape as she flipped something she was cooking. The response was kind but amused in tone. “You seem to be quite the little sprout at the moment.”

“Um. What's that?”

My affini chuckled warmly. “An altered mental state of playful simplicity. No matter how grown up you are in body and life experiences, you respond to certain xenodrugs with regression. Perhaps some part of you chooses youth as an expression of joyful vulnerability.”

I looked at her blankly for a moment. “Huh? So I'm like a little girl? And that's not, um. Gross or weird that it happened around sex?” 

Even like this, I felt shreds of the shame this desire usually carried.

“you have nothing to be ashamed of, Lynn. Fortunately, someone may be a princess at any age.”

I was given another round of petting on my scalp and my worries melted into soft little moans. My eyes had glazed over entirely by the time she went back to more casual stroking up and down my limbs and back. I felt a little buzz from my tablet, and slowly gathered my fortitude to investigate. I reached into the little nook on the side of the cushion I had put it in. It was a message from Selene! I clumsily turned the screen on and went to read her message.

 

›MissSelene994

Hey sweetie. I heard you had a difficult time after I dropped you off. Hope things are better.

›KnightToF3

Its okay Mommy ist aking care of me!!!

Im gonna justt ry being a flroet tonight and see if i like it.

tommorow we go on a date um like if i was infidendt girlfirnd tho still on tattle flower i thihk

›MissSelene994

Okay. Maybe I’ll see you around tomorrow if you end up on this side of the hill, then, I’ll keep eyes out.

›KnightToF3

u moh alsoo

Date with you was nice!! 

>o< 

thas me excited

›MissSelene994

I had a great time, I look forward to the next time I see you, and I hope Gaelen noticed the little gift I left ⋮) I would understand if it got lost in the shuffle.

›KnightToF3

She um >_>

Did. Yse. in bath she liked the um

Affini pollen cum??? Youf so smart thats so cool also really hot um 

I just eealiz dwhat happens wheny ou cum inside me and Mommy cleans it ꩜_꩜

›MissSelene994

Yes, won't that be a fun back and forth? 

You ain't alone in finding the dragon attractive, but my approach is kinda different from yours.

And it was růdon desert cactus pollen, actually! Anyone can mark a floret with proteins that bind like generic affini pollen, I like to go that little bit extra.


 

I squeezed the device and squeaked in embarrassment as I recalled how Mommy had used her feathery sponges to clean every drop of the mark off of my body. It had been so intense, and… gosh.

I rubbed my legs together, still feeling that faint missing feeling of the tying muscle that had clamped down without anything inside. Oh no. If both Selene and Mommy wanted to give me that kind of attention maybe I could get the heat mod after all. I was shaken from that by the ding of another message. I took as steady a breath as I was able and replied in as dignified a manner as I was capable of.

 

›MissSelene994

Makes my tail wag thinking about it. ⋮D

›KnightToF3

Im umI dont know um 

Not a floret yet!!! bug descision !

Srrtoy im realy hugh

›MissSelene994

Sweetie, you think I can’t read floret? haha

But I don’t want to keep you (that’s a lie but it was in the book of idioms i’m studying) 

Why don’t you go focus on your Mommy, okay? 

›KnightToF3

Okay byeeee


 

I curled back around Gigi again. Cuddling was a task much better suited to the level of coordination my fingers could manage right now than typing. I put my tablet back into the pocket on the side of the plush little pet bed. It wasn't really so little, actually. I could fit in it and not even need to bend my legs. But… it was scaled to me, and even if I used to be so big in the world I had lived in before, I was definitely little in at least two kinds of ways right now. A small girl in a world built for bigger creatures than a princess.

I kicked my feet a little in wiggly happiness, then felt Mommy carefully stop my right leg from moving too much, so I went still. Oh, once I wasn’t wiggling anymore… lying there and just breathing felt so nice. My eyes didn't even need to focus, I could just exist for a bit and watch the gentle motion of my affini’s vines and cape. Other senses filled the gaps.

The kitchen smelled incredible, sweet caramel and roasting bread, and with many vines that spilled from her hands Mommy worked on many tasks at once. The sound of sizzling butter hissed, the vines stroking me were soft. A passing curiosity escaped my lips. 

“Is this how all florets are like?”

“Being a floret just means being cared for by an affini. What exactly that looks like will vary from xenosophont to xenosophont. It is common among domesticated terrans to have behaviors more like adolescents. But…” 

Mommy paused, and I felt a sad tremor in the vines that were wrapping around my tummy for a moment. “Judging by Fernicus’s notes, you were denied such a period in your life, forced to grow directly from child to adult far too quickly, all while your class position and disability denied any practical freedom that should have come with maturity. It is not difficult to imagine why you might find the most comfort in going further back.”

I nodded quietly. Memories of bad times were still there, but so hard to hold onto right now. There wasn’t much after puberty that I could easily recall. But there had been good times, when… when I was too small to understand.

“So I have to be like this forever?”

Mommy smiled. “If you wanted to be, I would care for you just like this with joy and love. I think being limited to one single thing for the many centuries human florets are expected to live would be less than your full potential, but so would never being able to be like this.”

I nodded, and smiled at her reassurance. I knew there were big things I liked. Even if my head was too hazy for the specifics of chess and math and engineering, I still remembered how much they meant to me. Mommy wouldn’t take away stuff that was good for me.

Eventually, I managed to point my eyes in a more focused direction, and saw what Mommy was doing. There were whipped peaks of white on a plate and a jar of syrup dangling from a tendril, toppings in bowls and berries plucked from within her body all coming together on a plate.

She held the foam like puffs up to her mouth and sent a small flash of fire across them, roasting the peaks into fragile crisps that I didn’t recognize from anywhere ever.

“They are called pavlova, I am told they are quite lovely.”

It was still funny that Mommy could hear everything like that. But when I touched my lips with my fingers I could feel them moving and whispering my thoughts just barely loud enough for an affini like Mommy to hear. 

“It is quite adorable, actually. A little princess narrating her thoughts like a royal proclamation.”

I giggled a little, Mommy thought everything I did was adorable. Maybe she was right. I couldn’t dwell on it for long as Mommy collected the plate with a curling vine and held me tightly in the other, taking us to the long wooden dining table for the meal. She sat in her chair, and I was positioned neatly in her lap.

I looked at the french toast and wiggled a little from how tasty it looked. The small pavlova were dotted on the top of two crispy pillows of bread that were fried to a golden crisp, sweet smokey syrup dripped from the slices and a sprinkling of green nuts that had been crushed into cute little morsels.

“I think you will find, princess, that you are the cutest little morsel at this table.” 

I blushed as she slipped more tendrils up the back of my gown and started rubbing in little circles. “H-hey…” I mumbled before noticing that the incredibly fancy french toast was topped with a cluster of Mommy’s juicy berries in multiple vibrant colors, semi-translucent ones sliced with orange ones nestled alongside shining red ones.  Princesses say what they need. 

“Wanna berry!” I leaned forward in an impulsive swipe to grab one of the treats.

My affini caught my hand with a thin tendril and chuckled. “Now little one, a princess must have good manners. You are not to reach for a berry by yourself when your Prince is here to fetch it for you.”

Her vines crept across my skin, latching to my elbows and folding them tightly behind my back. I whined at the sensation of the tendrils binding me in place, running up and down my arms and occasionally stopping for an affectionate squeeze into me. I tried to rub back against her grip, but I was held firm in place, rendered completely helpless.  Princesses get what they want. 

Mommy's tail coiled up and kept me securely in place, and a curling vine swirled around the plate until it selected a biteful of french toast with a sliver of pavlova. I leaned in eagerly and opened my-

“Princesses wait for a tap.”

I wriggled down into her lap and practiced my manners with a giggle, straightening my back and only leaning forward a little bit. 

The tap arrived, and I opened my mouth. It was second nature, and with a brush and a swirl I was chewing dutifully on the bite.

The crispy bread was home to a pillow of creamy custard, flecked with orange and delightfully sweet. The berry burst with tang, and I swallowed it down with a stroke. My affini caught a fleck of the crumbling pavlova on the end of a vine and swirled it across my tongue. I excitedly licked it clean, and sucked on the vine a little for good measure.

“What do you say sweetheart?”

“I-um-thank you Mommy!” Sweet juices and drool ran down my lips, so Mommy tilted my head back slightly.

“Good girl. Now this is a little different from the ones you’ve had before little one, but I think you will enjoy it greatly.”

She held a glistening maroon berry in front of me, shimmering beads of flavor waiting for me to bite down. I could swear that little glittering sparkles hovered around it.
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 “Princesses say what they need.” 

“Please Momma please, I need the berryyy!”

 Tap  , it was in my mouth,  brush  , I was biting down,  swirl  , I was chewing,  stroke , I was-

“Gggahhhuhhh…”

My eyes rolled back in my head. Every sparkling fragment of my drooling, eager mouth was bursting and pulsing as the raw pleasure ran down my throat. It was like royal playtime, a trembling fuzzy special princess feeling that coated the inside of my neck. As sensitive as my princess parts, but with the added intensity of being able to taste too.

I swallowed my own pooling saliva and cried out in heady bliss as the sensation strengthened. It was like when the nerves in my leg had been switched and scrambled, every little spot from lips to tummy bent towards a new purpose.

“P-please more!”

The next bite was an explosion of flavor, each little texture varying slightly and bringing with it a new form of delight, crunching that felt like dipping fingers, pillows of soothing cream that licked against me, sweetness that dragged and thrusted and yearned.

I rocked back and forth, overstimulated by the experience, but I was met by a comforting resistance of bondage that ensured I could never fully get whatever it was my body craved alone. All focus was on my mouth and the feeding I was to experience. My own under-the-breath mumbling was an act of intimacy I could feel as it ran off my tongue between each swallow and the next one, the heat of my words on my vocal chords tickling and so, so good. Every moment I confessed over and over, how much I needed it.

The next bite was one of more familiar berries. I whined through chewing teeth, the explosion of juices euphoric in their symphony of drug inducing sweet and sourness sticking to my gums. Each contraction of a muscle below my nose was another wave in the countless sea of mouthgasms I was being treated to. Any squirming motion was halted by Mommy’s vines keeping me bound so tight, tight in a way that would have risked damaging my joints once, but now they stayed right in place. 

My vision frayed at the edges and giggles crept into my breathing as the familiar drugs hit my tummy. It was like each spot of contact was magnified even further. Inhibitions became babbles before they could even be voiced. Her warm rumble and sacred smell took on higher and higher levels of importance until it was difficult to focus. I loved Mommy. Everything felt so good.

I finished off the final crispy corner of french toast with a needy sigh. I was full, wobbling, and confident I would slump over if not for the winding hold that kept me up by my arms. Just a little bit more. I wanted, needed just a final bit more.

I licked at the dripping syrup as it ran down the vine, squealing with delight as I enjoyed the flavor that had mingled in all of my meals, distilled from its original source. Mommy’s musky scent was the best taste of them all. My tongue was pinned down inside my mouth, and every drop of her sap was rubbed into it.

“And that, sweet princess, is a proper floret’s meal.”

I could hardly fathom experiencing something like that on a regular basis. It was just a few weeks ago that I was swallowing yucky squares of crumbling synthcube and artificial coffee. It was hard to imagine ever getting used to something like this. 

Before long, the plate was decompiled and we were on the move once more. I idly chewed on Mommy's vine as she carried me through the entry hall and up the winding stairs. It was just soft enough to feel wonderful under my teeth, a tough exterior that I couldn’t quite nibble through and a squishy interior. It was so tasty. 

She sent an occasional rumble through the length of it that tickled me all over. I could feel her happiness and satisfaction as it ran, and it made me happy that Mommy was happy! We passed the repaired vase and I gave it a little wave as we continued into the bedroom until we made it to the bathroom.

She lowered me down carefully and retracted the vine that had been between my lips. My gown was pulled up to my waist, and she sat me on the seat facing forward, still bound in vines that kept my hands from wandering away. I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand, I was fine and hadn’t asked for the bathroom or anything.

“But I don’t need to go! I um-I can tell.”

“Well, let’s be very certain of that, princess.”

Mommy extended two little blue flowers from her arm, moist and freshly splaying buds with the barest hints of hazel colored thorns nestled within them. She tilted my gaze away from the glistening edges and back towards her gorgeous glowing eyes.

The wet petals pressed against my inner thigh and hip, and I felt a cool sucking sensation as a membrane latched onto me. I whimpered slightly but retained eye contact. A tingling relaxation spread out from each, until the radiating feelings overlapped between my legs, and the interaction forced some muscles to engage and others to release completely. I moaned at the tension that drained from my body, and the gentle reapplication of drugged liquid escaping my body. Guess I had to go after all. When we were done, Mommy gave me a gentle wipe with a dry cloth and put me in a new pair of purple panties as she picked me up. They were a bit thicker than the usual ones, and had a pattern of cute little bunnies on it.

She effortlessly pulled me up into the crook of her arm and undid the cork on a now familiar crystal vial of cherry red elixir. Her large finger pulled a line down the crook of my chin and the vial was held between my lips. I tilted my head back and allowed the medicine to flow. I whined at the intense stimulation but accepted it all down.

“Good girl.”

Next was my teeth. Mommy set me down in front of the mirror, and I noticed I was covered in a light dusting of little glittery sparkles. She tapped my chin, and a dozen little feelers all slipped between my open lips at once. With how everything in my mouth still felt, it was almost overwhelming. My teeth, tongue and gums were all gently, carefully cleaned, with careful tightening of his grip around my body to prevent me from thrashing at the sensation. Thin fibers flossed between my teeth, then a thicker vine filled my mouth with a gentle spray of water for me to rinse and spit.

My affini whispered in my ear as my royal hygiene was attended to. “You’ve had such a long day, little one. It brings me such joy to care for you like this, princess. You have known hardships I struggle to imagine, and I hope that one day you look back on them like just a bad dream.”

“I’m not being selfish?”

I heard the crackle of a fireplace’s warm laugh. “No, princess. I feel terribly selfish in this moment, in fact. To indulgently play with such a wonderful creature such as yourself. I do this because it makes the need within my core settle with satisfaction. It is one of the greatest pleasures I have ever known.”

Mommy made every one of my most basic needs being attended to feel like an experience of pure, absolute bliss. Decadent indulgence of all the things a little girl couldn’t quite handle all on her own, but had been made to anyway for so long. I felt like a princess. I was a princess.

 “My  princess,” She said with a possessive growl that made me squirm.

Finally, it was time for bed. Mommy held me, hovering above the plush mattress of the four poster bed and let go all at once. I fell the short distance purely for dramatics, and couldn’t help but giggle at the silliness of it all as I bounced and wiggled. 

Mommy looked at me with a pleased curl to her face that matched the roll of her horns. Her body abandoned the sculpted draconic form, and unfurled around me into a blanket of thick warm leaves and coiling vines. In a rippling wave she flowed underneath me as well, until I was surrounded in her essence. My body was posed, lifted, and wrapped around my chicken plushie like my affini wrapped around me.

I tried to turn around, but the vine that I had gotten so used to supporting my leg clenched down into a loving bondage. A thin tendril stroked my cheek, turning my attention back to the gemstone starscape on the ceiling that spilled from the chest at the centre of the symbolic galaxy. Everything was dancing in a purple glow that emanated from behind me, shifting and turning with only my shadow to obscure it.

“We came from so very far away.”

She manipulated my hand with a set of feelers to create a shadow puppet that soared across the light up sky.

“And we have fought so many battles.”

Her mane ruffled as if to simulate an explosion and chaos in the image. I giggled at the theatrics.

“But we did this not out of hate.”

Suddenly her vine became a ship, and my hands became a group of wiggling fleeing people getting scooped up.

“No, little one. We did it out of love. And now, it is time to rest.”

I yawned, and closed my eyes. “Good night, Mommy.”

“Good night, Princess.”

A mask of soft fibers sealed over my mouth and nose, I breathed in the soft cotton and lavender, and I fell into a deep, deep slumber.
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  30. Glasswork

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn got very little and got pampered before bed.

          


    
    The blue guide of a fairy’s healing light swirled. She was here. My Prince had found me, trapped in the tower as I had been. On crimson wings we flew free, free from everything that came before. We found refuge in the sandy castle that flew on the continental shelf of an airship high above the clouds.

The promises of the Otherworld overflowed and spread and even the frigid lost forest below was scooped up and brought within the protective magical rings. I, the princess of the land, decreed the powers rightful, and so we rejoiced.

The daring fox rogue and the beautiful prince beckoned for me to join them, and so I did, chasing after them with a bright smile on my face. I skipped past a row of gravestones on legs that had never known their own lameness. Gigi, my royal pet, pecked behind me. I waved to my mother’s hometown on the far side of a sea in the countryside, which we had not yet reached, but one day would.

Each of my suitors handed me a rose, and the nightfall’s dance began. The music brought by Otherworld instruments swayed, and so did my hips. Gracefully I danced, smiling, laughing, in the loud embrace of the overlapping warm citrus notes of my lovers’ scents.

A question floated in the air. What could I say but yes?

My face found its way into soft fur and gentle petals. Swirling aromas that poured wax into the flame of my already eager heart. The protector had always smelled that way. No chance had ever truly been left, had it. No true choice ever given. 

Smiles, laughter.

Why was it hollow?

The beating sun grew higher, and I turned to see the twisted visage of the living statue I had run from. Eyes dripping molten gold… where the princess’s crown on her head turned to liquid in the face of the oncoming inferno.

It was smiles, and laughter, and sharp teeth and fur wrapping tight. I was safe. The swords and blades were for my protection. The opiate drip for my own good. The heat spread and seared and turned all to ash. 

The royal ballroom fell apart into shards of masonry and steel. It wasn't real. It wasn't possible. I wanted it to be real so, so badly. I hated myself for my weakness.

The smiles grew wider, the laughter more shrill. Please. Please. I wanted it to be real. It all twisted away, dust and cinders between my fingers.

I was left on soot-covered knees, in the remains of a ratty ballgown singed to a blackened web. A peasant who fell for a princess's promise again. I knelt before the charred ruins, a history being melted away by sweet dragonfire.

My father's memorial stone plunged into the spreading pumice sand, like the icy mountaintop pass that had swallowed the man it stood to remember.

I felt the vines wrapping at my limbs, coercing me away from the dark pit, back towards comfort. But now I fought her, trying to cling to the memory of those who had been left behind. Refusing to close my eyes, because if I ever stopped staring, if I ever turned my back on the past, then no one else would remember them.

The smoky spice and sweet melon promised. There were no lies in such a hypnotically rumbling voice. I was safe, I was loved.

You knew a voice wasn't lying when it needed to be hypnotic to convince, didn't you. That’s right. Such a good girl, who always says what she needs and gets what she wants.

I wanted to believe it. Wanted to trust. But when I looked over my shoulder, all I saw was a merchant's tent, bathed in the flames of a sweeter, emptier promise.


 

I awoke with a gasp, clutching Gigi. I was no longer wrapped in vines, waking alone in bed for the first time since my surgery. I would perhaps have panicked, but my first breath of the air was still distinctly flowing in the melony citrus smoke of Syr Echeveria. Even with my eyes still shut, I knew, my affini was nearby, and she had probably just gotten up before me.

I was definitely still a little high based on the tingling in my peripheries, but nowhere near as much as I had been last night. Oh, gods, last night. The full events of yesterday crashed over me like a wave. It had been a  long  day. I had gone on that date with Selene, and had sex with her, and then gone to therapy and melted down, and been taken home and Gaelen had…

Fuck.

I touched my hand to my lips, and felt my mouth only barely moving, occasionally revealing a choice word from my thoughts. I was still on the tattle flower truth serum, as Gaelen had said I would be. But apparently not so much that I was fully narrating every thought that crossed my mind. Gaelen would still have quite a bit of insight into my thoughts from the few words I did unconsciously mumble, though.

I slowly opened my eyes, and blinked the sleep away as the room came into focus. I was surprised to see a humanoid xeno with long hair was standing up from the chair at my desk, holding something in their right hand. They were small, or rather, they were human sized in the cavernous room built for a four to five meter tall dragon to walk around comfortably. Who let them in… or was Ruby piloting a statue again? I should probably be scared at a stranger in my bedroom, but fear was still a somewhat difficult to access emotion given my pharmacological state.

“Um, hello? Who are you?”

The figure walked closer, a smooth flat glide that felt a little unnatural. It reached the side of the bed, bent down, and gave me a kiss on the forehead. “Good morning, princess.”

I rubbed the last of the blur of awakening out of my vision and stared in shock at the sight in front of me.
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It was Gaelen, but in the shape of a human. Woven hands led to stumpy terran fingers and her mane had formed into hair. She was wearing a plain blue top and long black skirt. 

“Gaelen, what in the realm of the fucking gods are you doing?”

She set the bagel on my bedside table. “I got you breakfast.”

“No the,” I gestured up and down at her.  “This?” 

She laughed, and it wasn’t the deep rumble I was used to. It was small, and reedy, and entirely indistinguishable from the sound any amused human would make. 

“I figured I might try assuming a less intimidating form for today. I could maintain this size on a permanent basis with slight adjustment to my core to fit inside it. I would not even be the smallest affini form on this hab ring if I did.”

She was… tiny. By her normal standards. This shape was only a bit taller than me, which… line to cube was two to eight, and meant this was only about an eighth of her total mass. A momentary panic came over me at the thought that the change might be significant to undo.

“Where’s the  rest  of you, you didn’t get rid of it, did you?”

“Oh no, I’m just out on the balcony.”

I looked at the door incredulously, and saw that there was a long thick vine that ran along the floor from a conspicuous arrangement of what had to be several tons of flowering cacti and enormous red flowers. It snaked across the carpet, before going into Gaelen’s skirt where her ankle would have been.

“Am I talking to… a hand puppet right now?”

My disturbingly human-shaped warden stroked her chin thoughtfully. “That is admittedly not an entirely inaccurate analogy. My core is technically resting on the bench outside.”

I looked back over. I couldn’t even  see  the bench given the sheer quantity of her form that had been shuffled away.

“And… you’re wearing clothes. And you look so… baby faced.”

She squeezed my hand in hers, and it was strange having fingers anything close to the same size. “Terrans typically wear clothes, they seemed fitting enough. And do I? I chose to appear to look as though I was in my early twenties. I am only a second bloom, after all.”

“Um. I-I suppose…”

I would accuse this of being some ploy to make me beg for florethood if it wasn’t so earnestly executed. Perhaps it was simply the standard technique for engaging in relations of this manner.

She wandered across the room on oddly realistic human feet and bent over the wooden log table where our game board had been left out, though the king had still not been replaced.

“These chess pieces are enormous from this perspective. How bizarre.”

The mass on the balcony shuffled slightly closer in an awkward crawl, allowing her the ability to reach over the board. She picked up a piece and inspected it affectatiously. She knew as well as I did that her entire body was capable of vision.

“You… um- is making yourself less attractive part of what you would need to have a more equal relationship?”

“Less attractive,” she repeated with a mirthful look on her face, and struck a surprisingly sassy pose with a hand on her hip. “I made myself look more human. Typically terrans find the more familiar and less monstrous more appealing.”

“Well…” I sighed, and remembered that the ability to consciously lie was entirely locked away. “I'm clearly not typical. I’m a- um- a furry monsterfucker, I don't know I've ever found humans attractive beyond just feeling like I needed to. Like, I guess I thought Maxine was pretty, but kind of just in the sense that I knew she looked like what attractive people are supposed to look like.”

Gaelen frowned at the mention of the captain, and that comparison seemed to immediately convince her to change back. “Ah. No matter, if this form is not to your liking then. It was an amusing experiment.”

The green humanoid unwound, and the rest of her body slithered in to rejoin it, until my affini was reassembled back into proper draconic form. I breathed a sigh of relief as she began to fill the room once more, completing the transition with a shake of her wing capes. “Better?”

I relaxed at the return to normalcy, or at least as much as the dragon shaped plant alien I had developed rather intense feelings for could be called normal. “Yes. Thank you, Syr.”

I took a bite of my bagel, and savored the texture of seeds on top and sweet cream cheese. The skin on my cheek tingled slightly in the phantom sensation of a missing swirl as I chewed down independently. It occurred to me I had not actually eaten anything that needed a fork by myself since I arrived. It had happened so gradually, and although the realization made me blush, I couldn’t bring myself to mind.

Gaelen walked over to the dresser, rummaged through it, and retrieved a blue garment that did not match or compliment her colors at all, something I hadn’t even noticed everything I had worn up to this point did.

“So, last night I provided a glimpse of some of what you might expect as a floret, exploring courtship on my terms,” my affini said, as she placed the folded shirt, underwear, and pants on the bed beside me. “Today, we can experiment with what a romance in your own cultural framework would be like, if you still want to.”

I nodded nervously. “I would… yes. I would like to see.”

“Wonderful, I had an idea of an activity we could do together, and something to make from glass, before we go out for afternoon activities. I wondered if you would like to join me in the workshop?”

“Sure. That would be nice!”

I looked at the outfit next to me, and waited for her to undress me.

She raised an eyebrow.

Oh, right. “I suppose I can dress myself, then.”

“Unless you would like help,” Gaelen chuckled. “Independent, ward, or floret, I will always be happy to do so if you ask.”

I paused for a moment as the idea lingered in the air before I reached over to the garments and prepared to put them on. “Thank you, but I- that won’t be necessary.”

I pulled my gown off, and looked down. The underwear between my legs stared back at me, small bunnies emblazoned on purple cotton fabric to create a childish pattern. I squeezed my thighs together slightly and met the resistance of a slightly thicker material than would typically be used.  Princesses get what they want . 

I decided to put that thought and the confusing emotions that accompanied it away for the moment. Yesterday was yesterday, and today was today. The plan was to approach things as they would be in a relationship between an independent and an Affini, and not as caregiver and dependent.

I removed the garment, warm flush fading from my cheeks. The shirt was simple, with little magnetic buttons that fastened in the back. I could put on a shirt myself, of course. But coordinating my hands behind my back was a little hard on drugs.  Princesses say what they need. 

“Can you help me fasten this, Syr?”

“Of course, princess.” 

Ah, being treated like an independent did not mean I was escaping that title, I supposed. I literally could not say I minded that.

A vine coiled in and helped with the buttons. My new plain black panties slipped up my legs with the help of Gaelen’s guiding tendrils, and I rolled over onto my side and swung my legs off the side of the bed. I did manage to get the pants on by myself, not counting her helping me balance as I lifted each leg. Gaelen handed me my cane and leg brace, and I reached back to grab Gigi. 

I followed her out as she began walking away from the bedroom and into the grand hall under the morning glow of the stained glass light. Once I had eaten the final bite of my bagel, Gaelen took the plate from me and I had a free hand again which I used to squeeze Gigi who had been tucked under my arm. My wandering mind returned to last night. The way I had behaved. The title I had so easily used for her. 

“Can we talk about last night?”

“Certainly!” Her rumble was warm and inviting as ever, a flickering ember of smoke that gave comfort to the space.

“Um- why did I get like that? Did you drug me to make that happen?”

“Slightly. I gave you a cocktail of xenodrugs to help you relax away from trauma, and in combination with the disinhibitor, you behaved like an adorable little sprout. You regressed similarly when recovering from surgery. I did not specifically prompt those behaviors, but saw no reason not to encourage them.”

I looked down at my cane in embarrassment. “I am surprised I changed so much in behavior, I guess. It didn’t seem like the random effects of intoxication.”

She paused mid-stride and turned to look down at me. The rainbow of light glistened across her floral mane, and hers brow tilted at just the right angle to allow a ray of sun to dash across her crisp spiraling horns.

“There is a latin saying,  en vino es veritas.  Altered states can reveal what is normally hidden.” She resumed walking, and her tail curled behind me to beckon me to follow.

“I’ve never um- I’m not one to let my guard down like that. I wasn’t before I arrived in the Compact at least. I learned it’s not such a good idea. And it’s not like I had much of a childhood in the first place. Not the carefree kind at least. I didn’t know I had that kind of spirit in me.” The disinhibitor had loosened by tongue, for sure, but it did feel good to be honest. I felt the stirring of that small ember of hope within me. 

“You have an interesting habit of using the word  hope  when this comes up as though it were a name. Perhaps you might qualify as pluribus, which is to say, exhibiting such strong personality clustering and compartmentalizing that it becomes useful to consider you as being multiple sophonts in a single body. It is something of a common response in terrans with experiences like yours.”

I had vaguely heard of something like that before, back home on Ganymede. “That sounds… complicated. I just feel like me, but last night I was me, but a lot younger, I think.” Admittedly, Hope was a very nice name, one I had almost chosen for myself when I was younger. I would have to think about it.

“I see. Well, pluribus or not, you are a delightful little sprout to spend an evening with.”

We stepped through the arch together. The dome shape of the workshop contained many different stations dedicated to separate crafts, each nestled within the confines of a set of curved arches decorated in designs that evoked the artistic mediums she was passionate about. We had taken up for the morning in an area dedicated to glasswork.

“I just wouldn’t want you to think less of me for getting like that.”

Gaelen lit a flame with her own breath in a brick kiln and powered up what she had informed me was a khetari arc furnace beside it. The dragon walked over to a shelf that was covered in bags of sand and ingots of various metals. She turned back and spoke over her shoulder as she gathered materials. 
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“I suggest that you  banish  that thought, sweet princess. Neither I, nor anyone else, would ever think less of you for being little.  Never ever~” 

I nodded as the worry simmered down. She didn’t view me differently, not in a bad way at least. I would have to try and work on my own feelings about it in time. Better to change the subject.

“So. You are assuming I will pass this hearing tomorrow. I suppose I’ve never actually asked what will be involved in that.”

My affini shaved a few scraps of what had to be gold from one of the ingots with a claw, gathered cubes of a more silvery metal from a bowl, and poured them both into a chamber on the side of the electric furnace.

“Those whom you have interacted with most will provide testimonials and opinions, and we will reach an agreement with a wellness board. You will be allowed to speak as well.”

“And… my fitness will be debated?” I clutched my cane nervously, and felt very aware of the brace on my right leg. I might find the idea of being cared for as a floret tempting, but I did not like the idea of not having a choice.

“I would consider your being declared capable of independence a foregone conclusion, admittedly. Aside from shooting me in ignorance that I was not trying to hurt you, you have done nothing that would suggest a hostile ideology to the Compact’s ideals.”

“I thought I was in a medical caretaking wardship.”

“Yes, and you also are already physically capable enough. Even if your current state was the most physically mobile you ever became, a simple AI-controlled assistant of the same sort as Ruby, or a visiting veterinarian could handle things like helping you dress, bathe and prepare meals for yourself.”

The thought of a caretaking robot felt oddly wrong. An unfamiliar affini dropping in felt equally wrong. There was no dancing around it, if I needed a caretaker in the end, I knew who I would prefer. I simply hoped that desire wasn’t imposing on her.

“It is not,” She murmured as she poured sand from the bag into a vessel, making me blush. Gaelen drew forth her own tablet, and quickly designed a casting mold shape in a 3d modeling program. “Do you want coffee, as well?”

“Oh, that would be lovely. Thank you.”

The tablet let out a  *ding!*  and I could smell a puff of cinnamon emanating from beneath a work table. A compiler was housed within the frame, larger than the one in the kitchen. I could see a steaming mug and something else inside. I reached up for the mug and she reached down for the piece she had designed. My hand brushed against her vine for just a moment as we met in the middle. I took a sip of my coffee. It was good, though the one she had made by hand was better.

The sand melted into a glowing liquid, and Gaelen poured it into the compiled mold. The glimpse I had gotten from the compiler had looked like a very thick spoon with a pair of holes in the head, about three centimeters thick. I took a long sip of coffee as I watched her work. She attached the mold to a nozzle on the aluminum furnace, and there was a loud puff of air as, presumably, the bits of metal were infused into the glass.

The dragon's tail swept across the space, and I felt it press into my back, ushering me closer, then lifting me up onto what I hadn’t realized was another dedicated human sized seat, separated by a heat shield from the working table. 

Gaelen cracked the mold and began to shape the sculpture on a table with a trio of vines that emerged from her chest with a noticeably darker texture, an almost metallic coating. The air smouldered in a plume of spiced steam. She bent the longer part slightly, and focused intently. As it cooled, I started to see tiny sparkles of gold within the dull red. 

The rustling of her tones ran through the material in a satisfaction that I could tangibly feel. She worked small swirls into the glass, smaller bumps on one side and longer waves on the other. It was almost hypnotic to watch her work as I sipped from the mug. A calming rhythm of stretching, shaping, bending, kneading. There was clearly a particular shape she had in mind, one she was massaging the malleable material into.

“This is a borosilicate glass, Lynn,” Gaelen commented. “Are you aware of its thermal properties?”

I nodded. “It was a critical component in a lot of containment vessels. It can handle temperature differentials very well without shattering.”

“Quite correct.”

She ruffled my hair, and a lingering vine spilled from her wrist. It slowly ran up my body from the hem of my pants to a spot just below my belly button, almost like she was measuring something. She kneaded the glass slightly, shortening the longer handle part. I let out a little shiver and turned my head curiously. “Is this meant to be a sculpture of  me?” 

Gaelen chuckled. “Not quite. Do you wish to do the honors, princess?” She held up a pair of safety goggles, heat gloves, and metal tongs, and began to fill a series of tubs with cool water.

“Um, okay.” I downed the rest of my coffee and put the mug aside. I didn’t know much about art, but I did know this, and I appreciated the gesture at including me beyond spectating. I put the goggles and gloves on. Stepping over the heat shield, I lifted the strange work of art up in the tongs and carefully dipped it. A hiss of steam escaped the tub as the hot glass equalized in temperature.

“Good, just like that,” Gaelen whispered. “Was managing cracks formed by temperature differentials something that often came up in your work?”

“Yep. My junior Felix once tried to drain a capacitor bank too fast and it shattered the pipe. Terrible mess.” I sighed sadly at the memory of my late subordinate. Felix had deserved better. Gaelen’s vines squeezed around my wrist sympathetically, and helped anchor me to the present.

We continued pouring cool water over the glass object until it was merely warm to the touch, heated from the core of hot silicate within. I set it down on a cooling towel and moved my head side to side, watching the flecks of gold distort under the curved surface. “It’s very pretty.”
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I still had no clue what the object was meant to be, but I supposed that making art with Gaelen was a very reasonable activity I might engage in if we did pursue a romance after my hearing.

“What is this a sculpture of, Syr? Or, what does it mean, I suppose it might be non-representational. ”

“While it has been sculpted with love and care, I would describe it more as a tool than a sculpture, little one.” She chuckled warmly, and wrapped a vine through the holes, twisting up the shaft slightly in a way that allowed a thin tendril to run across the base before sliding back down into a careful grip. 

Gaelen's voice was teasing as she continued. “It is a dildo. I would like to go back to the bedroom and try it while it is still warmed from within by the heat of our working together, assuming that engaging in that part of human romance with me interests you?”

 “...oh.” 
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    There was a light breeze in the bedroom as we entered, the pale curtains on the four poster bed fluttering in the gentle flow of air from the balcony like the butterflies in my stomach. The brace and cane were ushered away, and Gigi was placed onto the bedside table facing us. I stared up at the violet pools of Gaelen’s eyes, and voiced a passing thought to still my nerves.

“Um. Why didn't you ask if I wanted to have sex  before  we made the dildo?”

Gaelen looked a little sheepish as she answered. “Well, I suppose I just assumed you would say yes, if not now then soon. If you were  entirely  uninterested after our previous intimacies last night I would be confused, if accepting. I may not be experienced with the finer nuances of human courtship nor have what you would call a sex drive, but I am of the belief that this is a somewhat common activity to partake in between many sorts of relationships, from the most romantic to more casual acquaintances.”

“I’m not disinterested, but… What makes you want to have sex with me, if you don’t have any drive of your own?”

“Well, for humans, as well as many xenosophonts, mating is a bonding activity. What is a courtship if not an attempt to prove I could make you happy and feel good?” She chuckled quietly. “I could give you a class-C xenodrug that has a similar effect in that area as an orgasm, of course. But surely by now you have noticed I prefer to make things by hand. Or in this case, craft the experience with a tool.” She held up the glass dildo, and the flecks of gold sparkled in the rays of light from the balcony. 

I squirmed a little at how casually she talked about giving me pleasure. I still wasn’t used to this treatment. “Okay. Um, well. I would like it. I pretty much found you attractive as soon as I woke up in the hospital after you rescued me. And only didn’t before that because I was so scared of you I shot you.” I giggled in spite of myself, “I don’t think this is how shooting someone five times when you first meet them usually goes.”

“If it makes you feel better, four of them missed, and the one that didn't was harmless.” 

Gaelen’s chest rustled, and she extended out a wooden scale that had a slightly lighter spot that looked like a gunshot scar, then she turned it around and the back was unblemished. “It is still in there, actually. A few steel pellets are not dangerous to me. The first of many gifts you have given me, really.”

She casually tucked the bulletproof armor scale back into her chest and picked me up. I still felt awkward and nervous as she lifted me onto the bed, which wasn’t terribly surprising since the prospect of having sex with a being with a mass at least ten times my own was daunting. 

But for all the unstoppable strength she was clearly capable of, I wasn’t scared of her, not even slightly, she had been nothing but gentle with me. I couldn’t imagine being scared of her now, not now that I had come to understand that she was an earnestly romantic dork underneath the menacing exterior.

I reclined to settle in on the bedding, but my head never hit the pillow. Instead, my affini moved to fill out most of the bed, her towering form pooling around the wooden poster frame and consuming the surface entirely. Gaelen's tail curled under my body and deformed to raise my neck and shoulders. I caught a glimpse of flickering purple as she tucked the glass toy we had made together into her chest against her core to keep it warm. 

Slowly, two thick, warm, inner tendrils ran under my shirt and began to roll in spiraling circles across my shoulders and back. I would think there could not possibly be any tension left in me after so much pampering, but I still sighed softly at the sensual touch.

“You seem tense, Lynn.”

“I- um. Just a lot to think about.” I would probably not call myself sober, but I hadn’t eaten any xenodrug berries yet today, and this was just my medicated baseline. I was having to face the full ramifications of the thought of sleeping with someone who started as my medical caretaker.

“Well, I would focus on one question. Do you want this? Now, or at all, there is no pressure.”

I was grateful for the disinhibitor preventing me from robbing myself of what I wanted due to fear. “Yes, I um- I want this.”

I felt her rumble soar in a crackle of approval that flowed through my body.

“Well, when we have done things of this nature before, what did you enjoy most then?”

Right. What was I so anxious about? Gaelen had done sexual things with me before. Last night she had made me orgasm in the bath so hard that I age-regressed afterward. I had liked all of it really, but what best to focus on if I wanted to approach this like an equal relationship?

“I liked kissing. Did you like it? Is there any part of it that could be done to feel better for you?”

“Lynn, making you feel good  is  what feels good for me. But if you insist, the vines I use as a tongue do have pollination nodules, and I enjoy when they are in contact with you. A perfect place to start.”

“Um. Okay. Could you kiss me then, please?”

Gaelen smiled, and carefully laid me on my back, in a position so much like how she had dressed and undressed me since the day I arrived here. But now, she did not just hover overhead, but wrapped under and around me, leaning closer by the moment. I caught her face reshaping to be just slightly smaller before closing my eyes and letting her close the rest of the gap.

I took a deep breath of clementine and spice as the heat of her face pressed against mine. Her mouth was so much bigger, and yet I found a subconsciously familiar placement in the center. I knew from the haze of memory that this wasn’t our first kiss, and yet for a single moment it felt so beautifully unfamiliar. 

The yielding softness of a succulent leaf against my lips was lavished in the smoke of a freshly lit fuse, bursting like a melon that couldn’t contain the joys of its ripeness under the weight of its quaking excitement. Multiple tons of verdant mass hung suspended over me, completely eclipsing the light overhead. I sank into the bed and submitted to the pleasure. 

I parted my lips and moaned into her as the flavor spilled onto my tongue. Mine was met with something that resembled a tongue of her own, but it pulsed and contorted and filled my mouth in a way that could never be described as human. 

We had kissed before, but not like  this.  

We broke, and pulled apart, just enough for me to breathe in the citrus, wallow in the depths of this familiar yet unfamiliar, intimate yet alien experience. I babbled out a concern that suddenly struck me.

“Wait but- am I  medically  ready for sex? It seems so soon after my surgery.”

“Before you woke, Dr. Lywick sent us both a message saying you should be able to engage in sexual intercourse, as long as it is approached carefully. Selene will need to wait one more day.” Something flashed in my dragon’s eyes. “I suppose I have you all to myself for today.”

“I suppose so, then.” I swallowed, and the sparks of pleasure tingling on my tongue slipped deeper. I supposed that was the effect of her pollen radiating topical euphoriants.

Gaelen never stopped massaging me, but clearly my being clothed was getting in the way. Her tendrils curled under me, unfastened the shirt I had already needed her help to get on once, and let my breasts spill out as it was removed. My pants followed after, leaving me bare other than my black panties. Looser versions of the human hands she had formed earlier came together and started kneading and squeezing my tits, though the tips of her thumbs broke from anything human by having the ability to apply suction to my nipples. I felt a high squeal escape my throat.

“That is a  beautiful  sound.” The earthquake’s rumbling now carried a bit of an edge to it, and the intensity of suction increased for a moment until I started to hyperventilate. She felt different than usual, like I was seeing a side of her I had only caught glimpses of before. This was more than just dutiful caretaking, she was  playing. 

Thin feelers twirled in pirouettes across the folds of my sensitive ears, exploring each curl and each twist in a way that made me shiver and whine. A set of them ran across my belly, then another, and other, each intersecting and running across me in rolling waves. Tendrils gripped at every part of me, and it all felt so good. The rubbing vines began to squeeze and massage from my knees up higher, approaching where I was already becoming wet for her.

“F-Fuck. And I thought the caretaking made me feel good.”

Her chest rumbled with a laugh, and she halted her advance up my legs in an act of teasing denial. “In a way, this  is  caretaking. You have needs for intimacy.”

I felt a pang of nervousness, the type a less sober me was much less capable of. “I-I hope you find me desirable, I guess just being cared for alone sounds one-sided..”

“I do. You are soft and delicate, and my treatment of you is and has always been self-indulgent, because I want you. I want to dominate you, hold you and protect you. You are a treasure unlike any other I have ever seen, by far the most precious thing inside my home presently.” The air around her crackled with sharp melon, the rumble distinctly more possessive than I had ever heard before. “I am highly trained to see to  all  your needs and wants, and you already know what princesses get.”

I snorted with embarrassed amusement. “You trained to fuck humans?”

“Of course I did, princess. You have seen me play chess, you surely know I do not take shared activities lightly. There is a class called Terrans are Sexy. While not part of the required training to have a floret in the first place, I did elect to take it.” 

“I um- I actually learned about that from Selene.” I blushed as I began to wonder just how many of the people I was surrounded by had taken this course. 

Gaelen continued, her eyes narrowing slightly. “And yes, there are forms of affini-floret intimacy I want with you as well. I am not so youngbloom as to think I could tuck you directly against my core or give you my own phytotoxin and that you could maintain anything resembling independence from me.” 

She squeezed me just a little tighter. “But today is about showing you another path. Pleasure and bonding derived from mating behaviors can be a part of many kinds of connections. To deepen them, to celebrate them, or for their own joy. I started with the Růdoe. Their copulation would be unrecognizable to you, but I participated in it and was quite skilled in the form.” The creeping towards my underwear resumed. “I would seek to master your body with a similar level of trained expertise.”

Vines curled and slipped further, teasing and tickling at the hem. My pussy stirred in reaction. Stopping just short of my panties. Waiting for me to beg.

“I-I, um, more please Syr.”

I heard an igneous growl of approval. A claw of peeled bark emerged from the mass of vines that had accumulated around my waist, and it slipped around the side of the black frills of my underwear. Gaelen curled the finger outwards and within the cream white tip of the claw, a seam had been caught. The fabric was unmade and I was left fully naked. Strips of material came away and were quickly replaced with trailing roots that ran across my bare skin.

“I will be making sure your first experience with being penetrated like this is easy,” Gaelen spoke in a deep rumble. My affini demonstrated her shapeshifting nature as what had just been her tongue was retracted and began to rub over my clit. Her head tucked behind mine as her body became more and more a pile of vines all focused on me. The tingling that had been painted across my lips and tongue now spread between my legs. The warm wetness slid down my slit before lazily returning to the top of my pussy.

I squirmed from the intensity of stimulation, grabbed at her face, bucked against the vine, and arched my back. My trembling legs tried to close of their own volition, but my affini pressed back against it, keeping them spread. I whimpered in pleasure at the feeling of her powerful grip. 

“Do you like to be bound, Lynn? To have me take control of the motion of your limbs?  Princesses say what they need.” 

I didn’t know if it was the tattle flower or the command that ripped the truth from my lips, taking the fullest of my stutter with it. “I do. I-I like-like- I-I like forcefulness!”

“Good girl,” she praised, and began to wrap my entire torso in a woven squeezing hug of stimulation.

My cheeks burned and my voice cracked at the apex of a moan as I succumbed to my confession. Even speaking the truth had been rendered pleasurable by the sheer force of her power in this moment.
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I saw a brief glimmer of glittering gold flecks and then felt something smooth, hard as stone and warmed from within against my leg. The silicate sex toy we had lovingly crafted pressed against my skin with a smooth tension. 

Gaelen ran it through the folds of my drenched and sparkling lips until it was glistening and lubricated, dragging it back and forth. The movement was intoxicating, bumps that coaxed another whine from the mouth as they ran across my clit before dipping back down. 

“Ready, princess?”

I nodded and closed my eyes. It was time. 

She found her target, and I cried out in bliss as I parted, and centimeter by centimeter it slowly slipped deep inside me. 

“Fuck, gods, fuck,  fuck!” 

“Nice and easy, princess,” Gaelen whispered into my ear. “As long as you’re okay.”

She stopped, and I realized it was only the first of the three larger ridges inside me. I had expected it to be easier after a life of so casually being penetrated without ceremony, but the newness of my pussy brought overwhelming unfamiliarity. It was hotter than I had expected.

“Yes. It feels good. Just… a lot.”

Gaelen pulled the toy out of me, and applied another squeeze of a lubricating fluid from a fruit that smelled like bubblegum. I was given a reassuring visual reminder that no matter how great the stretching had felt, the toy was not even particularly large by human scale. It looked absolutely tiny compared to her.

Gaelen gave my hand a reassuring squeeze, and pushed again. The first ridge slipped inside, and I felt the second ridge pressing me open wider a moment after. The instinct to squirm and tense up was arrested by her grip tightening controllingly around my torso and limbs. “You're doing so well, Lynn. Breathe in, breathe out. Just a bit more.”

Tendrils threaded through my hair in a soothing comfort, and I counted the flutter of the smaller bumps that each marked another bit deeper.

“Fuck,” I whined.

The glass cock had pushed as deep as it could possibly go and a wide, soft feeler held it in place, pressing into my clit. Gaelen took a long, careful pull back, and gave me a moment to adjust to being empty again. “Remember to breathe, Lynn. Here, this may be a more comfortable position.”

The coiling vines wrapped tightly around my limbs began to move. My legs bent up towards my chest, with extra care paid to my damaged right side, and then my hands were pulled helplessly above my head. I had no leverage in this position, she could be as rough as she wanted, exert her power over me freely and I could only take it.  Princesses get what they want. 

Gaelen pushed the dildo back inside, much faster than before. I was hot, panting, sweating, but every drop of moisture was instantly absorbed by the succulent vines wrapping around me. Lapping swirls kept me in a state of total surrender. Deep massaging feelers crept across my head, and my hands were squeezed tight by a splintering cacophony of vines that encompassed them fully. A moan was ripped from my throat when Gaelen pulled the toy back out again. Fuck, I felt empty in a way I didn’t expect. 

“Please Syr… fuck me please, Gaelen,” I begged my affini mindlessly.

All was made right as it plunged back in, filling me with the bumps and ridges I was starting to crave. She tilted the tendrils that ran through the loops at the end of the toy and it dragged across my nerves in a torturously pleasurable slide. I squealed and gasped for air as it pulled back out, faster with each thrust. The bombardment of smoke, currants and clementine soaked into my lungs on the rapid inhale. 

Her mouth was on mine again, and gods, the suction on my breasts was back. Dozens of little nubs swirled across my nipples and the bottoms of my feet. I realized then just how silly I had been to think she only had one tongue, as two more began to swirl against my lips and asshole simultaneously. My toes were the last thing free to express my pleasure, curling in and wiggling until she threaded thin vines between even those.

Each glide in and out, each lick of her tongues on my most sensitive areas, each sent me crashing under the warm sands of a princesses submission to dominating sex. I wondered for a moment how long I could have this, then remembered that this was all for me. A glass dildo wasn’t going to cum and then tell me we were done. It wasn't extracting pleasure from my body, it was a tool to give me pleasure.

With each pulse of roaring rumble the glass sliding in and out of me grew warmer and warmer, hotter and hotter, melting the chill that remained within the core of my belly. This was helpless pleasure as it was supposed to feel. This was what I had always deserved, but always been literally sold short on.

Each thrust was so much, each bump and ridge rubbing inside me too intense to handle. A thin shoot sprouted from the bondage around my hips, sliding between my labial folds to spiral up around the dildo until it found the edge of my tying muscle like a spreading root system. It climbed up the ridges like a trellis and squirmed ever so slightly as it latched on. My voice warbled desperately.

“Please, please, Syr, fuck,  fuck!” 

I locked down on the implement and screamed as I climaxed, clamping down exactly on the dip behind the third ridge. She rocked the toy back and forth inside of me, leveraging the smoothness to stretch my tie just a little each time. Then her tongue-vine returned to my clit and within moments I was screaming until my throat hurt and a spray of fluid gushed out of me.

No one else had ever made me squirt before.

All that had been promised was made reality as she began to rumble. Her biorhythms called out for me in a vibration that shook me from within, running directly through the hard glass like a tuning fork inside my body. 

I felt a vine rubbing the back of my neck, a teasing circle over where I had seen tiny scars on the florets. “If you wanted this, you know, the feeling of being made helpless and vulnerable… A princess is truly  conquered  once a Prince has planted their seed in her.”

I would maybe have begged for her to just make me hers right there if my mouth had been able to form words.

Finally the motion stopped, letting my body clamp down on the toy over and over until it was just locked in place inside me. It wasn’t going anywhere. My affini wasn’t going anywhere.

We spent a long while in that place of security. I was rocking back and forth, and she was sending tremors of heat. Aftershocks rattled through my immovable form, quakes that mirrored her own. Trickling little orgasms that sat atop the lingering buzz of the explosive second climax, each one soaking me in a drug as good as any berry until they ebbed into a baseline of satisfaction.

Finally, my muscle let up, and Gaelen was able to pull the toy back into her chest. Little trembles vibrated through my body, and Gaelen held me like a slowly undulating heavy blanket. I breathed slowly, savoring every breath, feeling deeply satisfied in a way I had never known was possible.

Even being held like this was incredible. Vines pressing in on the exact right points to hold me steady in place without ever being the bad kind of overwhelming.

“How are you so good at cuddling me,” I sighed.

She laughed. “I do not need to sleep much. How do you think I spend my time?”

I whined at the thought of her touching me while I was asleep. Oh, fuck. “And this treatment is what I would get as… as an independent partner.”

I noticed, as I so rarely did, how sharp Gaelen's teeth were as she grinned, and how firmly her horns spiraled out from her form. “Indeed, though I expect to get better at it with time.”

I saw a cluster of her desert flower orange-red petals open on the end of an extended vine, revealing a needle that dripped a single drop of something purple. “As my floret, of course, you could have this and more. More than you could even understand now.”

She began to slowly run the needle tip over my right thigh, perfectly tracing the texture of softening scar tissue. “I could show you anyway, as everyone around us tells me I should. You would not regret my transgressing, princess.”

I trembled, too addled to fully absorb anything but the sense of desire as it ran through her touch. My dragon’s eyes were as deep as amethyst black holes, pulling me into her orbit, sucking me towards an event horizon from which there was no return trajectory. “You would be happy. I would ensure it. Shape the universe as needed to be worthy of you.”

I felt the pressure on my skin increasing, a pinch as the thorn sank into my flesh but did not release into my bloodstream. “All I would have to do is stop holding that phytotoxin reservoir shut inside me. A few grams of my own extract inside you and you would never want for anything again. You would scream for your Prince, for I would be all you needed.”

I felt the heat of dragonfire building through the thin layer of succulent stems between me and the core almost pressing against my back. I could hear my own heart pounding. She would only have to let go of whatever it was she was holding in and there was nothing I could-

And then, she pulled the needle free and closed the flower, letting me go all at once and free to move under my own power. The deep, hungry growl in her voice suddenly vanished. 

“Well, what a lovely start to our day this has been,” Gaelen said cheerfully, returning Gigi to my arms and grabbing my mobility aids. “Let’s get you cleaned off, and then we can go out for the rest of the day!”
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    I stood up with the aid of the mechanically tilted seat that Gaelen had installed in the bathroom and grasped the bar on the wall as I carefully pulled my pants back up. Even just flexing my legs still felt rather nice, the lingering satisfying ache of being stretched around the dildo drowning out the little twinges of discomfort as I moved without the guidance of vines. Gaelen had offered to help, of course, but if I was going to be independent, I needed to be able to use the bathroom alone… at least in emergencies. 

I washed my hands, and picked Gigi back up as I walked out. Gaelen had told me she would be waiting outside when I was ready to go, and I had no reason to dawdle. As I sat in the elevator seat, I saw I had messages from Dr. Lywick, Selene and Cassandra. I opened them in the order they had been received, and quickly skimmed the one saying I was cleared for the sex Gaelen and I had just had, before dismissing it. 

The next one put a smile on my face. Selene wished me well for my date, and told me she was going fishing with a pair of buddies on hab ring two today. Attached was a photo of her swimming with an aquatic creature with grey rubbery skin, a long snout, and what seemed to be a breathing hole on top of its body. Next to that was a much smaller squishy looking purple thing with a blob for a head and eight tentacles. 

The variety of alien species on this ship never ceased to amaze me.

Cassandra had sent me a message most recently, just a few minutes ago, and she was still online, so I opened it as a chat window and responded immediately, given the… nature of her inquiry.

 

›AdelirasPrize

Heyy Lynn how was the sex

›KnightToF3

Um, yes. Sex happened. Apparently the tattle flower does not allow me to type lies either. How did you know?

›AdelirasPrize

I didn’t….you just told me! XD I heard someone say that in a florn once.

Mommy told me you did a floret trial night and I saw how you looked at Gaelen like two days ago. Mommy didn’t even need to tell me about the sex, it was obvious. It was great, wasn’t it?

›KnightToF3

That is not inaccurate. <.<

It was nice, though I did not realize anyone else would know so soon.

›AdelirasPrize

Mommy tells me everything!

You go girl, better than that crusty captain. Being a floret is way better. Especially once you get the implant.

Bet you’ll be a good treasure just like me!

›KnightToF3

I am, in fact, on an independent date today. Not as a floret.

Though she did teasingly put a needle in my leg and say she wanted to use her phytotoxin on me. 

›AdelirasPrize

Phytotoxin is soooo good. You should ask Gaelen about hers, I bet she’d love to tell you all about it!

›KnightToF3

Good idea, I don’t actually know what a phytotoxin even is… but she um… did say it was something she could only give a floret.

꩜_꩜

›AdelirasPrize

Mommy said you're gonna ask to be a floret by the end of the date today and I see why. You’re cooked, girl. 

Anyway if you want tips on how to best enjoy getting fucked like a princess by a Mommy made of vines, you know where to find me! I’ve tried about every position possible and some of the most fun ones take a bit to figure out.

›KnightToF3

Um. Thank you, Cassandra. I’ll keep that in mind.


 

I stood up from the elevator seat and leaned on my cane as I walked out though the small hallway that emerged from the bottom of the hill the castle was built atop. She was waiting outside as the hidden door in a rock face opened, her form filling the patio landing the way it always did, towering above it all, rippling wing cape fluttering behind her in a gentle breeze. She was, as ever, so unabashedly attractive in that indescribably draconic way. 

We walked as we had yesterday, one of her fingers extended down for me to hold, though now she turned that finger into a fully woven human hand that interlocked fingers with mine. She really was determined to not let that human form go to waste, it seemed. It was a little freaky to look at, but I would surely get used to it quickly.

The dragon and I left the castle behind and wandered through the lower garden, past the fountain and out along the winding street. Side by side we walked, four of my steps for one of hers. Her scent was lighter in the air, mixed with other flowers and outdoor smells, but I could still detect it on every breath.

“So, what did you have planned for us today?”

“I have a reservation of sorts for lunch at a restaurant in about half an hour. One of the florets that runs it is a Duster, so it has a great deal of spicy food you might enjoy. Until then, we can really do whatever you wish.”

I nodded. “I’ve had a bit of Martian food. There was a nice place back on Ganymede, though I have no idea if it was particularly authentic.”

“I will warn you that we have reengineered a version of the original Mariner peppercorn. You and I both may learn the limits of our palates.”

“I assume you have some kind of drug that will neutralize capsaicin if it overwhelms me?”

“Of course,” she said, sticking out her tongue with a sly grin. “Contact based. Perhaps I shall have to kiss you anyway, just to make sure.”

I made a rather indignified sound at that, and felt a squirming feeling in my abdomen as I recalled how she had fucked me like no one else ever had, and held me tight in her arms as I came down from the high of satisfaction less than an hour ago. At least I didn’t need to ask Cassandra what ‘cooked’ meant, it was pretty clear I had fallen quite deep for my affini, even if I still wasn’t sure in what capacity.

It seemed to everyone I knew that my decision was a foregone conclusion. Even those that my affini was closest to encouraged her to to take me by force to end the burden of choosing. There was still so little I knew about the biological implications of the plunge I was facing. Gaelen was biased, but honest. She didn’t keep things from me, and she wouldn’t mock me for asking.  Princesses say what they need. 

“Gaelen, I need to ask you something.”

“Of course.” Gaelen was warm, safe, happy to tell me anything I wanted to know.

I wasn’t entirely sure where to begin, but the thought of that flower she had teased me with bubbled to the surface. She was always so safe and careful with me. That little glimpse of possession and dominant desire was as titillating to think about as it was… concerning. Perhaps it was troubling that Gaelen putting a needle in my body just to tease me did not register as something to worry about by itself.

“What, um. When you talked about how you could dose me with something earlier… what  is  phytotoxin? How is it different from any other xenodrug you have given me?”

Her chest shifted, and the flower whose needle she had teased me with was drawn forth once more, dotted in smaller versions of the russet colored petals that made up her cape and mane, the cactus flower that was truly her own nature and not a graft. She held it up in front of me where I could see it, though between her hand, Gigi, and my cane, I didn’t have a free hand to touch it.

“An affini’s phytotoxin is a psychoactive substance, a subcategory of xenodrugs. What makes it a phytotoxin is that it is produced within my own core, rather than by a graft.”

“What does it… do? Is it different from the berries?”

“The berries I give you are so safe a compiler could make a candy version of them if asked. Phytotoxins, because they are only used on florets and those who are certain to become florets, are often more intense, able to be used with less caution, because those who experience them will always have an affini to care for them from that point forward. They are often quite addictive, sometimes creating a physical dependency that an affini can only dare give one they call their own to the fullest.”

The idea of addictive bliss should have felt scarier to me, but the logic made sense if they really did intend to keep florets for life. My mouth spoke temptations I might not have voiced without the tattle flower. “Um, what would it feel like if you gave it to me, then?”

“The effects are different for each affini. When choosing the experience I would want to give a potential human floret while designing this body, I opted for effects that would produce a feeling of warmth, reassurance and comfort. Absolute certainty, peaceful euphoria.  All are home in this place. You are loved. You are safe.  This is what I sought to write in the language of biochemistry.”

I swallowed nervously. I could see how that could be addicting. I had always rationed my pain meds due to warnings about dependency. Had to always prepare for the possibility of losing access to the things that made life easier, because it had happened so many times. But here, I… I had already gotten used to having access to the berries Gaelen gave me so generously, and I knew from Selene as well as Gaelen that even independents could freely access that sort of thing without issue.

“And, um. You teased about putting a seed in me while we had sex. In my neck. Is that… the brain implant that Natalie and Cassandra have?”

“Natalie and Cassandra and every other floret alive,” Gaelen chuckled. “And yes, that is part of what would bind us so tightly if you wished to be mine in the affini way. It would certainly enhance every form of intimacy you wished to experience.”

“So, what does it actually do? How does it work?” 

She stopped and knelt down, and ran a thin creeper along the back of my neck just above the shoulder, her touch pleasantly tingling.

“A small cut would be made here, and an initial graft would be placed into your nervous system, grown from a sample of my own core. Once surgically planted, it would grow into and replace your original peripheral nervous system.”

The single touch was joined by more that spread out from it, up to the crown of my head and down my spine. ”It would attune you to my biorhythms entirely, and keep you healthy from within. It allows for direct interface of digital systems with the brain, and greatly expanded horizons of potential for biomodification that builds upon it as a base. It is the pinnacle of our biotechnology, a marvel of phytotech engineering that makes every promise of care we strive for a reality from within.”

My affini pulled her vines away, allowing me to think more clearly again. I frowned to myself as I muddled through the implications, trying to balance the promise and the cost. “Is that required for being a floret? What if I didn’t want it?”

“It is required… in the same way that if you had insisted we not repair your leg at all, we would have been required to do so anyway. It is the manifest of our ability to care for others. We could never deny our florets the benefits of having them. That would be cruel.”

I could tangibly sense the rift between how she described it and how the florets who lived with an implant felt it, and I wanted to reconcile those visions into something I could understand.

“Um, but they both talked about it being able to change their thoughts and make them obedient. Cassandra seems to revel in the fact that it changed her personality to be compliant to her owner.”

Gaelen leaned closer. “Obedience is simply compliance to the suggestions of a particular authority. Ask yourself this, dear Lynn, wouldn’t you rather be freed from the intrusive thoughts that are devaluing you? That would without question constitute altering your personality, but it would vastly improve your experience.” My affini rumbled playfully. “Besides, one would be forgiven for thinking you were already implanted, based on your behavior with me. You already agree with so many of my suggestions.”

I paused. Her tone was light, but there was an existentiality to the proposition. It didn’t feel like I was being asked to consider a choice. It felt like I was being asked to consider the  final  choice.

“That’s because I trust you. I thought you were specifically interested in me having freedom of choice. So every floret around us has no free will? They’re just a puppet of their owner?”

Gaelen chuckled at that. “Oh, not at all. I have never  once  seen Natalie listen to a stern word from Fernicus, since xe favors a more free-range pet. Adelira and Cassandra utilize a more active approach. Just because an implant  can  act as an override does not mean they often do. I doubt I would need any reason to do so if I did become your keeper.” 

Gaelen straightened back up and resumed slowly walking at a pace I could follow, her tail still curled out around and behind me in a protective manner. We continued walking, past a series of hab units, each as unique as the sophonts who lived within them.

“And you would  want  that? Want to have me as a  pet ? Want the option to have that kind of control over me?”

“In the Compact, the difference between a caregiver and an owner is simply a matter of linguistic framing. I can, given the confirmation of your enjoyment of helplessness, think of ways in which control would be a source of great joy to us both. I would enhance the pleasure you feel at my touch, deepen your bond beyond what is possible otherwise.” I could feel the playful ripple as it ran across her back, but the warmth had a ghost of a chill to it. “Do you think I would ever mistreat you with it?”

“No. But I have experiences that make trusting my own judgement that someone is safe difficult.” I didn’t think about the times where ‘I promise’ had hurt more than the slurs that followed. I simply continued walking.

“That is an understandable response to your experiences, and you have made tremendous strides after such a short time in a better environment. Though there are other upsides to being an implanted floret. Your body would be made significantly more comfortable for you. Your joints would be repaired from inside, your muscles made significantly stronger, and have a roughly halved rate of aging. Your mental well-being would also be drastically improved. There are so many benefits of having a medical monitor built directly into you, advanced enough to read directly from your thinking, capable of synthesizing xenodrugs in response to your traumatic flashbacks before they even begin.”

“I’m sorry, I…” I swallowed, hating the reminder that I was constantly making her deal with my little meltdowns. And now I couldn’t even help but subject her to the struggling in my own head. Fuck. I had surely just blabbed half of that aloud, judging by the vine tilting my head up gently.

“More than half, actually. When the intrusive thoughts are stronger, princesses must tattle louder. But you have nothing to apologize for.”

“I just don’t- I- no, you’re- you’re right. It’s just hard to be seen for who you truly are and accept that someone would stick around and um- and still be there tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.” 

There was a tension there. A chill forming around an obvious truth, unconcealed, waiting for me to notice it.

“If you ever bored of me, you could just change who I was.” To indulge in the relationship that tempted me so deeply, I would have to accept that fact.

Gaelen sighed quietly, and I could feel an aching sadness in the air for a moment. “I would never change you purely for my own amusement, Lynn. I treasure the person you are, even the parts of you that have twisted themselves into maladaptive defenses. Perhaps those need love most of all.”

The uncannily human hand she had turned her finger into squeezed mine, and I nodded. She had never lied to me. It was a reassuring promise, especially since, from what I understood of an Affini perspective… a tool that extended my life and made me healthy from within would be something she wanted for me. Gaelen would be denying herself the full relationship she wanted, and I always did agree with her in the end.

If I continued down any path with Gaelen, she would make me hers eventually. Each set of four steps I took beside her was another great stride towards the inevitability of that fact.

And I wasn’t scared of that. I was only scared of losing it.

The echoes of happy conversation bounced off the brick walls and mingled with the scent of bakeries as we turned the corner onto a larger thoroughfare.

“Well, let us not dwell on the tomorrows and forevermores for now. Today was never meant to be about domestication, even if I did tease you a bit with it in bed, that was only teasing. This is about the parts of a life you could enjoy whatever path you take, whether or not you were a floret.”

The hab ring rose ahead of us with faint clouds gathering at the edges, wisps of white suspended in the gravity of its momentum. My eyes had drifted from the path, and my cane caught in the stone of the road. I stumbled but caught myself, pausing for a moment as she turned to face me.

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine I just- this is the longest I’ve walked without interruption and it felt like I was going to subluxate. Everything’s been rearranged and I just overcorrected.”

Fuck, if it did everything she said it would, having that implant would certainly make my body easier to live in… for twice as long. “Could you carry me to the restaurant, Gaelen?”

She hummed thoughtfully. “I could, but I have another idea. While you were unimpressed by my mimicry of a  human  form, perhaps going the opposite direction might be more to your liking. Might you be entertained by riding me on our journey out today as a Růdon?”

I craned my neck and looked up at her with a furrow. “I thought you were already like a Růdon?”

Her legs began to unspool, slowly bringing her lower to the ground. 

“The Růidian are a sexually trimorphic species with several body layouts across a spectrum. Unlike Terran biology, they develop in both bipedal and quadrupedal forms.”

Gaelen’s shoulders rolled inwards as the structures that made up her back curled and wove like a mass of snakes, pulling in from her arms. The density of her chest swelled like that of a great beast, tightening as the pale milk colored cactus spines that dotted her body protruded and rearranged. Finally a cascade of russet petals blossomed and bloomed from the base of her neck downward. Her massive tail swished playfully behind her. I almost choked on my own tongue from the subconscious tattle-babbling her transformation had induced.

“Come closer. It is quite safe, I assure you.”

Admittedly, it was not fear that was making my knees tremble at the sight of this body arrangement. I took a step towards her, and found my leg pressing not into the ground, but into the embrace of her unfurling body. I continued, and so did she, creating a staircase of vines that helped me up onto her back and consumed my legs at the same time, then nestled behind her head, tucking Gigi into my lap.
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Gaelen shifted a pair of vines back into my hands, then wrapped around my wrists. “Here, you may steer, princess. We have plenty of time, and can go wherever you like. On a ring like this, no matter how far we stray, our destination will always be ahead of us.”

I giggled, and cautiously pushed forward. She began to move forward in a trot like the horses that I had only ever seen videos of from quadrillionare’s private space stations. She casually adjusted her course in response to me, keeping to the side of the path, stabilizing my slightly clumsy steering. A small floret in a colorful outfit gave us an excited wave as we passed by.

“How fast can you go?”

“I will not go any faster than would be safe for you, but my actual maximum speed is several times that.”

I pushed the vines forward, and she began to move faster, more of a gallop that only saw one paw on the ground at a time. We were out of the independent’s village now, moving through a field of long grasses.

“There is a stream ahead,” Gaelen casually remarked, and I acted without thinking about it, pulling the vines higher. 

She leaped, and spread her petals as aerodynamic stabilizing fins as we practically flew over the flowing water. After a moment of euphoric weightlessness, we landed on the other side with a crashing rumble whose jolt was absorbed by her body, never allowed to reach me.

Faster I pushed, and faster we ran. The ground whipped past, the individual plants indistinguishable in the blurring field under us. I felt just slightly lighter, as our counterspin momentum reduced the effect of centrifugal rotation.

Existential questions could wait. I screamed, whooped, laughed in joy, as I steered Gaelen in a serpentine path that wound around buildings and people, running across the sides of walls to bank turns. 

We barrelled forwards and I quickly tugged on the vine in my right hand as we passed the mural of the girl in a bed of vines, streaks of green paint on grey stone. She curved into the turn and I felt my hips sink into the firm support of her shoulder blades. I didn’t see the cluster of bluebells, the scantily clad floret or the properly dressed doll until it was too late. She quickly corrected, engaging her powerful hind legs to leap into the air. 

I let out a jubilant cry of shock and excitement as we rose above the rooftops, a burst of hot air released under us that twisted the light in ripples like water.

The roaring of wind was far too deafening for her voice to reach me if she spoke from her mouth, so the vine supporting the back of my head like a seat crept forward and curled around the pointed shell of my ear so I could hear her.

“We are roughly halfway,” she rumbled, tickling my ear.

“Halfway to what?”

A vine gently turned my head to look up, and I saw the castle, the winding streets, the curling nooks that Selene had so lovingly designed for the independents that lived in this world in a tube. “Halfway around the ring.”

I noticed that the end caps of the rings must be directionally projected, since the false sun was now opposite where it had been. A clever way to reduce vertigo, I supposed.

It was absolute freedom, such total elation, soaring euphoria as we leapt and dove, oscillating from hovering in my seat to pressing down from the force. I had always been constrained by the speed of my crippled legs, forced to watch from the sidelines as others ran, and although this was still assisted propulsion I could feel the whistling hum of her momentum as if I was the one bounding with a three-beat pace.

Squeezing her tightly with my thighs, she peaked into an even faster gallop as we entered a more wild and untamed territory. Forests of lush green, swamplands and cabbage patches, jogging trails and waterfalls flew past as I squealed.

Tears ran down the sides of my cheeks, pulled from me by a combination of joy and g-force. I could feel a truth presenting itself between gasping breaths and squealing laughs. Freedom wasn’t autonomy or equality. It wasn’t about governments or treaties or hearing boards that decided whether you got rights today. I knew as I felt it that this sensation, this bliss, this perfect moment was freedom.

In barely a few minutes we were quickly approaching familiar territory, having completed a circuit that defied my intuition, and she took over, slowing down until we stopped beside a building with red and white striped awnings that lay on something like the border between the affini residential area and the independent one. It had a sign in English, which was delightfully authentic even if I only recognized the handful of letters that were shared with Terran Standard.

She reformed beneath me, shifting and folding as she reassembled into the bipedal dragon I had come to adore. Vines gripped my lower body until she was standing fully upright. I was hovering above the ground, standing in the palm of her outstretched hand, claws resting on my calves, almost at eye level. We were almost equals as she began to speak.

“Dear Lynn. Will you do me the honor of going on a lunch date with me?”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          This chapter's reading rec is She Wants You by Lagnia, which is about being an independent when an affini... wants you.

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.
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  33. Promotion

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Gaelen explained what the implant and phytotoxin are, then took Lynn for a run on her back in a quadreped form before lunch.

          


    
    The diner was quaint, with smooth chrome finishing on the tables and a checkerboard floor that reminded me of the game I loved so much. While the main space seemed fairly busy, and the soft music was interrupted by the occasional sound of a bell as people came and went, we had been seated alone on a patio near the back overlooking the river that ran out of the nearby park. Gaelen had compressed herself down significantly, and sat on the ground so that her head was barely higher than mine. She listened intently as I told her about what being a cargo hauler’s thermal engineer was like. 

I had been telling my affini an anecdote about one of the pirate encounters the  River of Reason  had while I was living onboard. I squeezed Gigi tight in my arms and happily rocked side to side as I told the tense standoff with Captain O’Malley on our last trip though the Dionysus system, an enigmatic woman who was convinced we had a merchant’s heir stowed away in the cargo hold.

“What a fascinating experience. You have led quite the interesting life for such a small woman.”

I blushed profusely and pointed my gaze back downwards, resting on the candle whose small flame danced between us. “I'm really not small for a human. I am very tall, even for a moonie.”

“Only two meters tall is still rather small in my opinion. You could be made shorter, if you wanted.”

“I… I'll think about that. I don't think I need to worry too much about human beauty standards if I’m seeing only xenos anyway.” 

“Quite fair! Oh, I was so absorbed by our conversation about those pirates I forgot something incredibly important. One moment.”

Gaelen drew forth her own tablet from her chest, and tapped at an interface with a curling vine.

Suddenly, the projected sky on the end caps of the ring changed. I had all but forgotten it wasn’t a real sky until the wispy clouds fell away. A crystal blue afternoon melted into a sunset, then a starlit night, before even the twinkles of twilight fell away to reveal the orange and brown smeared marble of a gas giant. The dots of orbital bodies hovered around it like a precious tiara, and the tremendous pair of swirling red storms just south of the equator made it all come into focus. At first I didn’t recognize it without the clutter of space debris and broken satellites, but there could be no mistaking what she had summoned above us. 

Jupiter, in all its glory. This was the night sky as seen from Ganymede, the moon I called home as a young girl.
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“They let you just… do that? For the entire ring?”

Gaelen chuckled. “I probably could, if I needed to. But as I assume you noticed on our circumnavigating jog, the holographic caps display something different depending on where you are. I reserved the slot for the angle range of a very specific arc length centered on you, a few meters in each direction. It is a view just for us.”

She hummed in a ripple that felt like adoring satisfaction.

“Do you see that little speck of light right there?”

She brushed a clawed finger across my cheek and pointed with a vine towards a wavering star. 

“Yes, I see it.”

“While you were on Ganymede I was there, or just about. On one of the war moons in that system. To think, when we both looked to the stars we were seeing each other reflected back in that night sky and we never even knew.”

“That isn't how light works Syr, you were seeing the Sol system as it was hundreds of years before I was born.”

She looked at me with a wry smile that rumbled with a playful excitement. 

“You are truly precious, Lynn.”

I felt a bit guilty for correcting her. “It-it’s beautiful, I don’t know what to say.”

“There is no need to say anything, princess. But I cannot take credit for what another artist created. I merely selected the file from a list for our date.” 

I squirmed a little in my seat. I still wasn’t used to being taken out on anything actually called a date at all, and she had thought to command the sky itself for me to make me feel more at home. “Thank you. It means a lot.”

The dragon’s eyes twinkled violet and gold as she smiled down at me. “How are your legs feeling, by the way? I would be happy to continue to act as your transportation if they are still tired after lunch.”

“Doing fine, I think.”

Her vines rustled as they moved under the table and into my sandals. I made a happy sigh as she started to massage my heels. “Well, best to be sure.”

“I thought you weren't doing the florety stuff today,” I mumbled.

“Lynn, your feet are clearly an erogenous zone. It speaks to the deficiencies of intimacy you have been granted that you could only see that as an act of service and not pleasure.” She chuckled, a little bit of that more domineering side peeking through once more in a way that made my chest flutter. “Besides, I would be a fool to not use that to my advantage for what comes after food. Speaking of which…”

I was pulled away from asking what she meant when Aoife, the rather friendly waitress with prominent Duster tattoos on her shoulder, set down a carrying tray of food beside our table with a warm smile. “Hope I ain't interrupting anything, but food’s ready, you two.”

She lifted the tray cover, revealing two plates of steaming enchiladas. We had both gotten the same thing, to share in the experience together.

The plates were set down, followed by cutlery. Aoife set both sets of silverware down facing Gaelen, but after she had finished petting her she turned the handles to face me instead. Her vines, of course, remained curled around my toes and ankles like I was a stim toy. Perhaps I was.

As I picked my fork up, I realized I couldn’t remember which day after my arrival had been the last time I actually held silverware myself. Had I been vine fed or given things I could eat with my hands for every meal since the second day? 

I pushed the thoughts out of my head and focused on the sensation of holding the tools. The cool metal and unbalanced weight rested heavily in my hand. I gripped the knife in my other, and portioned off a corner. 

My first bite of the enchiladas was an explosion of flavor, a potent blend of spices that filled my sinuses.

The smooth, rich texture of the beans sat on my tongue, masking the underlying warmth of the sour and salty sauce. I remembered to chew after a moment, and suddenly it all swirled together, lapping at my senses.

“This is so tasty. I don’t think I’ve ever had anything quite like it before.”

She brushed a vine through the sauce from her own plate and gave it a taste.

“Indeed, though a little mild for my inclinations.”

She stroked down the length of my foot with a squeeze as I swallowed the bite. Even with her on the floor, my chair was substantially taller than ideal, but she had placed me onto it with ease. The pink candle between us sent a flickering firelight across the glass jar mariner peppercorns that she had requested.

“It is strange and wonderful to think back on where we began, in comparison to the place we find ourselves now. For ten hours I knew nothing of you but the frail form in a hospital bed and your desperate plea for mercy. I started to learn about you from stories Natalie told me while you recovered. Selfless offers to share what little you had with faer. I was falling for you before you even opened your eyes.”

I took another bite and nodded thoughtfully. “I-um, remember being so overwhelmed, but you were so patient with me. It feels like a lifetime ago, and yet it’s all passed in the blink of an eye.”

“When you live on the scale of centuries, as I have, everything can feel that way. Decades can pass with a snap. It is the sophonts you spend that precious time with that stretch seconds into the infinite. It may seem like an immortal being would be inclined to take things slow. But it is the fragility of others, the ephemeral nature of the universe that controls us in the end. Why wait another second for happiness, when there are so few seconds you get to spend together?”

I swallowed the lump in my throat and thought, for a moment, about those whose lives had ended before their time. I carried them with me. 

“I think I’m beginning to understand. Given the advanced state of medicine in the Compact, how long can terrans expect to live?”

“We currently believe the answer for undomesticated individuals is around a century and a half. As long as the quadrillionaires of the Accord, but now for everyone. Florets, on the other hand, may live to see their third century, perhaps even a fourth if we can master the intricacies of human aging quickly. And that is only for those who choose to remain biological.”

Perhaps she was right. Perhaps I was cheating myself out of something we were both interested in. Perhaps…

“Perhaps another bite?”

I chuckled slightly as she picked up the jar with a vine, sprinkling a few black specks on her meal, then gestured towards mine. I nodded, and she allowed a few of the dots to spill onto my plate. Time to learn what a Mariner peppercorn was.

The taste as it hit my mouth was delightfully bizarre, spicy but numbing at the same time. It was like every spicy flavor all at once, and warm, incredibly warm. I swallowed and sucked in a deep breath, letting out a satisfied whine. I looked up to see her doing much the same, an alien wince on my dragon’s face.

“How are you finding it?” She rustled, a hiccuping chuckle working its way into her earthen tone. I almost thought I smoke curling out of her mouth.

“It’s strange, like everything all at the same time but with a heat that lingers around.”

She nodded. “Quite an intense sensory experience, even on merely simulated olfactory senses. Humans are hardly unique in having developed a taste for toxins evolved specifically to attack their family tree, but engineering a plant that contains such a strong concentration of them is less typical.”

She sprinkled another vine pinch of peppercorns atop her serving as if daring me to do the same. I blushed and complied, letting the flecks scatter. The residual tingle on my fingertips was invitingly pleasurable.

As I bit down I realized that the heat was really starting to pick up. I was turning red, eyes watering. I squirmed in place, and discovered quickly that clenching my face only made the burning more unbearable. Gaelen seemed to notice and began massaging my feet again, making it even worse.

My cheeks puffed out and my hands wiggled. I quickly chewed and swallowed it down with a quiet whine. The numbing slipped away, but the burning stuck around. I remembered how Gaelen had held bites in my mouth while feeding me, refusing to let me swallow until I was desperate. A part of me longed to experience a meal like this with a control like that, to feel the burning mount even higher than I could tolerate alone.

We each had our final bites of our meals, and I downed a glass of water.

I could swear the color of the foliage that made up her face was wilting into an auburn color as she swallowed the mouthful of her own.

“I'm starting to think the counter agent kiss you promised won't do much, Gaelen.”

She chuckled. “Perhaps not. Well, I know how it tastes now, I could make you something similar and kiss away the burning after another time.”

“I would like that, yeah,”

I wiped my eyes and stared up at the end caps again, the sight of jupiter still absolutely dominating the view. “This has been… an incredible date.”

“Oh, princess, we are just beginning. Allow me to present you one more gift, one I hope you treasure as I have treasured my time with you.”

Gaelen’s chest rippled, and she carefully placed a stone board down, inlaid with fine metal brushing. Sixty four squares, in alternating gold and jet black. Thirty-two small tendrils extended out after, each placing one piece on the corresponding square. One side’ pieces were made of glass speckled through with silvery turquoise flecks and geometric fractal filigree, the other were made of ceramic adorned with rings of gold and tiny painted glazed detailing like the vase we had repaired together a few days ago.

I was speechless as I picked up the glass rook nearest me, watched the light twinkle inside it. I had never seen a more beautiful object in my life.
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This chess set looked like something that should be locked up in some quadrillionaire's art vault somewhere, not casually given to someone like me over lunch.

“I have been working on this secretly while you were sleeping for several days,” Gaelen explained with a distinct growl of pride in her craft. “None of the materials are compiled. The ceramic side is cast from the clay of Růdon, pulled from the banks of an oasis in the desert. The metals and stone are drawn from surface deposits in the winding canyons I first learned to fly under my own power. My past for my future. The glass is poured from the sands that encompassed the village where I first learned the meanings of love and loss. It is a set befitting of a princess’s game, and a gift from my own history.”

I hesitantly reached out and felt the smooth material of the board under my fingertips. Tears welled in my eyes from something far greater than the spice of the meal we had shared. 

I had been so lost in the whirlwind of biorhythms and being able to walk and meeting Selene and doing escalating amounts of drugs every day. I had barely thought about my own lifelong hobby since I woke from recovery.

But Gaelen had not forgotten, and did not want to sweep away my passions. She valued me not for who I could be, but for who I was.

“Care to play chess, Lynn?”

For a moment, I couldn’t muster words beyond a quiet warble, and nodded my head. Nobody had ever done something like this for me before. I noticed that one piece was set aside, Gaelen’s queen.

“I-um. You surely are not starting at-at-at, starting at-at that deep of a handicap.” I was overcome with emotion enough to be momentarily locked in a stutter, but she never rushed me.

“I have given a great deal of thought to the strategy of this game since we last played it, Lynn. You beat me rather soundly in our last game.”

I giggled slightly but felt the tingling returning to my cheeks. “Gaelen, I was high and acting like a little girl.”

 “Acting  is a strange choice of words. You are quite small, remember. In any case, I consider us even, and would like a fair match. You may also go first.”

I made a little  hmph  and opened with the king’s pawn. The weight of the pieces was perfect, even the act of moving them was satisfying, with gentle magnetization in the base that gave them just a little grip and snap to the center without being cumbersome. I watched as the pawn magnetically snapped itself perfectly to the center of the grid after I put it down, and practically squealed in delight at how organized it looked.

“Fine. You… you didn’t have to make me this, but thank you. It’s very nice.”

“You own very little in the way of personal items,” Gaelen remarked casually as she responded with a pawn of her own. “A stuffed animal, mobility aids, clothes, a personal tablet, and now a chess set. All of which were given to you, rather than you seeking them. It is curious how little the material accrual mindset of terran culture seems to have left any mark on you.”

I continued the Tharsis defense opening, lining my pawns up in a diagonal across the board.

“Um, I guess I haven’t needed anything, why would I need things when my needs are all met and the compiler could make anything I wanted?”

“It could, yes. And yet, I do not believe you have ever asked for any material object that was not edible, excluding your initial bout of attempting to find something the compiler could not produce. The only object you kept from that was a gold pen you have not touched since you placed it on your desk.”

“I… suppose so, yes.”

Gaelen deployed her knight to challenge the center of the board. “Is there a reason?”

I rocked back and forth in my chair slightly as I considered the events of my life that led me to the place I found myself in. From house to house until there was nowhere left to go. Months on a vessel where I was still essentially homeless, sleeping behind a curtain in the same room I worked.

“I have lived a life that taught me to be sparse, minimalist. To not own more than I could fit in a single suitcase or locker.”

I meekly moved my own knight forward, preparing to castle.

Gaelen moved hers out to match the knights, each threatening each other, tempting a trade.

“Perhaps I shall have to teach you to be greedy, then.”

I considered my position on the board, and recalled how Gaelen had employed a strategy that took advantage of my own defensive playstyle to build an unstoppable position when given sufficient material to work with. I traded knights, and she captured mine with a pawn, opening up her other bishop for development. I moved my own bishop a single square out, still tucked defensively behind my pawn line.

“Besides, I’m doing fine. What else could I possibly need?”

Gaelen castled, and I did the same after. “It is true that your physical needs are all met, unquestionably. But is there anything you have seen you might want purely for the joy of having it?”

I looked up at her nervously, and thought of the beautiful dress from that window we had passed when we were out with Natalie and Cassandra a few days ago. The way it looked in my reflection, I... I moved my queen earlier than I might have otherwise, threatening her rook if she attempted the same methodical approach as our first game.

“There was… a dress. A beautiful dress.” I winced. “The one I was looking at when I had the freakout because you weren’t there.”

It wasn’t the game she was considering as she paused and deliberated, vine above a piece. 

“I see. Perhaps we can swing by that tailor again and have your measurements taken to have it fitted for you.”

She did one of her pin reveals again, and my queen was once again trapped by the king behind her. I moved a pawn forward to at least capture the rook that did it. My frustration at not noticing the move was boiled away as she rubbed her tendrils in little circles on the arch of my foot, interrupting my  hmph  with a moan.

“I don’t- only if you’re sure, you clearly planned things and I wouldn’t want to interrupt that.”

“Oh princess. Even now, you seek to deflect from receiving that which you deserve. Surely you see that all of this is a gift for you. It would be my pleasure. I do these things because I enjoy them."

Suddenly, her entire demeanor changed, and she began playing far more aggressively, almost seeming erratic in her notions until she managed to get her remaining rook behind my defenses. 

“Oh, that’s not good,” I chuckled nervously.

Gaelen’s vine slid into my hand and squeezed me, a comforting consolation of affection. Her physical gentleness was not shown in her next sequence of moves, however. My affini ripped apart my formation from within, leaving me scrambling to try and rush a hasty offense with what few pieces I had left. I finally felt stablized as I managed to capture the rampaging rook, and blocked the advance of a particularly aggressive pawn by threatening its promotion square with my knight in the same motion.

“I have also noticed you have never sought out much in the way of entertainment. While it will be some time until we reach the core of the Accord and complete our media libraries, we have a full copy of every book, show, album, movie, and game that has been on any digital storage system we have encountered. You also have explored very little of the local social network. You are not required to do any of these, of course, but it is odd.”

“I know, I saw on my tablet. In my defense, Syr, I have been spending lots of time with the form of entertainment that is entirely new to me here, which is freely given recreational drugs.” I giggled a bit, and felt myself salivating just a little at the thought of having one of her berries, but swallowed and focused back on the game.

“That is fair,” Gaelen answered, pondering her position with a warm rumble before moving. “I suppose that would count as novel to you. I think of it as the default.”

I studied the glimmering details on the pieces, assessing my position. Things were moving faster than I expected but I could still make it through this. 

“I used to like some video games, things with strategy or story. I… used to spend a lot of time on web forums devoted to net shows too I suppose, it was how I met most other trans women I knew, knowing someone in a roleplaying community saved my life more than once.” 

Gaelen moved her bishop down next to the other, attacking my king’s castled position and forcing me to move the king into the corner. She swiftly moved the other up a diagonal in a flurry of pale yellow green vines, laddering my king into a check. I had to move my remaining knight into place just to block the threat. Still, she rumbled approvingly.

My eyes widened as I realized I had already lost.

Gaelen had advanced a pawn to the seventh row, but was covered by my knight. The check had forced me to move the defender, meaning she was now free to promote. She smiled, and lifted the pawn.

“From pawn…”

She moved the piece to the final square, and then lifted it off the board to be replaced. The queen made a small clack as my affini placed the piece down. My king was boxed in by my own knight, and there was no escaping the situation.

“To princess. Checkmate, Lynn.”

I played the moves back in my head, and realized I had actually been in a mate in three before that, and she had intentionally not taken a route to victory just so she could do it via promotion. I had not felt so completely outclassed since I was first learning the game. 

It was not the calculated play of a chess computer, she was clearly not even playing optimally. Her mastery turned the game of strategy into an expressive art form, and the story she was telling was one of conquest. It would have been humiliating against any human opponent. Against her, it felt warm, and dominant, and…  Princesses get what they want. 

I looked up at her and made a somewhat indignant whining noise while biting my lip. Gaelen chuckled, leaned forward, tilted my chin up, and kissed me deep, lifting me out of my chair a moment after in a seat woven from one of her hands, posing my feet while still rubbing them. Her vines ran across the tips of my ears in a swirl that sent a shiver down my spine and a moan into my throat. My affini’s sweet scent and taste were thick in the air and on my lips.

A tendril looped gently around my neck, not squeezing, but pointed in its presence. Soft and warm and suffused with the smell of cinnamon smoke, sweet citrus and soft currants. 

Gaelen broke the kiss, and I stared up into my dragon’s eyes, losing myself to the tug of her gaze. There was nothing left but to feel the pull of those gemstone pools pouring to infinity that glowed from within, as her sharp horns cut a silhouette into the sight of Jupiter overhead.

This could be my forever. Her promises beckoned so temptingly.

Gaelen pulled the tendril that had been loosely coiled around my neck, and smiled sweetly before setting me back down beside her with Gigi and my cane.

“Now, let’s go see about that dress, princess.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
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  34. Shopping Spree

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Gaelen said the line “From Pawn To Princess” aloud at a lunch date under a projection of jupiter when getting checkmate in a chess game.

          


    
    The trip to the boutique I had seen that dress in a few days ago was relatively short, but Gaelen insisted on taking a meandering path and stopping in every single shop that I had even the slightest interest in and getting something. An entire line of decorated paper bags full of goodies hung off of one of her vines, each of which was so fancy by itself that any Accord resident would be forgiven for thinking the bags themselves were the items of value rather than what they held.

I already had handbound books on růdon and xenrani history, a larger tablet with gaming controllers built into the sides, a collection of handmade stim toys, a VR headset, rulebooks and various dice for roleplaying games, a collection of earrings, and even a small selection of novel xenodrugs. Each boutique and market stall had been run by a floret and their owner so far, and each had felt like an expression of  love.  

My attention was grabbed by an intoxicating aroma creeping out the doors of a building we walked past, and I stopped to investigate it. This one looked like a fantastical apothecary, slanted dark wooden walls and a raspberry light that caught the stream of mist emanating from within. I paused for a moment, entranced by the complexities of aroma and eccentricity of the architecture, before Gaelen tapped me on the shoulder and gestured for me to go in.

“You go ahead, I’m going to go get us a cart compiled in case we see anything larger. There is a terran sized furniture store a few doors up.”

I nodded, squeezed Gigi tight and stepped into the building alone. A pair of affini sat in an alcove greeted me, they were practically enmeshed. One was cyan, roughly humanoid with pink petals for hair and four eyes, and the other was a sort of shapeless shaggy bush covered in glowing eyespots.

“Hello, there, little one~! I am Vantia Blaumeri, Seventh Floret. they and them pronouns, please!”

“Moss Blaumeri, sixth bloom. It/its,” The larger affini rustled quietly.
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I looked closer, and noticed there was a thick metal collar around Vantia’s neck. “Oh. I didn’t realize affini could be florets too.”

“Wouldn’t be much of a promise to care for the universe if the Compact left anyone out!” Vantia giggled. “We are certainly rarer out here on the frontier, though.”

Taking in the pair, I watched as vines ran up woven shoulders, slipping between the layers of the florets cyan body possessively. Vantia seemed to be just a little clumsy, presumably on some kind of xenodrug equivalent.

“Um, I'm sorry if this is rude for asking, but how does that work?”

“An affini domestication contract tends to apply until we rebloom! I have been properly Affini for many lifetimes before, and I will again when this one ends, but this bloom I am relaxing. Letting others carry the great work forward. Anyway, welcome to my little perfume shop! Are you on the lookout for something?”

I thought about the way Selene’s musky smell made me feel and blushed, squirming slightly. “I-I, um, I do have a… yes, there is a xenra woman I’m seeing and it could be nice to surprise her by wearing a perfume of my own.”

The affini floret leaned in closely and took a deep breath of me. It was hard to imagine they would be able to pick up my natural body smell over the cacophony of aroma in the quizzical store.

“Darling, you already have a strong scent profile!”

I wrinkled my nose. “I-I do? I don’t smell bad do I?”

Vantia shared a knowing glance with Moss. “No, not at all, it’s quite delightful. I would describe it as… fresh fruit and smoke, citrus and spice?”

“Oh that’s not me, that-that’s how… someone else smells!”

Moss spoke with a sound like wind through a forest. “The second bloom outside was your guardian, no? Lot of pollen on you. Common for those being courted to be pets."

“I, um. I-I do sleep with her every night, I suppose that makes sense…”

“That would explain it then! In any case! Worry not, little one,” Vantia hummed, digging through a supply drawer while their owner stroked its vines through theirs. “If you wish to woo a wondrous xenra I have just the thing for you~!”

The extravagant floret swirled together several vials in a contraption that bordered on scientific lab equipment before producing a beautiful crystal diffuser. 

“Light notes of terran vanilla, sweet pea and a faint dash of fearful, vulnerable pheromones. It’s enough to excite anyone with the nose for it! Suitable for blending with your affini’s pollen marking or for use as a base all on its own.” They held it out for me. “Here you are!”

I took the perfume bottle from Vantia and put it in the purse I had gotten a few shops ago, blushing a little at what was being implied by the fact that it would make me smell like I was scared.

“I-um, I… Thank you.”

Moss gave me a pat on the head with a thick leaf. “You are welcome. Anything else?”

Well. If Gaelen was already covering me in her scent… “I do have an, um. Intimate relationship with my affini, is there anything that would make me more desirable to her?”

Vantia turned to Moss conspiratorially. “Who is her owner again?”

“Gaelen Echeveria. The secondbloom from Růdon who lives in the castle,” it replied.

I sighed, and shook my head. “She’s… not my owner.” I corrected quietly.

The affini floret and Affini owner pair looked down at me, Moss’s eyes growing a brighter gold and Vantia’s face twisting with amusement. “And might you like that to change~? Even when the words are hard to get out?” They leaned even closer to my face, their mouth widening in a grin. “Just in case, even if you weren’t sure yet, It couldn’t  hurt  to have, would it?”

I fidgeted with Gigi indecisively. “I… I  might  choose that, yes. It would be good to have something, for… if that ends up being the decision I make.”

“Then I know just the thing for you, petal,” Vantia replied with glee. “A propositional perfume! Myxtress, I think you know the one. Infused with rose, perhaps, to represent the terran.”

The mass of leaves wiggled in agreement, and both affini exploded out into a vortex of flexible limbs that each went for different storage racks.

Vantia explained what they were doing while preparing a base. “You see, there is a ritual in many cultures. To ask to mate, signalled with a scent.”

“Electrum powder.” Moss muttered, pulling a vial from a drawer.

“To the terrans, many flowers signified this, though there were a few in  particular  that most often communicated commitment~!”

“Rose petals.”

“The planet that your affini is from has its own symbolism.”

“Růdon polar frostberry spice.”

“So when you are sure that you want things to last for life…”

“Desert oasis melon seeds.”

“Wear this, and even the most hopelessly perfectionist romantic of an affini will know what it means and take what is rightfully theirs."

There was a flurry of vines and motion, the two affini practically fusing together to grind and mix and stir and concoct. A few moments later, they were back, and a perfume bottle that sparkled in gold and pink was pressed into my hand by the floret.

“I would not advise wearing that perfume until you are ready to join me in the absolute security and happiness of florethood,” the affini whispered with a wink of the two eyes on the left side of their head.

I tucked the bottle delicately into my purse. “Um. Thank you. Have a nice day, then.”

“Same,” said Moss.

“You too, darling~!”

I poked back into the outdoors of hab ring four and spotted Gaelen outside, leaning beside a carved wooden cart that now held all my bags. I couldn’t help but smile and relax, even if we had only been apart a few minutes.

“Did you find something nice, princess?”

“Yes, I got some perfumes,” I answered honestly before the tattle flower made me blab out worse.

We wandered through the plaza, and I felt a warmth in my belly as we travelled through a familiar district. We walked past the pizza place where I’d eaten with my friends, the mural and cobblestone that I had come to know. What was once an impossible marvel was now feeling more and more like  home .

Finally we arrived at the tailor’s, and I saw the dress that had caught my eye. It was still in the window, gently lit by warm lights. The pale white gown looked beautiful, purple floof billowing underneath. Only half of the duo who ran the shop was awake when we stepped inside, the floret quietly napping in a little bed with raised edges while tucked around a giant stuffed animal. Their owner sat at the counter, petting them, and turned the gaze of four orange eyes to greet us.

“Hello Syr Echeveria, miss Walsh.”

“Hello again,” Gaelen greeted back.

I gave a little awkward wave with the hand not holding my cane. “Oh, um. Hi. You already know me?”

The affini laughed. “Indeed I do. You may call me Ms. Weaver, She/her.” She stood, and I got a better view of her body. 

[image: ]

The affini had a slightly insectile form, a dark violet mass that was glossy enough to reflect flecks of light. She was, unlike most of the other affini I had seen, wearing clothes, a maroon tuxedo vest with gold trim. A four-petaled flower adorned her head and a similar one served the place of a necktie. Under it all, the spidery xeno had a mass of segmented legs that she used to step out from behind the counter.

“Your caretaker had me make your wardrobe while you were recovering from that nasty pathogen and radiation poisoning. Though it seems you are wearing something compiled today. Were the greens and purples and oranges not to your liking?”

I blinked, realizing my outfits until today had all been in Gaelen’s colors. “Um, no they were lovely I just- I saw the white dress by the window a few days ago, and I would like it, if that’s alright?”

“Of course! It might be a bit small for you, let’s take a look to see what needs to be adjusted. It is important it not be too tight, as it is a dress meant for dancing!”

I winced. “Ah. I don’t have much experience with that.”

Gaelen suddenly spoke up with a focus like a laser cutter. “Would you like to dance?”

I nodded slowly. “I would… if I had a chance. Perhaps once my leg is fully healed.”

“Well, come along then,” The seamstress beckoned us back towards the display window.

I turned back to look at it behind me, and saw for the first time that the design had a rather large cutout under the neck, a diamond shaped drop that clasped beneath and then opened again. We walked over to it, and when we got closer I saw the inside of the dress was covered in little fabric loops, a few centimeters across each, definitely for vines. “Oh, this is a floret’s dress.”

“Indeed it is! Intended for a floret to be easily guided by her owner! Or if one was, ahem, dating as an independent, I suppose.” She picked it up off the mannequin and began to inspect it. “Companion fashion is quite varied, truly the mark of a floret’s outfit is that a floret is wearing it. They could even be wearing a simple compiled blue shirt and pants!”

I glanced down at my own… simple compiled blue shirt and pants. Gaelen produced a noise like a fireplace making an embarrassed cough. 

The seamstress affini giggled to herself and continued. “I still have your measurements from when you arrived, but I am delighted to see there is more fat on those bones now than there was then. Allow me to get back up to date.”

Ms. Weaver drew a pair of gold measuring tapes from her pocket, checking every dimension of my entire body in seconds.

“Marvelous, your affini has been feeding you properly. Now, we could always weave in some fun effects while I make the adjustments.”

I had been about to insist I had been feeding  myself  all day when the second thing she said caught my attention. “Effects?”

Her teeth glittered as she grinned. “An outfit already has such an influence on how one behaves, you see. It is truly the clothes that wear the sophont, as they say. But I like to enhance that in my works. My floret and I are workers in fabric and textile, but I am also… an enchanter, perhaps might be the most  fun  way to put it.”

“Oh. How does that work?”

Ms. Weaver held up a spool of glittering thread. “We have such lovely materials to work with on you delightfully hypnotically susceptible terrans. I could add a lining that helped attune you to the biorhythms of your affini’s  approval,  or perhaps one that enhances the effect of that citrus scent you’re covered in, or any of thousands of other possibilities! My darling pet here has outfits that help her focus, and ones that help her relax.”

The floret in the bed turned in her sleep with a sigh, a thin stream a glittering drool left behind. One of the tailor’s many arms reached out to stroke her, and with the pinch of a needle she fell back into a deep and content slumber.

I squeezed Gigi, my biorhythm-mimicking plushie, then glanced at Gaelen before talking to the spiderlike affini again. “What would… being  more  affected by biorhythms do?”

Ms. Weaver hummed to herself for a moment. “You might find yourself so lost in the words of your guardian, perhaps as though there was a little tug in your chest pulling you deeper towards what you desired in each other.”

I chuckled nervously and took a stab at a joke. “So, not much changing then…”

Her grin was as sharp as it was whimsical. “Perhaps it shall be best if I simply surprise you, I hope you would trust our craft after having worn so many of our works already. Don’t worry, I promise you’ll like it!” 

“Um, okay, I guess… I’m not even sure what sort of occasion I would wear the fancy dress to.” The hearing tomorrow? It would be kind of ridiculous to wear what was originally meant to be a floret’s dress to that.

“I am sure we can think of something,” Gaelen said with a tone that made me suspect I would be taken to dancing lessons or the like soon.

The arachnid affini made a short clicking sound, and when I looked back the dress from the window was dangling in the air from a set of vines and layers of fabric were already becoming undone, thread pulled by dexterous not-quite-hands.

“Well, I for one think you don’t need any special occasion to dress nicely! In any case, it should be ready tomorrow. You or your owner can come pick this up as early as the morning!”

“I’m not a floret, actually,” I corrected with a nervous laugh.

“Hmm, so you aren’t, but who can say what the next day may bring!” The seamstress laughed to herself, and curtseyed on her many legs, then turned her eyes right back at me and spoke in a huskier whisper. “Best of luck getting exactly what you want at your hearing tomorrow, princess.”

I tried to put it out of my mind as we left together, the glass door closing behind us as we went back into the open air. The tension was palpable as we started to walk aimlessly.

“Gaelen, I… um.”

Nervously I chuckled, and then Gaelen joined me in a laugh, a private moment of shared catharsis. 

“It feels like everyone is…Well they have been for a while…Assuming I mean. That I’m going to choose to be a floret, or have it chosen for me.”

I looked up at her, the flickers of her wide smile fading into a more earnest tone.

“Dear princess, I would encourage you not to worry what others think or expect of you when it comes to the shape of our relationship. This is about what is best for you. What you want, and what you need. All that matters is living the life that makes your heart sing.”

As we looked across the street I saw a window that made me light up with curiosity- the Monster Factory, a building that had a giant pair of cat ears on top of it. I squeezed Gaelen’s finger and we began the journey across the walkway. 

My affini and I walked through the doors of the amusingly named store and into a treasure trove of accessories and parts. Music hummed pleasantly from the rafters, and I walked over to a set of animal-themed accessories brimming with curiosity.

Every one of the tan wooden walls of the space was lined with props and costumes and fur and prosthetics. Feathers, scales, minerals, latex… the only thing that didn’t seem to be here was anything remotely human.

“Quite a collection,” Gaelen rumbled approvingly.

A floret that looked like an anthropomorphic maroon fox skipped over to greet me. They looked a bit above average height for a human, so still pretty short next to me.
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“Hiya! I’m Suki Salix, Second Floret, She/her! Welcome to Monster Factory! I like your ears!”

I scratched at them self consciously. ““Hi, um, Lynn Walsh, she and her as well. They aren’t much… The body mods you have are much more impressive.”

“Oh, these aren’t mods! This is a suit!” She tugged on her own fingers, pulling off her paw at the wrist with a click, revealing a wooden plate with vine interface ports and what looked like a magnetic attachment plate. “I’m controlling this body remotely!”

“Um, I-I see. Where is your body then?”

She reattached her paw and pointed up. “With my owner!”

I looked, and realized the entire ceiling was in fact not a cluster of hundreds of flowers, but an affini whose vines spread out over the upper beams like a hanging plant. There seemed to be a bundle wrapped around something vaguely human-shaped. A vine waved at me, and I waved back.

“Um. Why use the remote body and not mods if you're a floret already anyway?”

“Well, mods are great for some folks. But I couldn’t be just one thing, every single day! I have like, twenty suits I wear, plus sometimes I just go out human style too.”

I swallowed nervously. “Um, so if I wanted to only sometimes be, um. Furry. You can just do that?”

She nodded animatedly. “Yup! We custom make special bodies for it. Check it out!”

She pulled me through an archway into another space, one whose walls were lined with robotic frames, animatronic implements and bodies in a dizzying array of configurations.

They were in a great deal of sizes, clearly not bound to the confines of someone’s original height or shape or even amount of limbs. The designs seemed to be modular, snapped together with plates like Suki’s wrist had been. One body in particular on a shelf was catching my eye. The head wasn’t what I could see myself wearing, but it was just shaped… right. Thick hips and slightly stubby legs and a cute tummy and-

Suki waved a hand in front of my eyes and chirped politely to get my attention after a minute of staring. “Wanna try one? You might already have the tech to connect to it, depending on what features your owner had installed in your implant.”

“Gaelen isn't my… I don't have a haustorium,” I said with a small sigh of disappointment. I supposed it did make sense that the brain implant would be required hardware to stream my consciousness to another body.

“Oh! Well, for indies or those who just want a more classic suit, we have the props and costume stuff too. Anything in particular you’re interested in?” 

I peeked back at Gaelen, who seemed to be watching me with significant amusement.

“I don't know that I consider myself a furry entirely, but um. Bunny.”

Suki gave me a smirk. “Uh huh. Well, fortunately, I have a few test parts out that should fit you fine.”

The foxgirl handed me what looked like a long blue glove that ended in a paw, covered in fur.

I leaned my cane against the wall so I had a free hand, stuck my arm in, wiggled the fingers, and pulled a string to tighten it into place. It felt like I was just wearing a slightly tight arm wrap, and when I ran my normal hand along my newly fuzzy forearm I could feel little tingles on my skin almost like my normal sense of touch. Cool effect, though I was definitely a little hot in it, and not the kind of familiar warmth I liked.

“Here,” the foxgirl handed me a stick of gum. “Chew this, it’s a sample of a class-H, hypnotic class. Only has any effect while you chew, but perfect for a test. Get a sense of how it feels with total suspension of disbelief. Anything you see, you feel.”

I popped the gum into my mouth and bit down, to find it was just a little spicy and sweet. I felt a little… odd, in a way I couldn't place. When I ran my fingers over the fur now, it was… it was my fur. 

But… no. It wasn't the right color. And it should have spots on the arms and… I sighed, as I realized that I was perhaps even more of a furry than all prior mounting evidence indicated.

“Oh um-They aren’t all standardized are they? This sort of thing could be um- custom made?”

“Yup! Got a ref sheet or anything?”

“I-I-I uh…” I swallowed my stutter, and turned back towards Gaelen. “Did… did my personal drives get recovered in the crash?”

“Yes, I believe they are all accessible from your tablet.”

Not even the tattle flower was going to be enough to get me to open the image folder that had the art of my old roleplaying character buried in it around a stranger. “Um, I'll come back another day for that. Maybe something simpler would be nice… could I possibly get something like a bunny tail to start? Um, could it match my hair color and texture?”

Suki led me over to a bin full of tails, and rummaged through it for a moment.

“Nothing on hand, but I can have that made in a few days! A compiled one just doesn’t feel the same. These bases are all modular, so you can always change what tail they are too. What's your preferred attachment method? Or do you want the base for both?”

Suki lifted two tail connection ports. One ended in a sort of rootlike surface that reminded me of velcro, seemingly molded to the shape of a tailbone area with elaborate phytotechnology. The other was a butt plug.

“...Both, please.”

 


 

Many more shops later, the false sun was dipping low as we entered the golden hour, and I could see lights starting to illuminate the upper floors of the buildings as affini and owner alike enjoyed their afternoons. I heard a  *ding!* and a vibration from my purse. Probably a message from Selene, either about the date or perhaps another teasing image of an elf or bunnygirl being chased down and knotted. It could wait.

I could hear the chatter and laughter of a group of excited florets all dressed in scantily clad velveteen outfits, presumably heading to a floret party of some sort. A man with top scars on proud display beneath his floral shirt ran a finger idly under the metal of his collar before catching up to greet them with a grin. No affini accompanied them, and yet there wasn’t an ounce of worry on their faces. I couldn’t imagine being able to go out in attire like that back in the Accord, but they were truly safe here. I… I was  safe  here.

But I was also getting exhausted, and Gaelen could tell. My affini helped me up onto a bench, and kneeled down in front of it, offering me a water bottle. I was still catching my breath when I heard another  *ding*  and this time I decided to investigate. The preview said I had a message from an account I didn’t recognize, WistfulWonder. I didn't know who that was. I checked what the one from earlier was, and saw it was CatOfTheHunt. Maybe that one was Tamai? Given the remarks and knowing glances from every shopkeeper, I wondered if it was a premature congratulations for a decision I hadn’t exactly made. I would worry about it later.

The make-pretend sun was almost gone, and a smattering of lamplights began to glow around the district. The panels burst in orange and red, raspberry and pink as it hit the horizon, a sunset that pulled at the final vestiges of resistance as I took in my affini.

She reached out a hand and squeezed both of mine in a careful hold.

“Now. Before we head back to the castle for the night. Is there anything else you might want, anything at all?”

I looked over the itinerary of trinkets and goodies, pulled one from the bags at random to admire it- a personal plant that grew many of the edible xenodrugs that an independent could take without supervision. The small shrub was as cute as it was appealing, tufts of leaves erupting from a central vine, and several branches sprouting off like a tiny tropical tree. At the ends of the branches a dozen delicious drugged fruits hung ready to be plucked. The plant was secured in a glass stasis container by the energetic beeple that had given it to me, and a ribbon was tied around it to form a handle. 

I had needed to ration the most basic of pain meds before. Told myself I wasn’t doing sex favors for drugs because I was on the normal payroll too. Now I could have everything, anything I wanted. Everything I asked for, and if I was scared to ask things I needed would be provided anyway.

The little shrub would be redundant now, while living with someone who grew everything it did already, but… I would need it when I moved out of the castle and into the independents’ village.

 If  I decided to move out of the castle.

The one that Gaelen had made into my home, added elevators and special seats and accommodations just for me. The first place that had truly been home since my mother’s place. To move into an empty hab I would have to make my own.

No. I didn’t want to do that. To continue to pretend otherwise was ridiculous. 

“Um, I don’t think I want to move out after the hearing, if that’s okay? Could I stay living with you even if I stayed independent?”

Gaelen smiled warmly. “I would say you would always be welcome in my home, but really, it would be more honest to say I agree that you indeed belong in  our  castle, princess.”

I nodded, butterflies in my belly, and wiggled forward on the bench until she put me back on my feet. Even with my cane, I was exhausted.

“Can you carry me, Syr?”

“Of course, princess.”

She picked me up and lifted me under her chin, and I sighed with contentment and comfort at being held again. Her effortless rumbling heat felt even better now than it had when she held me that very first time. It had been good to walk around all on my own today, but this was… It felt right.

I looked up at the alien who had done more for me in a week than anyone had done for me in my entire adult life. More than that, Gaelen had encouraged  me  to do more for  myself  than I had ever dreamed I was worthy of. The dragon I had fallen in love with looked down at me with a smile.

“Something else on your mind, little one?”
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I could have this. Forever.

I could be hers. Forever.

An ember of warmth caught within me. A campfire whose first dried kindling had been placed when I had been left for dead and she extended her palm with a promise of safety. Moved up to sticks stacked in a grid, to logs lined again. A flame of Hope igniting in my chest.

I dared to look inwards, and listened to the heat that had fed on the ice that had shackled me down until all that was left was the beat of my heart. I saw into the truth that this special day had laid bare. It was wonderful. Triumphant even. The best date I had ever been taken on, though Selene’s was certainly second. 

But it was only part of what I wanted. This entire day she had been treating me like I was still mostly the same person who I had been in the Accord. The one who had to take care of herself, because no one else would. And that was what everything I had ever known told me she should be doing. But she wanted me in more ways than just that. I was the most sober I had been since the day I awoke from recovery, yet I still wanted what I got as her pet for the night. Because I wanted both. I selfishly, desperately, terrifyingly wanted to get to be a good girl for my Mommy.

I slowly reached into my purse, on the side I had put the gold and pink perfume bottle.

The one I had been told to only use once I was sure.

 Princesses say what they need. 

“I-I um. There, I think. Um.”

 *ding!* Another message, and I grabbed the tablet instead of the perfume bottle and checked it to stall. Another username I didn’t know, this time from ‘OrangeYouGladYouSaidPlease’. Gaelen’s tablet seemed to be getting the same pings. My dragon extended a set of vines to gently reach for both and put them in her chest without a second glance.

"We will have plenty of time to talk with our friends after tonight. If there is an emergency, they have other ways of reaching us. Otherwise, they can wait. What were you trying to say, little one?"

I felt even more nervous now that I was being prompted. “I-I-I-I want, I-I want, want, I, I want to be, be, be-  I deserve -”

I was locking up, but it didn't matter. The nice Affini floret had made sure I could do it even if words were hard when the moment came. The perfume bottle was in my hands, and I shook as I flicked the cap off.  

My Prince would know what it meant.

Suddenly, the sky behind my affini's head lit up in a frozen flash of white. Something was happening. I didn’t understand. The sunset vanished, turning back to a bright clear sky day. I paused in confusion, unsure if this was another planned dramatic moment.

Then I nearly fell out of Gaelen’s grasp with a yelp of panic when what looked like an enormous monster from a movie began to rise into view. It could only be an affini, three eye clusters in a triangle configuration peering out at us. 
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A feminine voice spoke, booming out across the entire ring.

“Lynn Walsh, your presence is urgently requested at the transmission station.”

I clung to Gaelen, trembling like a leaf. Something animal and instinctual inside me shook in fear of the sheer size of the thing staring down at me, even logically knowing it was a projection on an enormous screen, so large that entire trees hung off its shoulders. 

"Fuck,” Gaelen muttered in an uncharacteristic display of vulgarity. I wondered if Selene had taught her that too. When she spoke, it was with a tone of annoyance I was not sure I had ever heard in her rumbling voice before. “That is Occantalis Actual, the ship herself. I think it may  actually  be an emergency."

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
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    I clung tightly to Gaelen’s petalled mane and wrapped my legs around her back as we galloped towards the transmission station. Each fall of her hind legs sent a thunderous snap into the ground, softened by her front. The cool wind whipped across my face, and I was nervous at what could possibly constitute an emergency here. Gone was the joyful exuberance, replaced with a cold determination as we crashed towards the building of spiraling metal and glass in the most efficient and straightforward path possible.

Gaelen leapt into the air and twisted into a vortex of petals and soft succulent before landing with me in her arms and her wings spread behind her. Her tail finally finished reforming as the elevator door closed behind us. There was something new and unfamiliar in her vibrance, a sense of annoyance I was very glad to be certain I was not the subject of.

We arrived to a cacophony of activity bustling in the main room. Affini worked quickly at various stations, adjusting dials and plugs, chirping and waggling antennae at each other with focused attention.

“She’s here!” 

“Bringing up connection now…” 

A more normally-scaled version of the three-eyed affini that the  Occantalis II  had projected onto the hab ring caps to get our attention greeted us as soon as Gaelen stepped off the elevator, Wistaria beside her. I was rapidly ushered over to the center of the room, Occantalis quickly catching me up as we walked.

“Apologies for the scare, but the ferals sent a broadcast via a dead drop beacon, and as little as any of us wanted to interrupt, this is of dire importance.”

My affini answered for us, though she at least sounded more exasperated than angry now. “What was the message?” 

“It’s a short loop, saying they are in desperate need of medical aid and willing to accept help but only if they can speak to all captured crew members.”

I looked up to her for guidance, unsure of what to say. “Fine,” She grumbled, and carried me deeper into the sanctum. 

The smell of cinnamon still lingered. A small table, or rather a human sized one, had been compiled hastily and set up under the giant hologram of the planet under us. It had been updated since my last time here, streaking lines showing the areas that had been explored. Natalie was already sitting there, faer feet kicked up as fae waited.

“Hey, Lynn. You look good today. ”

“Um, hello, Natalie.”

Fae straightened up in faer seat and leaned in over a microphone in front of faer. “Let’s get this over with so I can get blazed again. Maybe they’ll actually pick up if it’s you. Assholes didn’t even respond. They probably expect me to be that pathetic dude you knew on the ship.”

I looked back at Wistaria, uncertainty quite visible on my face. “Um, are we ready?”

The huntress nodded. “Yes. Whenever you are, petal. Occantalis will repeat a broadcast of your initial greeting until they respond. And remember, there is no way for you to do this incorrectly. Even if all you do is keep them talking, we can hopefully narrow down which cave system they are hiding in and wrap up this entire drawn-out affair.”

Gaelen’s grip was tight and supportive around my hips and shoulder, and I was grateful for her comforting warmth. I picked up the microphone and couldn’t even remember the old comms protocol. “Um. Hello? Max? It’s Lynn, are you there?”

Natalie leaned over and pressed the button on faer own mic down as well, delivering a sarcastic drawl. “I’m still here too, also, if you care.”

There was a long silence. Then, a burst of warbling static and Maxine Zelig’s spacetime-distorted voice over the speakers. 

“Hello, Lynn. And… Nath-Natalie. Good to hear they didn’t eat you or ship you off somewhere.” The low growl of her cadence didn’t make me feel the way it used to.

Natalie rolled faer eyes. “Nice of you to pretend to forget my name, jackass.”

“I certainly don’t recognize the voice I’m hearing. Don’t you need surgery for that? Not exactly filling me with confidence either of you are real if I'm expected to believe you sound like that after two weeks.”

“Dude, first of all that’s not how voices work, and second, I’ve had months.” Natalie casually leaned back in faer chair until it almost toppled over. “You got knocked into the future by your double jump stunt, which is insanely lucky since it was way more likely to just get you killed. I would explain the physics but you’re a glorified daddy’s girl accountant and wouldn’t understand a word of it.”

“Kid, don’t talk to me like that.”

“Shut the fuck  up,  lady. You don’t make demands of me, I’m here for your benefit.” Natalie made a hand gesture at me like a jabbering mouth. 

“I, hold on.” The line went silent for a moment before it returned. “Walsh, are you still yourself at least?”

I fidgeted with one of my affini’s vines as I answered, more in agreement with Natalie’s expressed opinions than not. “My name is Lynn, Maxine.” 

“I’m still Captain, speak with respect,” she grunted back. I felt Gaelen’s annoyance resonating within my own chest and answered with a snap of fire on my own breath.

“Captain? Captain of  what?  A radioactive crash site? A crew that survived because I managed to get the reactor working again? A crashed wreckage that went down because  you didn’t listen to me  when I told you we couldn’t make another jump?” 

I felt Gaelen’s swelling of pride resonating in my chest as I barked my frustration at her. Natalie made a whooping noise of approval, and even the relatively stoic Wistaria made a rustle of amusement from beside me. Max didn’t answer for a moment. 

“Sounds like I might have caught you in a bad mood.”

“I was on a rather nice date,” I answered with annoyance. 

“Oh. Good for you then, we’re coughing up our lungs down here and you’re on a nice date. Very happy for you, Walsh.”

I blinked in surprise. “I-um. What are you talking about?”

“The fucking plague down here? I’m talking because-” she stopped again, and this time didn’t mute her microphone, letting a loud cough out. It sounded wet and painful. “Fuck. That hurts. Yeah, all of us are sick. It’s really bad.”

I peered around the room, remembering how hearing that the survivors were all still alive last time I was here had caused the Affini to cheer. 

None had even reacted to what Max had just said. 

Which meant they all already knew about it.

I muted the mic and turned back to Gaelen. “What is happening? Did you know they were getting sick?”

My Affini nodded. “Losofor is a quarantine planet on the Accord charts. Its microorganisms are quite dangerous to human lungs.”

“Why- why didn’t you tell me this?”

The Affini made a slightly guilty rumbling sound. “To do so would have burdened you with worries without the agency to do anything about them. There was nothing you could have done to help.”

Something about that felt funny. The fact that I was called here proved that I was able to help in some way. Maybe if I had tried to reach them earlier they wouldn’t be so ill by now. Max interrupted the thought pattern with a sputter.

“You still there? I don’t think Michael has much time left. And there’s still someone missing from this little chat.”

“Ah, so that’s why none of you called me a slur yet,” Natalie remarked sarcastically.

“Fine, whatever kid. Point is, I can’t just abandon my best friend like that. I need to know what happened to Jieun.”

I frowned in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

“Jieun was… coughing up blood, wheezing. We left her out and shot up a flare. We figured… they could save you, maybe they could save her. Even if they are slavers it couldn't be worse than dying. But then we all started getting it.”

“Yes, Jieun is safe,” Wistaria answered from beside me, holding the button down with a thin tendril. “I personally rescued her from that pile of rocks you left her inside. Leaving it full of sharpened spikes under thin snow was a rather ill-mannered touch, but we were all unharmed.”

“Fuck, so that's what you xenos sound like? You able to save her?”

“Yes, the LRX pathogen is well within our ability to treat. She is unable to communicate much presently, but we have her here.” Wistaria answered. “I can get her for Lynn and Natalie to visually confirm.”

“Fine,” Max gruffly answered, and I heard half a cough before she cut off again.

Before I could even process what had just been said, a new affini appeared next to us, emerging from the gathered crowd. The herbal aroma of her yellow speckled visage slipped forward, thick tendrils in a formation that was eerily feminine, curving and tightly formed.

A woman squirmed and writhed within the folds of the yellow affini standing next to Natalie, drooling whimpers that spilled glistening saliva onto the vines that fondled and concealed her. It was clear that she wasn’t fully there from the way her limbs dangled precariously.

Her full face came into view as the tangle of vines that were constricting her face, gagging her mouth and playing with her tied up hair released to let her down.

It was Jieun. 
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Her eyes were blasted out, and her mouth and nostrils all dripped in golden sap. Jieun waved at me, drooling onto her owner’s vine. I couldn’t tell if she recognized me, or just saw a human face. I nestled a little into Gaelen’s petals and tried to remind myself I had probably behaved similarly during recovery from my surgery. I had even liked when Gaelen did that sort of thing with me, though suddenly I was feeling a lot more ashamed of that fact that I had before. I muted the mic. “Um, Is she okay?”

The uncanny affini holding Jieun began to clatter her wooden face mask, offering more information while playing with Jieun’s tongue with a fuzzy feeler that left the woman babbling. “She’s perfectly safe, petal. I just think she looks so precious when she’s high. I expect to keep her like this quite a bit~! When she’s spoken she seems so terribly high strung! I’ll be helping her think less.”

“Amen, brother,” Natalie chuckled from beside me.

I stared at Jieun and her owner, utterly horrified by the casualness with which one of the few people on that ship who had treated me with respect was being played with like a living stim toy. But this wasn’t about my feelings. I unmuted and spoke factually into the microphone, and prayed to the gods the tattle flower had fully worn off by this point. “Yes. It’s her. She’s very heavily medicated.” 

“Well, better than dead. Did you get it too? You seemed pretty sick when I last saw you.”

“I… Don’t know. I thought that was just radiation poisoning. I wasn’t told about this.” I gave Gaelen a confused look, and was given a stroke on the head far less comforting than I was used to. “I wasn’t told about this,” I repeated quietly, staring at one of the few people I would have considered something like a friend in my old life being casually sexually violated in front of me.

“Fucking figures she can’t talk, though, convenient.”

I sighed, and tried to focus on the conversation. “Max, she’s- Her owner says she’s okay.”

“Her  Owner  ? Listen to yourself. I know you were never much of a negotiator, but please remember this is more than just you we are talking about. Don’t just  trust  the slavers.”

“I- what do you mean by that?”

“You took the first contract I offered you, Walsh. Didn’t even try to negotiate for a better rate, you could have. Sounds like some things never change.”

“No, Max. They’re kind. They take care of us!”

“Unbelievable. Think about what you’re saying. You’ve fallen for the oldest trick in the book, Walsh. The square of synthcube in the rat trap.” 

“I don’t- I’m not.” I brushed the vine away.

“Was that little date of yours with one of  them ?”

Nobody said a word. Even Natalie stopped fidgeting.

I heard another first half of a cough before it cut out. There was a burst of static as Max resumed a moment later. “We can make our decision now. Thanks, Walsh.”

The line went dead.

There was stillness in the room, nothing to fill the silence but Jieun babbling and gagging.

 


 

The walk home was uncomfortably quiet, and I leaned heavily on my cane as my awareness of my own joints seemed to grow by the minute. Gaelen seemed uncharacteristically awkward, milling about in the entryway, entirely off-script but for when she had picked me up to carry me up the hill to the courtyard.

The cart with all my goodies greeted me as I stepped through the door. It had transported itself to the foyer of Gaelen's castle without us, and now seemed to be something of a sick joke.

“May I offer you a berry, princess? You are clearly worn down from our unexpected excursion. I could light the fireplace for you. You seemed to enjoy it last time.”

“Can we not do the  princess thing right now? I’m tired, and just… No. I don’t want to be drugged right now Gaelen.”

“Perhaps that was a little presumptuous of me. I am sorry. Is there anything I can do to help you?”

I stared into the cavernous living room, whose size was foreboding in a way it had never been before. I thought about my past as a teenager being plied with fancy food and art. How it inevitably ended. The likely kidnapping I only dodged due to the realization I was trans.

“You lied to me.”

“I have never knowingly told you anything that was false.”

I glared at the affini standing beside me.

“Fine, if you want to be pedantic, you knowingly withheld information from me. I don’t understand why you did that. I trusted you.”

Instinctually I wanted to surrender to the rumble of her tones and the ripple of warmth. The smoking gun and overripened fruit of her scent descended as she spoke.

“As your guardian it is my responsibility to care for your wellbeing. Jieun was on bedrest from the moment she arrived and then quickly became… acquainted with her affini. It would not have been good for your mental health to see her in such a state.”

I squeezed my fingers into the palm of my hand as our voices bounced off the hollow walls of her excessive entry hall. What was the point of all this encouragement if she wasn’t going to let me put it into practice.

“Haven’t you been preaching the importance of me being selfish and making my own choices? How can I make choices if you don’t tell me things, Gaelen. I deserve to know what’s happening with my friends. I was worried about her, stuck on that barren planet. I’m still worried about her.”

“I only wished to protect you by withholding this information until you had completed your wardship.” She was starting to shift in discomfort. I could feel it like the sliding of tectonic plates. “With the stability of a decision finalized and Jieun settled into florethood there would be no moral obligation to keep you in the dark. It makes my core ache to know that I may have fractured the trust that we had worked so hard to build. I would not of course consider the endeavor of bringing the remaining lost ferals home an unworthy use of time, but I am still angry at my peers for forcing such a duty on you.”

“Forcing what? I was glad to help. I wanted to help.”

“The knowledge of her state and the disease is an act of suffering. It is an undeserved pain. It is not right.”

“Gaelen, I was  born  into this world. The only one being faced with new information about pain is you. Speaking of pain, is that why she’s acting so incapacitated?”

“No, little one. Jieun is fully healed. The field doctor who treated Jieun became enamoured upon first sight. She decided that immediate domestication was the correct course of action. She has a preference for more… docile pets.”

“Jieun is a good person, shouldn’t she have gotten a  chance?” I was beginning to panic. 

“Lynn. Becoming a floret is not a punishment for misbehavior.”

“But she didn’t choose this like Natalie. She wasn’t a marine like Cassandra. She wasn’t even a cripple like me!”

Gaelen winced. “Lynn, your entire worldview does not apply in the Compact. An affini will live countless terran lifespans. The weakest of us could take a hit from the strongest terran weapons and walk away unscathed. No human is, or will ever be, considered what the Accord would have called fully abled, because that entire way of thinking centered the ability to struggle in competition for artificially scarce resources. You are such beautiful, fragile creatures.  All  of you are our burden to care for.”

“You really are a fucking Catholic missionary,” I muttered. “You think you’re an angel, here to save the godless heathens from their ignorance.”

“You know that is not a fair comparison, Lynn.”

“Is it not? You certainly seem just as willing to enforce your definition of heaven on everyone else.”

I saw a vine undulating almost unconsciously, and took a step back with a gasp as I recognized the flower that she had used to seal away my memory of immediate events before.

“Please don’t. If you ever cared, please don’t. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Not that. Don’t make me.”

She flinched and retreated at my cracking facade as I remembered the last time that flower crossed my senses and fogged my memory. I was starting to shake. 

“What about that woman from the ind- the- from the village. The cotyledon. Did she need what happened to her too?”

“Every floret requires an implant. Cotyledons are perhaps the most precious and beloved pets in our society, Lynn. She needed it. Without cotyledons like sweet Marie-Ann we would be unable to save countless others. I promise you Lynn she is loved and she is happy.”

Please stop saying these things. Please stop deflecting. Things were unravelling. I was. I was unravelling. This wasn’t some elixir induced fantasy, this was the real world, and in the real world people died and got hurt. Actions have consequences. The scope of everything came crashing down around me. Not just us but the entire conflict.

“What's your fucking plan for when the elites on Terra realize you're unstoppable and start hurting people as one last cruel celebration of the power they’re going to lose?”

“We will not let them,” she practically growled with passion. “The ideals I speak of are truly held in this place.”

“Grow up, Gaelen. You don’t understand what they’re like. The depths of cruelty people will stoop to when they’re backed into a corner. There is  no such thing  as a bloodless conquest.” 

The affini didn’t respond except by wilting slightly as she shifted.

“Four people I knew died as a result of you affini chasing down a random freighter. Millions will die because of your stupid conquest. And they won't be the people at the top. They’ll be the ones who didn't have anything to begin with, who are left to starve when war rationing happens or get their medical care cut for austerity. People like my mother.”

“Would it be better to leave every human to suffer without the care they deserve? I know the kindness of your heart. Surely that is not what you are suggesting.”

“No, I…” What was even the point of arguing. The ends justified the means, obviously, they always did when someone powerful claimed it.

I looked up at her, and saw her for what she truly was. Just another powerful figure who knew she would get what she wanted in the end.
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She wasn’t different, not really. Just kinder about it. She wanted something and she was going to get it. And Max was right. I had always been so fast to jump at any opportunity that gave me hope, and time and time again I’d been ripped off, taken advantage of, and ultimately left worse off for it.

Her heat was as tempting as a warm fire. And as deadly as a reactor chamber. I was not meant for heat, or warmth. I was the one who conducted it away, radiated it off into space. Heat suffocated and killed and convinced you it was safe to lie down as it slowly boiled you.

I took a deep breath through gritted teeth, and gripped tightly onto the core of cold strength that had seen me through my life up until this point. Hope was, as always, a foolish miscalculation.

I was thankful that I figured it out now before I made a really stupid decision like spraying that perfume or confessing my idiotic love for her. I would probably already be irreversibly addicted to her phytotoxin. Fuck, I was so stupid. I couldn’t believe I had almost fallen for the promise of doing heroin for the rest of my life.

She had drugged me without asking before. I had to remain vigilant. Gods, the worst part was I had liked it. How much I wanted it even now. Careful Walsh. Don’t fall for the spell.

I looked up at my warden’s chest, knowing not to look at her eyes.

“Am I a prisoner, or am I free to leave?”

There was a momentary lance of raw anguish that cut through the air between us for a moment that would have sent me recoiling just moments ago. I was hurting her. But it wasn’t my fault. I was just some incapable little human, after all.

“I… I would urge you to stay. Please stay.”

I sharpened my tone like ice and repeated myself. “You have insisted I should say what I need and want. I need and want space. So.  Am I a prisoner, or am I free to leave?” 

“There is nowhere you could go on this ship you would not be safe,” she answered softly. “I will not stop you from leaving, but I would much prefer you stayed here where it is comfortable.”

“I wasn't born into a society of plenty,  Syr.  I can survive on a fucking bench if I need to. Do you think I haven't before?”

She made a low sigh.

“Selene would most likely be happy to have you as a guest, and failing that there is a hab next to hers set aside for you.. I can pick you up from there tomorrow as I said I would every morning if you wanted to live apart from me.”

“I…” it was like bile in my throat, fighting against the comforting, cloying, addictive warmth that the thought of just letting her smooth it over tried to fill me with. “I'll see you at the hearing tomorrow, Gaelen. Not much point in claiming independence if I need a chaperone to get there. I’m sure my tablet can tell me.”

I grabbed my purse and stood, making for the elevator stashed under the cabinet. She held out the chicken plushie as I walked away. I took it out of her vine and held it by my side. Knowing I was physically dependent on her felt like insult to injury. Why had I let myself grow used to something so frivolously nice?

It… it was because I wanted that. The moment before the elevator door closed, I looked back at my affini, the one who wanted to be my prince badly enough to hide unpleasant truths from me, and an ember broke through the wall of ice. “I just- I just need space to think on my own for a night. I’m sorry.”

The door closed.

I felt a twinge of discomfort in my hip as I sat in the elevator seat, the first I had felt since waking up from my surgery. I hadn't taken my nighttime meds yet. No wonder I was finally able to think clearly again. The feeling of Gaelen’s bark against my hand in the form of my cane handle threatened to shatter my resolve as I stood once it had reached the bottom of the hill. I left the cane in the elevator, and walked slowly on my own. I didn’t need it anymore. I had my lifelong companion back.

Pain wasn't fun, but at least it didn't lie to you.

 Princesses get what they want. 

 Princesses get what they want. 

 Princesses get what they want. 

 Princesses get what they want. 

 And I was never a fucking princess. 
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Summary for the Chapter:
Last Chapter Recap:
Lynn found out that the planet that the crash survivors were on was infected with a deadly pathogen and got very, very upset at Gaelen for keeping this secret from her.

Notes for the Chapter:
CW: complicated comfort. Mention of mortality.

Don’t look back. Don’t look back. I knew if I turned my head I would see the lights of the castle and try to convince myself to stay. Or rather, that little trusting child in the back of my head who had been some variety of behind the wheel since we woke up would try to convince me.
I frowned, and shook myself out of the lingering delusions. Since I woke up. There was no ‘we.’ I was personifying a childish coping mechanism.
Fortunately, my own body was doing a good job of keeping my mind clear and focused. Every step shot a lance of ice through my side, even with the aid of the brace on my leg.
I hadn't had any medication of any kind since last night, and it was really showing. This was total sobriety, for the first time in a while. No xenodrugs robbing me of the ability to think critically at all. I hadn’t been able to think this clearly since I was down on Losofor.
Fuck Max. Fuck Gaelen. Fuck Natalie. Fuck them all.
I scowled at the whimsical bubble windows of the Fernicus hab as I limped past it. Upon sober examination the lights that danced within felt less like an invitation to the Otherworld and more like the late night beacons of a sex club I would be taken to by a client. It was a joke where the punchline was the meaningful therapy I had received there just days ago. Of course everything had felt like a magical fairytale since I arrived here. I had been on drugs. How fucking stupid could I possibly be.
My right leg kept trying to turn inwards as I walked down the path that was lit by the dull white of the fake stars and the pale lampposts. I clenched down on the chicken plush that she had thrust into my hands. The faint tingle of warmth that rumbled from within it made my eyes well up. I wiped away the mess and threw it to the ground with an exasperated cry of anguish. The shameful symbol of what I had become rolled through the gravel. It was another sobering example of her deception draped in the veneer of kind seduction. I kept walking.
Everything felt so fucking cold.
I reached the end of the cul-de-sac where Selene had taken me on our date. I saw the lights on in her hab, but ignored them and just went to the empty one.
The front porch creaked and the door opened. I saw the barren outlines of an empty space within. The pale blue lights came on, bathing the whole place in a cool tone. I leaned on the wooden paneling as I walked, finally stopping next to the door in the kitchen area I hoped was a compiler.
“Ruby, can you compile me those xenra scent blocking patches and some pajamas?”
A flat and androgynous voice, but not the one I expected, emerged from the wall. “I can compile that for you. This hab AI is not currently networked with the Echeveria hab AI, would you like to speak to Ruby?”
“No, was just… habit,” I grumbled, grabbed the compiled goods from the tray, and then realized there was nowhere for me to sleep here. “Are there any bed rolls that can be made inside the compiler’s volume?”
“Certainly.”
There was another waft of cinnamon in the air, and the entire internal space of the compiler was now filled with what looked like a wrinkled foam cube with a handle facing me.
I pulled it out and realized it was denser than I thought. It slipped from my fingers, and as soon as the cube hit the ground I heard a sucking of air and the entire thing expanded, unfolding into a plush floor bed with raised edges. It was quite similar to the one in Gaelen’s living room, though I assumed hers was handmade since she had gotten it for me. I sighed, dragged it into the main room and lowered myself down onto the floor bed.
Yeah, it wasn’t the same. 
Was I being stupid? Sabotaging myself? Maybe I really wasn’t equipped to make decisions. Gaelen was right about one thing. I was feeling much worse now that I knew the truth of what had been going on. Max had a point too, about how overly trusting I was. 
I started to change into my pajamas and made a discovery that reinforced that fact. The brace wouldn’t even come off me fully. It was more than just an assistive device. It was almost certainly tracking me. Guess that explained why Gaelen had been willing to let me leave at all. Figures. 
If only Gaelen had been different. I was upset at my inability to know if she was well meaning in her concealment of things. Regardless of intent, it was violating that her decision to obscure information ended up painting the Compact and by extension herself, in a more favorable light. How could I trust that she wasn't just being selfish?
The core difference between loving someone on terran terms and being someone’s in the affini way was not simply drugs and games and calling them Mommy. It was a secession of control over the information you were given or even capable of understanding. It was a trust fall into a life where you were freed from want, able to make the small choices, but restricted from making the big ones ever again. 
It scared me.
So many times in my life, only having the clothes on my back and one bag of possessions had left me free to choose to escape a bad situation. Gaelen wanted me to set down roots, become comfortable and passive. Accept that others would take care of me when I had thirty years of indication that only my own parents would ever do so, with only two weeks of evidence to the contrary.
I rocked back and forth rhythmically, trying to calm myself down. Even my thoughts were loud and I already regretted getting rid of the stupid chicken plushy. Perhaps I wouldn’t be shivering if I had it here. I had let myself get addicted to comfort. Idiot. But at least I was me. Alone, and surviving. 
Withdrawals weren’t fun but I had been through them before.
The peace didn’t last for long. I sat up as I heard the door slide open. Selene walked in, carrying a large white cardboard box. I quickly grabbed one of the pheromone blocker patches and slapped it onto my arm before she used her scent to try to sway me.
“Hey, kiddo. Heard you had an interesting day. I brought you a pizza.”
I snorted. “You could say that.”
She set down the pizza box, flopped down into the bed next to me, and seemed thoughtful for a moment. “Where’s Gigi?”
“I got rid of the stuffed animal. I can just compile my own if the need to cling to a childish object overwhelms me. Nice to meet you sober, by the way.”
“Sober. I’m not even entirely sure I understand that word correctly. Why would you not want medical treatment?”
“It typically refers to recreational substances, or mind-altering ones.”
“Oh, so it's-” she mumbled something that sounded a bit like ‘arwuple’ but with a growl in it. “I would have translated that as ‘boring’ myself.”
“If thinking clearly is boring, I'm better off boring.”
She took a moment to compose herself. Classic Walsh, saying something benign that I didn’t even realize was pushing someone away.
“Yeah, I respect the hell outta you for what you’ve been through bunny, but I disagree. This ain’t the time for a lesson on internalized ableism though.” She opened the pizza box, picked up a slice, folded it, and handed it to me. “Pretty typical feralism stuff really, but it’ll shake out as you're domesticated.”
I was getting pretty sick of that line of assumption, especially now that things had blown up.
“What if I don't want to be domesticated?”
“Well, you're already being domesticated. But that isn’t quite the same as becoming a pet on a personal level. I’m not a floret, but I’m absolutely domesticated. The meaning is contextual.”
“That doesn’t- What is the difference?”
She chewed a bite of her own slice and swallowed. “Your entire species is going to be like mine is, and better off for it. Your generation’s grandchildren won't believe you when you tell them about what the Terran Accord was like. I barely believe it.” She gave me a toothy grin. “And then eventually, they won't mention the finer details to their grandchildren. Repeat that a few more times and it'll be a myth. A story of the bad times that nobody quite believes."
The xenra ate the entire rest of her pizza in one bite, then grabbed another slice. “Ive told a lot of bedtime stories in my life. And little ones ask so many questions, and once I got asked why I have three eyes and not two. I didn’t even remember, I had to look it up, and then found out we evolved an upwards facing eye to watch for aerial predators. It had never been relevant to me before. That fact of history is trivia. I doubt you think of the cute little plates on your fingers as the claws they used to be."
“I’ve had to use them to scratch someone off me before,” I grumbled through a mouthful of pizza.
“Sure, but I bet you use them to open containers way more. It’s a gradual shift of possibility space, you know? No human alive in a thousand years will ever have to have fought for their life, or ever wanted for anything material. That entire phase of your existence is going to be over pretty soon.”
There was no way out of this. Cultural or individual, she was right. The wave had gone out, and domestication was coming to wash the shore away. I felt a primal need to mourn the loss of the painful comfort of my own defense mechanisms before they would be forcefully stripped away from me. The pain had kept me alive long enough to get me here in the first place.
I wallowed in the thought, then took a bite, still feeling that echo of a vine guiding me. We ate together quietly for a moment. I didn’t like pizza crusts, but the idea of food going to waste was wrong even here so I wasn’t going to be childish about it. I crunched them down. Once I swallowed, I broke the silence.
“How much do you know of what happened today?”
“Our mutual romantic interest has been sending me updates for most of it. Affini use their tablets inside their bodies a lot, and that’s just the ones who don't have network connections built into their cores directly.” She elbowed me affectionately. “The candid photos were adorable.”
“I didn't realize it was on the level of mutual romantic interest. Yet another thing Gaelen didn’t bother telling me.” I grumbled as I spoke, working my way through a second slice.
“Yeah, considering you didn't realize you were being courted either, that checks out. We both assumed you realized. Nothing like a formal date was scheduled yet, I figured I'd wait until you were collared.” She nuzzled me into her fur before I could protest. “Yes, I know, you weren't sure, whatever, but that was my thinking. Have a nice fun little floret-affini-indie trio. But to answer your question, yeah, I've been filled in, at least on a summary of the events. And I know what you need now. C’mere.”
She pulled the second pizza crust out of my hand and threw it into her own mouth before I could force myself to eat it, then snatched me into a snuggle. We stayed there for a moment before my body started to become agitated. I tried to pull myself away, but she rolled me over onto my chest. I felt her thighs above my legs and the soft imperfect material of the bed below as she crawled on top of me. I struggled for a moment and realized I was pinned.
I glared at her. “What are you doing? I'm not in the mood.”
“Me neither. This isn't about sex.”
She pressed me down, and started to nuzzle against me. I tried to throw her off. “Stt-Fuck off!”
“Let me hold you, Lynn. You need a hug.”
“I don’t need anyone telling me what I f-fucking need,” I practically snarled back at her.

[image: ]She didn’t budge, and spoke with a husky whisper against the tip of my ear. “Shhh. Daddy’s got you. It’s gonna be okay.”
Now my face was burning as I struggled against her. “I’m… I’m an adult, Selene!”
“Yeah, and I have grandkids. Now shut the fuck up and let me comfort you. You aren’t getting out of this. Stop fighting and accept it.”
I made one last attempt to shake her off me, but it was pointless. “Hmph,” I finally huffed. 
I was just fighting on principle. There was nothing about this I didn’t like. She was comfortable, and the pressure of her body felt pleasant. And she had to weigh at least twice as much as me, there was no way I was escaping this. I let my muscles unclench fully, and took a deep breath that tried to catch in my throat before I swallowed it down. The frigid harness in my chest softened just a little.
“There we go. Good girl. Now, get rid of this.”
She grabbed the patch off my arm and pulled it off. I immediately started thrashing again. “I’m not- I thought this wasn’t-!”
“Breathe, relax bunny. I’m not any more in the mood to fuck you than you are right now, that isn’t what you need. You need help with calming down.”
The urge to squirm away died down once more, and I let myself go limp where she had pinned me, feeling something. She smelled different, the roast of a rye bread replaced by the sweetness of a pound cake, the sourness of citrus flowing as a glaze of lemon icing. It was a warm protective musk that emanated in faint fragrant oils from her body.
“I want to be on my back,” I sighed.
“That we can do.” She flipped me over, and then plopped right back into place, nestling her snout beside my ear and pushing my face into her mane. Her weight pressed down on me, and a different sort of warmth pushed into the aches in my bones. My breathing slowed. I let myself take deep breaths. The fear of loss hiding under my anger felt squeezed out of me.
“Did I fuck everything up today?”
“You might have effectively made your decision to be a floret tonight by storming off from your warden, to be honest. That isn't a fuckup, becoming a floret is fine. But you also hurt Gaelen’s feelings, which is a fuckup, but not really yours. You're 30 and she's 500, so that's still kind of on her for edging herself on your perfect moment long enough for something to go wrong.”
I sighed. It had been my own mouth that fought against my stutter to ask to be hers, what could barely be two hours ago now. And that certainty, that confidence had been robbed from me.
“Gaelen lied to me. Everyone down on the planet is sick. And one of the other senior crew was rescued and I wasn’t told, because she’s so drugged up and hollowed out that Gaelen knew just seeing her would set me off.”
Selene was quiet for a moment. I wondered if she too was about to engage in the pedantry of saying that wasn’t a lie, but a concealment. “Yeah, she did. And she was right to. This reaction is exactly why. I’ve watched this shit happen before, and it sucks every time. I saw the photo of your face after that chess game. Gaelen could have asked you to be her floret right there and you would have said yes. But she didn’t, she wanted you to say it. She threw away that perfect moment, hoping for an even more perfect one.”
I sighed, idly fidgeting with her fur under my fingers. “So much for her saying she likes broken and imperfect things.”
“No, she does. But every affini ever uplifted thinks they are the only person in the entire universe not allowed to have flaws, and it makes them completely blind to the ones that they actually have,” Selene chuckled. “She sees the same things in you that I do, you know, just in different ways. The things you seem most scared of being are attractive to us.”
The pads of her fingers started to knead at my shoulders, and I practically melted into her touch. It was nice to feel desired. I logically knew I shouldn't get used to it. One day she would get bored of it. Or I would ask for a foot massage one too many times over the secret limit in some uncommunicated invisible period and be told I was being too demanding. The invisible meter of goodwill would run out and I would be left alone again, worse off for the defenses I let atrophy during a false period of safety.
My breaths of calm around Selene made it hard for those thoughts to sharpen into the blades they normally did. They weren’t buried in a blanket, inaccessible like when I was on class-E, but it was just… easier.
“You’re really good at this, Selene.”
She smiled fondly. “I have more experience with calming down bunny girls having freakouts than you might think. I was a scent and confinement therapist, of sorts, for a long time.”
“A what therapist?”
“Ah, well now I have to tell you the whole damn story, don’t I,” Selene chuckled to herself. She sat up and leaned against the wall next to the floor bed, pulling me into her lap with my back against her. Her tail swiftly wrapped around my torso like a seatbelt in case I tried to squirm away again, and her paws went for my legs, kneading the aching joints.
“So! Between about 30 and 50 years ago, I lived on a planet named Ralin. Or at least that’s what the Lagom called it, anyway. They were one of two sophont civilizations on that planet, and the other was called the carlai. The carlai were… obligate predators of the lagom. The lagom were terrified prey, all the time, literally falling apart from constant stress they needed to not be hunted.”
I made a little soft sigh as her massaging circled over my knee, but nodded. “That sounds… messed up.”
“Yeah. The two species had already been part of the Compact for almost two hundred years before I was even born, but they were a really difficult case even then. Still are now, honestly. The vast majority of lagom became florets. They had a cultural myth in the promise of lin ralazinziq, or ‘the place where we can stop running,’ and the affini gave it to them. Most took them up on that offer. I helped the few that didn’t.”
“And you were… a scent and confinement therapist?” I turned my head and looked up at her curiously. She used her snout to reposition me back so I could keep relaxing.
“Yup! Xenrani are… well, carlai are a bit smaller than humans, and lagom are even smaller than that. We make the carlai look harmless next to us. I was no affini, but there was a growing movement of lagom who were trying to remain independent and manage their stress without florethood by the time I arrived in the Milky Way.”
“So… I don’t understand the connection here. How does that make you a therapist? That sounds more like a bodyguard.”
She made a predatory purr of a chuckle. “Imagine you have an ancestral, biologically coded fear response to a specific predator. Then imagine being pinned under me, and feeling every drop of that instinct to run burn itself away, saturated until there are no more fear neurotransmitters left, as you have nowhere to go. Then the panic drains away as I use carefully controlled pheromones to manage the fear. Total helplessness is calming to high strung little things.”
I gulped. 
“Oh. I don’t have to imagine that… you literally did that to me a few minutes ago.” She gently unwound the pretzel I had begun working my body into. Knees pressing against mine from behind me reminded me to slacken.
“Good girl, you noticed. I got even better at it once I had my dick modded to be small enough for them to survive being knotted,” She added cheerfully. “Just like I did for humans a few years ago.”
I snorted with amusement in spite of my poor mood. “Ah. of course you were a therapist who had sex with her clients. Not that… Not that I'm judging doing that,” I mumbled shamefully.
“Hmm. That’s still a transactional view of the word I’m best translating to ‘therapist’. They weren’t clients, they were… closer to lovers. The last one before I left Ralin was my full mate. Named Lazila, used undergrounder pronouns, which are ra/rar/raum. Ra was an archivist, helping keep the records of all the lagom who had ever lived, a way of keeping them alive forever. Lazila didn’t like the affini being involved in that, because it was the only part of their culture the carlai had never managed to violate. They were sacred, no outside eyes. Were, until the Compact.”
“The affini didn’t just let them keep doing that?” I felt a faint pang of injustice on their behalf. 
“Nope. The affini don’t really do secrets, and the records were starting to physically degrade anyway. The lagom got a lot of concessions, and carlai are still blanket banned from accessing those records to this day, but the records are essentially public- if you have a good reason to want to look anyway. It’s handled with a lot of care and respect, but they are not completely closed off to non-lagom in the absolute.”
Her massage ran lower and I stretched out on my side. I didn’t even realize my hip was sitting funny until she ran the length of my pelvic muscle with a set of fingers. 
“What… are they like, that they wanted to be secret?”
“Not a clue. Why would I have ever wanted to violate my mate’s wishes like that?” She made a little yip of amusement. “That’s what made Lazila drawn to me, someone who could use her pheromones to keep rar stress levels low enough to continue working in peace. Even if ra would have been personally better off with an affini than me, it was important. The vast majority of lagom didn’t live to see lin ralazinziq. Lazila wanted to remain in conversation with how those whose history ra worked with lived to the best of rar capacity.”
The depths of the well were far deeper than I had imagined. They got to keep secrets. We didn’t. The level of control was so much more than I had imagined. Jieun and the sickness on Losofor were footnotes that made me almost feel petty. “I still don’t see why the affini wouldn’t just let them have that. Why couldn’t they just keep that one thing?”
Selene began to stroke her hand up and down my arms. “It’s their way. The affini are natural meddlers and information sponges. They literally can’t help themselves. But I didn’t care, and could just take a class-B if I ever read something by accident. Lazila could work right in my lap and get the benefits of the calm pheromones and comfort of a protective figure to hold rar tight when the panic attacks came. Even though the affini still saw it all once it was in the archive, there was value to that ritual to rar.”
I pulled myself back up into a half sitting position, resting my head on her thigh. Selene had gone through so much, I felt grateful for her. In a way I saw myself in the struggle of the Lagom. There were things I wanted to hold onto as well. People I didn’t want to forget. Struggles that I didn’t want to let go of.
“So, about- You said you left. What happened to Lazila?”
Selene shrugged. “A lifetime happened. Lazila, as the lagom would say, stopped running. Lagom don't live to be much more than your age unless they're implanted. We had three kids, the two that became florets are still around. The grandkids are all adults now. I stay in touch, sometimes. I don’t get their sense of humor at all, but my xenra kids back on the Cymbidium think I’m lame too.”
“Your… lagom kids and grandkids? How does that work, if you’re a different species?”
She looked down and gave me a quizzical look. “The same way it worked for the xenra ones? I raised them with Lazila. If my mate has kids, those are my kids too. That's how it works.”
I decided not to question it further. I could see the parallels to the lives others had lived on Ganymede, families mixed and shaped by the realities of their situations. It made sense. Reflecting on her story, it struck me just how precious Selene's life had been, the journey she had taken that led her to me. How impossible it would be to live a life like that without affini intervention. Maybe I had been too hasty in my personal judgments with Gaelen earlier. Yet even if I decided to trust her, I didn’t want to throw away the memory of those who came before me. I didn’t want to risk having it taken in an abstract pursuit for wellbeing. 
“I… understand the desire Lazila had, I think, in my own way. I know there’s so much of me that wants to be a floret. But I was just… the one person like me lucky enough to survive. If a pipe in the coolant bay had burst on a different seam during the crash, I would have been the one buried in pieces on a quarantine planet. My dad’s body was never recovered from that ice tunnel, it wasn’t worth the money to those bastards. And I can’t just forget them. Nobody will remember them if I let myself forget. I should do what Lazila did, try to stay independent, to try to remember those who came before.”
“Uh, to be blunt, no. You’re not doing what Lazila did. Ra was celebrating the past, remembering them so they lived forever. You’re being weighed down by survivor’s guilt.”
I sat back up and fiddled with my hands as I answered. “I don’t understand the difference.”
“Cute as you are, you're still descended from the same kind of predator animals I am, at least before you specialized into being social cuddlesluts. You don’t know what that kind of constant panic is like. I don’t either. We literally can’t. You’re not spiting an ancestral tormentor who you triumphantly outlived until your people found their promised future. You think the men whose greed took your father away are going to deny themselves like you are?”
I frowned. She didn’t understand. “Would you say that if I was Lazila? That I should just run into the arms of an affini and forget her tradition?”
Selene sighed.
“Yes. I would. I’m proud of the life I helped Lazila have, but I’m not an affini, and ra would only now be reaching the end or rar life if I hadn’t enabled rar to take less than ra deserved.” Her voice dipped lower, and her hand stopped rubbing my leg. “I had this conversation before. And I took the stupid, selfish route that let me keep being the most important person to Lazila. I’m not doing it again.”
Selene was quiet again for a long moment.
“I left Ralin because I had Lazila forcibly domesticated in the final years, so the last of rar life could be the true peace ra deserved. I loved ra. But that wasn’t enough, and I should have done it sooner. I could help once the panic started, but I didn’t have the preventative tools an affini did. My mate deserved the real lin ralazinziq. And so do you.”
I felt the hint of a chill in my joints again. The implied threat being made. The artifice of her pheromones forcing calm onto me.
“I think I’d like to be alone tonight.”
She sighed, but nodded, and finally let me go from her constricting grasp. “I would have been happy to stay the night, but… That’s fair enough. I’m gonna go see how our favorite dragon is doing, then. You’re not the only one I care about who is hurting tonight.”
I nodded. “That… yeah.” I chuckled darkly. “Even if she’s centuries old, she feels so… young. I don’t know if she’s ever been through anything like this before.”
“She was in a růdon art collective polycule, babygirl, they mate in trios, I’m sure the drama was ridiculous.” She gave me an affectionate lick on the side of the face as she stood, though noticeably grumbled a bit at the flexing of her knees. “I have a feeling I’m going to become a very high and fuzzy pincushion as soon as I make my way up that damn hill, since that tends to be what makes an affini feel better. See you at the hearing tomorrow, Lynn.”
I felt the frost sharpen like a knife. I hadn’t realized she would be there too. 
“You’re going to tell them I need to be a floret, aren’t you.”
The predatory xeno stopped at the door, her horns catching the light as she turned back. “Yes. I’ve said it to your face plenty already. I was never joking. Now get some sleep, kiddo. Hab, lights off, wake her up at sunrise.”
I laid back down in the bed and curled up with my back against the raised edge. It wasn’t warm. It didn’t support my leg or shift as I moved. The blanket was thin, and I didn’t have it in me to compile another right now. I had nothing to hug or clutch to my chest. 
I felt the unrumble of my warden’s absence pulling at my chest. All was silent, and chilled. It took me a long time to fall asleep.
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  37. Between Worlds

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Selene comforted Lynn, then left to go see Gaelen.
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    This is a dream that contains animal slaughter. Click to collapse the block.The air was dry and musty on that day, and the cheap peasant clothes were scratchy and ill fitting. My beloved Gigi looked up at me, not understanding what the tool in my hand was. She nuzzled against my leg as I entered the coop, soft brown feathers that never seemed to lack the speckling of dust around her ankles.

Her molts were slowing, feathers patching and wearing thin. I had done all I could to delay the inevitable, but there was nothing that could stop it now. She had been a good hen.

The little chicken didn’t know what the axe in my hand was. It was for the best. The frost slowly flowed from the tips of my fingers to lace up the handle, binding it within my grip.

The untrained sparks of magic I could conjure danced weakly along the blade. A more skilled changeling could have made the tool numb its target. All I could do was sharpen it with a cold edge that would slice quickly and cleanly. It was the best I could give her.

Gigi never questioned it when I reached down to pick her up. She was so used to my presence. My contact. She pecked gently at my hand, looking for the crumb of stale bread I would occasionally save for her. 

Her naive sadness over an absent crumb made my heart ache in a way that the action I was preparing to commit didn’t. I had readied myself for hours to end her physically. I wasn’t expecting her final moments to be peppered with disappointment.

There were no crumbs. No stale bread bartered from the market stalls. Nothing to spare for an animal that wouldn't need the nutrients soon. How dare you cry over this. You’re the monster that’s doing it in the first place. It’s always going to be this way. You just have to live with it. You can handle it, Walsh. I let all the emotion drain out of me. My face fell flat as I held the hen away from the comfort of my body.

Mother and I would have a feast of what we could tonight. I still had not told her about the shame of my failed tryst, and that small purse I had brought home had already been spent.

Gigi was starting to fuss against the block now. “Shh, it’s okay, nothing you need to worry about,” I lied to a creature that trusted me.

The metal blade slammed down, biting into the wooden stump. There was a moment's trashing of a body without a brain, and then stillness. The pale blue enchantment on the tool shattered with a crack like thawing ice as my will to maintain it did.

Something else was lost in that moment. A part of me plunged into the darkness and died with Gigi, to join my pet and my father and my purity. There was no more room for childish innocence. No more room for illusions of justice or fairness.

No more room for hope.


 


 

I woke up to the unfamiliar generic voice of the hab and a soft chime. “Good morning, miss Walsh. Rise and shine!”

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes, sat up from the floor bed in the barren hab, and was reminded of the pain. A web of little aches that ran from joints that slid improperly into nerves that pulsed like the flow of a coolant compressor. The swirling red elixir in my veins had well and truly run out.  

I tapped the exo-leg so I could stand. It wasn't obeying the gesture to be removed, but it was at least still letting me stand up without help. I was grateful as I hissed through my teeth to pull myself to my feet, for the surgical intervention that at least made it easier. This was practically nothing. It was less than I had ever awoken to in the Accord, outside of rare times I had greedily taken an entire one of my pain pills in a day instead of half. This was an easily managed pain level. Barely a six.

I checked my tablet, and was not particularly surprised to see I had been inundated with messages since leaving Gaelen’s castle. Nearly every contact on my list had sent me a message, other than Selene. Well, and Dr. Lywick, but she hadn’t seemed particularly interested in anything non-medical.

I scrolled to the top, to the one sent by my warden, the only one I felt like looking at right now.

 

›ScaleKiln

Would you like for Selene and I to come pick you up today for the hearing?


 

That foolish flame sputtered in my chest before I managed it. Of course I  wanted  nothing more than for her to swoop down from that fucking castle and make it all go away, because I was addicted to the comfort she had provided. 

 

›KnightToF3

No.


 

It suddenly occurred to me, a moment after I hit send, that I had no idea when or where the hearing even was. I had been so taken in by the idea that Gaelen was going to just handle everything I would probably have let her put me in another floret dress and carry me wherever it was. 

“Hab, when is the hearing? And where?”

The generic voice sounded cheerfully condescending in a way Ruby never had as it answered. “Your medical wardship hearing is in roughly one hour, on hab ring one, in the administrative complex on floor three, sector V.”

“One hour? Why the fuck didn’t you wake me up earlier?”

“The hab sensors indicated you needed more sleep, cutie! You were up very late.” 

Great. It wasn’t even on the same ring of the ship as I was. I had no fucking clue what any of the rest of that meant either, and I had one hour to do it. Gaelen had never provided me any useful instruction on how to get around without her, not to anywhere I couldn’t walk to in a few minutes from the castle. Had I ever been taken seriously as having any chance at not being a pet?

But I wasn’t going to  not  show up to the hearing. Failing a task as simple as that was an admission of incapacity that would land me as a floret without question. No, I needed to get there. I needed to see this through. I needed help.

I was humiliatingly reminded of having to ask Max for help showering before I was rescued.

Taking a step, the pulse of pain that had been numbed and replaced by pleasure over the past week ran up and down my leg, causing me to stumble without the cane as I made my way to the bathroom. It was always worse in the morning. I wasn’t going to be able to get there alone, even with a guide on my tablet. Selene and Gaelen were off the table. Anyone invested enough to message me would look upon the request with opportunistic eyes.

I thought about that for a moment, and realized there was at least one contact on my device who had not tried to reach me last night. Someone whose disposition had been strange and off-putting, never having attempted to put on a facade of approachability. Everything felt cold, and I didn’t want some false promise of warmth. 

I opened my tablet again, and messaged Dr. Lywick. She answered within seconds.

 

›KnightToF3

Um, hello, Dr. Lywick. You are going to my wardship hearing today, right?

›BigHatLilypad

I am.

›KnightToF3

I don’t know how to get there. Would it be possible for me to travel with you?

›BigHatLilypad

I would be happy to bring you. However, it is unusual that Syr Echeveria is unwilling to do this. Typically if someone wishes to attend a wardship hearing, they are accompanied by the guardian who oversaw them in the first place.

›KnightToF3

I’m sorry, I went to a hab nearby. I just needed some space. I know the timing is awful.

›BigHatLilypad

I understand. I will be at your location within 6 minutes.


 

She didn’t pry or ask for details, and I was glad. I didn’t like to ask for help in the first place, but professionalism was what I needed right now. Doctors that didn’t give a fuck about me were something I knew how to handle. 

I washed my hands and returned to the main space, compiled a sky blue tunic and undershorts, a folding chair to sit on, and gritted my teeth at the contortion needed to get them onto my body. Fuck, this was why I used to just wear the same uniform for as long as I could back on the  River of Reason.  I barely left the frigid coolant bay, so sweat had rarely been a problem, and itching was easy to tune out.

Once I was finally done getting dressed, I needed to… eat something, and I didn’t have time to luxuriate like some spoiled princess this morning. 

“Um, Hab, can you make me a… synthcube and coffee.”

The hab sounded downright alarmed. “While the schematics are available, there is no need for that! How about pancakes instead?”

“I don't have time for that, because you decided to be more than a glorified alarm clock and chose to wake me up with only an hour. Make me the damn synthcube, machine.”

“Synthcubes, while adequate for nutrition, are considered to be detrimental to terran mental health.”

I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I don’t care about the taste, I just need something fast. Can you make me a block of cheese or something that contains the same nutritional density but still tastes good? And coffee in a carry cup.”

“I can, yes.” I had never imagined that the scent of cinnamon could communicate reluctance, but it did indeed produce a cube of dense cheese and a coffee. 

I heard the door suddenly slide open behind me, and Dr. Lywick slithered in a perfectly straight line from the door to next to where I was sitting. I stood up to greet her and grab my food with a slight wince.

“Um, good morning, Dr. Lywick.”

“Good morning, miss Walsh. You may call me Marsha, if you would prefer.” 

I looked at her nervously for a moment, but she continued to just stand there over me. Her face wasn’t even actually pointing directly at me, if you could call her one eye and flat affect nestled vacuously below a massive hat ‘a face’ in the first place. I appreciated her open alienness in a way I hadn’t the last time I had seen her. There was an honesty to it, she was here to get something done, she didn’t actually care. 

“Thank you for coming. I’m not sure how to actually get to hab ring one, and it’s all a bit overwhelming.”

“It is no imposition on me. Drink this.”

Before I could respond, a vine was thrusting a small bottle into my hands, shimmering blue elixir in a glass vial. 

“What’s this?”

“It is unacceptable for you to tolerate a level of pain that has left you with an eye tremor and resting your hand on the wall for support after only 14.78 seconds of conversation.”

I self consciously took my hand off the wall. “And this is a painkiller? Not psychoactive, or… thought modifying?"

She stared at me in awkward silence for a moment. “That is a rather subjective distinction to make. I imagine that not being in pain will dramatically change your thought processes. However, to answer your implied question, that is not a medication that interacts with anything but pain receptors.”

I sighed and downed the vial, knowing better than to tell a doctor they were wrong, today wasn’t the day. Within seconds, the shooting daggers of ice in my leg were all but erased entirely. I was left faintly numb, but that was… fine. Fuck. I had been in a  lot  of pain.

“Fuck. That was fast.”

“Indeed. Formulated to your exact body chemistry. I took so long to get here because I realized you likely did not take your medication last night, and had to quickly brew something for you.”

I blinked in surprise. I guessed characterizing her as not caring was sort of unfair of me. “Thank you. What do you mean, so long? You were here in just a few minutes?”

“I was several seconds late. In any case, are you ready to go?”

“I… um. I guess I should be… presentable.” I hadn’t had to manage my own morning routine in two weeks. I tried to think of what I used to do. Synthcube, meds, coffee, shave, bathroom. I guess I was sort of on track, only one missing. I opened the compiler menu on my tablet. Maybe the Compact could actually make a razor that could handle my hair texture, come to think of it. 

Though, wait, I didn’t  have  facial hair anymore, did I? I rubbed my chin with my hand and it was as unnaturally smooth as the rest of my skin. And had been since I first arrived here.

It was easier for curiosity to get the better of me without the pain keeping me focused. I looked up at Marsha with a question. “Why was I shaved?”

Marsha looked down on me with a sense of curiosity of her own, though I had no idea what sense was telling me that. “When are you referring to?”

“When I woke up in your hospital. I didn’t have facial hair. And I haven’t had to shave once since.”

“Ah. All your hair fell out due to the radiation, rapidly dividing cells are particularly prone to such damage,” She remarked casually. “The hair you have currently was actually artificially compiled in place using a medical grade compiler, though the repaired follicles will grow your own hair again after. The same is true of all your fingernails, actually.”

I looked down at my hands. I couldn’t tell, other than perhaps being less brittle than they had been originally. “I… see. But you didn’t replace my facial hair. That’s what I’m wondering, I guess.”

“Yes, I observed you had minor skin damage and inferred frequent use of a depilatory cream. If you want it back, we could do that after the hearing.”

“No, I don’t. Just a passing thought about… things being done without asking me first. Thank you. I guess I’m ready.”

I grabbed my breakfast from the compiler, and popped the cheese cube in my mouth. It was like a savory, creamy candy, easily swallowed and admittedly quite delicious, with a slightly nutty aftertaste. A sip of my coffee confirmed it was equally perfect. 

Neither was as good as anything Gaelen had ever made me, but it would suffice.

Marsha was staring at me again. I stared back with a raised eyebrow.

“Um, can we go?”

There was another waft of cinnamon, and she pulled a folding cane out of the compiler and handed that to me too. “Yes.”

“Is this strictly needed? Isn’t the brace enough?”

“As your veterinarian, I do insist you use these mobility aids, yes. You will reach your maximally mobile state more quickly if you do. I could give you a wheelchair, if you wish.”

“I’ll use the cane,” I sighed, grabbed my purse, and hobbled out the door.

 


 

The subway trip had been short, and we emerged from the pale white staircase near the imposing hab ring cap. We were next to a set of glass-doored buildings with etched carvings in Affini script above them that merged with the lower base wall directly under one of the metallic cylinders that crossed the projection wall like spokes on a wheel. 

Their purpose was suddenly clear. The buildings were in fact elevators to the central axis, and they weren’t covered in a projection because it meant they would always be easy to find. It was grounding to realize that no matter how godlike the Compact might be technologically, they too had to return to the center of rotation to move between hab rings efficiently.

We got into one of the rounded frosted glass boxes, and Marsha helped me sit in a seat that had a smooth buckle, clicking it satisfyingly into place. I felt my stomach lower for a moment as we began to rise, and my doctor spoke up for the first time since we had left the hab.

“Would you like to see outside as we travel?”

“Um, sure.”

She reached for a control panel, and the walls, ceiling and floor went transparent, but for a faint shimmering grid that reassured my animal brain we were still enclosed. I saw the beautiful sandy Castle Echeveria and looked down at it as the home on a hill shrunk into the distance. As we approached the axis the sky began to shimmer slightly, and a glassy tube that connected the center spoke of each ring cap became visible. Ah, of course there was a tube running down the middle. Suddenly, the complex turbulence of the clouds made total sense.

I felt a mild vertigo and my body rose off the seat for a moment. The little glass elevator was slowing to a crawl vertically, and switching axis to move forward along the tube. We went through a circular aperture, plunged into darkness for several long moments, then emerged into another hab ring. It was startling, a spinning dizzying experience that pulled far too fast for me to handle. I covered my eyes.

“Gods, that must be some intense gravity.”

“Correct. Perhaps you have met some of the khetari. Similar to terran felines and avians. Their home planet has a very high mass. Hab ring three is a habitat designed for them.”

I hesitantly lowered my hands and tried to focus on a single point as it spun under us. There were fields of pale grass, thick but short buildings, and seemingly endless arrangements of what looked like sporting rings and fields of every imaginable kind, where many of the xenos in question seemed to be fiercely competing. 

“They sure seem to like sports,” I mumbled aloud.

“Indeed. The Khetari had a very competitive culture, and it has been channeled into more productive things than violent power struggles.”

“Were they… dangerous?”

“The Khetari had many portable experimental weapons that could force an affini to rebloom. They were still not what I would consider dangerous to an affini, merely more difficult to handle than terrans, whose primary danger is to each other, not us.”

Curiosity got the better of me again. “What was… the hardest you've ever been involved with?”

“My very first campaign was the Maelodions, long ago. The Maleodion Choirs were among the few civilizations that warranted significant use of what might best translate as warships, not that they carried weapons of destruction.”

I recalled the tiny, cheerful, whistling creature that Selene had gotten our brunch from on our date. “The… Maelodions were violent?”

“Quite. At the time we reached them in Andromeda. The Maelodion Choirs were roughly as technologically advanced as the affini and beeple were when we left our home star system. Less in some areas, more so in others. They had access to unlimited energy and resources, and everything they needed to provide for all. Unfortunately, they used it to find increasingly effective ways to go to war with themselves. One wonders what they could have been otherwise.”

“What do you mean?”

“If they had been better at acceptance of new ideas, perhaps the Affini Compact would have found its first equal. Instead, they had peaked long ago and were fighting over ideological differences between encleves, more inclined to kill each other than attempt to reconcile very small differences in opinion. Their spacetime was so scarred and corrupted by centuries of hyperspace warfare that radio communications no longer worked in many systems. A more sustained form of the damage that has complicated the search for the rest of the crew on Losofor.”

“And now they run… burger stands. That sounds like a big difference.”

“Among other things. Due to how the Choirs operated, the entire species had to be made florets, to the very last, before they were truly tamed. Their songs were carefully reconstructed, their language rebuilt. Now, many thousands of years later, they are simply xenosophonts like any other."

We entered the pole gap to the next hab, and were thrown into dark shadow again.

“So you destroyed their entire culture,” I said sarcastically.

“Yes.” Marsha said bluntly.

I looked at her with a feeling of cold revulsion. I appreciated the honesty, at least. I could practically hear Gaelen’s voice spinning the narrative. Marsha at least wasn’t claiming to be anything she wasnt.

I was quiet, remembering what Selene had mentioned about how one day humans wouldn't even remember conflict. I shuddered, thinking of the parts of my family tree that the colonists, slavers, and gods-damned Catholic church had wiped clean. “You really are zealots.”

She turned her face towards me, her single purple eye glowing in the darkness. “It is historically preserved, in exact detail, to the best of our ability. We restored as much of it as we could. But the Choirs were all dissolved, and will never be allowed to form again, not as they were.”

“I’m not sure how I feel about that, given my own ancestral history.”

She was quiet for a moment, then whistled what sounded like an entire symphony of notes compressed into a single second.

“What was that?”

“An old Maelodion song. A tale of grief of a fruitbody’s tendrils going dry over infertile land, hoping desperately that the future will remember it, even if its own song is not added back into the songtree. I still carry that old language, that ancient strife within me. It is remembered forever by those of us who were there to see it, even if the suffering and near-extinction it caused is not allowed to continue.” 

For the first time, there was a sense of emotion in her words, a faint, deep sadness. I saw a glimpse of an ancient being in that moment, whose experiences were so vast and alien that attempting to grasp them fully was an act of cosmic horror.

Accepting that such a monumental decision was in the service of their wellbeing required a level of blind trust I was incapable of summoning at the moment. But I couldn’t deny that both Gaelen and Marsha seemed to hold a reverence for the particular cultures that had clearly meant so much to each of them.

We passed through another gap, and when we emerged back into the light of what had to be hab ring two, I saw a ring of brilliant turquoise ocean floating around us, dotted with small islands, on multiple shelves that layered atop each other. I could faintly see what looked like large serpents, people that reminded me of mermaids splashing in the water, and giant fish frolicking around near the foamy shorelines. I suppose it made sense that this would be where Selene went to go fishing yesterday morning.
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The projections on the sides of the ring glowed in an effervescent peach on the edges and the pools of the endless abyss continued near infinitely into the artificial screens. A ring of moons on the base reflected against the rushing waves to create a speckling that smeared like a surrealist painting. Pyramid structures rose from the water, with gushing waterfalls and tide pools where enormous starfish-like creatures basked.

Faint shadows of darkness within the depths themselves revealed that this was merely the visible tip of a vastness that continued beyond my visual perception. Much like the Compact itself there was so much beyond the surface, a nuance of life that I could only try to comprehend.

It was… breathtakingly beautiful.

I wished I could see this with Gaelen. Marsha was kinder than I had initially given her credit for, but not particularly good… company. I could easily imagine how excited my dragon would have been to tell me everything about what I was now seeing. I could have been sitting in her lap beside Selene, blissfully in love as she seduced me all the way to a collar with tales of the strange and wonderful creatures I shared a ship with.

And I would have been so happy.

I wiped a drop of wetness from the corner of my eyes and tried to just focus on the present. Maybe if I was independent we really could have a relationship as equals like we tried to yesterday. I just needed to try my best to get there. I broke the silence again.

“If you don’t mind me asking, Dr. Lywick. Do you… think I am going to be independent?”

“There are multiple factors to that question, many of which lie outside my expertise. I do not know what your ideological disposition is in relation to feralist thought, I believe Mx. Fernicus and Syr Echeveria are to speak on that. My opinion as one of your caretakers is strictly in the medicine of the physical machine of the body.”

I laughed darkly. “So I’m fucked.”

“Yes, you are recovered enough for intercourse now. Syr Echeveria’s home assistant sends me a summary of any activities that could be medically relevant, and I am told your first experiments have gone well.”

I was interrupted from responding as we emerged into hab ring one, and my jaw dropped yet again.

It was a cylindrical city, built on layers in a lattice with bustling walkways connecting buildings and parks and wide open spaces. Affini moved through the space like they could fly, disregarding the walkways entirely and using the lattice itself to navigate.

I was captivated by the way it shone in opalescent shades, superstructures that were interconnected like the pieces of a puzzle. The city was angular on a grand scale but curving and spiralizing on the micro, some parts made of sharp angles, others looked grown instead of built. There was no rule as to which was which. Some buildings resembled metal trees, others looked like they were made from wooden bricks.

There was a mathematic brilliance to it all that reminded me of fibonacci sequences, pulling me in deeper the more I looked. It was living. It was designed. It was natural. It was impossible. It was utterly, wonderfully alien.

This tube, unlike the others, had dozens of branches running out of it, rather than just at the poles of the ring, and I could see other transit pods going in every direction I could imagine. If hab ring four was a quiet suburb, hab ring one was a proper city.

I shook off the stupor.

“I. Uh, no, I meant…” I gestured at the brace locked around my leg and the cane in my lap. “I assume a woman who limps into a hearing leaning on a cane isn’t going to get a glowing recommendation of independence.”

“That is a somewhat human-centric framing. There are entirely non-motile sophonts in the Compact.”

I felt the seatbelt against my body as the pod began to descend, into the tangled maze of walkways and architecture. As I watched the three dimensional spaghetti that was this maze of a city, I realized why no one had bothered to attempt to explain how to get here myself. This was a space that would take years to learn to navigate.

“Sure, but I assume there’s ones who breathe gaseous sulfuric acid too. Or silicon based life, or things I don’t even know to think of.”

“Many.”

“So, I’m not going to be judged by their standards. I’m going to be judged as a human. And by human standards I’m a cripple.”

“This is not the Terran Accord,” She answered flatly. “Your framing still assumes that domestication is a punishment for those who fail to assimilate and be productive.”

“It's clearly not from your perspective. You all seem to think it's a reward. I just hate the idea that being disabled is  still  going to close off choices for me, even if the Compact is doing it differently.”

“Perhaps you misunderstand what the purpose of a wardship is.” She paused awkwardly for a moment. 

Everything felt like a mess of contradictions. The Affini cared for cultures but took them apart. They didn’t treat those with disabilities any different but my disability could decide if I had freedom. Becoming a floret wasn’t a punishment but it was decided in a hearing by a jury. The greatest gift they could provide was to make you into a pet. Maybe she was right. Maybe I didn’t fully understand, even now.

The elevator came to a stop.

Marsha slithered over to the door, and as I followed after her I realized the gravity here was only about a third of what it had been back on hab ring four, maybe a bit more than Luna’s. My hastily compiled sandals immediately stuck to the floor, apparently having magnetic attachments built directly into them. I wondered if the hab had done that because it knew where I was going, or if that was default and it just hadn’t come up before. We started walking along the catwalks and I remained as focused as possible on the point directly in front of me.

There were small decorative trellis rails, but nothing that could truly stop me from falling off. It occurred to me that the Affini themselves were the true safety mechanism in a place like this. Despite the fact that we were hundreds of meters above what my mind thought of as the ground, no harm would come of me if I fell from such great heights. 
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I dared to take a look upwards as we continued, and caught a glimpse of a trio of affini soaring from one lattice to another with a leap. The faint echoes of a squealing joyful floret somewhere within their forms fell on my ears as the loose collections of vines and flowers swirled away. Marsha pulled me back to the moment with a monotonous punctuation of words.

“Your society domesticated non-sophont pets of its own, correct? Did you have any?”

I shrank into myself a little at that, remembering the dream about Gigi. “Yes. I had… chickens. Pet birds.”

I corrected my course as we passed a curious figure with a long snout and white fur, jutting horns and… what looked like a tutu made of leaves. It was like a cross between a sleep paralysis demon and a borzoi. I muttered an apology for getting in its way and kept walking in the familiar half-skip, half-slide that was most efficient for low gravity spaces with magboots.

“If your pet bird could not open a door meant for a human hand, would you think them unfit? Or would you consider that it was normal for you to accommodate them in your home?”

She directed me sideways, towards a ramp that ran along a sort of latticed staircase that was perfectly adapted for a creature that could walk on vines, but useless to one with feet. I could see the obvious analogy being made, but I wasn’t buying it.

“Well… there weren't doors in the wild where they evolved. That was artificial, imposed on them from the outside. That was just… how it was.”

“That is true. Upon what moral framework did humans domesticate these animals?”

“Exploitation,” I mumbled. “They did it because they could. Dogs, cats, all of them served a purpose. They were humanity’s living tools. Our first factories, our first security systems.”

“While I am no expert on human emotions, it does not sound as though your relationship with the animals you kept was one of mere calloused extraction.”

“Sure, I guess my family was a little better. We still… our needs came first,” I sighed, staring at the walkway. 

“The Compact is rather more capable of providing for sophonts than just that. We set our standards for our pets higher accordingly.” 

We entered a building like the inside of a tree on the other side of the catwalk and began navigating a massive curling ramp that led to a lower floor. I had literally no sense of direction anymore, but I just had to trust this strange alien wasn’t leading me astray.

“I did not answer your original question. As your doctor, I believe you are well over the threshold where you would require domestication for medical reasons. Your pain can be managed with medication, you have mobility aids, and I still expect you to recover significantly from this point. You will never be a distance runner without an implant, but you do not seem to want to be.”

After a pause she spoke again. “But you, as well as any human who ever lives, will always be disabled by the standards of an affini. I am older than your brain can conceive of abstractly, the computational bandwidth contained within my core exceeds that of the most powerful terran supercomputers ever built, and I have personally survived being hit by weapons that would destroy an entire Accord starship during the Maelodion campaign. But no one expects you to be an affini, that is what we are here for. The only thing we expect is that you are happy. Do you have the capacity to make yourself happy?”

I was silent.

I didn't have an answer to that question.

Or at least one it would be wise to say aloud.

We emerged at the base of the mahogany and opal tree and I saw it all from a different perspective.  Was I happy?  The enormity of the space would put even the greatest of Terra’s golden age metropolises to shame.  Did I know how to be happy?  The lower walkway was larger, taking no straight lines in its grand procession.  Left to my own devices, had I ever been truly happy?  Marsha continued as if everything was perfectly banal, and I tried to keep up with her slithering pace.

Then, I noticed she had stopped.

“We are here,” Marsha said flatly. “The primary offices of the great central bureaucracy on the  Occantalis II.” 

I dragged my eyes away from the walkway and towards our destination, and yet again my jaw hung open in astonishment. 
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  38. Judgement
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    I looked around us in shock, my sense of scale utterly broken yet again. I didn’t even realize we were inside, the procession of paths and branches had so thoroughly and totally encompassed me. 

It was nothing like the courthouse or administrative office I had imagined and more like the grandest of botanical gardens. Glancing over my shoulder, I realized that this was the place towards which every single walkway led. This was the center of the axial city, the circulatory center of information of this entire ship.
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Tremendous walls of pale caramel bark swallowed us up from both sides and far above, jutting slices of open balcony peering out with countless expressions of life. Bushes and flowers and hanging planters, growths like ivy and clusters of jungle spilled all around the magnanimous foundation to create an unknowable vast cavern within the knotting twisting ascension of an inner tree. 

There was a sense of weight to it, a grand cathedral whose ancient roots seemed to press into my mind, a heart that beat the blood of structure into this world. I gasped as we continued, taking in the sight of an enormous bulbous growth like the beating heart at its core. It was resting firmly above us with gentle pulsing emanations of glistening light, pinks and yellows and whites that sparkled like cascades of pollen. It was hypnotically beautiful. Massive branches and vines connected to it, several of them covered in frost and condensed icy vapor, and others that gently billowed with the glittering steam that floated up and around the walkways above. 

A governmental office that required supercooling.

The arching flora beckoned us inward towards the towering tree within the tree that held the heart aloft, and as we wandered towards it we were consumed entirely. More affini and beeple than I had seen in the entirety of my time in hab ring four bustled, leaped from perches, filing and juggling endless forms. 

I found myself scanning the crowd to see if I recognized any of them as Gaelen before putting the thought out of my mind. We passed an enormous machine producing paper at a rate best measured in  cubic  meters per second. It smelled like care and love, a dedication to document and preserve and truly know all whom this terrifyingly vast structure governed.

Dozens of wide passages led to the different areas for various bureaucracies, and around every corner the taste of fresh leaves and metallic ink oozed almost organically. I anxiously fidgeted at my fingers while we took a round lift up to the top floor, following signs that switched to terran standard a moment after I looked at them, and finally found ourselves outside a door with a painting of the ship itself on its surface.

I stopped outside the threshold, and turned to Marsha before we entered. “Thank you for helping me get this far, Dr. Lywick.”

“You are welcome, miss Walsh.”

She pushed the door open, and I stepped through to what awaited me.

The centre of the space was dominated by a large circular table, tall and wide enough to comfortably sit an assortment of Affini. Soft lights blossomed from dangling roots above in a way that reminded me of the hospital I first woke up in, though the enormous wooden heart above could still be seen in the gaps between the branches. 

The room was already quite full when we arrived.
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Tamai was sitting next to an affini man with a mint green surface. Next to him was Occantalis, then Fernicus with Natalie sprawled in xer lap, idly playing with faer tablet.

Then, of course, was my warden, with Selene reclining casually in her arms. I did not want to look at Gaelen, but I could hardly avoid it. She looked sad, and disheveled. The dragon was clinging to Selene in a way that reminded me of how I had held tightly onto that stuffed chicken. Selene waved at me nonchalantly from Gaelen’s arms, seemingly nonplussed about being played with.

Marsha guided me over to a seat next to Gaelen, and I sat down on a low chair that then rose to lift me to the table. My doctor took her place at the remaining empty seat next to me, though she didn’t actually sit down, she just continued standing with the chair engulfed in the vines she walked on.

The affini I didn’t recognize made a noise like clearing his throat, and spoke in a deep, gravelly voice. “Hello, miss Walsh. Happy to meet you. I am Captain Rykar Maculatum, he and him.”

I fidgeted with my purse nervously in my lap. “I didn’t realize the ship’s captain would be present for something like this.” I glanced at Occantalis Actual beside him. “Or the… ship itself. I’m just some thermal engineer.”

“Captain is only a partial translation,” He answered. “It might also translate to Mayor or Governor within terran culture, considering the size of even a tiny ship like this. And I don’t sit in on every wardship hearing, but there is no such thing as a xenosophont unworthy of focus, and you’ve caught my interest.”

Occantalis chimed in. “I am also not the whole of the shipmind, not Occantalis Actual, but one of our sub-proscesses that focuses on administration. You can call me Fyrina Occantalis if you wish.”

“I’ll just stick with Occantalis, if that’s alright” I mumbled.

“That works! Let’s just fill out our wardship attendance forms!”

There was a whirring sound, and a paper form for each of us were printed by slots in the table. The thick sheet of paper with my name on it hadn’t printed in front of me, but Gaelen, and I bristled a little as she filled it out for me like Fernicus was doing for Natalie. The affini all seemed to have a vine that ended in a pen tip, though Selene had a glass pen of her own she pulled from a vest pocket, with metal speckling that looked suspiciously like Gaelen’s glasswork. 

Once they were done, each put the forms into a receiver slot on the table and a soft chime played when the last had been filed.

“So, let’s begin.” Rykar began, opening a display on the table in front of him. 

He leaned back with a comfortable yet focused energy, scanning the text but clearly having memorized most of it. “Procedure on this ship is to start on an agreed upon summary of events. Tell me if I get anything wrong, miss Walsh. Two months ago, the  River of Reason  encountered the  Occantalis II,  and jumped away from just outside our suppression range. We followed, upon which your ship initiated a jump on a superheated drive. Before the second jump, you put Natalie here in an escape vessel, and then when the drive exploded you were chronodisplaced 53 days and several light years, crashing on the planet known as Losofor. That all correct so far?”

“I told them not to do the jump,” I sighed.

“Sure. But this is just a recount of the events to make sure we are all discussing the same things.”

“I- um, yes. That’s all accurate.” My hands fidgeted in my lap.

“Good. You then were exposed to deadly radiation while saving the rest of the crew, and when we arrived were left behind with a chemical firearm. You fired on your rescuer, Gaelen Echeveria, five times before surrendering.”

Tamai butted in with a soft laugh. “I was there, I personally found it quite amusing that Gaelen managed to get shot on their first ever rescue outing.”

I winced. “I didn’t know who the affini were yet. I’m sorry. I was just scared.”

The captain nodded. He was very hard to read. “So, then Gaelen rushed you back up to the ship, where Dr. Marsha Lywick was able to get you stable. You were immediately cooperative upon waking up, though when Tamai and her associates debriefed you, you had a panic attack. Your guardian, Gaelen Echeveria, administered a short acting class-B to lock the upsetting experience away.”

“If I may,” Fernicus interjected in a singsong voice, “It was a traumatic flashback episode, not panic. The distinction is that miss Walsh was reacting to things from her past, not the present moment, at least in that instance.”

I looked down at my hands in shame.

“Ah. A fair clarification,” Captain Maculatum said. “In any case, Gaelen decided to double your planned dose of psychiatric meds at that point, though you were not told this. You befriended Cassandra Fraxinus, and had what seemed to be a pleasant day with her and Natalie. The next morning, you volunteered to help contact your former crewmates, which went quite well. The following day you had a surgery for gender confirmation, some minor body mods, and to fix up your leg, followed by a few days of a relatively uneventful recovery.”

I glanced at Marsha, who hadn’t reacted to a single thing being said yet. Her eye was the only one in the room not pointing at me.

“During the time you were out, we docked with the Cymbidium and recovered your crewmate Jieun, though your warden decided to keep you unaware of the latter. Then… another episode, upon meeting a high-needs cotyledon, Marie-ann Solidago. This was followed by another memory intervention. Your baseline xenodrug levels were increased to compensate.”

There was a rustling around the room. I nodded quietly.

“You also met Selene that day, exchanged contacts. Not much to say there. You’re cute together,” The captain said with a smile. “Next day, you were separated from your warden for the first time as they went to pick up xenodrug grafts for xenra. You turned out to have been more synchronized than anyone realized, had a meltdown from withdrawls. Your meds were upped a third time, and you were given a biorhythm mimic plush toy so you were less dependent on Gaelen. I notice you don’t have that with you currently.”

“Um. No, I don’t,” I mumbled.

“Anyway, your first therapy session triggered a prolonged traumatic flashback episode, the worst so far. Your guardian was able to help, and decided that you should be kept on a disinhibitor for the rest of your term with them. Then we reach yesterday, where unusual circumstances led us to ask you to return to the communications center to talk to the crew down on the planet.”

There was a ripple of discomfort in every affini in the room. “It was very unfortunate timing,” Occantalis said quietly.

The captain sighed. “I agree, but I stand by the call I made, given the circumstances. Anyway, while there, you learned that Losofor has a pathogenic biosphere, and met Jieun. You were upset enough by her florethood that you got into an argument with your guardian after leaving. It is unclear if this was also a traumatic flashback episode.” 

Captain Maculatum gave an inquiring look towards Fernicus. “I would currently speculate that miss Walsh could be accurately described as a pluribus, and speaking to her old crew triggered a shift to aspects of her psyche that had grown dormant in the previous week.”

Everyone looked at me again. “I guess. I don’t know.”

Fernicus smiled at me. “It is something to discuss more in our sessions, miss Walsh!”

The captain cleared his throat again and continued. “In any case, this is where we get to the part that made me interested enough to want to be here. Following this argument, you asked to spend the night away from your guardian’s hab, which she… decided to allow.”

Tamai made a hissing sigh.  “Youngbloom…” 

I didn’t look at Gaelen, but I felt her guilt radiating and resonating in my chest. The dragon had not said a word yet, and I could practically feel her shrinking beside me. I had a passing thought that I was perhaps not the only one on trial here.

Captain Maculatum gave Tamai a look, then continued. “Selene then went to comfort you, and you accepted the help but ultimately asked her to leave for the night. Finally, this morning, you… asked your hab for a synthcube? Why is that on the report?” 

He seemed amused for a moment, before continuing. “You rejected Gaelen’s offer to help you get here, and instead asked Marsha. And now we are here. Does anyone present dispute that sequence of events?”

“You skipped that I took her on a damn good date and fuck,” Selene grumbled.

I shook my head. “No. The um- You really do maintain meticulous records. I mean I knew that, but to see it all laid out like that.” I fidgeted with the exoleg’s belt and looked at the table. There were parts that I wished didn’t play out the way they did but… it was entirely accurate. “No disputes from me.”

“Wonderful,” Occantalis said cheerfully, and another round of forms was printed and signed by the xenos in the room. Yet again, Natalie and I were left to wait, though fae didn’t seem to care in the slightest. “Let’s open discussion, then!”

Tamai was quick to chime in. She leaned forward with a grin, a glittering of her fangs that made me shift in discomfort.  “Is  there anything to discuss? She should clearly be domesticated immediately. A downright danger to herself.”

“An argument could certainly be made,” the captain responded casually. “But let’s start with the foundations. Marsha, as her doctor, do you think miss Walsh is physically capable of caring for herself?”

“Yes,” Marsha said bluntly. “With reasonable accommodations, miss Walsh is medically well within the range of capacity needed to be independent, and she is not entirely done healing. There are things her species of origin are capable of that she is not, but she has not expressed any interest in any physical activities that she would need to be implanted to be able to participate in. I have very little else to say on this matter. I believe it is her mental well being that is more at question, and I am not the expert there. Fernicus?”

I turned to the pale blue and green affini therapist as xe spoke up. “I can affirm that the therapy session uncovered significant trauma, above and beyond even the baseline of experiences for most terrans. But this is true of many sophonts, and is not, in isolation, cause for immediate domestication. Crucially, Lynn has shown a willingness to accept help and support from those who are able to provide it, and I believe she will continue to seek therapy and support as an independent.”

“C’mon Mx, what are you talking about?” Natalie looked up from faer tablet with a cheeky brow furrow. “She  likes  being pampered, even if she won’t admit it. She doesn’t  want  to take care of herself all the time even if she technically could. I was there with Cass after the surgery when she was high off her ass and a total cuddleslut and it was fucking great. Doesn’t that count for something?”

Marsha tilted the brim of her hat in Natalie’s direction. “I do not see a contradiction between that desire and a capacity for independence. Presumably she could seek intimate physical comfort and recreational drugs independently. The reports from Selene’s hab I received indicated she met many of miss Walsh’s physical and emotional needs. I do not think her budding relationship with Selene has ever been predicated on florethood. Is that true?”

“Complicated,” Selene growled from her seat in Gaelen’s arms. “I didn’t care much one way or the other at first. I told her to become a floret, obviously, but I tell every terran that, it wasn’t because of anything about her  specifically. That changed as I got to know her better.”

Occantalis tilted her head to the side, looking at Selene in a thoughtful but somewhat condescending gesture. “What did you come to think then, cutie?”

I glanced at Selene, and she stared right back at me as she answered. “Don’t let her rob herself of the happiness she deserves. Give someone who hurts in silence a year and they’ll steal a lifetime from themselves. She already has an affini she’s deeply bonded to, just make it happen.”

There was a sudden shift in the energy of the room. Every affini but Gaelen had turned to me. Scrutinizing me. Natalie took advantage of the silence to speak up again.

“Just look at her, she’s more than a seed, she’s a fucking sprout at this point, just put an implant in that girl. Why in the Ever-loving-bloom is this even a question?”

Fernicus spoke carefully. “I will admit that a dormant personality facet that violently rejects help is something that would be far, far more easily addressed with the aid of a haustoric implant.”

Occantalis nodded. “I, or rather my subproscess siblings whose memory I share, have watched miss Walsh from the moment she came onboard this ship, as we do everyone. She never seems happier than when she is in her guardian’s arms. Given her pattern of rejection of things she wants, I do not see the issue in taking that decision away from her so she can be shown the bliss that florethood will provide.”

Tamai spoke up next. “She fired a weapon on an affini while being rescued. We do generally have procedures for that. And look at the pattern of her meltdowns. Meeting me and my fellow huntresses, or encountering florets she thinks of as disabled. There is an underlying pathology of feralism, even if it’s of the fawning, fearful variety.” She chuckled darkly. “I would happily take the girl, if my young counterpart has changed their mind.”

I looked down at my hands. 

The decision was clearly made.

Then, the only person in the room who had yet to say a word spoke up.

“I appreciate your…enthusiasm, Tamai, but your perspective does not align with my own.”

I looked up at Gaelen, watched as she ran her thumb across Selene's head in a pet that seemed more for her soothing than the xenra’s. I didn’t realize just how much I had missed the gentle tone of her voice over the past day until it returned. Like the stoking of a fireplace, Gaelen continued.

“In so many ways, I am younger and more naive than miss Walsh is, even if I have existed longer chronologically. I have seen so little of the universe, and she has been subjected to so much of hers.”

Every instinct in my body told me Gaelen should be treating me with spite and rejection. I had pushed her away, fought her and hurt her, left her alone in that massive castle, but despite it all she was defending me just the same.

“Lynn has challenged me, interrogated my convictions and my place in the universe- and even called my kiln design inefficient!” She chuckled warmly and smiled at me. “I would call this delightful creature a friend. My home has been warmed by her presence in ways I cannot measure. Make no mistake. I would care for her without reservation if she was unable to adjust, or if she wanted to be mine. But I do not believe she is, and I would rather she be sure. She deserves to choose what her own happiness looks like, after a lifetime of having no choices at all but what was needed to survive.”

Gaelen cleared her throat with a lick of smoke and projected out to the attentive room.

“I can imagine a world where she is mine. A world where Lynn Echeveria, First Floret wakes up beside me every day. Treating her as the princess she deserves to be. But this is about  her  well being, not what  I  want.”

She turned to me, and the warmth of her affection was palpable. I came to appreciate the selflessness of this moment from her perspective.

“Lynn Walsh is a remarkable sophont, and she has taught me that a world is not made purely from idealistic wishes. The absoluteness of our promises of care may be obvious and unquestionable to us, but to the xenosophonts we oversee, they must be  proven,  every day.”

Her words swelled with conviction, the deep rumble I had come to know so well. “Our absolute power and inevitability can be proven at a glance, but our benevolence and good intentions must be  lived,  and two weeks is a very short amount of time for her to have come as far as she has.”

Tamai grumbled, but even she couldn’t dispute her.

“I hold that Lynn deserves to be granted the right to build the world she wishes to live in. The charge of her own destiny. My final argument is this. Nothing that has happened since I met her conclusively proves that Lynn Echeveria is the fullest version of the sophont before us. That very dormant personality that lashed out at me deserves every bit as much love as the rest of her, and if we force this upon her, we have impatiently denied the best possible outcome in favor of the short term one.”

The room was quiet.

“Well fuck, dude,” remarked Natalie. “Good point, Syr.”

The captain turned to me. “Miss Walsh, you have been quite quiet. Do you have anything specific you would like to add?”

For the first time since our bitter argument I looked up at Gaelen properly, letting my eyes meet hers, and caught a glimmer of reassurance in her amethyst eyes. I felt the trickle of her rumble as it flowed across me, filling the void with the warmth of endless summer. There was no worry for time as I collected my thoughts. 

There was a tangibility to the difference between an Affini and anyone else that I had ever met, and I had never quite recognized it until now. An Affini would let nothing stand between someone and their wellbeing, no matter the personal cost.

After a long moment of consideration and a deep breath, I spoke up. “The Compact is strange in ways I couldn’t even have imagined just two weeks ago. I’m going to take time to get used to it no matter what.”

Fernicus chimed in with a singsong slip. “You’ve adjusted remarkably well, all things considered!”

“Thank you, I- I thought of this enormous ship in the sky as an imperial conquering force at first. One I had to just ally myself with by default because you were stronger. I knew you had to mean  some  of your promises, because there was no reason to save my life otherwise. But then I saw how advanced you are, and it sort of made sense. It didn't cost anything to help me, not really. That’s what I thought. That it all balanced out because taking care of me was essentially free, so I didn’t have to equal out the equation.” 

I peered up through the branches above us, at the beating heart of computation that served to watch over an entire ship. 

“But then I kept seeing more of your world. It was so much more complicated than I thought. So full of contradictions. The least capable cared for with the most attention. The history of cultures absorbed and hybridized. What do you get out of it? Why bother at all? I think I finally understand. It doesn’t add up because…” 

I looked at Gaelen.

“I’m still trying to imagine a world where happiness has a cost. Where one day, every kindness I have been paid will be called due. But you won’t, not because the gifts you give me are worthless to you, but because I am the thing with value to you, and there is no balance sheet, no debt to be collected.”

Nervous energy was building. I rubbed my palms against my thighs, feeling the excess energy release from my body.

“I-I accused you all of being religious zealots to Gaelen last night...” I smiled a little. “…and I still think I was  right.  You effectively  are.  I don’t believe in your god, but you aren’t like the church that tried to take my gods away. Your faith is for… a universe that cares. I can live with that.”

 All are home in this place. You are loved. You are safe. 

I felt a soaring of warmth in my chest, the blossoming of hope, a true, genuine trust that could never have been explained, only proven. It was matched by the radiating pride of Gaelen beside me. 

“I know… no matter what, I am going to be fine. Whatever you all decide. I’ll be okay.”

I looked up at my draconic friend and reached over. With the ends of my fingers I gently squeezed at one of her flowing red petals. It was soft and dry, and stained with the scent of a thousand spices.

There was a long, pregnant pause. The sound of a slow susurration of leaves flowed through the space, but Gaelen’s smile was all I cared for.

“Well, she doesn’t sound feralist to me,” the captain finally said gruffly. 

“I agree entirely,” confirmed Occantalis from beside him.

“I may have misjudged you,” admitted Tamai with a sharp smile. 

Selene looked at me with a toothy grin. “I still think you’re total implant bait, but I’ll have plenty of chances to convince you to volunteer on future dates if you’re not still pissed at me.”

Marsha raised a vine. “Are we done, then?”

The captain smiled, his eyes twinkling purple. “Seems like it. Let’s get that wardship brace off and hab registered as properly yours, huh? Welcome to being an independent citizen of the Affini Compact, Miss Walsh.”

My body slackened, not quite in catharsis but in something similar. The cutting of a thread of tension that had been pushing me forward from the moment I had seen Jieun wobbling in the transmission station.

The table dispensed a small stack of forms, and this time Gaelen didn’t touch the one that came out in front of me. Instead, she reached into the folds of her chest and produced a golden pen. Etched details in the form a celtic knot ran across it. It was the very same one I had compiled on my first night. She placed it on the table in front of me with a reassuring look.

“It is the little things that matter most.”

“Thank you, I had almost forgotten about it.” I reached for the tool, and the document beside it.

“I did not mean the pen, dear Lynn.” I felt a curling crackle at the edge of Gaelen’s words. “I meant you.”

I picked it up. The pen was not heavy in the low spin gravity here, but the mass of metal still resisted me more than any flimsy writing implement I had ever signed anything with before.

The weight of the tool was far greater than just the volume of precious metals it was made from. The heaviness it carried was tied like a vine on my heart, a fractal of warmth that resisted the motion as I pressed it gently upon the page. 

I leaned on the table to counterbalance its toppling tip and allowed the words to flow into the space below the dotted line. I had done what others had failed to accomplish. I had survived where others had perished. I had found the path through pain and sorrow and gained the thing that had eluded even those that lived to see this wondrous place. 

I signed.

Lynn Walsh, Independent

With mechanical purpose my body slid the form towards the slot, and the table sucked it up into the infinite bureaucracy. Everyone else was doing the same, and Marsha had already left without bothering with goodbyes, the rest of the room now standing to follow her.

My hand brushed the irremovable exoleg, and it unlatched, coiling itself into a loop. I held the wound-up brace and cane in my hands, and slid off the seat. A moment later I was on the floor, my sandals sticking to it with a subtle magnetic grip and friction against the wood. I was standing on my own two feet, unaided. It was easier in the gravity here than on hab ring four, but it felt no less momentous than the two unaided steps I had managed a few days ago.

I took my first step forward as an independent citizen.

The Affini were slowly filing out. Fernicus and Gaelen were engaged in a discussion, and Natalie and Selene were conversing too from between their arms. I looked up at the nearest person.

“What do I do now?”

Captain Maculatum placed a hand on my shoulder on his way out the door.

“Whatever you want to, Miss Walsh. That’s up to you now.”
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  39. Freedom
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    The bathroom door closed behind me, and I was washed in a faint fluorescence that spilled from the walls in a crystalline white, clinical and unfamiliar.

It was an unglamorous first thing to do with total freedom, but I had unconsciously refrained from going for far too long, and listening to the demands of my body was at least something I could attend to without much thought.

I could do this. It was simple. The big decisions could come later.

This was normal. The most normal thing I had done since arriving on this ship. I felt normal.
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I shook myself from staring blankly at nothing, letting my cane rest against the wall. It occurred to me that the gravity was too low for this to work, and looking around there was nowhere for me to actually go. Just as the thought crossed my mind, the blue lights flashed and I smelled a puff of cinnamon fill the air. On the far side of the room a seat had been freshly compiled. It made sense that a space like this would need to be omnicompatible I supposed. Next to it, a tube with a vacuum attachment had appeared in a compartment.

Yes, that did make sense. Oh, I had never done this with anatomy that didn’t… jut out. I fiddled around with things to the best of my ability, attaching the cup to a nozzle.

Fuck, it would be so much easier with Gaelen. I had a sneaking suspicion she would be happy to act as the vacuum itself in the first place. She would probably be making a disarming remark about my cuteness or distracting me from the embarrassment with a story from her past. For a moment I considered just how nice that would feel.

No. I was having a perfectly normal independent piss, filled with perfectly normal independent thoughts about my affini… friend.

My good leg tapped restlessly as I took in the emptiness of the space. There was no music, no rumbling, just me, alone, in a bathroom. Even the relief of vanishing pressure was muted by the feeling of the tube that unpleasantly reminded me of the  River of Reason. 

There was a faint sniffling sound from within the otherwise quiet room. A pallid discomfort that swallowed me as I evacuated myself. A creak in my bones that had gone unnoticed until I put the vacuum away and stood up. It was foolish of me to get hung up on this. I was doing fine.

Walking over to the sink I glanced into the mirror almost reflexively. It wasn’t something I typically did before, unless I was applying a depilatory, but I suppose it had become a habit in my time staying with the dragon who had become something more than a warden, nurse, and guide.

I was crying. 

Why was I crying? 

I got everything I  wanted , didn’t I? 

It was  simple  now, wasn’t it? 

I looked into the shallow curves of my face, the frown I didn’t know I was carrying. I hesitantly tried to smile, a trembling tug on the sides of my lips that faltered in its falsehood. 

I had won everything. Gaelen wasn't angry with me. Selene’s parting remarks had implied she still wanted to keep seeing me. If I decided I wanted to be a floret anyway I could just ask. I had lost  nothing  and gained  everything .

Still I felt a nagging inexplicable ache. It was the uncertainty. 

I had fallen asleep last night convinced there were no more real choices before me to make. I hadn’t emotionally prepared for any outcome other than failing my wardship. Yet here I was. I had all the power in the universe to choose how to be happy. It was a freedom I had never known. But now… I wasn’t given happiness. I had to seek it. 

The burden of self-determination. 

I wiped the last of the tears out of my eyes. I would find my happiness. I just needed a little time.

 


 

Without anything required of me, I decided to exercise my agency and explore a bit. My time on the  River of Reason  had been rigidly scheduled around the eight hour jump shifts. Every moment on Losofor had been a desperate scramble for survival. My wardship had generally been scheduled for me. 

How many real decisions had I made since I left Ganymede? Not many. Even fewer without being prompted.

The bustle of life had never stopped, but I felt a sense of solitude as I took the curving path of the lower branch away from the meeting room. Slowly I walked into the wide open space of this grand cathedral dedicated to unwavering systemic care. I didn’t know what else I was supposed to do, so I decided to sit down in a soft glade of golden grass near a ledge that overlooked the lower crossroads.

There was one very obvious focal point as my eyes wandered. The wooden core in the center of this grand hollow, from which vines and branches clearly pumped fluids throughout the building like a circulatory system. It was overgrown with engorged vibrant flowers and well tended leaves. A waft of gentle pink pollen drifted from it, into the air around me. 

I wondered what it was.

I spoke aloud in a soft voice, to no one in particular. “I need something. Is anyone free?”

There was a rustling of leaves from under me, and a creature that looked like a giant centipede with the upper torso of a woman skittered across the platform I was sitting on, coming up from under it. Each of her many legs clung to the branch and the grass for leverage until she was standing beside me. 

The leaves on her body were quite metallic, and they jingled pleasantly like tiny bells as she moved, lending her more of a robotic look than most affini I had seen before. 

“Hello there, little one! What can I help you with? Do you need assistance getting somewhere?”

“No, I was actually just curious about something. Is that… the core of the Occantalis above us?”

The affini shook her head, and gave me a comfortable pet that ran across my scalp. “No, the core of Occantalis Actual is…” She gestured with her vines at the enormous space we were inside. “Much bigger. We are inside it.”

“I thought this was a building.”

She giggled. “I didn’t just mean the building. I meant the entire axial city!”

“So there’s an affini who is a ship, and a city, and also has individual bodies running around?”

She leaned in and spoke conspiratorially. “Can’t I be more than one thing at once?”

I flustered in surprise.

“Oh! You’re another one of them. Hello. There sure are a lot of you.”

“Indeed! One of a few dozen. Most reside in digital space, but this early in the campaign a lot of us are currently in bodies like this one. I am Hexinia Occantalis, if you care to keep track.”

“So, um. Do you remember the hearing, or…?”

“I don’t have Fyrina’s memory loaded in this instance, but I can access the forms filed! Congratulations on your citizenship, little one.”

“Uh, thanks.” I was quiet for a moment. “I think I'm… Walsh, I guess I might as well call myself that. I can't tell the difference between me and my… other self very well. I think I'm just Lynn. But so does she. And sometimes it's both of us. Sorry, I'm rambling.”

“Always happy to help a fellow pluribus understand themselves.”

I fidgeted with my purse a bit. “Is it real? Or am I just making up a story, playing a game in my own head?”

The Affini laughed, her metallic leaves jingling like chimes. “What exactly do you think the difference between something you think about yourself being real and a game  is,  little one?”

I avoided her gaze and looked back up at the heart that hung above us.

“So… if its not your core what  is  that thing, then?”

“A heat sink!” Occantalis answered. “You are aware of how black body radiators work, I am sure.”

“Yes, um.” I vaguely remembered Gaelen telling me about this. “That’s an anchor node for a larger surface submerged in hyperspace? Because radiative capacity scales with the quartic of absolute temperature, multiplied by area… and you can get the cube of the area if you aren't restricted to realspace.” 

“Quite correct, cutie!” She giggled.

I watched a beeple hover over to tend to some of the flowers on the side. “Do they need…. Technicians? I was a thermal engineer in the Accord. I don’t want to take more than I give…” I paused for a moment, and then reframed my thinking. “Sorry, that’s still an Accord mindset. I know I could just relax. But I have never had the chance to really contribute to anything more meaningful than my own survival before. Maybe that’s what I need to be happy.”

“If you wanted to put your existing knowledge to use in the Compact, you could simply undergo more training. Anyone who wants to contribute to the great works will always find something that needs doing, or one will be created. We have so many roles to fill here in the city, you know. We would welcome someone with your mindset.”

I looked up at the tangled walkways overhead, and considered the idea. Living in this city whose gravity was so similar to the icy moon of my origin, where I could easily walk without assistive devices. At first the idea of relocation seemed absurd, but… it wasn’t like I had moved anything into my new hab yet anyway. 

“Something to consider, I guess.” I took it all in, the winding pathways that tangled in knots and the way that they all intersected to create this great convergence. Images of myself tinkering with the tools that allowed floating cities to soar through hyperspace caught my fancy. It was an incomplete picture, but maybe there was something to it. “I think I have a hab on ring four now, but I assume moving is easy.”

Occantalis’s purple eyes glowed gold, and she hummed in a way that clearly communicated a smile. “You can go anywhere you want in the Compact, Miss Walsh. You could even transfer off this ship if you wanted to start entirely fresh.”

“No, I don’t…” Suddenly, I had something I knew for sure. I wasn’t doing that. The thought of leaving Gaelen behind felt wrong, and even if I was still getting to know Selene, I didn’t want to leave her behind, never to be seen again. I didn’t know  exactly  where I stood with either of them and I was uncertain what I wanted, but whatever it was, I hoped they were a part of it. Natalie and Cassandra too. 

I mulled over my options, and the more I thought about it, the more I realized going back to that little empty hab in the cul-de-sac wasn’t a realistic option either. Not a stable one, at least. Realistically, I wouldn’t remain independent if I lived literally next to two xenos whose presence melted my brain into a puddle.

It hadn’t taken long to travel between rings. If I moved here, visiting would be relatively easy and my baseline wouldn’t be intoxication. It was viable, I supposed.

Was that a life that would make me happy? Was that who I wanted to be?

It would be a challenge, adapting to navigating this mind-bending root system of a city. But it would be a self imposed challenge, the only type I was going to have from now on. The axial city all looked organically grown, twisting towers of pearlescence and wood. As chaotic as it was, I was willing to bet Selene would be more than happy to explain the underlying systems that guided the winding pathways in three dimensions rather than just two. As for the lattices, Gaelen could always just carry me along.

My smile became a little more real, thinking about the two of them. Maybe that was… maybe that was who I could be as an independent.

“Of course there’s always another option,” Occantalis said, leaning in close. “Perhaps you could find an anachronistic enthusiast who had a need for thermal management. One with an… inefficient kiln design, perhaps.”

I snorted. “I thought you didn’t remember the meeting.”

“It was true when I said it! It took a few seconds to transfer.” She chuckled.

Suddenly I heard a commotion from a nearby branch lower down, a familiar voice carrying and echoing around the interior space.

I peered over the edge of the branch I was sitting on, and saw, walking between Wistaria and Valencia, none other than Maxine Zelig. She seemed to be bickering with them both as they walked her between rooms, each carrying a stack of forms.

“Oh fuck,” I muttered, glancing back up at Occantalis. “Can you bring me down there? I know those three.”

The metallic affini collected me up in her grasp and descended, appendages sliding along the branches for support until she could spin out a vine-cable to place me on the ground. She waved goodbye and skittered away, but I was confident she would come right back if I needed something else.

“Hello, um. Wistaria, Valencia… Max. What are you doing here?”

The three of them all twisted around. Wistaria’s expression went from stern to friendly the moment she saw me. “Ah, hello Miss Walsh!”

“Wonderful seeing you on your feet, petal,” Valencia offered with a kind smile.

Maxine was wide eyed as she saw me.  “Walsh?” 
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She was disheveled and grumpy looking, covered in xenodrug patches, and wearing a black band around her neck that reminded me of the anklet I had worn until Gaelen gave me the exoleg. Wardship collar, I guessed. I cleared my throat.

“I would prefer you call me Lynn.”

“What the fuck did they do to your ears?” 

I brushed my fingers against the tips self-consciously. “They fixed them. Or um- made them how I wanted them to be. My whole body, actually. What are you doing here?”

Valencia scritched Max behind the ears, which she recoiled from. “Well, miss Zelig here recovered quickly, so we are going to be getting her into the wardship queue. The rest of the crew is still recovering. Everyone is safe now.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m really glad to hear that.”

Wistaria chimed in with a courteous yet powerful glimmer. “Thank you so much for your help. Keeping the ferals talking as long as you did finally allowed us to triangulate them through the distortions.”

Max finally stopped staring at me with a huff, instead turning her glare towards the large feminine assortment of dark flowers. “We were literally voting to surrender. If you had waited five minutes before you gassed us all we would have.”

I ignored her and continued my conversation with Wistara. “Oh. You probably messaged me about that, I haven’t looked at the messages you sent me last night. I was occupied.”

The huntress chuckled to herself. “Of course petal, and congratulations on your full citizenship.” 

“If you behave…” the more colorful Valencia sneered down at Max. “…you might even have a chance to join her!”

“Yeah, if I get a fair chance at all in the first place,” she muttered. “I know Michael is toast, but you can't do this to me. I'm a good person.”

I shrugged. “All the Compact wants is for you to be happy. You’ve never had trouble with that. Just be reasonable and you'll be free to go home to Terra and start that family like you wanted to.”

She glanced from side to side with a calculating sharpness. Turning her attention to my body, Max looked me over, eyes lingering on my right leg, my ears, then particularly long on the crotch of my shorts, a tight fabric which was flush where it had once protruded. 

“You seem to have figured these xenos out. Maybe we can stick together. I didn’t forget what you said you felt about me down on the planet. It was a bad time. If things are as good here as you say, maybe we have a shot we didn’t before.” She gave me a lopsided grin. “Isn't the hero supposed to get the girl at the end?”

I winced at the reminder that my definition of love had once been so starved of affection that I thought it was what I felt about the glory-seeking middle manager currently ogling me.

There was a thump behind me as someone jumped down from a walkway above, and I turned to see a familiar wall of mauve blue fur beside me.

“This human bothering you, babe?” 

“Hey Selene. This is uh. Max. She used to be my…” 

I thought about what term would most accurately describe her. 

“Employer.”

Her eyes all narrowed, and I felt the brush of her tail curling around my waist. “Yeah, Gaelen and Natalie told me about Maxine.”

Selene’s aroma was not particularly strong here, since the interior space was so big it might as well be outdoors, but there was something I hadn’t smelled before. A woody spice, a protectiveness. A challenge.

Max took a step back, directly into Valencia. “What the fuck is this  thing?” 

“I’m her fucking girlfriend, you little slimeball. And if you think I’m letting you touch her again you’re going to get a crash course in just how good the affini are at fixing injuries.”

Max’s face twisted into a snarl, directed at me. “Fucking xenofucker. Guess I shouldn’t expect loyalty to your own species from some overeducated moonie hooker.”

Ah. So she had known after all.

Selene's closed fist caught Max in the cheek with a loud crack. 

Maxine stumbled back with a yelp of pain. Then Selene’s claws came out on the other paw. 

Wistaria and Valencia caught the swipe before it even began, moving faster than I could even see to grab the xenra by the wrist and stop Selene from gutting max. 

“Oh no, I was distracted by that cute beeple over there, my mistake~” Wistaria hummed dryly. 

Valencia made a noise of agreement. “Yes, didn’t see that first hit coming at all! I suppose after a week and a half on that miserable iceball my reflexes were a bit slow.”

Max glared at Selene. She growled back. There was anger on her quickly bruising face, but most of all, there was fear. She looked so small now. I wasn’t sure I had ever actually stood my full height next to her before. She barely came up to my chin as her gaze turned back to me.

“You really are one of those- one of those  things  with a brain implant now, aren’t you?” 

“No Max, but it wouldn't be a bad thing if I was. No matter how hard you fight, you will be happy, and you will find a kind of joy that was unimaginable, and I’m glad it will happen, even to you, but- fuck it, I’m done here. You'll figure it out, one way or another.”

The coward sputtered with trembling bitterness. “You traitor, I should have left you turning tricks on that fucking iceball,  Walsh .”

“Keep my father's name out of your fucking mouth,” I hissed at her with icy daggers on my breath. 

I felt the frost slide off of me one last time. She wasn’t worth my fear. She didn’t deserve my care. There was no more space in the expanded horizons of my mind to feel anything at all for the pitiful woman who exploited the very tenderness that made me special.

I took a deep breath, calming down as Selene returned to my side, her aggressive scent settling out to a softer tone.

Maxine Zelig was just another in a line of people who took advantage of the power they had over me. Exploited my naivete, leveraged my desperation, dangled false promises over my head and crushed Hope out of me. I was done with them all.


   Princesses say what they need. 


“I never want to see her again,” I said coolly, not even dignifying the pathetic woman before us with my gaze. I looked up at the affini who had been watching this all play out. “My well-being requires that I never see her face again.”

The two affini nodded, and the orange huntress finally plunged a flowery injector into Max’s neck. She slumped like a ragdoll. “Yes, we will both be leaving this ship soon now that the rescue mission is over. She can come with one of us. No reason for her to stay here.”

“It was… nice seeing you two again,” I offered to the pair. 

“I doubt it’ll be the last time, petal,” Wistaria said with a soft smile. “But for now, let’s get this grumpy little human processed.”

Valencia pulled the needle out of Max’s neck, and she looked peaceful in her sleep as the two huntresses hoisted her to carry her to her fate. Maybe she would become someone’s floret, maybe she’d be independent.

I didn’t care either way.

I turned to face Selene with a smile. “Girlfriend? We’ve been on  one  date.”

She grinned, and licked my cheek affectionately. “Eh, fuck it, right? When you know you know. Plus I hear the hero gets the girl. C’mere, little hero.”

I stood on my tiptoes and kissed her cheek, taking a deep inhale of the protective pheromones that still lingered around her mane. Her arms wrapped behind my back and pulled me in tight, easily holding me aloft in the Luna gravity. “Daddy is so proud of you, bunny,” she whispered into my ear.


   Princesses get what they want. 


I wiggled a little against her and wrapped my legs tight. Oh, fuck. She was my girlfriend. And I was cleared for sex. My girlfriend could knot me now.

But, the moment was incomplete. Even through her sweet smell I could feel someone else was approaching.

The rumbling was deep in the center of my belly. It shook and quaked with the embers of a well loved fireplace, spices that burned at the edges of perception and I knew she was coming before I had any external sign. I let go of Selene and took a blind step towards it.

Only then did a roaring cascade of russet petals and succulent leaves soar down from the branches above us, assembling into a form that I knew and loved.

Gaelen slowly approached us, her mane falling into place just as her pawed hands took form.

“I came as soon as I realized what was happening. I know that you are independent now and may prefer that I give you more space, yet I cannot help myself. I care deeply for you and… are you okay, princess?”

I smiled at the term of endearment and hugged her deeply, allowing myself to fall into the vines that made up her leg, mingling with the leaves. She gently rubbed my back with a digit from her paw.

“I’m feeling much better now.”

“I can think of something else you might like,” Gaelen tenderly replied. There was a rustling of succulent scales parting, and a familiar orange stuffed animal emerged from within her chest.

“The um- oh what am I saying, Gigi, thank you Gaelen.”

I clutched her tightly and brushed her against my face, savoring the soft feeling of her fur feathers on my lips. I took a deep breath of her fresh melon and firecracker. It wasn’t exactly the same as my dragon, but it was wonderful nonetheless. “I’m sorry for leaving you behind,” I quietly whispered to Gigi. Hope swelled up inside me.

“Found her on my walk over to the castle.” Selene had come around to join me, joining us in our hug. “Not that anything’s truly lost in the Compact, y’know?”

Our affini chuckled, petting the side of her ear.

“Do you want to come back to hab ring four with us?”

I nodded. I could return to explore this city as an independent tomorrow, surely. “Yeah. Can we get lunch?”

“I could fuck up a fuckin’...  sandwich  right now,” Selene commented.

“Of course, ladies.”

I held up the exoleg brace, parting from the hug. “I guess I should probably put this back on if we’re going to be walking, then.”

Gaelen suddenly crouched to the ground, and began to unfurl her entire body. The petals of her wings unfolded in shimmering ripples, her limbs shrinking inward. The humanoid face stretched and distorted, taking a more aerodynamic form.

A spark caught, and within my affini’s chest I heard a sound like a combustion engine roar to life. Hot air started to ripple under her wings as the transformation completed, and she extended a set of thick leaves like short stairs that would lead from the ground to her back.

A pair of vines extended, holding two sets of goggles. One with two eyes, the other with three.

“I did not mean by walking.”
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Notes for the Chapter:
          This chapter's reading rec is How A Floret Finds Out by Delcan. While FPTP is quite standard to the formula of a seductive HDG story, HAFFO turns the formula on its head and is instead a comedy mystery story about who a floret's owner is.

Valencia is from  Irregular Orbits  by Rocketmermaid. Wistaria is from  Five Lives  by PyxxieStyxx

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

        





  40. Flying

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn started to examine what independent life might look like, and then Selene literally left hooked Max Zelig out of the story and told Lynn they’re girlfriends now. Then Gaelen turned into a plane.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: Dry humping




    
    The flight started slow, at first. A careful takeoff on a rising cushion of superheated expanding air, that immediately had us listing in a counterspin. I felt weightless as there was now no stationary floor under us applying centripetal force back towards the center of the axis. 

I nuzzled into the spot behind Gaelen’s mane that was perfectly made to fit my body, thicker smooth leaves that cupped and supported me. I thought that perhaps they were made from what was typically the palm of her hand, but I had little time to think about it as the momentum picked up. A web of tendrils wrapped tightly around my legs and waist, not particularly constricting my movement, but to ensure I didn’t slip as we started to pick up speed.

Her serpentine form was flush with heat, misty steam slipping though her to mingle with the air as we rose above the ground. The air was thick with firework mortar and vine ripened melon, rich with spice burned by the heat of ignition.

My girlfriend tucked her arm around me for mutual support, and the active volcano of Gaelen's body pulsed in a rhythmic churn. In turn, I ran my hands through the soft mane of petals and found a smooth handle of horn material to grip onto, and we were off.

Unmoored from the spinning hab ring, my sense of up simply became the direction we were moving, and from this new perspective I was lying on my back on top of Selene, with various people walking impossibly sideways on the winding branches. The feeling was quite disorientating, but before it reached the point of nausea a vine held up a hard candy with an illustration of a human inner ear relaxing on a beach printed on the wrapper. As implied by the label, the moment I popped it into my mouth the feeling vanished.

A pair of vines curled around my ears, and I heard Gaelen’s voice through them even over the roaring of wind. “Comfortable, princess?”

“Yes, thank you Syr.” 

“Yeah, this fuckin’ rules!” Selene’s voice conducted through the vine as well.

Swirling up through the central bureaucracy we spun around the heart like a dancing ribbon, sending the pollen flying around us. Flecks of pink clung to my goggles and for a second I had nothing to go off of except for the sensation of my core rising up off the seat, then with a  woosh  I was pressed back into Selene's chest.

The pollen cleared, and I could suddenly see the intricate lattice grid ahead of us. We were flying between the layers, soaring and swooping above and below the pearlescent walkways like the undulations of a wave. 

My dragon took a sharp banking right turn as we rose in elevation. I could see the entire city below and above and all around, but I felt completely safe. With an eager burst she released a deliberate shedding of petals, and they rained down on a group of Affini and florets, little sparkling glitters of auburn orange that gently sailed over them. They began jumping and waved excitedly at us. 

I started to giggle, a joy that grew into a laugh, and finally a scream of joy as I shakily lifted a hand off the soft bark of her horn to wave back at them.

I was flying. Not in a ship selling my labor, some abstract expression of the act, but actually, truly,  flying.  

I laughed and screamed and clutched at Gigi and Selene’s strong arm wrapping around my chest as Gaelen launched into a corkscrew around a thick branch and rolled sideways between two hexagonal buildings.

My dragon pulled back upwards and I momentarily lost some of my weightlessness, dropping back down, pressing into her. Through the goggles I looked and squealed as I realized we were heading towards the projection wall, endless curling fibonacci spirals that resembled the organic buildings from the city but under deliberate and entrancing distortion.

Finally, we reached the central axis tube, and Gaelen swooped into one of the openings that Marsha and I had ridden through in a glass elevator. We plunged into the dark tube, though my dragon’s jets of flame faintly lit the dark wood and metal panelling whizzing by. The igneous roar of propulsion echoed off the distant walls, and in the absence of any sights to see, Selene’s tongue and teeth began to play at my neck and ears, filling my belly with the kind of butterflies the candy wasn’t meant to take away.

We exploded out into the humid air of hab ring two, and rather than heading straight for the other side, Gaelen swooped down towards the shelves of flowing water. The massive projective skies showered us in the precious glow of a royal purple, and bursting eviscerations of scent collapsed through the winds that whipped intensely across my face.

Gaelen’s body carefully dipped lower and lower towards the waves that were careening below us. In a graceful move she allowed the tip of her belly to skim the seas, diamond splashes of water spraying up around us. Her jets of flame turned the foamy surface into a gush of sparkling steam as we rose and fell. I felt myself overcome with emotion, tears caught in the edges of the goggles, beams of light and water coalescing on a spectrum that sung a song so exquisite I would never forget it.

My home contained a vastness of worlds. I loved it.
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Gaelen wove between two waterfalls and I instinctually ducked out of the way of a ledge. Then, she spun back upwards. Our spiraling ascent reached its peak and we plunged into the dark liminal space between polar caps into the darkness between rings. 

Selene once again snatched me, turning my head to the left and leaning over my shoulder to give me the frantic, lapping sort of kiss a canine snout was capable of. Her nose pressed into my cheek with each swipe, drawing a bright red blush to my cheeks. My slightly parted lips let out an excited squeak of surprise and she took advantage to further her brief exploration with a disarming playfulness. I reciprocated however I could with my own, surrendering beneath the lightly skimming grazes of her teeth.

I felt the amused rumble of Gaelen watching us, and clung tightly to Gigi as my girlfriend left me utterly breathless. She playfully stole the candy from my mouth for a moment. I nabbed it back and scrunched my face up in a playful tease, giggling as I refused her further entry.

“You think you’re a real clever bunny huh?”

“Mhmm” I muttered through clenched lips and a windswept grin.

She changed tactics instantly, soft pawing from her hands running across my torso in a mischievous exploration that seemed intent on finding the parts that would draw noises from my body.

Selene let go of me just as we emerged from the dark into the ring that spun fast enough to simulate a gravity beyond my imagining. We dove into a sharp plunge and then straightened out, soaring just a few meters over the flat single-story buildings whizzing by perpendicularly underneath us.

We zoomed over a group of khetari playing a game that used paddles to hit a ball along thick yellow grass towards a target circle, then over a forgework area similar to the one Gaelen had used to mix metal alloys. We hurtled towards the ring cap wall, then quickly swerved straight up and started to climb with a roaring burst of hot air underneath us.

“Hey Gaelen, we should make this take a little longer,” I heard my girlfriend say.

Rather than going straight for the axial tube, Gaelen began doing lazy spirals in the sky, whose G forces started to push me back against Selene even harder. Within moments I had a pair of fuzzy paws squeezing at my breasts and thighs from behind me and her breath against the pointed tip of my ear. 

“Hhhey!” My halfhearted protests went unheeded.

After getting a squealing whine out of me, she moved one paw away from my breast and towards my cheek. The xenra tilted my head back until my nose was under her jaw, pushing the lingering edges of her psychoactive clementine scent into me before the wind whipped them away. 

“You’re my girlfriend now, so you better get used to carrying my scent on you.” 

Fuck, she was horny, and now I definitely was too. I wasn’t sure if it was because of her scent affecting my head or if I was just into the idea of being scent marked. Probably both. I started to breathe heavier, and that only made it worse.

“Fuck, this is…” I was getting dizzy for reasons unrelated to the world spinning around us.

“Gaelen, a little help?” Her voice was low and growly, and I didn't need the help of Gaelen's vine to feel it. “Wanna kiss her more.”

I felt a chuckle rumble through me, and the vines holding me into my makeshift seat tightened. Layers of vine twisted, turning my body until I was facing her. The gravitational pressure left me pressing into Selene’s body, and my back blocked the heavy winds. Her scent was stronger now, a sour citrus with a passionate needy musk. 

Adrenaline was getting to the both of us, addling rotations of the highgrav ring forcing my focus onto her and not the sights below. Together, Gaelen’s vines and Selene’s paws shifted me down further into the xenra’s lap so the bulge in the front of her jeans rubbed through my shorts. Her mouth stole my breath and her fingertips traced up the textured scars of my right leg. Sensitive nerves sent a shiver up my spine, but I couldn’t wriggle far under the vines and paws.

She let me lose myself for a moment, desperately sucking at the thickness of her tongue before tilting her head back away from me and pulling her body in tighter. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous. I want to do such  bad  things to you, babygirl.”

I squirmed as best as I could in my girlfriend’s grip, not to escape, but to feel how tightly I was being held by the two of them. Particular attention as always was being paid to my right leg.

I ground my hips down and made a little whine as her paw came behind my lower back to encourage my ineffectual grinding, pressing me down harder. “How bad could they really be, if they’re allowed to happen at all,” I mumbled against the fur between her tits. 
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She felt so soft against my cheeks, her intoxication dripping down my throat and pulling a hum from my lips. I rubbed myself against her without thought. I was flying in the air, entirely isolated from anyone but two xenos who had not been shy about their desires for me. I was completely at Selene’s mercy, and yet I trusted her with that vulnerability, even if it was scary.

“Now ain’t the time, but I definitely need to knot you while we fly another day,” she growled, rolling her hips to press into me just a little harder. The scent was starting to melt my brain somewhat. I just wanted to be a good bunny for her…

The sky darkened around us as we flew through the third and final tunnel between hab rings. The space itself hummed a pleasant harmony as it turned around us.

“Well um-  now  doesn’t seem terrible.” I admitted it under cover of darkness, before an echoing reminder about what princesses  want  and  need  inside my own head would have probably forced it out of me anyway. “We could go somewhere with a bed, or you could rip my clothes off right here, um… I-I want your knot so bad,” I quietly confessed in a whine.

Selene pulled me back from her chest for air. My thoughts briefly cleared, the fog lifting slightly. “Tonight, bunny. Just trust me. Trust  us.” 

 “Hmph,” I managed to get out before her mouth was on mine again. Gaelen’s petals rippled in the wind around us, and their scents were combining and overlapping in every breath I snuck in through my nose.

We finally soared into the familiar interior of hab ring four, bright midday light shining through my eyelids as Selene continued to claim my mouth with hers. Every brush of her tongue on my lips and gentle press of her teeth pulled light breathy moans from my throat. 

“Almost there, ladies,” Gaelen rumbled in my ears with a warm chuckle.

Selene finally stopped gnawing on my face and shoving her tongue into my mouth and broke the kiss. I took a dazed look at the land curving up around either side of us as I got my bearings again. The almost agrarian layout of grounded roads seemed quaint now that I had seen the tangled wonders of the axial city on ring one. Forests swept the side of the landscape, walking trails and streams from farms.

Gaelen cut her combustion and flared her wings wide, slowly gliding in a serpentine motion that bled off our speed until we started to match the motion of the ground below us. 

I looked to the projected soaring blues and wispy clouds to the ring cap on my left, and saw the titanic illusory body of Occantalis Actual watching us glide past the seven elevator spokes. I waved at her, and she waved back with an arm made from an enormous pine tree, before slowly lumbering like a great colossus out of view once more.

“Does she do that for everyone?”

“Nope! I think she likes you,” Selene chuckled. “Gaelen better watch out for competition.”

“Oh, it would be no competition,” she answered with a chuckle. “I could never hope to best the ship herself. Does Lynn Occantalis have a nice ring to it?”

“The ship itself has florets? Isn't she like, a plural hivemind or something? How does that even work?’

“Quite well, to my understanding!”

I giggled, and was quietly grateful for the deflection from my own fate. 

Gaelen pitched down, and did a loop around the towers of her own castle, before ultimately continuing to glide downhill towards the independents’ village and passing over Selene and my habs. I would have sworn I saw a bunch of stuff in the castle courtyard that wasn't usually there, but between the aerial angle and the short glimpse I wasn't sure.

I wordlessly pointed at parts of the independents district as if to say ‘look, you made that!’ Selene yipped in excitement as we appreciated the winding nooks and hidden corners from a new perspective. I settled into a more casual show of affection, pressing little pecks into the sensitive corner of her lips at the base of her snout.

Russet wings flared as a final brake as we cleared the river behind the cul-de-sac, and we landed with a gentle thud on solid ground. I sat up, pulled off the goggles, and saw we were now in the shopping district. Gaelen helped me re-attach my leg brace and step down onto solid ground with Gigi clutched in my arms. I was more than a little wobbly, considering Selene had been grinding into me for a third of the flight.

I went to pop one of the scent blocker patches back on my arm, but Selene snatched it with a teasing grin. “That’s a serious conversations kinda thing babygirl, you don’t need it if we’re hanging out. I can control myself to get down to a level you can normalize if you practice. Look, you can already at least stand next to me outdoors.”

“But you gave me one on our first date!” 

“Well, first date was a freebie. And don’t worry, not like you’ll ever get used to it enough to be immune…” She wrapped an arm around me. “…I’ll just use my venom on you when I want you to have no resistance to me.” 

My cheeks flushed as she stashed the patch in her jeans pocket and her pedipalps wiggled at me. I turned away from her to see Gaelen was returning to her usual shape. As the affini reformed herself into a bipedal shape, a particular spike of her curled bark horns emerged from the tangle. She started to pull it out and offered it to me.

“Would you like your old cane back? You left it in the elevator.”

I almost grabbed it, but then decided otherwise and squeezed my hand around the one that had been compiled this morning.

“I’m going to stick to this one for now. But thank you,” I said softly.

The cane was pulled back into her body. Gaelen’s smile formed before the rest of her face, and her face knitted itself back together around it.

“Of course, princess. Now, you two go grab your lunch.”

Selene strolled into the archway to the enclosed patio, but I hung back for a moment to talk to Gaelen.

“You um- you said some really kind things in the hearing. I was worried after I shouted at you. I thought… I thought I messed everything up.”

“Lynn, it was…” she sighed. “I am not sure I would have done differently even knowing what I know now, but I assure you, I do not think you were wrong to be upset. But there are no more secrets to keep, or at least, nothing but pleasant surprises.”

I nodded. “Um, can I ask something?”

“Anything.”

“You argued for my independence in the hearing. But you clearly have wanted me as your… full companion ever since we met. When did you decide to argue for my independence? Was it before or after our date yesterday?”

Her hand cupped my shoulder. “I had not truly decided until I started speaking. I found my answer as I saw you. You, this you who is speaking now. I had only seen  this  Lynn in short glimpses when you were in tremendous pain. The only time I had seen  any  Lynn Walsh truly happy without qualification was when I had hypnotically suppressed  you  entirely. Yet there you were, sitting strong. A wellspring of courage, facing the unknown despite your fear. Deciding to be your best self with or without my help. Something you did  not  do while under my watch. Perhaps I was too hasty and should always have let you have a chance to heal without me. I am uncertain.”

I looked up at her, taking in the features of her expression. Recalling all the times she had intervened when I was hurting. Remembering how it felt to be bound within her grasp. Lingering on how her phytotoxin injector had teased at my flesh.  Princesses get what they want. 

“But you still  want  me to be your floret. All of me.” 

I didn’t know what answer I was more scared of hearing. It wasn’t even really a question.

“I do. If, in time, I become certain that your best self is as my floret, you will be.” The purple glow of her eyes washed over me, a possessive, hungry sharpness. “Do not think I will  only  act if you ask me for it. If you truly cannot bear the possibility of such an outcome, you may wish to change course. You are not required to allow me to court you. Generally, it is a matter of when, not if, engaging romantically with an affini leads to becoming their floret.”

“You didn't take any of the Růdoe,” I pointed out.

“Ah. We all have regrets, don't we?”

Selene poked her head back out from the dining area with a mischievous look. “Don’t listen to a word this softie says, Lynn. Youngblooms are easy. Well, she’s never domesticating  me  at least.” She made a barking laugh. “Where's your purse, by the way? Didn't you have it at the hearing?”

I looked down, and realized my cane, leg brace and Gigi were the only things on me. “Yeah, uh, guess I lost it somewhere.”

I had a moment of panic from losing my tablet, before remembering I could just find the nearest compiler and make a new one. The handmade purse itself was the real loss, right?

Oh, fuck. I had still been carrying those two perfumes that Affini floret and their owner made for me. I guess I could just go back and ask for new ones. If and when ever I ended up needing them.

Selene flashed a friendly grin, clearly noticing I was getting lost in my own head. “Hey babe, it'll turn up, someone will probably deliver it to your hab tomorrow."

I nodded. Right. My hab. I should tell them about that.

“I-um,” I looked down nervously. “I was thinking I might have to change some things about my plans, but I still really… I  don’t  want to break off whatever it is we might have. I just might need more distance than I thought.”

Gaelen nodded. “Go get your food, and then tell me what’s on your mind.”

My affini remained outside the low patio as Selene pulled me along to grab the lunch she had ordered. Lydian was cheerful as ever as they brought Selene’s sandwich and my smoothie over to the pickup shelf. It was a little weird knowing that this friendly creature was descended from one of the most dangerous empires the affini had ever domesticated, but it wasn’t like there was a human alive who didn’t carry a history of violence somewhere in our own bloodline. 

Selene happily scarfed down her sandwich as we walked, and I took a long sip of my smoothie before looking up at them both in turn. “Um, I might want to move to the axial city on ring one. The gravity there is more like what I grew up with, and if I’m giving independence a serious shot, I think living with or next to you two is going to, uh. Sorry, this probably sounds ridiculous. It’s not that I don’t trust you both. It’s- um.” I made a waving gesture with my smoothie hand. “The pheromones and the biorhythms and the drugs so good you never want to be sober again and all. I like them, but I think if I might need some enforced moderation.”

“I wouldn’t hate it,” Selene mumbled through a mouthful of food. “Visiting you there I mean. Lower gravity is definitely easier on the knees.”

Gaelen chuckled from my other side, and wrapped a vine around my shoulders. “You have seen I have no difficulty traveling there and back quickly. However, I  insist  you spend tonight at the castle. We have something planned.”

“Oh, I um- Yes absolutely, I didn’t mean  today Syr.” I grabbed at one of her vines and squeezed it. “I missed you last night.”

I could think about moving away from the two devastatingly attractive hypnotic aliens tomorrow. We had been walking and talking, and as I swallowed a sip they both turned to the right. I looked up from my cup and realized we were standing outside the tailors.

“Come, princess. We have something to pick up before the party.”

I slurped the last of my smoothie and tossed it in a trash chute. “The  party?” 

Selene chuckled, pushing me along through the door before I could even process the thought of an imminent surprise party. “Yeah, your independence  or  impending florethood party. Independence, as it turns out. We didn’t say which when we planned it, since we were celebrating either way.” 

A bell jingled and I took in the light interior lined with fabrics and ribbons, dresses and outfits. The spiderlike affini was further to the back, but the floret that had been sleeping yesterday waved at us cheerfully from her bed on the desk. Her wavy brown hair was tucked behind her ears, and a four pointed orange and yellow flower rested upon her left temple.

“Hey! Y’all the Echeverias?”

Selene and I exchanged a slightly nervous look.

“Um, I don’t bother with a last name,” Selene mumbled.

“And mine is Walsh.”

The floret snorted with amusement at us. “Look, I just need to know if you’re the ones picking up that dress and suit we worked on last night.”

“They are!” Weaver skittered up behind her floret with a sharp grin, her glowing eyes peering out. “Don’t forget to introduce yourself, petal.”
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“Oh yeah, heh. I’m Blossom! Now hold still. I need to see the vision.” The girl picked up a pad of paper and hopped down from the table, landing next to me. She pointed her pencil at me and pressed a button on the handle. Suddenly a faint wireframe of my own body appeared on the paper in faint blue lines that she immediately started sketching over.

“Um, what are you doing?”

“You think I’m only givin’ a fuckin’  princess  one gown?” She giggled to herself, tearing off the page and passing it back to Weaver, who clipped it to a string overhead.

Another design soon joined it, then another, and another. “Hmmm. Yeah, okay, it’s all coming together, but I've got some specific patterns I like too, let’s try some more colors,” Blossom mumbled to herself, giving me a satisfied smirk. She started pointing her pencil at Gaelen and pressing the button to copy whatever color she was pointing at onto her writing implement, though a few times she sampled Selene as well.

“You should make one out of tearaway fabric so I can rip them off her,” Selene offered after throwing the last bite of her sandwich into her mouth and peering over the floret’s shoulder. “Ripping compiled stuff just doesn’t hit the same, you know?”

“You got it, boss!” The floret was already thumbing through to another page, lightly laughing to herself as she started to diagram a dress with sections that could act as bondage rope once torn. Oh dear.

The arachnid affini seamstress crouched down next to me, her limbs bending with a crackle of stiffer more chitinous plant matter. With a voice that dipped into a melodic flow state she spoke to me directly.

“Here, Miss Walsh, let’s get your new dress on!”

Four orange eyes flashed gold, and before I could argue about being stripped to my underwear in the middle of town she was already sliding the dress onto me. 

I didn’t notice the tap on my waist until my arms were already in the air. Layers of fabric tickled my flesh as the crinoline dropped around me, pale purple undertones that gave it a beautiful volume. The midsection fell into place, resting on my developing hips, comfortably covering my nourished body. My head popped out from the neckline, and I looked down. The beautiful off white was softer now, and the yellow green accents felt even more prominent. 

Vines carefully pulled at seemingly invisible threads that ran up and down my arms, making microadjustments in the fabric to more perfectly fit my shape. She picked up a mirror and circled around me, admiring her handiwork.

“This looks incredible.” I piped up. “Thank you so much. But, um, did this get any of those… special effects you talked about yesterday?”

“Perhaps. It would be nothing you wouldn’t like, I promise~! A princess’s gown already has such a potent effect on its wearer even without my magic sprinkled in, you know.”

She pulled at the neckline with a featherlight tug that seemed to leave my concerns falling behind me into infinity. Her four eyes twinkled in a pattern more complicated than any number sequence I could track.

“Besides! Surely you don’t want to spoil the ending of the story, dear,” she whispered with a voice that dripped like sweet honey. Her fangs glistened gold with temptation and promises.

“Um, yeah, obviously,” I said, feeling a bit dizzier than I would have expected for a moment and suddenly realizing I was not only quite attracted to xenos, but apparently had a  type  in predatory women.

Dark purple fingers swirled, winding up a golden thread, and the right side of the skirting fell away to create a striking diagonal in the hemline. My scarred leg was highlighted instead of hidden in a beautiful flourish. 

“Oh, it looks marvelous! How absolutely  wonderful!”  She clapped both pairs of hands cheerfully, and then leaned back down close to whisper directly in my ear.

“But I do wonder, dear. Did you get everything you wanted at the hearing today, Miss Walsh?” 

I looked back over my shoulder at Selene and Gaelen. Selene was pulling off her tanktop and jeans, and I stole a glance at my girlfriend’s fluffy sheathe before she pulled a pair of black dress pants on and Gaelen helped her start to put on the rest of a suit. I didn’t realize she was getting fitted too. The way they interacted with each other made me smile to watch.

I watched a moment of tenderness pass between them, as Gaelen tucked one of her own desert flowers into Selene’s lapel and brushed her hair out of her face. Gaelen didn’t need to tilt her head up to see her given the upwards-facing third eye. I felt like I saw a glimpse of something hardened inside her getting sanded down as our affini knelt before her, a burst of a flowery scent I hadn’t yet detected on Selene. Her vines lingered just a bit more than they needed to in her mane and around her rapidly wagging tail as Gaelen straightened her suit out, and then gave her a firm rub on the scalp that made her leg twitch.

Fuck. Was that what I looked like when Gaelen turned that gaze on  me? 

“Miss Walsh?” Weaver waved her violet fingers in front of me gently. “I was asking, did you get everything you wanted?”

I turned back to the seamstress to answer. “I don’t know yet. But I think I’m headed in the right direction.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          This chapter's reading rec is Sol is Short for Solace by Witch_Freya and Fluxom. it is the second story by the original creator of the xenra that features them, and absolutely disgustingly hot. mind the CWs, it is not a gentle seduction like FPTP, lol.

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

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

        





  41. The Party

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn, Selene and Gaelen flew back to hab ring four, got lunch, Lynn shared her plan to move to the axis city in hab ring one, then got a dress for a surprise party.

          


    
    Selene and Gaelen had perhaps understated what I was in for. As we dismounted from riding on the back of her quadrupedal form and turned to see the castle courtyard, my jaw dropped.

“This can’t be right… this is-you did this for me?”

I led the way at my own pace as the three of us walked up the winding pathway. Dozens upon dozens of hand crafted paper lanterns hung from the trees, dangled from erected structures and idly floated in the air, small flickering candles illuminating their colors in a golden light that shone from within.

A half dozen or so individuals were milling about around what looked like a set of marble tables with snacks and drinks piled high. While the enormous courtyard looked quite empty, it was still more people than I had ever expected to care enough about me to show up for something like a party.
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“So many people showed up,” I mumbled in surprise.

Selene gave me a look that was only accentuated by her suit and tie. “Girl, the fuck are you talking about? Those are just the early arrivals. You’re the damn hero of the fucking ship, everyone wants to meet you.”

“I don’t understand, all I did was become independent.”

She chuckled and wrapped her tail closer around me. “Oh bunny, that’s just the excuse for the party. The heroics happened before the Affini even found you.”

Having it laid out so plainly and seeing the crowd beginning to congregate, it started to settle over me. The actions I took on the ship and down Losofor weren’t  all  about the people who didn’t make it. To those who survived and the Affini who had taken them in, what mattered was the actions I took to get them here. I helped bring them home.

I heard a repeated clicking noise and turned to try and find the source. One of the statues had descended from a courtyard podium to skitter up to me, holding out a tray covered in glasses of wine. Ruby's voice emerged from the central shell of its alien body.


   “Welcome back, Miss Walsh, and congratulations. Would you like a drink?” 


“Yes. Thank you, Ruby,” I said with a nervous smile, and took one of the glasses from the tray before it scuttled off. I took a sip of the drink, and sighed happily. It was sweet but not cloying, coating my mouth in a delicate swirl of late summer fruit and sour acidity, leaving a warmth as I swallowed. The same plum drink I had enjoyed on my first night in the castle. 

“Would you two like a treat as well?” I heard Gaelen rumbling from behind me and turned around. “There seem to be many to choose from!”

Gaelen had found the berry bush I selected when we were out shopping. It felt like so much time had passed between then and now, but our independent date had really only been yesterday. Gaelen turned it so a flat green berry was facing Selene. She grabbed hers without hesitation. “Thanks, Gaelen.”

She turned to me, and gently wiggled a branch with a familiar translucent red sweet back and forth for a moment. I giggled and reached up, plucking it from the little bush. Even the smell was enough to send warm tingles of euphoric giddiness spreading across my face, the pleasurable association between the berry and the effects so intrinsically linked in my brain. 

“I suppose I could have one, the meds Marsha gave me are starting to wear off so I’m beginning to ache, and- well it is a party.”

“You do not need to justify happiness, princess. You merely need to accept it.”

I nodded, she was right. Old wounds run deep, and I had gotten the bush for a reason. No more rationing pills or pushing through the pain for me. I bit down on the berry, and with a satisfying pop it burst in my mouth. The rush of fresh melon and light tang was immediate, coating my tongue and running into my throat. I wiggled from the anticipatory stimulation and swallowed down.

A trickling of pleasurable pins and needles pumped out from my chest and through my body, warm and comfortable. The dress I was so beautifully arranged in felt light and fluffy as it touched my sensitive skin, and as a pulse of nerve stimulation ran from my pelvis to my toes I let out a joyful little moan.

“I missed you both. I don’t really know what to do at a party, but whatever’s next I’m going to enjoy it, and that’s what counts.”

Gaelen smiled down at me as she put the bush down on a nearby marble table. “Of course, princess. I am going to go ensure our party supplies are all ready. Behave, you two.” She gave Selene and I each a pat on the head before walking off to talk to the beeple who was manning the snack table. I squeezed Gigi tight under my cane arm as soon as Gaelen was further than a few meters away.

I saw Adelira approaching us with Cassandra in her arms, and as soon as the puppygirl was set on solid ground she ran over to me and hugged me tight, tail wagging happily. The rootlike affini walked away to speak with Gaelen, leaving us to ourselves. 

“Sorry you didn’t get florted, Lynn, hope this party can cheer you up,” she whispered solemnly. “I’ll call in so many wellness checks on you, I promise.”

“I um. I appreciate that you care,” I answered with a giggle. “Perhaps don’t though. I think Selene has it covered.”

“Yeah, that’s fair. Mommy said it’s a matter of time anyway! Are you still fucking Syr Echeveria?”

I took a long sip of my wine to cover my blush. “I hadn't actually thought about that yet, but I wasn’t planning on stopping, I suppose.”

Cassandra’s tail started wagging excitedly. “Good, good, later I need to tell you about the crazy sex positions affini can do. The forget me knot, the abyssal depths, the Remulan shake, and of course, doggystyle.”

“I think that last one is a normal sex position, Cassandra.”

“Shapeshifters,” she said.

“What do you m-”

 “Shapeshifters,”  Cassandra repeated, looking me dead in the eyes. “I  saw  that quadruped form, Lynn. I know you thought it too.”

Selene started a barking laugh from beside me, drowning out my stammering denials.

Fernicus and Natalie joined us and rescued me from my predicament, the former giving me a friendly wave and the latter stumbling into my arms for a hug, clearly already quite high.

“You did it Lynn, you’re indie-pendie, I never doubted you for a second…”

I snorted with laughter at my young friend. “You seemed to think differently at the hearing.”

Natalie released me from the hug and wobbled backwards a little before gesturing wildly with faer arms. “Hey,  listen…  uh. Ok, yeah, but unless you have a class D I'm sticking to my story.” Fae toppled over in a fit of giggles, quickly caught by Fernicus’s vines.

Selene gave me a sly grin. “I  still  think you should be a floret, to be fair.”

I took another sip of my drink with a giggle. “I’m happy to see you’re already having a good time, Natalie.” 

“Oh yeah, as soon as we finished at the hearing I needed a playcation, that was way too much serious business for me. Found a nice spot between those pillars to get high and fuck Cassie while the Affini set everything up. Speaking of which, Ferny, baby, a top up? Gimme an upper, dude, I know you got em.”

Fae looked up at faer owner with big eyes. Fernicus giggled quietly, then gave Natalie a coddling belly tickle while preparing a thorny needle for faer thigh. “Of course, how could I say no to inflicting my little terror on the rest of the party!”

Suddenly Natalie perked up, spinning faer head around in a desperate flail.

“Wait, stop, hold up! Look over there!” Fae threw a hand into the air, swatting away the thorn. A faint musical riff danced through the air from across the walkway and suddenly Natalie was scrambling to faer wobbly feet. 

Natalie was gasping and jumping up and down as best as possible, pointing at an affini with a complex shimmering body like a rainbowy silver diamond talking to Gaelen on a raised platform near what looked like a dance floor opposite the snacks table made of an alternating grid of wood and stone. A gaggle of kitten girls were crawling and playing beneath her feet. 

“Holy monsterfucking frost. It’s really her!” Natalie was vibrating with excitement. “Fuck, Lynn, your owner is so cool for getting Ornith to come play! Not owner but, fuck it. Y’know what I mean. Your dragon affini girlfriend or whatever she is.”

I chuckled nervously, glancing at Gaelen. “Um, I’m not sure… what label we would put on things exactly.”

The two affini exchanged a hug and Gaelen hopped down from the stage with a long stride back towards the castle to some next task. The musician began to croon a few bars of an upbeat pop song to test the speakers, but I could barely hear it over Natalie’s scream. 


  “ORNITH-HHHHHH”


Fae turned back to us quickly. “Catchyoulaterivegottago. Wait wait wait I’m too nervous, Mxtress, I actually do need to be blazed as fuck, gimmie the fattest class-E you got in there.”

Fernicus chuckled and hit the floret with a top up. Natalie wobble-ran over to join the crowd, and the feathery therapist looked down to me with a small smile.

“I expect I will still be seeing you regularly, Miss Walsh?”

“Yeah, hopefully I can have future therapy sessions without needing to be rescued from a meltdown by Gaelen.”

Fernicus giggled to xerself for a moment, before continuing along to catch up to xer fangirling floret. “I’m sure we can figure something out.”

Selene grabbed me by the waist by her tail as her paw drifted lower down my back, playfully groping at my ass through the dress. “I can always be a therapy fox again too, bunny. You haven’t even seen what it’s like while you’re tied around my knot.”

I kissed her cheek with a smile. “I think that’s more of a stress management thing.”

“Ok, but consider, if you're literally always drowning in my scent, you won’t have any room for trauma.”

I made a little  “Hmph”  and refocused my attention on the new arrivals. 

A mass of blue and black fur in the shape of an anthropomorphic dog I assumed was one of Suki’s phytotech fursuits was the first of the guests making their way up the hill, bounding up excitedly towards me. She was shadowed by a mass of her owner that seemed to prefer to creep along the brickwork than form a body. My suspicion was confirmed as she came to a skidding stop next to me. “Hey, Lynn! It’s Suki! Congrats on indie status!

“Hey, nice suit. And um, thank you for coming.”

I offered a handshake and got a very fuzzy hug instead. “Of course! I did figure you'd skip that hearing entirely considering how you looked at your warden, but I’m just as happy at a happy indie party as I am a happy floret party!” 

“She was very brave in the hearing,” Selene said, giving me an affectionate lick.

Suki’s fuzzy blue ears flopped around as she nodded and panted. “I’m sure! And hey, maybe having political rights and not being property is right for you. Can't say I miss it, though. Being a pet is way better.”

The brazenness with which she described the cost of being a pet was a little disconcerting, but I tried not to linger on it. I hesitantly held my hand out to pet Suki, and she immediately nuzzled her head under my fingers for scritches. “I was just being… honest. Talking to Marsha just helped me work it out.”

Another voice greeted me, directing my attention away from Suki, who bounded off into the courtyard along with her owner. “Hey, Lynn, Congrats!”

Then another, and another, and another. 

It seemed  everyone  I had interacted with since arriving on the ship was invited, and many had brought plus ones and more. The friendly Martian waitress floret from the diner and her husband, an affini nurse who offered me lollipops, the beeple whose prompting had led me to ask for a board games pavilion the day I met Selene, the maelodion who had made our lunch.

Everyone wanted to congratulate me, and they were starting to blur together.

“How ya holding up?” Selene reached out a paw to squeeze my hand several minutes later, and I caught a glimpse of her three dilated pupils as they danced in the glow of the lanterns and firepits.

“I’m okay, I just, um- it’s a lot. They all came out to celebrate me. A part of me worries that I need to act a certain way in response to all this. Show my gratitude, or act excited about the results or something. I know that’s not true. Not here. But it’s still sinking in.”

“Yup! You’re doing great, kiddo.” She smiled, and I felt the chemical feeling of her pride wafting over me as I breathed in. 

“Thank you. The truth is, I don’t know how I feel quite yet. Mostly I feel like I’ve been going non-stop for days. It was hardly any time ago that I really thought I was going to die on a desolate ice planet, and I accepted it too. I  accepted  that. Now I’m at a  party,  being thrown just to celebrate me, surrounded by people who care, and I’m almost, I don’t know, finding that harder to believe? I’m working on it, though.”

She leaned down and nuzzled the crook of my neck, then came in for a lick on the cheek. “You’re a good bunny. I’m proud of ya. If you’re feeling tired, we could always find somewhere private to-”

She was cut off from her flirtatious propositioning by another set of new arrivals.

“Heyyy! Look, it’s Lynn!”

I turned to face the slurred, albeit familiar voice. Jieun was sitting in a wheelchair, smoking a bright pink cigarette whose smoke was full of bubbles, and waving at me. 

“Oh, Jieun! I didn’t realize you were, um. Lucid.”

She giggled quietly. “I have my moments. I’m getting better, Miss says I’ll be able to walk again soon. Until then, I have Luis to help again.”

I looked up and saw the man pushing her wheelchair was none other than Luis Estrada, the junior electrical engineer who had helped me get the reactor coils working to charge the ATVs. He gave me a friendly wave. “Hey, Lynn. Good to see you with my own eyes, those radio calls could only set me so much at ease. Nice ears, and congrats on passing the wardship, hope I’m following you after.”

“Oh, are you, um. In a wardship too?”

Luis held up his wrist, and I saw a black bracelet. “Yup, but I’m here with Jieun, we got pretty close over the week before those assholes left her behind.”

“They…” Jieun took a deep breath for a moment. “Those stupid bastards kept running around like they thought they were some fucking… action movie heroes. It’s a miracle no one else was killed. Thank fuck they did leave me for Miss to find me, though.”

I smiled sadly. “Yeah, I know the feeling. I would have died otherwise.”

“You were the real hero down there, Lynn,” Jieun mumbled. “We all would have… and your leg…”

Her eyes glazed over a little as she ran out of breath, and took a long drag before trying to speak again.

“Fuck, sorry, I’m still coming back to myself. I get moments. I wanna get real fucking high again, but I’m glad I could say a few words. You look beautiful, Lynn. Like a damn fairytale.”

Her owner swooped in with a mask that sealed over her face, and Luis leaned down next to her and smiled. “It’s gonna be okay, Jieun. Let’s go get some food.”

“Good idea,” Selene chimed in, and pulled me towards the tables piled high.

 


 

The artificial sun was setting deep, the air was thick with the scent of blossoms in full bloom, the sound of excited chatter and upbeat music flowing into a gentle drone. It seemed that everyone I had ever met on the ship was now here having fun. I was on my third glass of wine and second plate of spiced tater tots, and now that everyone had long since greeted and congratulated me they were all starting to filter into little groups.

I had only caught glimpses of Gaelen throughout the party, and had no idea where she was currently, but since I was going to be spending the night here I didn’t terribly mind. I had Gigi and Selene at my side and that was enough for the moment.

Selene had been acting as a sort of tuxedoed bodyguard as the evening wore on, both pushing me to say hello to those I hadn’t yet, but also pulling me back once I started to feel overstimulated. As we passed the mingling sophonts enjoying themselves in the courtyard gardens they stopped to smile or wave. Florets, many of whom I had never even met, curtseyed or bowed as I passed them by. It was an overwhelming embrace. I was at the warm center of a communal hug on a scale I had never experienced before. 

Most of the affini were clustered together in circles, many of which had a floret or two who was being passed around after being coated in pollen, then cuddling with each in turn. I vaguely remembered Gaelen’s descriptions of affini sex, and was pretty sure I was watching it happen.

“Are they… fucking?”

“Sort of?” Selene shrugged as she answered through a mouthful of some kind of honey glazed stick of compiled meat. “Kinda depends on the affini, not all of them have pollen receptors. Some of them just like cuddling for its own sake.”

Selene suddenly stopped dead, sniffed the air, and pivoted to look behind us.

“Oh hey, look who finally made it,” she said with a smirk, “Barely a few hours late, even. Your sister here too, or is she still too cool for me?”

“Dunno where Blaze is. This terran your new omega?” I turned to see the speaker, and saw an unfamiliar xenra with brown hair and a purple mane was looking down at me. Behind them stood an affini who was quite clearly modeled after the same general body plan that my girlfriend and this newcomer shared, but seemingly formed entirely out of thorns with a few scattered rose petals. She appeared to be smoking.
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Selene sighed. “Kiddo, we ain’t on the  Cymbidium  anymore, they don’t do the designations shit here, she’s my girlfriend. Anyway, Lynn, this is my youngest daughter and her owner. Tsundra and Wolffia. Good to see you again, Ma’am.”

I looked at Tsundra with more focus now that I knew who she was. She had a very… unique fashion sense, wearing colors that might not appeal to me, but I was sure probably looked great in whatever bands of light xenra could see in. “Um. Hello. What’s an omega?”

I was aware of the meaning of the term in the classical literary sense, but didn’t want to assume anything.

Nine eyes looked at me at once, and Selene made a little snort of amusement. “I’ll tell you later,  kiddo.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about the woman I called Daddy calling me the exact same thing she had just called her actual daughter. Or rather, I was quite sure how I felt about it, but I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to live it down. 

Fernicus had xer work cut out for xem in those therapy sessions, I supposed. 

I tuned out a bit as the two of them started to catch up on the last week, and decided to strike out on my own and wander aimlessly around. I tossed the last of my plate of mouth-scorching crunchy fried potato in my mouth and handed the empty plate to the nearest stray vine as I hobbled around with the aid of my cane. 

The music washed over me and I smiled. The popstar affini Natalie liked wasn’t playing anymore, replaced by a duo of a floret and affini pair who seemed to know an inexhaustible list of genuinely ancient pre-digital songs. I didn’t know what they were about since I didn’t know much english, certainly not centuries-old dialects, but the synths and guitar were nice to sway to.

I paused to watch Tamai boisterously telling some story of a space battle some hundreds of years ago to an enraptured group of adoring florets. I was pretty sure she was exaggerating how much of a challenge it had actually been for the sake of the story, but none of them seemed to mind as she mimed lasers and explosions with sweeping gestures of the arm not clutching a glass of durataxin. She was coming off surprisingly more sweet and maternal than the huntress I had seen before.

I made my way around the where various people were dancing, meandering back across the walkway. Under the paper lanterns I saw Ruby scuttling about and decided to grab another wineglass along the way. The sounds of happy celebrants mingled with the music as I walked past a freshly erected gazebo, soaking it all in.

Deciding that perhaps the quieter area near the cactus garden would be worth investigating, I juggled the wineglass, Gigi, and my cane to make my way over. I had never actually looked at it closely.

As I walked towards the cluster of spiked flora, I noticed someone else who had the same idea, and finally realized where my affini had gotten off to. Gaelen was sitting on one of the wrought benches that lined the courtyard, her own durataxin glass at her side.

I crept over as casually as one could several drinks deep with full hands and a leg brace. Her head tilted to face me in the lanternlight as I approached, a smile on her face and a glittering shimmer to her amethyst eyes. 

“Hello, Lynn. Are you having fun?”

“Yes, Syr. I just feel a little… overwhelmed.”

“An understandable feeling! I know it well. As much as I enjoy hosting parties, I can be a bit voyeuristic when it comes to unstructured time.”

I giggled at the thought that Gaelen was shy at parties too, then ambled a bit closer and came to a stop before her knees. “Would you rather I leave you be, then?”

“Oh, princess. A crowd  pulls  from the very reserve of stamina that is filled by speaking to one I adore as much as yourself.”

I blushed a little and smiled. “Would you, um. Could you pick me up so I can sit with you, please?”

She leaned down until her wide hand was resting on the ground. I stepped onto it, and held steady as vines crept up my legs, curled under my arms and squeezed around my butt to lift me up. My dragon set me down beside her and began to retract her tendrils.

“Oh, I uh…” I went to crawl over, and flopped limply into the valley between her thighs, almost spilling my wine all over myself and Gigi before she caught both and set the glass aside. Her firecracker smoke and fresh melon splendor was so strong here. I nuzzled against her torso once I straightened up, clinging at the soft plant matter that made up her surface before rolling onto my back and letting out a relaxed sigh.

“I seem to have a terran in my lap,” she chuckled warmly, as her hand began to massage at my right foot. “Trapped once again.”

Gently, Gigi was whisked out of my grip and replaced by a wide tendril that I could idly stim with.
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My attention drifted to the dance floor, and I watched Marsha and a very short affini who I assumed was her partner dancing some kind of waltz, moving vine in vine. A pair of florets twisted into view after, twirling and laughing and stealing little kisses between steps. I thought back to Natalie’s remark. Scary as it was to even ask, I knew Gaelen would not shy away from describing me as a… partner. But what did that mean, really? What did it mean to date across a class line that meant she could decide to just make me her pet if she ever decided it was what was best for me?

Here I was, presenting my belly for a being that openly, proudly wanted to convince me to give my everything to her. I had just won the first true freedom in my life, the first freedom to choose what I wanted to be and not just chase survival.

And she wanted to domesticate me. 

I should be running, I should be refusing to stay another night in that castle, I should be trying to establish distance and boundaries at least. 

But that wall of ice around my heart failed to form now. I felt so safe here, so comfortable. Freedom? Freedom from what? From this? This feeling of quiet peace and belonging? What would I have chosen if I had been able to choose  anything,  just a few weeks ago?

I would have asked for something like this. Caring, an end to suffering. For everyone. For my father, for Sarah, for so many others. 

Given the choice, I wouldn’t have asked for it to come attached to aliens who turned people into pets. I wasn’t sure this society would have ever happened without that, though. This was the fantastical and improbable circumstance the gods had seen fit to give me. I could only engage with what was.

The here and the now was so pleasant nonetheless. I was so warm, so content with every bit of her touch pouring slowly across my body in this moment of peace. I could sink until the ladder to climb free was long beyond my grasp, and I would be safe. My needs would be seen to, no matter what. I could stop fighting.

I didn’t know what I wanted, and I didn’t know how to make myself happy from here. Selene had been quite forward with what  she  wanted from me, but Gaelen had been much more reserved, cautious. I didn't even really know what she wanted from me… well. Besides the single most obvious part. 

“What would  you  want a relationship between us to look like now?” I gazed at the lanterns floating by as I mumbled the words. “In… in the version of our relationship where you don’t literally own me, I mean.”

“Whatever you would like it to, Lynn.”

I crossed my arms and frowned.

“No, that’s… That isn’t right. I don’t want something that’s one sided. I know you’ll say I’ve given enough to everyone else, but…” I looked up into those hypnotic pools of her eyes, lavender depths that pulled and pushed. “I want to  share  myself in ways that mean something, to those who appreciate it. You clearly know how to accommodate  my  needs when it comes to intimacy. What about you?”

Gaelen took her time forming a response, instead focusing her attention on my body. Little feelers ran up both sides of my waist, and her hand unclasped my leg brace before running back down to my tired foot.

“That is a framing I cannot easily argue with,” the dragon admitted with a slightly covetous edge to the deep thrum of her voice. “I want you to be your best self. My own, more selfish desires are rather possessive.” She squeezed down affectionately, massaging the tension away.

“I-I want to cherish this capacity for self-determination I’ve been lucky enough to get,” I said after a quiet moan. “But I’ve rarely ever had anyone want to  keep  me before you and Selene, only  use  me. So many would avoid labels and try to dodge recognizing me as worthy of affection. You talked about me being your princess… and floret or not, I… I know you want more than  just  a mimicry of Terran definitions of romance. What would that look like to you?”

I felt her vines start to spread underneath me, running into the open back of my dress. “I suppose I might wish to be physically in control of your body while we are together. To intoxicate you on my own whims. To bring you to the more sweet, innocent state that lurks within. You have truly only seen a small glimpse of my dominant side, Lynn.”


   Princesses get what they want. 


“I… I like when you’re physically dominant. I trust you. Even if you did hide things from me I understand why, and… I know you’d never do it to hurt me.”

“In truth, I have so often been restrained in my desires for that precise reason. I made a promise to never harm you when first we met, and I have held that promise at the center of my core. A relationship with an affini is so often the thing that determines the course of a xenosophont’s life, and I firmly believe that you are owed the right to make that decision.” She chuckled warmly. “It is rather un-affini of me, admittedly. But when I met you I was a much more naive person. I am still recalibrating my expectations of the universe and where I stand in it.”

“I’ve seen enough to know, though. The phytotoxin that you teased me with. The test days. There’s an outcome that I’m pretty sure would make you happiest, and it isn’t the one you advocated for earlier today.”

There was something in her that lurched, lurking below the warm rumble. “To merely have you in my life is enough. My happiness is guaranteed."

I didn’t have to decide on florethood to decide on having Gaelen. I took a step closer to the abyss that promised to consume me, stopping short of the plunge, toppling above the freefall. I could give in to my desires here, and perhaps I would progress no further. But I could not deny what I wanted after a lifetime of rationing joy. Not anymore. 

Not when I knew the voice of caution was only half of the equation in my own head.

I spoke in a hopeful voice, a higher pitch than I realized. A younger, more unmarred tone. The right word appeared on my tongue as I said it.

“Would you be my Prince, Syr?”

I felt the heat grow within her at my words. “Only if you wish to be my princess, Lynn Walsh.”

“I would.”

The tight web of her grip ascended all around me until I hung in the air, fully suspended by her grasp. A thousand feelers radiated countless points of heat into me. My Prince gave me a small, sweet kiss on the forehead. I smiled.

“Well, then  my  princess  gets what she wants.” 

A tendril brushed against my lower lip, and my mouth popped open to accept the berry she held out. I only realized after I had already bit down it was the golden striped one, the bonding accelerant, whose swirling honey and stroke of citrus filled me so deeply. I giggled at the absurdity of needing to accelerate my falling for her, but I supposed that the thrill of falling for someone never had to end when they could induce it whenever they wanted.

I felt the spreading of warmth in my heart, the safety of that moment radiating through my core like embers catching at kindling. A soaring feeling of love and adoration flooded me, warm and gooey and focused intently on the dragon who was holding me so tightly I couldn't have moved away even if I wanted to. The hold acquiesced, a freedom of motion granted as soon as I needed it, allowing me to move in one direction. I grabbed at her chest and pulled myself in tight.

“I missed you Mommy,” I mumbled into a faceful of soft vines and thick succulent leaves.

“I was never going anywhere, little one. Never ever.”

“I’m s-sorry I can’t be your… not yet. I was ready to be but, now my independence is  real,  and I can’t just give it up, I’m sorry, I-”

My anxious babbling was silenced by her lips. I felt the sparks on her breath, a burst of anxiety-dampening xenodrugs ghosting into my lungs as she kissed me deep. When she pulled back I was almost dizzy.

“Do not worry about later, my treasure. Enjoy tonight with me.”

I nodded and rubbed a tear out of my eye. We were moving, glittering lanterns swirling around us as Gaelen took us away from the wrought bench. I looked up and saw her glossy beacons, shining violets that soaked me in their comforting entrancement. The eyes of a Prince preparing to move across the board. Around those glowing orbs, the streaking ribbons that framed the corners of the freshly erected checker wood and stone floor. I looked down, and realized it was an eight by eight square. Of course she would have thought to do that.

She seemed to be compressing herself down, her tail thickening, air pockets probably needed for flight closing. She was still giant, but much less so than normal.

My Prince’s vines slid into and under my dress, tendrils curling around my joints. The feelers that had filled me with rumbling warmth hooked around my fingers and caressed my thighs. Most of all, my hips and knees were gently cupped by soft sprawling pads that kept my posture secure. A pulse of anticipation sent a shiver across my spine as it flowed through the foliage from the tips of my toes to the top of my scalp. 

“And now, my princess, it is time to dance.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
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  42. Dancing

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn hung out at the party, met one of Selene’s daughters, and then asked Gaelen if she could be her princess even if she wasn't her floret. Gaelen said yes, and took her to dance.

          


    
    The music was sweet and gentle, flowing from the band on the side of the dance floor and the duo on stage. I shivered slightly as Gaelen helped me into position near the center, leading me closer with a vine that laced up my left hand. 

“You look beautiful tonight Lynn, I fear the other affini may turn green with envy. I am so lucky to have your hand.” 

A slightly intoxicated giggle escaped my lips. How much of it was the wine and berries, and how much of it was the effects of gazing up into the swirling vortexes of her eyes, I didn't quite know.

“Aren’t most of them already green?”

She chuckled. “Indeed, an astute observation. Though truthfully most affini shimmer in colors your eyes cannot see. You on the other hand… I think any eye could perceive your radiance.”

Parts of her form slowly extended, climbing up and around my body, sprouting around the hand that was holding onto her. My dragon cupped, held, supported and lingered as she spread across my skin.

I flexed my arms slightly in my new arrangement. With Gaelen’s tendrils wrapped so tightly around my body, it felt a lot like the exoleg did, but everywhere. I happily wiggled just a little in her grasp. 

“I don’t know what I’m really doing, Syr. Dancing was never really something I ever thought I could do.”

My Prince seemed to teem with excitement, and with a fireplace crackle she gently replied. “Let me guide you, princess.”

We gently swayed to the music, a piano-heavy piece with a strong bass guitar line. I was very uncertain in my motions, but as I looked around, it didn’t seem like this was a song with a prescribed way to dance to it, and everyone appeared to be moving their bodies in a way that just felt good. The checkered dance floor spun under us as we began to glide, and my laughter rang out joyfully.

Gaelen’s tendrils held me tight, yet followed as soon as I attempted to move, pulling me along where I wanted to go without me actually having been the one to apply the force in the first place.

It felt like a very immediate realization of her stated desire to physically control my body, and I certainly wasn’t complaining. Her touch felt wonderful wherever it coiled. Around my neck, wrapped around my breasts under my dress, snaked tightly around my thighs. Each motion was smooth, and stable, and the aches and pains of my body were banished to the point of a distant memory.

We had come in near the end of the song, and it started to peter out before I really found my rhythm, but I didn’t mind. I flapped my hands around in overjoyed excitement at having been able to dance at all. An impossible dream, in an impossible castle on an impossible ship.

Selene approached from the crowd with a sharp grin, adjusting her tie. She bowed in front of me before holding her paw out. “May I join in?”
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I looked back at my Prince, but her beaming smile gave all the permission needed.

“Of course,” I giggled.

The sound of an acoustic guitar began to fill the courtyard in a punchy, percussive style that floated over the dance floor. A crunchy synth bass and dembow drum rhythm joined in, arriving through unseen speakers, driving the beat and our bodies forward. Selene’s legs moved in sweeping motions, two forward, one sideways, like a knight deftly leaping across a chessboard. I didn’t know how to keep up, but I didn’t need to know, because the vines holding me did.

“How are you so good at this?”

She hopped around me, a paw running across my collarbone as she found a spot behind my body. Every tendril of Gaelen's touch shifted and spiralled to ensure she had as much access to me as she desired while still conducting my muscles to the rhythm of the song.

“Been out dancing since before you were born, kiddo. Used to frequent a little music bar on the  Cymbidium,  the Sidechain, before the, you know. Knees. Motion and dance is a universal language.” 

Her scent plied at me with the force of any xenodrug as I spun under her grasp. It seemed almost as if Gaelen was listening to the instincts of my body, and my body was following the instincts of her scent, and everything was flowing through me as I tilted and turned. A smile cracked wide on my face, and I realized I had news to share with Selene.

“I asked Gaelen to be my Prince,” I told her with a shy but giddy smile.

“Aw, congrats you two… whatever that actually means.”

I ducked under her arm, we both twirled in a half circle, and then her tail caught me and spun me back. I caught a brief glimpse of Gaelen’s look of adoring amusement as my affini helped to puppeteer me.

“I guess we can figure it out as we go!”

Selene laughed, pulled me in tight against her chest until our breasts flattened against each other through our clothes, and licked my cheek affectionately. “Sounds good to me, little bunny.”

The music lilted into a bridge, and the xenra ran her arms up around my waist, mingling with the vines until her claws could gently run across my back. I let out a little noise at the drug and musk enhanced sensation as they pressed in slightly. Thoughts of how we might spend tonight together clouded my perception enough that only Gaelen’s gentle grip kept me from falling over.

“Not yet kiddo, but later.” She growled in eager excitement.

A drumbreak and bass solo began, dominated by maracas and crashing percussion. Suddenly I was spun off to the side, and for a moment Gaelen swooped in towards Selene. I watched my Prince’s face shift as she moved, to form the shape she used in her quadruped form. Gaelen captured the xenra’s snout with her own and they kissed deeply as I twirled happily around them. Selene’s tail was fluffed up and wagging, and when my dragon pulled back I landed in her arms right as the guitar came back in. Her pupils looked far more dilated than before.

“Maybe you two have some titles of your own to figure out.”

“Figuring it out as we go,” my girlfriend admitted with her ears turned back, a rare bashful gesture. “You two had a head start on me, remember?”

It was back to the chorus, a punchy repetition that was easy to fall into. I was sure that the catchy refrain would be stuck in my head for days. Her paws were all over me, groping me through my dress. Sometimes we faced each other, pushing our bodies together and then pulling apart.

Other times I was twisted until my back pressed into her, a wiggling swaying grinding motion that was intoxicatingly intimate. More than once over the course of the number her teeth found an opportunity to graze at my ear. It was in those moments that her paws found a resting place on my thighs so she could serenade more deeply and suggestively into me. It was heart pounding, exhilarating, and more than a little arousing.

Finally, the uptempo song came to an end, and Selene spun me to face her one final time. I was dizzy from it all and slid forward into her embrace. My Prince raised me ever so slightly off the ground so I could hover at Selene’s height, and my girlfriend captured my face in a wet kiss.

Everything else fell away except for the gently lapping tongue, the shadow of the teeth, the giddy giggles on my lips. Once she released me, I slowly caught my breath, and realized my body was starting to tire. “Um, I think I need a little break.”

Selene gave me a tight, proud hug. “You did fantastic, bunny.”

There was a melodic hum and a voice that followed it from someone other than Gaelen. “Perhaps I could take her?”

When I turned, I saw a now-familiar three eyed Affini was standing right behind me. This Occantalis looked a lot like the clerk, but her chestplate protruded forward in the form of breasts, The vines behind her mask were swept back, and her eyes were diamond shaped rather than circular.

“You want to dance with me?”

“Of course!” She sounded quite cheerful and excitable compared to the other two facets I had met today. “If you would like me to, Miss Walsh.”

I briefly glanced at Gaelen but she didn't seem to mind. “Um, okay.”

Occantalis extended her arms into mine. The skirt of vines she walked on spread up my body and outside my dress to support me, then spun me in a slow, gentle circle. She didn't know my body with the level of intuition Gaelen did, so she was much more careful in how she moved me. 

“So um, who am I speaking to…?”

“Daria Occantalis! I manage parties, performances, community events, and social gathering logistics. And yourself?” 

“Um. Both, I think? I don’t know. I think I’m just Lynn.” I complimented her movements with a shy wiggle of my own.

“I see! Happy to meet you, Lynn Actual!” She tilted her head back and laughed at her own joke.

Selene and Gaelen had begun their own dance, and I noticed with some amusement that the xenra was the one leading the affini. Despite that, I saw the vines wrapping tight around the joints of her aging knees, and while at first she seemed to resist, it only took a moment for her to relax into it. 

I drifted in a gentle slow dance with Occantalis, and while she didn't make my pulse pound like Selene or heart ache like Gaelen, she filled me with a sense of comfort nonetheless. Her touch seemed like there was a familiar melody underneath it.

“May I ask a question, Miss Occantalis?”

“Always!”

“Do you have a biorhythm too? And did I synchronize to you by being on the ship?”

Her eyes twinkled gold monetarily, a happy wiggle in her tendrils. “I do! I am a ship, a place, but as so many places are, I am alive too. The slight microadjustments of my gyros, the hum of energy cabling, the air currents. These are all controlled systems, and all who live onboard me eventually learn to dance just a little in time with me.”

Occantalis lifted me into a slow spin, then set me back down.

“I think this dance is a little more literal. But I've never felt like I was in tune with a place before, not like this.”

“Is that so? I have studied the schematics of that freighter extensively. Did you never feel the thrum of electrical systems, the rhythm of the jump drive spooling and cooling?”

“Of course I did, I lived by it. I knew it so well I didn’t even have to think about it.”

“Then you  have  danced with a ship before, Miss Walsh! Conversed with the rhythm of a structure! Though not one that was a very good conversationalist, admittedly. Perhaps you should pay a visit to my engineering section past hab ring five. I could compile a new thermal subsystem you could tinker with to your heart’s content! It would be delightfully…  intimate.” 

I blinked. “Um, Miss Occantalis, are you… flirting with me?”

“Profusely!” she combed a few tendrils through my hair affectionately. A blush was building in my cheeks, unrelated to the alcohol and berries I had consumed. “And why should I not, with such a darling little independent citizen such as yourself?”

“I, um. I don’t have any idea how to respond to being flirted with by the ship I live on. Wait, so if you have a place-rhythm that you know I'm synchronized to, why are you… pumping it into this body?”

She rustled with a melodic hum like a chuckle. “Because you enjoy it, Miss Walsh.”

Oh. Well, that was a fair answer I supposed.

“I do have individual florets,” she continued, “But I am in no way pursuing you as one of them. It matters very little to my interests if you are a floret or not. I am a domesticator at a scale of a community. The real world as you think of it is a long term project to me.”

The song pulled into another verse, and my body was turned closer to her.

“Um, so wait, are you speaking as the ship, or this instance, or…?”

Occantalis twirled gently, and squeezed my hands reassuringly, and I heard a smile on her synthetic voice as she replied.

“Both, and neither. I am sure it is quite difficult to grasp from your perspective. I operate at scales of time and parallelism that realspace xenosophonts do not generally have the capacity to understand. It is  why  I maintain instances like this. It is difficult to have meaningful connections with sophonts in the material world otherwise. You arrived on this ship two weeks ago, but from my more holistic scale of time, I have experienced many months of watching you by occasionally dipping into Ruby’s processes."

I couldn’t fully grasp the meaning of everything she said. The use of xenosophont in one phrase and sophont in the other caught my attention though. Xeno seemed to imply non-affini in this context. “So, you think faster than other affini, too?”

“Indeed! The ones that exist at an organism scale anyway. I suspect you could figure out why if you think about it. It falls within your area of expertise!”

I considered the puzzle for a moment, letting the music wash over me as we slowly rotated under the projected stars and the paper lanterns.

“I don’t know much about computation or neural circuitry or anything, but I know you’re all still made of matter like I am. The more you optimize, the more the basest limits come into play. Which means… heat management.  You  have those massive heat sinks. The affini who walk around… have to radiate with their bodies. Oh. Leaves are incredibly high surface area, huh. They aren’t just photosynthetic, they're thermal radiators.”

There was a twinkle in her eyes as she answered. “I have revealed so little, and yet you have deduced so much. You are quite a brilliant xenosophont, Miss Walsh. It makes you very attractive.”

My cheeks were probably a deeper red than my hair at this point. “You're very flattering, Miss.”

“I watch over all who reside within me, but there are those who catch my attention, Miss Walsh. I could bury your brilliant mind in the kinds of puzzles the Accord could only dream of. I could push you to your limit, then redefine it. If you found yourself implanted, you would find your new bounds significantly surpass what this version of you can even imagine!”

She giggled again, and I was starting to get a little dizzy. “Woaw.”

We swayed in comfortable silence for another long moment. Inexplicably erotic fantasies of solving thermal engineering puzzles while Occantalis praised me and squeezed me in the embrace of a heated tubing system floated in my intoxicated thoughts.

“I’m going to have to tell my mother about how I got rescued one day,” I mumbled in quiet shock. “I don't know how I'm even going to begin, and it just keeps getting more insane.”

“But now, my dear, the clock nearly strikes midnight. It is time for me to return you to your lovers! Before I go, you dropped this on hab ring one with Hexinia.” 

Her chestplates split, and a vine extended from her central mass, with my purse outstretched. 

“Oh! Thank you so much…” I reached out for the bag, and as I did I heard a perfume bottle spray onto my wrist. 

My eyes widened in shock. 

“There, just a little something to encourage the most  fun  continuation of the celebration tonight!”

Occantalis put the perfume bottle back into the purse, and I heard it clack against the other that Vantia and Moss had made for me. One was meant to signal that Selene should knot me, the other was equivalent to asking to be domesticated. I didn’t know which she had used on me.

“W-wait, what did you just…”

She leaned in closer, and the pink of her eyes came near enough I could see individual flecks of red, white, blue and purple glittering on the more intricate mechanical parts hidden underneath the wood and vines.

“I used one of your perfumes. Don’t worry, I know exactly what they both are and what they mean.” 

“Yes, but which one?”

“Consider it my first little puzzle! A game of sorts.”

I chuckled nervously. “Um, I’m better at games without hidden information.”

“That may be true, but we must be adaptable! You have an unknown variable, and now it is up to you what to do about it. Will you wash it off just to be sure, or tell your Prince it was a mistake? Or do you take it as permission to let the decision be made for you? Take the plausible deniability of a half-chance?” 

My brow furrowed slightly. “You… you  probably  gave me the xenra one. It would make more sense. But I’m not sure.”

There was a flickering in the projected sky, and I saw over the shoulder of the body I was speaking to, a constellation of glowing purple clusters and a triangular mask. Occantalis’s eyes glowed with a complexity they hadn’t before, and when she next spoke, I heard not just the voice of the party planner instance, but the same layered chorus that had called me to the comms station what felt like a lifetime ago.
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“To be independent is to choose what your happiness looks like. I am in agreement that you should be given a chance to make that choice. But I have become fond of you, Lynn. I will not let you slip through the cracks of indecision. I will not let you fail to find your happiest self.”

The sky twinkled in amusement at my look of shock.

Her vine curled under my chin affectionately. “It is fascinating how much more interested in being a floret you were when you thought you didn’t have a choice, Miss Walsh. In any case, my move is played.”

Occantalis straightened up, and the constellation in the sky faded. When she spoke again, it was the bubbly voice of Daria the party planner alone. “Have a wonderful rest of your night, princess!”

I had used the bathroom half an hour ago, it might seem strange if I went again. I could also run the risk of Gaelen coming with me, given her interest in supporting me in the past. She was busy for the moment, I could go in, wash my hands, and come back. I frantically sniffed at my wrist, but I couldn’t identify much when surrounded in such a complex environment, and couldn’t remember what had gone into either profile. It smelled vaguely citric, but was that just one of their scents still clinging to me? I opened the purse to inspect the bottles. Both of them had an aroma with elements of that in-

A deep rumbling greeting crackled through the silence. “Hello, princess. One final dance before we retire for the evening?”

Had her leaves already analyzed the change in my aroma? Picked apart the embers of a růdon ritual on my skin? If she had, she didn’t give anything away. If I was to mention it that would only assure the outcome. I closed my purse. Maybe Occantalis  had  marked me with the one that was meant to escalate a courtship, to ask to be Gaelen’s companion.

But I already  was  her companion, wasn’t I?

“I-I, um…” I swallowed my doubts, and focused on the now, on the moment I was in. 

I had Hope, but that wasn't what I needed now.

I needed Courage, too.

“Yes, That would be lovely, Syr.”

Gaelen's focus seemed to sharpen as she looked down on me, an inquisitive and almost dissecting air to her inspection.

“Hmm. Before we do, I feel I might want to… change something.”

My Prince’s form was shifting once more, restructuring, the points and horns on her shoulders plunging back within her mass. The lines of thorny bark that had lined her face shifted upward, before creating something like a crown atop her head.

The many leaves of succulent that assembled her twisted into nimbler formations, interlocking around her waist and tightening across her sturdy legs. Thankfully, Gaelen still retained a strong and powerful tail, the wisps of her thorny injectors folding in to create its tip.

Gaelen’s face finally settled into place, two horns erupting from above her brows to frame the circlet like ridged antennae. A pair of three-pointed ears took form on either side of her head. I studied the form of her expression, the subtle ridges, the twisting curls. 

“Is this befitting of your Prince, you think?”

“I…  Fuck,  Gaelen. You look… gorgeous."

My princely dragon laughed deeply. “Thank you, little one. You were less than receptive to my first attempt to make myself more human looking. This is a subtler approach. I am glad to hear the second pass meets the princess’s standards.”

I giggled. “Very much so, Syr.”

“I must confess to feeling downright naked compared to your dress, however. Let me fix that as well.”

Her wings unfurled into their individual russet petals and were woven together by threaded strands, overlaid into something between a sleeveless suit or dress. Shoulders flared, and spikes brushed up from a deep neckline. It was regal, it was royal.

There was a swell of violins as the next song started. It was slow, three beats to a bar, and almost a lullaby in its tone. We began to sway side to side, in time to the music, and I was utterly lost in her eyes, in her smile, in the melon firecracker scent.

As we began to sway, I looked closer, and saw she had indeed taken some inspiration from that rather uncanny shape, but there was a wilder, warmer quality to this.

“I like it. Gods, I can’t believe that was only yesterday. It feels like a lifetime has happened since then.”

My Prince’s grin widened. “So much, and yet, it is only the beginning.”
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There was a rhythm to the sensation as it flowed across me. A feeler that was tucked below my knee curled upwards, and the tendrils that rolled across my skin pulled me up into a gentle soar. 

It was a thoughtless, effortless exchange, totally under her control. I was an elegant plaything, a delicate doll that could fully relax and luxuriate in the blissful sensation of her careful guidance. Turning gently like the curls of her smoking ember, we spun in a delicate diagonal. Spilling backwards with a curl down my spine we tipped backwards, lower and lower until the momentum of gravity favored the right side of my body. 

The creeping rings of succulent flora that ran up my arms kept the left elbow extended until my palm pressed into the wide expanse of her hand, all of my fingers clenching down onto one of hers. All the while, my right elbow remained bent so my wrist could drape into the petals above the spot where a human would keep their heart.

The harness that decided how my waist should tilt and pivot squeezed me in an inescapable hug. I couldn’t help but whine as stray vines pressed into the soft skin of my breasts, cupping and supporting every part of me from beneath the fabric of my dress. It was more than was strictly needed to aid my movement of course. I was her princess, after all, and her touch made my nerves sing with joy.

Onward we turned, raising with a bend to the knee, pressing with momentum that cut across the checkerboard, and then suddenly a rustle of her cape sent me pouring away from my dragon. 

Gaelen’s finger shifted and reformed around my hand, multiple pulls and adjustments working in harmony. I was unprepared for the maneuver, but some part of her tapped on my waist and the arm rose above my head. The full trestle of vines that covered my body manipulated my every movement, remaining secure so I could effortlessly spin from that single axis. 

The dance floor smeared across my vision before I found myself back in the starting pose, tucked tightly against her warm body, legs coming back together with an undulation that corrected my posture into a perfect form. 

“This feels so magical, Syr.”

“Everything my princess deserves, little one.”

My heart pounded in my chest as she leaned in for a kiss, and there were new sparks on my tongue as she pulled away. The lanterns floating overhead flickered pale yellows as my feet were steered to a dance my body didn’t need to know, because she did. The violins swelled in unison, a gentle flute melody wandering across the air as we twirled to the music together. 

She swooped low, and kissed my neck, and even through the liquid joy that flowed through my veins, I could imagine what the scattered partygoers watching us could see. Not a broken down prostitute who had scraped and lucked her way into an engineering role. Not a damaged, crippled thing in need of pity and uncomfortably averted eyes as she begged for one more week on a lumpy couch to find the next temporary arrangement. 

They saw  me. 

The smiling girl in her arms, the damsel of grace and beauty, placid and happy. There would be no trace of a life of denial on my face, nothing but a woman being courted, every day closer to inevitable betrothal to her Prince. The dowry of pleasure was written in the redness on my cheeks, in the smile that crinkled eyelids over dilated pupils. In the laugh that burst free from my chest and the tears of joy that streamed down my face.

I was her princess. And I was  dancing. 

The slow waltz came to an end before the tears stopped, and many onlookers quietly applauded. It took a moment of wiping the tears out of my eyes to realize it was for me.

“Oh, um, thank you, everyone!”

I felt the webbing of tendrils around me puppet my body into a curtsy that would have instantly dislocated my hip if I had tried to do it just two weeks ago.

There was a thudding of padded feet behind me, and a hot breath against the back of my neck. When Selene spoke it was a seductive growl.

“Hey there, bunny. I think it’s time for us to get some privacy for the rest of the night.”

My affini chuckled. “That depends on if she feels up to it. I would certainly not mind continuing to bind you, princess.”

Selene’s paws closed in on either side of my waist, her snout leaned over my shoulder, and my imagination drowned in the psychoactive musk of my girlfriend’s pheromones. I could feel my girlfriend cum inside me. I could see more of my Prince’s dominant side.  Princesses say what they need. 

“Um, yes. Yes please.”

In the literal sense I was swept off my feet, cradled high above the dance floor against my dragon’s chest where her rumble filled my needy skin the most. A berry found my lips and a vine brushed my chin. Swirl, bite, stroke, swallow.

Selene led the way back up the winding pathway, and I shifted around to look outward, back for one last glance at the party that had been held just for me. A cavalcade of sophonts in all shapes and sizes were laughing and talking, kissing and dancing, finding connections that would shape the trajectories of their own futures just as they had altered the course of my own.

We passed Daria Occantalis, her three glowing eyes pulsing in my direction. She waved at the three of us as Selene opened the golden doors to the castle with a tug. “Have fun you three!”

Gaelen stepped across the threshold, and I waved back just as the doors closed behind us.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Occantalis sure is a fun character, isn't she? if you want to read another story set at Castle Echeveria where she manipulates someone by forcing certain, check out Hazing at the Floret Party by 4wheelsword, Slyprincess, and Sheepwave, which follows an independent navigating floret party culture. it's set roughly a decade after FPTP so you get to see little glimpses of where Lynn, Selene, Natalie, Cassandra and many others have ended up in that time!

alternately, there is Surrogate Bloom by sheepwave, the story where Occantalis features the most heavily, a sim-pregnancy kink hedonism sexcapade where she manipulates a different independent and then at a party at castle echeveria... hmm. starting to notice a pattern here, huh?

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

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

        





  43. The Tower

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn danced with Selene, Gaelen, and Occantalis, and chose not to wash a perfume off her. The previously unnamed facet of Lynn who was called “Walsh” until now adopted the name Courage to compliment the more youthful and naive Hope.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: oral, vaginal, anal sex, breeding kink teasing, knotting. Extensive calling a certain older futch dyke fox Daddy and a certain idealist dragon dork Mommy.




    
    I heard Ruby's voice greeting the three of us as we came through the door. Gaelen scooped Selene up to join me as we crossed the threshold, carried us down the hall and literally leaped up the staircase in a single jump. I thought we would turn left to my bedroom, but instead we turned right, and opened the one to Gaelen’s instead.

Her form was nothing but movement, graceful and spilling as we entered the sandstone cylinder room. The arching doorframe gave way to an imposingly beautiful round room, the center of which was consumed by a ring of smooth marble pillars, pale milky white splotched with grains of black that rose to the very top as if punching their way into the Otherworld itself. 

We flew past it in a blur, before I could resolve the sight of anything in the dim lighting. Up the tower, along a path only a creature that could stretch and fly could travel, up to the highest platform, level with the balcony outside. I instantly saw the large, circular bed in the center, sunken into the floor slightly with many small raised spots. Vivid royal purple pillows filled the nest, the base a soft mingling of fabric layers and ribbons of fluffy blanket. I could imagine burying deep into it like the banks of a sand hill.

Selene dove into the soft pile as soon as Gaelen let go of her, hastily pulling her suit off until she was entirely naked. She made happy yips as she wiggled in the bedding pile, rubbing her scent all over everything and beckoning me to follow.

“This is cozy as fuck. C’mere, babes.”

Gaelen gently lowered me beside her on my back, and I felt the tickling of her paws on my wrists, the ribbons of fabric beneath me. 

Tendrils and vines pulled at my dress, running across the outline of my body. I gazed up at them, Selene above my head and Gaelen consuming the space below my feet. The dress was gone.

I was laid bare before my lovers as my underwear slipped away up my leg, captured by a hooking vine, dropped off the side of the platform so it could lazily fall to the ground far below. 

My Prince rippled into a gentle full body massage with dozens of squeezing tendrils, flowing and pulsing to press any faint ounce of ache out of my body entirely. “How are you feeling, princess?”

“I'm not used to anyone willingly calling me a romantic partner at all, and I've gained two in a single day. It’s a little nerve wracking.”

The crown of horns loomed overhead, pooling purple eyes that dripped comfort. Gaelen’s lips met mine and I felt the sparks of anxiety-calming drugs on my tongue as she slid the part of her that mimicked a tongue out to meet mine in a swirling embrace that pulled a faint moan from my body.

My Prince let go of my mouth, only for Selene to kiss me instead as soon as I was freed. The chaotic and frantic motion of her sweet, bumpy tongue against my lips and cheeks took my attention until I felt Gaelen’s tendrils start to wrap into complete loops around my ankles, wrists, waist, and neck. The many aspects of herself conformed to me, running like malleable ropes of warm comfort. Extra attention was paid to the leg that had taken the brunt of my suffering, her very body acting as reinforcement that my most crippled self was loved and safe within her grasp.

In spite of the comfort, I impulsively squirmed against the firm bondage of my Prince’s vines. I was helpless to get away as the two of them began kissing each side of my face. My ineffective struggling only made my panting heavier. Selene’s mane was pressed over my face and her paw sealed gently over my mouth, forcing me to inhale her scent until my eyes rolled back in my head. The heavy musk burned the back of my sinus, the warmth of fresh bread and the sourness of citrus fruits running down my throat.

For all my pathetic, weak wriggling, I wasn’t trying to get away, not really. It just felt so good to feel helpless. Padded fingers roamed my body, complimented by coiling ropes of soft tendril that squeezed at my joints. My lovers were each individually capable of overpowering me in a myriad of ways, but combined I was beyond powerless. 

Selene eventually crawled backwards back down the bedding and repositioned herself so her snout was buried in the curly hair around my pubic area. I almost reflexively apologized, before remembering I had made it that way by my own choice. I  wasn't  sorry. Besides, it would be pretty ridiculous for a xeno with fur to reject my pubic hair. Old habits just died hard.

Her breath was hot and hungry against my wet slit, and when her tongue started to lap I curled my head back in bliss. I ended up gazing into the hypnotic abyss of Gaelen’s eyes, her tail curling around my naked body. Every curling leaf and twisting vine felt like ecstasy on my skin, a gooey molten bliss that pooled in my belly as sticky juices for Selene to lap up with the bumpy abrasions of her long appendage.

My girlfriend's tongue flicked at my clit fast, then slow, her powerful paws squeezing at the bottoms of my feet and making me see stars inside my eyelids. Finally, I stopped even pretending to resist either of them and let my entire body relax, a docile object to have pleasure visited upon it.

“Good, just lay back, princess. Let us treat you,” my affini teased warmly. I looked up at her face, upside down from where I was, and was so enraptured by her pull I didn’t even notice her reaching for my breasts until the first pinch on each nipple happened. Erupting feelers covered in little suckers latched on to swirl and tug and pull in a way no human body was capable of achieving. Then I felt the sliding texture against my ass and spasmed from overwhelmed enjoyment of being rimmed and eaten out simultaneously.

Meanwhile, Selene was enthusiastic and forceful as she went down on me. I could feel the cold wetness of her nose as it brushed against my pelvis with every push, and I squealed and moaned with every graze of her pedipalps on my thighs. It felt absolutely incredible, better than the first time now that I was intoxicated by the love drunk promise of my Prince’s eyes and the warm tang of fresh berries.

Finally my toes curled in and I made a hissing scream of pleasure. Her tongue didn't stop, not for a moment, lapping and licking up and down my bared, wet princess parts. The textured vine rubbing little spirals on my hole below ground deeper, pushing me through the orgasm and drawing it out with every stroke. 

“There we go,” the xenra growled.

There was a brushing against my lips, and I bit down on a white berry I had never seen before. I didn’t know what it did. It didn’t matter.

I breathed volatile firecrackers and sweet wine in the air as physical euphoria settled into my body with a gentle buzz. Gaelen’s entire body began to unravel, forming a web of tendrils that slid like a blanket under me, abandoning anything particularly humanoid other than her head and shoulders as the thickest vines loosened their grip on the finer nuances of personhood. 

She clung to the marble pillars with a casual ease, allowing all focus to bear down upon me. Vines and paws ran across my flesh pulling goosebumps from me. My girlfriend’s grip tucked under my knees, sliding my legs further apart. Aspects of my Prince’s form squirmed around me, tilting me into a better position. Selene’s breathy yips caught my attention, and the brush of a vine on my chin set my gaze upon the reason why.

Between Selene's legs swirled a dripping collection of Gaelen's petals, fleshy and wet and sensually rubbing. She had gotten her quite hard, and the xenra seemed to be lost in the sensation, teeth bared and tail wagging. Just watching her pant in hungry excitement sent blood rushing back between my legs. It was a flagrant display of carnal sexuality between two xenos that would put any image I had embarrassingly saved on a hard drive to shame. I couldn’t help but warble with nervous embarrassment over the factual reality that such a thing was being done to Selene to prepare her for  me . Despite my flustered energy, her tongue and my dragon’s attention to my body had rendered me quivering and ready.

Only her size gave me any pause. She was big, not cartoonishly so, but bigger by far than the relatively sensible glass toy Gaelen and I had used yesterday.

“That's, um. Large.”

I felt a soothing rumble, and a new flower lifted over my pussy. Petals undulated with life until they found their target, cupping my most sensitive area with a seal. A stamen at the center began to ooze some sort of slick fluid, and a tickling feeler ensured it coated every desperate fold. I moaned, low and shaky, as it unsealed and disappeared into my Prince’s mass, leaving a smear of glittering bluish lubricant and sparks of relaxation wherever it had touched.

“A rather convenient compound I had grafted earlier this week, that acts as a class-M muscle relaxant for Terran biology, and a class-A sensation enhancer for Xenrani. I imagined I might find a use for it soon.”

The close tendrils snaking up between my legs spread my pussy, and I felt the heat of Selene’s pointed tip gliding against my entrance. No resistance engaged in my core muscles, I had been rendered entirely receptive and I wanted her inside me so badly.

“You ready, kiddo?”

“Please,” I begged.

“Good girl.”

She started to press forward, and I felt the folds of hypersensitive sensitive flesh parting around her. She was hot, and unlike the glass dildo, her cock had a give to it that made her easier to take than her greater size would imply.

“Good  girls,”  praised my affini. “Nice and slow.”

Selene gave Gaelen a slightly bashful glance, then began. Inch by inch, she rocked deep inside me, each ridge giving me a little rush of stimulation as it popped inside, until I could feel her fuzzy balls pressing against me. She let herself settle into place, pushing me into a supported mating press underneath her.

I hissed and took deep breaths through my nose, letting the relaxing power of her pheromones ease me into the sensation. She captured my mouth in hers and kissed me, until finally my body went completely limp and compliant again.

And then she really started to  fuck  me.

I felt the length of her sliding out, not enough for the tip to leave my canal, but so much more than a casual rutting. She growled in a low resonance that almost felt like a purr before committing to a powerful, grinding thrust that pressed deep. 

There was something about the intense intimacy of the moment combined with Gaelen’s place as a kind of caretaking coordinator overseeing our primal lovemaking that made me squirm and whine. My Prince had latched a set over vines around Selene’s hips, and though she remained in total control, the shapeshifter had her say in the form of subtle manipulations to Selene’s pace. 

I wanted more, faster, deeper, but it seemed the vines thought otherwise, encouraging her to taunt me with slow languid drags. She too began to desperately whine, and finally all pretense fell away in favor of the forceful thrusting we had both been riled into to urgently wanting.

My girlfriend wasn’t  just  fucking me, this was passionate lovemaking. Her eyes stared directly into mine, her paws gripped around my shoulder and leg like I was the most precious thing in the world. Like she would protect me from anything, anything but the intensity of her desire.
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My Prince looked down at me over Selene’s shoulder with a look of satisfaction, massaging my feet and back and scalp with the vines holding me in place. I felt wet petals rubbing into my neck and breasts and underarms, and realized it was the ones Gaelen had used to get Selene ready, her scent being pressed into my skin. Marking me with my girlfriend’s pheromones. 

As Selene continued her rutting, Gaelen continued to ramp up the stimulation. A slick, textured tendril like the ones she used for a tongue slid dexterously into the valley beneath where a fuzzy pair of balls were repeatedly thumping, and started to trace little circles around the hole Selene wasn’t inside once again. I whimpered out little babbles, prayers, swears, whatever managed to find its way onto my tongue.

Between the two of them I was already going to cum again. I was almost scared of it, like the intensity of sensation would break my mind. I gulped down air and realized I had no agency here, they were  going  to make it happen again, and I was going to  take it  like a good girl. I curled my head under Selene’s, clinging for dear life as she leveraged her full weight to hammer into me, bracing for the intensity as best I could. “Oh  gods.  Fuck, fuck,  fuck!” 

It was there, hammering at the gates, and the more I tried to resist it the more it built up, a blistering static white that pressed into my vision and screamed from every pore of my trembling skin.

The bumps on the top of Selene’s shaft rippling against my sensitive nerves finally pushed me over the edge. I wailed and trembled as Selene didn’t slow down at all, pushing every bit of pleasure that could be wrung from my nerves right back into me. She growled as my tie slammed down on her, which only made every ridge that pressed deeper past it feel that much more overwhelmingly intense. I buried my face in her mane and sobbed my release. 

“Thank you, thank you…  fuck.” 

“You’re doing so good for us, bunny,” she snarled into my ear, her praise dripping with predatory hunger. “You feel  so  good,  fuck I love that tie making you so tight. You’re so good for your Daddy.”

“Good girl,” Gaelen’s voice whispered on the other side, stroking comfortingly through my hair. “Nice and easy. Mommy’s got you.”

Selene pressed deep, and started hissing through her teeth to stop herself from crossing a threshold. “Fuck, I don’t want to cum yet,” she growled. She slowed herself down, then pulled out entirely to roll me onto my front.

I immediately started whining at how suddenly empty I was. Gaelen shifted to support me, letting my belly rest against her mass so my legs didn’t carry any weight. As soon as my breasts sank into her, I felt a gentle suction on each nipple that crested and fell in intensity in agonizingly teasing patterns. The tendrils playing with the sensitive flesh of my asshole only grew more adventurous, dipping just barely inside the ring of muscle to make me moan with want.

Selene grabbed one of my arms and pulled it back as another curled under my throat. I briefly struggled against the two of them again, just to feel how hopelessly, completely caught I was between them.

And then I felt a pinch on my shoulder as she stung me with her pedipalps.

Her scent amplified in its intensity, but so did Gaelen’s. The rich umami oozed from my girlfriend’s fur like steam, harmonized with the fresh crackling currants and melon, both of them squeezing the sharp sticky drippings of clementines until the firework of her succulent leaves burst like a streak of gunpowder forged in the dark cover of night. It was the comfort of everything that came before. The promises of honey and raw musk etching my consciousness with the insidious whispers of acid.

“Please, please, please, back inside, please, please!” My begging was desperate and undignified and I didn’t care.

Mommy’s thin feelers slipped between my folds and massaged my tie, spraying more of the drugged lube into me. Despite that slippery secretion it was still fucking intense as Selene’s pointed cock spread me again, pressing through the tie to penetrate me deep once more.
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She had more leverage in this position, and it immediately showed with the slamming of her furry abdomen against my backside. This was not a cold, perfunctory fuck. Selene railed me like she wanted my body to remember. Like every ridge of her cock hammering into me was displacing the past. Like I was Daddy’s beloved, precious little toy, and she needed to show me just how deep and hard she cared.

A soft feathered brush of Gaelen’s electric touch bore down on my clit underneath the pounding, deftly massaging a keening whine of stimulation and pleasure into the soft petals caressing my face. A toe-curling gush of pressure rippled through me and I utterly soaked the softness holding my hips in place as I came for the third time. My tying muscle squeezed and begged once more to be mated with Selene’s knot, and this time she snarled with vicious passion as her anatomy answered mine. 

I screamed as her cock expanded near the base, growing out behind my tie and mating us together. Fuck. I was  knotted. 

“Fuck, Daddy, its so, its so, hnngg.” I warbled and whined, just to try to burn off some of the tension thrust upon me by the feeling of her filling me so much.

Her increased girth stretched me in a way that ached, pressing the sensitive nerves of my pussy flat against her, made me able to feel her pulse. Selene’s breasts hung heavy on my back, soft and warm and comforting. We breathed in sync, her chest heaving on top of me, my face pressed into the soft cover of what might vaguely be described as Gaelen’s chest. 

The lock was tight and inescapable. After a lifetime of needing to fuck and run, here, I had no choice but to linger in this moment. The sensation inescapable and absolute. She wasn't going anywhere. My lovers weren't going anywhere.

After a few long, overstimulating moments, Selene made a grunt and her padded fingers hooked into the vines wrapping around my torso. Once she had secured her leverage, she pulled as she rolled over, bringing me upright in a straddling position, with Gaelen’s help. The change in angle made my own weight sink me down onto her knot, letting her settle a few aching, blissful centimeters deeper. 

The sound of Selene and I catching our breath bounced off the domed mosaic ceiling overhead, a gentle echo reverberating atop a deeper, bassier hum. I felt the heat pooling inside me, but there was no way for it to leak out. An adaptation designed to maximize the chances of Selene knocking her mate up kept every drop in. 

In my upright position, I could watch helplessly as Mommy’s tendrils went to play with my nipples and squeeze at my belly. We rocked back and forth, my entire body trembling at the fullness and overstimulation. My eyes drifted up as Gaelen reformed her upper torso in front of me, and locked onto those infinite abysses of purple. There was a stroke on my lip. I bit down on the orange bonding accelerant berry my Prince offered without breaking eye contact. How ironic, how difficult I had always found eye contact before her. 

There was another brush on my lips, but no gesture to close. One of her fingers thinned slightly before my eyes and slipped onto my mouth, and simply pressed down flat, forcing me into a position of absolute submission that let every embarrassing sound of sex and pleasure ring free and drool pour freely down my chin.

“To think, little one, you were so  bashful  about your submissive proclivities when first you arrived here. If you from then could see you now…”

The vine rubbing against my clit started to vibrate with her rhythm. I could feel every twitch of the knotted cock inside me and every stroke of slick, rumbling vines outside, and my body answered, another peak of pleasure so intense it had me not only moaning but laughing hysterically. Tears ran down my face, endorphins so saturated they overflowed. Selene yipped her enjoyment as my tie quivered and squeezed hard around her knot. 

And then it happened again, and again, and  again.  

Every climax was an unrestrained scream with my mouth held open by Mommy’s finger. I was being pushed to excess, to the point of absurdity, burning the association between submission and pleasure into my neurons. 

My senses were awash, the world spun around me. All that kept me moored was the gravitational pull of my Prince’s gaze piercing me every bit as deeply as Selene’s cock. I felt a vine massaging in a line up and down my spine and moaned deep and desperately at the thought that my affini was surely fantasizing about planting her seed inside my spine. 

Something resembling my senses started to come back to me. I blinked the stars out of my eyes, just a little embarrassed in a way that made me feel warm and giddy. “Fuck. First time anyone's ever cum in my pussy and it was a xeno.”

Selene made a small bark of laughter. “I think it suits you, babe. Aren't princesses supposed to be swapped off to other families anyway? We can let another human get one in  eventually.” 

I shook my head, unsteady in balance but certain in my conviction. “No. No humans again. Never ever.”

Gaelen smiled, idly wrapping her vines like a loose collar around my neck. “Oh, that will be easy to accommodate. You shall have all the pleasures you could ever want, my princess.”

I felt Selene’s grip around my hips tighten. “Aww, you wanna be Mommy and Daddy's little xenophile whore?”

I felt a cold tightening of shame in my chest, and suddenly Gaelen’s attention focused sharply on me, anticipating my response and moving to comfort the complicated hurt.

“I think that final term… we will avoid. There is nothing degrading, nothing humiliating about your desires, Lynn. No lessening of your worth for wanting to experience the joys of your own body now, and no stain on you from the past behind you.”

Selene sat up slightly, and her arms wrapped around me tight, pulling my body back against her fur. “Sorry, babygirl. Didn’t mean nothing by it. Guessing there’s context I don’t know.”

“Indeed,” Gaelen said, looking at me with sympathy. “But it’s nothing we need tarnish this wonderful night with.”

I nodded. The safety of the moment settled in, and I leaned back against Selene, and nuzzled my face against her jaw. “I know you just meant it as a sexy word. I doubt you even understand what it means. I  am  a little xenophile, though. The word slut is okay. And I do want to experiment, um. A good princess… serves her people. Mommy and Daddy’s little xenophile slut.” 

A little fuck-drunk giggle escaped my lips, that turned into happy sighs as Gaelen redoubled petting me and massaging the bottoms of my feet.

With a moment of tension diffused, Selene’s paws began to massage over my belly, where my womb was surely starting to fill with what she had left pooling and sticky inside me.

“Slut is fine. Slut is fun! I’ll be happy to share you, kiddo. Though maybe good princesses give Daddy heirs first,” she teased with a growl into my ear.

I made a squealing moan of arousal at the fantasy of my body being bent to serve her wants in such a way. She laughed at my reaction, and Gaelen joined in with a small chuckle.

I made a little  “Hmph!”  at her teasing after recomposing myself as best I could. “That’s…  very  improper,” I said with an indignant huff.

“Oh, bunny. You’re so fucking cute. But also, you just  huffed  at me. I know what happens if you let bratting go unchecked. Gaelen, give me a disengage. That’s a gift for you too, remember.”

A green and blue flower emerged from the amorphous mass of Gaelen’s body and plunged into Selene’s thigh next to me. I was confused at first, until I felt the knot start to go down.

She slowly slid free with a wet dripping of pink fluids oozing down my legs. I was only entirely empty for a moment, as a network of my affini’s soft feelers slid inside me, rubbing and lapping against what Selene had left dripping. 

Every writhing tendril of her alien form that sprawled within me served as a reminder that her pleasure was derived from the noises of my lips, the wiggles in my toes, the submission of my body, and the artificial pollen that clung to the folds of skin between my legs. Even so, it was more fulfilling than anything any human had ever attempted to wring from my body, including myself.

My moans were matched as my Prince made a noise of rumbling satisfaction that felt deep and primal. “You clever, sweet little xenra. I am still impressed and deeply flattered by the sheer creativity of having yourself altered to produce the protein chains of  my  pollen specifically.”

I heard Selene make a little yip of delight at Gaelen’s approval. “Yup. No refractory either. C’mere babe, there’s still more of you to mark, and you need a little funishment.”

The web of Mommy’s vines lifted me slightly, and I felt the slick tip of Selene’s cock moving back and starting to press into me before I could even verbalize a response. 

“I-I fuck, wait! H-h-hey,” I barely managed to get out in a warbling tone. “But I’m a princess, that’s not my princess parts!”

Her teeth grazed my sensitive eartips as she answered. “Yup. This is your  bunny hole,  and the mean fox is gonna fuck it.”

I thrashed against the bondage, and gave Gaelen a pleading look, but she only chuckled and helped push me down onto the cock threateningly aimed between my cheeks.

If any part of my body was capable of tension, perhaps her sliding into my ass would have hurt, but the muscle relaxing drugs and ample stimulation from Gaelen’s tonguelike vine made it downright easy. The stretch was a joyful ache, and then the ridges started to slide in and out. It was rougher, it was almost violating. She hadn’t even asked for permission. She didn’t need to. I had been a little bratty, so she was fucking my ass to remind me of my place.  Princesses get what they want. 

Gaelen’s greedy pollen-drinking tendrils stretched and explored inside me. The noises I made were beyond language, beyond motor control. I could feel every little microfeeler perfectly pressing in on nerve bundles with precision beyond my comprehension.

Selene grabbed the vines bound around my waist and began to pull me down on her cock like a ragdoll. The pads of her fingers brushed against my tailbone and sent little shivers up my spine where Gaelen was still rubbing as though her vines alone could sink into and conquer my nervous system.

“Good bunnies know their place, say it back for me.” Selene growled in my ear as she fucked me, and I felt a rush as the force of her pheromones pushed me to comply.

“Good bunnies know their place,” I whined.

“Good girl,” my affini hummed with traitorous, sexy condescension. “Good bunnies know their place, indeed!”

I blubbered in indignation as the sway of her voice burned that one into me as a mantra too.

“Daddy’s gonna paint your insides so Mommy touches you nice and deep here too. Get you nice and marked as a happy little knotbunny.”

Shame was long past me, all her words prompted was a flaring of fuzzy warmth in my chest. “Please, Daddy,  please!  I, fuck, fuck,  fuck!” 

Selene’s knot engaged again, and I whined and blubbered at the feeling of fullness once more, this time squeezing in on sensitive places the surgeon had apparently left untouched when my physiology was corrected. I felt limp muscles spasm as I orgasmed  again,  my tie slamming down around the thirsty strands inside me. 

Drool was starting to run down my chin and I couldn’t help but babble at the sheer absurdity of it all. “I… how the  fuck  have I climaxed  eight times?” 

There was a deep chuckle that reverberated through every bit of the bondage on my body, and I felt her delight resonate in my lungs. Gaelen held up another of the white berries she had given me earlier with smug satisfaction. “Because Mommy’s princess deserves to be spoiled. You think I would not use every bit of chemical mastery I am capable of to ensure that?”

She leaned in, and kissed me deep. I felt so deeply cared for. A truth bubbled against the barrier of my fear as her lips brushed against mine. Her tongue swirled inside my mouth, pressure building without her knowledge until she relented and it could explode out of me. I gasped for breath as she pulled back, and spent it on a hasty exclamation.

“I love you, Gaelen!” I sputtered against her lips, freezing up in terror at the leap of faith I had so impulsively made. “I-I fuck, sorry, sorry, sorry-”

A volcanic tremor of building approval burned into an enormous crackling roar in her voice as she answered, cutting off my terrified apologies. 

“I love you, Lynn.”

Catharsis burned like flame in my chest. The dam of ice had broken. I could not stop it now.

“I love you, Syr!” My voice was a gasp, and then a scream of need as her tendrils started to tighten around my neck slightly. “I love you, Mommy!” 

“I love you, princess.”

I felt Selene stroking gently up and down my back, but she seemed content to let this moment play out, absurd as it was that it came while her knot was still pulsing heat inside me.

The injectors that emerged from my Prince’s core began teasing at my leg, edging giving me her phytotoxin. She wanted to drug me in her most intimate way. She had engineered her personal, addictingly blissful venom for her Terran companion.  Princesses get what they want. 

I grabbed the vine that ended in the injector to force it into me, but another tendril stopped my wrist.

“No,” She said, sounding very much like she did not really want to stop me but had to.

“Please, I want it, I want to feel the way only you could ever make me feel. Please, Gaelen. I'm your princess!”

There was an infinite moment of hesitation. A reserve of molten desire kept tightly bound within volcanic stone, threatening to burst free. 

“Lynn. That is a threshold that cannot be uncrossed. You have  just  won your independence not twelve hours ago.”

“I know,” I breathed in the barest whisper, then repeated myself with conviction,  “I know.” 

As my confession rang, the heat rose, a possessive, covetous tightening of her vines all around me. I heard Selene inhale sharply from behind me. 

“Are you sure,” she asked, thorns extending from succulent scales, face twisting with mounting need.

A thousand reasons to say no failed to crystalize, melting away into steam that still cast my decision making in a thick fog. I felt Selene squeeze my hip in her best attempt to comfort me, but I didn’t begrudge her silence. There was nothing she could have said.

I steeled myself with the intertwining of hopeful Courage and courageous Hope, and spoke my final words as Lynn Walsh, Independent Citizen.

“No. And I  never  will be on my own.  Never.  Please, Syr.  Make  me sure,” I begged. “Take the uncertainty away.”

The injector she had teased me with slowly pulled free of my grasp, and my hands were each pulled away from my body, swallowed by spreading vines that rose up to the elbow. On the right side, a tight coil pressed in on my bicep, pressure raising veins on my inner arm. The orange-petaled injector flower came to a stop touching my skin. My Prince’s eyes bore into my soul. I stared back, begging her with my eyes to act before I let myself get caught in doubts again, before this moment cracked.

“Then I think it is time to bring one game to an end, and begin the one we shall play for the rest of your life.”

The pinprick was instant, barely a graze of the thorn on the inside of my elbow, and that was all that it took. I started to tremble before I felt the giddy rush, but then it hit me, an oozing pump of heat that spread with every pounding beat of my heart. 

“Because I know, princess, that I will  always  love you...”

Warm like whiskey, soft like a blanket on a Ganymedean night, firm like an oath, the ambrosia of absolute and profound comfort. I was safe, I was loved. It was my Prince’s mantra made chemical. 

“…no matter what shape or course our lives take…”

It soaked into every fiber of my body, slackening muscles that had spasmed against the knot that buried itself deep within me. Only her vines held me upright. My awareness of Selene faded into the background as my entire experience collapsed to a single point.

“...until the withered leaves of my thousandth bloom fall upon the empty halls of a forgotten kingdom...”

This was an inescapable passion. I helplessly arched my back, rasping in a crying sobbing moan. My eyelids dipped under the honey haze of euphoric pins and needles. Nothing could harm me ever again. I was sure of it. 

“…I will always,  always  love you.” 

The precious vase had dangled upon the edge of the podium for far too long. This was the place where Hope and Courage rhymed, the freefall from which there was no return, and the tsunami of her essence banished all remaining trepidation. 

“My companion. My pet. My princess.”

I clenched, I climaxed, and I shattered. 



Needle after needle sank into me, pumping my bloodstream full of every substance that called to her whim. Colors smudged, sounds echoed, smells muddied. The foundation of belonging was ironclad, forged and branded into my soul. The delicate neurochemistry that had evolved over millions of years to survive at any cost was overturned, the new groundwork laid. It was my purpose to be happy. Safety, survival, comfort, all were assured, forever.

Fear was no longer a clouded obligation that sat just below the perfunctory reassurance of a drugged berry or a cherry red elixir. This was not a fate that I had to outlive for the sake of others. Always, I was destined to fall deeply into her. Always, I deserved to be held and cherished. Always, I was worthy of this. 

With shaky limbs that wobbled from exertion, strained from relaxation, supported a body that had been stretched and blissed on eternal pleasure, I lifted my head to look up at the mass of petals that covered the unravelling center of my affini’s body. I was far too weak, but as soon as she felt me trying to move, the vines curling under my chin provided the support I needed.

She was splitting, unraveling from a pragmatic mass of manipulators with a draconic face into something truly alien. The broiling churn of tectonic lava that was her biorhythm dripped in pulsing waves that latched upon the few remaining elements of clear thought in my fragile mind. 

Petal after petal slowly peeled away, as if she too was surrendering to the new reality that I had chosen. It shone through the cracks, a complex fluctuation that reached into my soul to thoroughly entrance the elven princess who had stumbled into its lair. Closer, I had to get closer, it was the only thing I wanted and I knew, so deeply that even now it could sing in polytonals upon the inside of my skull.

The last of the barriers fell, and the room was swallowed in a glowing gesticulation of deep lilac and plum, rich fluorescent purples like an enchanting orb of arcana. Ridges ran across the surface, cracking bolts in the smooth surface where quakes had allowed the fiercer veins of red and orange lava to burn brightly. 
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All muscles slackened except for the ones that were necessary for me to continue breathing. Her mass grew closer and closer, until I could wrap my body around the beacon she had kept hidden from the world. I felt the soft sensation of many creepers that glowed vivid purple as it pressed into my back, around my nethers and down my crippled leg most of all. 

“My princess. My pet. My first floret.”

I clung, I worshipped, I nibbled and kissed at Gaelen’s core, time losing meaning with the flood of dragonfire pouring through my veins. This was the essence of her, the lifeblood of my dragon, and there was no chance that she would ever leave me now.  

The surface was like nothing I had ever felt. The heavy warmth of a hot tub. The blaring fuzziness of radioactive static. The softness of Gigi’s feathers. The smoothness of a peach. The finality of an unbreakable smothering. The eyes I had always found so entrancing had always just been foggy mirrors for this. A glimpse through the cracks of the hypnotic power of the part of herself she had saved for her  first floret. 

For  me. 

I heard congratulatory cooing from Selene behind me, somewhere in the real world, but this was a pleasure too fast for words to penetrate. In my state of maximized bliss, the feeling of her knot throbbing inside me was not particularly distinguished in its intensity from the feeling of her soft fur against my skin. An erogenous zone carried little meaning when your entire body, mind and soul felt better than sex.

Some unknowable passage of time later, my girlfriend rolled us over onto our side, and Gaelen moved her central mass to follow so I could continue drooling upon it. There was a shifting of blankets, and I was wrapped tight in a nest, drowning in an ocean of purple and orange glow. At some point I realized my eyes were closed, yet it made no difference to what I saw.

As I lay there, mesmerized by the light, a single thought was allowed to cross my mind. ‘ I love you’  is a wish made to the universe, and Gaelen had answered in kind. That my dragon had advocated for my freedom to make the choice did not devalue my undoing of it all before the clock could strike midnight. When all was said and done, my choice was this, for now and forever. A floret could not be unmade.

I fell asleep like that, sandwiched between lover and Owner at my deepest foundations, breaking in a way that felt like healing, falling in a way that felt like flying.



 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Slyprincess here: Woo, what a moment! I’m excited and proud to say as we wrap up writing the arc that starts in chapter 44 that the very best is yet to come. You are in for a very special treat from here on out as Lynn becomes the floret she was always destined to be and Selene unravels. I hope you enjoy.

The reading rec for this chapter is Love Doesn't Ask For Permission by violet_moonvine! it is a tightly written 6 chapter noncon delight that shows the side of the setting this story doesn't cover extremely well.

Since LDAFP is on the shorter side at 36k words, we also recommend Pumpkin Spice  by her as well!

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

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

        





  44. The First Day Of The Rest Of Your Life

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

The trio went to Gaelen's tower, Lynn took Selene's knot, then she asked for Gaelen's phytotoxin and got core cuddles.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: Addiction withdrawls




    
    The thrum of my Affini was everywhere as I came awake, warm comfort oozing through coiling vines like the patter of a beating heart. I was greeted by the familiar pulsing rhythms that ran from my hip down to my knee, a possessive grasp that was easier to enjoy from a conscious state than the still serenity of an unbroken slumber. I was thankful for the smooth surface of the cactus leaves I had curled up against within the dangling nest of a sprawling bed I had been placed upon last night. I was also thankful to Selene, the girlfriend I so deeply adored whose adorable little snores left her nuzzling maw to tickle the side of my neck. It was everything I could possibly want. A painless rest. A cozy nook. A quiet life. 

There had been no symbolic dreams of subconscious meaning, just abstract swirls of sand and heat and comfort that lingered on the inside of heavy eyelids as I woke without opening them. I could feel Selene’s fur on my left side and Gaelen’s vines wrapping tight around each of my limbs. I wasn’t touching her core anymore, instead just lying on my back, serene and docile. Her tail was tightly curled underneath and all around Selene and I, like a bed with raised edges.

A warm breath flowed over my ear, and the gently snoring xenra beside me shifted slightly, hooking her leg over my knees and nuzzling in closer as if I was a little stuffed animal. I suppose I  was  her stuffed bunny last night.

My body was filled by the sort of pleasant ache that reverberated with the echoes of pleasure that caused it. Not quite soreness, because the notion of pain seemed so far from me as to be only a theoretical possibility, but a feeling of having been compressed, stretched, and bent. Knotted, bound, lovingly sodomized, and given… liquid dragonfire.

I had seen and touched my Prince’s core, and learned exactly why it was normally hidden away behind layers of vines and cactus scales.

And now I was… I was her companion. I was her princess. Those were the easy terms, and I couldn’t be bothered to think about the more complicated ones right now. I could feel Gaelen’s attention starting to focus on me, and smiled. Her feelers wrapping around my body started to move and squeeze, a gentle morning massage on a body that ached for her touch.
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“Good morning, princess.” Her voice was a quiet rumble, spoken directly into my ear.

I started to crack my eyes open, and saw my Prince. She was making no attempt to appear human whatsoever. A half dozen hypnotic crystal gem eyes peeked out of a tangle of soft vines, sharp bark and red petals. She looked more like a pile of flowery spaghetti than a woman, and if looking at her in any form didn’t make my heart race and my eyelids droop, maybe it would be scary, how truly alien she looked.

“Good morning, Syr,” I answered softly, then closed my eyes again, feeling far too comfy to do much else.

My Prince’s fingers split into dozens of little combs and started to stroke through my hair, like a thick comb brushing back the frizz into the waves I prefered. I sighed softly and let her push my head to the left until I nestled under Selene’s snout, so she could continue down the back of my head. 

Selene’s breath was wet and warm and pleasant, a tangy sourness that mixed with the yeasty bread and mulled wine that caught in the fluffy folds of her neck. I took a deep breath and giggled very quietly as the happy drowsy influences of her sleeping pheromones bled into me. I wondered idly if her dreams changed the profile of her musk. If so, she was having a good one right now.

For most of my life, waking up next to someone had been a bad thing. Sometimes, it meant I had missed my opportunity to try and sneak out before they sobered up and realized what they had done. Other times, it meant I had allowed myself to believe I was closer to someone than they were to me. On more than one occasion, it meant a client had drugged me and taken more than they paid me for. Always, it meant I had let down my guard.

I did not feel that way now. No, as my Affini’s slow detangling tenderly pressed my cheek against the warm contours of Selene’s collarbone, I let the heat of her fur soak into my skin. I made a happy little moan of bliss, shifted slightly to allow Gaelen’s tail a greater support on my back and against my thighs, and felt the rumble of her comfort saturate my being.

It was a moment of quiet luxuriation, blissful peace. Gaelen gradually released my limbs from the enclosing coils that had held me immobilized in my sleep, though she didn’t stop massaging me. It had felt so natural I hadn’t even really noticed how tightly bound I had been until her grip relaxed. I vaguely remembered being told I had a tendency to kick and thrash in my sleep, but Gaelen had been the first to describe it as endearing rather than a problem. I wondered if she enjoyed feeling my body’s unconscious struggling, and relished in keeping me immobile in spite of it.

Selene turned slightly, shifting in her slumber, and I found myself reaching out to pull her back down. Her body complied, coveting me in its weight, and my heartbeat slowed once more. I heard a low vibration in Selene’s throat start to build. She bent her head back and made one of the cutest squeaks of a yawn I had ever heard.

“Ah, fuck. What a damn night. I feel great.”

I noticed there was a buzzing sounding from somewhere, and it took me a moment to identify the source. Up on the platform ledge near the edge of the bed pile, the purse Occantalis had returned last night had been tucked against one of the marble pillars, and clearly my tablet was going off from inside it,  *ding!*  after  *ding!*  muffled by the fabric.

“I… oh um, let me see what that is,” I mumbled, wriggling out from under Selene and Gaelen. “Probably congratulations for having sex.”

With a crawl over to the edge of the nest, I slid the last of Gaelen’s tendrils off of me and prepared to stand up. But before I could even get onto the ledge I had to halt in place, caught in my tracks.

Something was wrong. 

It was suddenly  freezing.  

Colder than the iceball Losofor. 

Colder than the most frigid shift on the  River of Reason.  

Colder than the ice tunnel that had taken my father.

It was horrible. Awful, my vision blurring with tears, my teeth were chattering, everything was grey, and-



Vines whipped out of the pile and snatched me, my dragon swiftly reforming around my body, literally entirely encasing me in the protection of her soft cactus flesh. Gentle flowing rumbles settled across me, running in ripples through every cactus leaf. I sighed in relief at the comfort soaking into my bones, and when she spoke her voice reverberated from all around me.

“I am terribly sorry, Lynn. That was a careless mistake on my part.”

Everything was heat and reassurance, and a mask sealed over my mouth for me to breathe happy sparkles through. The last shreds of panic drained out of me and she popped my face and upper torso out of her central mass, Gigi now nestled into my arms. I wobbled slightly as the anxiolytic ambrosia soaked into me, like stepping into a hot tub of reassurance.

Looking through the archway out onto the balcony, I expected to see snow and ice. For me to have such a reaction in only a second of being exposed to the open air I was certain something must be wrong with the weather controls. Rays of golden light bled from the artificial skyline through puffball clouds, the bright blues of a summer day shining down. The expected frost on my breath was absent.

“Um. What just happened?”

“Something that shall only ever happen once,” Gaelen answered. “Let us make sure of that.”

My Affini flowed around the platform of the nest, and dropped down towards the lowest level of her tower of a bedroom clutching onto me as tightly as I clutched onto Gigi. Our descent was gracefully slowed by a flaring of her petaled wings, and when we landed she moved swiftly towards a curved glossy stone countertop opposite the door we had entered last night. On the far end alongside a scattering of trinkets I spotted a brass-trimmed wooden box that was presumably another atomic compiler.

Gaelen set me down on the ledge, but didn’t actually let go of me as she produced her tablet and began entering what seemed like complex compiler instructions. I was still a little confused, but decided to just fidget with one of her vines like a stim toy. After a time my attention wandered to the space I hadn’t gotten a proper look at last night.

To the right, a set of strange artifacts sat upon a table that was flush with the contour of the wall. In the center was a dark puckered stone that I had to assume was a meteorite of some sort, chunks of it shimmering in silvery platinum and soft gold. Tilting my head, I took in the far side of the wall that was encircled by a curving shelf dedicated to visages of my dragon’s nearest and dearest. Inviting colorful holograms of Avå, Sorin and Riri glowed in all kinds of poses, though some with Sorin had another affini I had never seen before. The vœviå that she cared for, and as the display continued down there were more. 

I saw Tamai and an orange and purple striped khetari posed beside a forge in one frame, and what looked like a six-eyed feathered dinosaur pouring glass next to Fernicus in another. Above those, some kind of aquatic catfish like sophont molding seashells with a mint-green seaweed affini I didn’t recognize. Cassandra and Natalie shared a photograph as well, and then below that, there seemed to be something preparing for the future.

It was an entire nearly empty section of the wooden shelf that contained a few holographic pictures of me, and one so far of Selene holding me as I drooled against her shoulder from the day we had met. I blushed and made a shy little noise as I realized one of the holograms was of me making a very flustered face while in a clearly regressed state perched on the toilet. Next to it, Mommy had proudly displayed the pretty art of a thermal radiator loop I had masterfully designed from pasta shapes last week! That made me giggle again, slightly louder.

The tendril that had been resting on my lower back squeezed affectionately in response to my murmuring. It wiggled up to my head and ran across my scalp in a petting that pulled a breathless moan of pleasure out of me.

The head massage settled down, and I strained my neck to look up. I saw my girlfriend making her way down via a small open air elevator, yawning in a way that showed off row after row of glistening teeth. Gazing further, I took in the dipping nest of interlocking connections that we had slept in, suspended between the marble pillars part way up the tower. It gripped onto the firm foundations so it could hang in the air, a wooden platform running around its exterior.

Higher still, the stone pillars rose past the platform all the way to  the top of the tower. A bridge of wooden supports ran criss-cross within the dome ceiling which itself was home to a dazzling mosaic with an infinite triangular design. Sparkling veins of emerald and specklings of garnet sent a sea of green light bouncing across the walls. The same gold script that adorned the molding of most rooms in the castle coiled up and around the supports, but each time the lettering looped it was extruded out into a handle of sorts. I realized why after a moment of contemplation. Near the top, glittering metal chains hung from them as anchor points, and my cheeks flushed as I realized that many of them ended in cuffs and restraints.

“You have… quite a bedroom.”

I looked over at Gaelen, who still looked closer to a pile of succulents than the draconic humanoid body I had seen before. It was hardly unattractive, but my eyes didn’t really know where to focus without a head.

My Affini quickly noticed my confusion, and shifted into a form which was only humanoid in the places where it was convenient or most noticeable. She had put her head back together, and apparently decided to keep the new horn arrangement. However, as the final parts of her brow reconstructed they allowed room for a third amethyst orb to push out from her forehead, an additional eye that was placed at the center of the Princely crown nestled between two smaller spikes, bearing a suspicious resemblance to a certain fox.

“It is  our  bedroom, Lynn. I am excited to see what you may choose to add to it. You are free to do whatever you wish anywhere in the castle, of course, but you are no longer a guest.” She chuckled to herself. “Truly, you never were, I suppose.”

I supposed that room I had been in really  was  a guest room, in the end. I felt tingles of warmth and belonging in my belly. I had never regularly shared a bed with anyone before Gaelen, even the few who had actually called me a partner, cohabitation had never materialized. 

My Affini looked up from what she was doing, and I smelled cinnamon as she opened the compiler with a vine and pulled out some small device.

“Now, for the next part,” Gaelen said, holding up the little box she had compiled, drawing forth the injector that had filled my veins with blissful heat, and pressing it into a port. An indicator on the side filled up, and she retracted the corevine back into her chest while another tendril handed me the device. 
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“Um, what is this?”

“A vaporizer. My particular phytotoxin must be hot to activate, so this is an ideal way to take small doses whenever you desire.”

A thin tendril ran up the side of the wooden chassis, lazily circling what I now understood to be a mouthpiece. 

“Simply slide this part between your lips.”

A wide tendril ran across my scalp, holding my head in place. The thin tickling feeler that had swirled across the tip brushed the underside of my lip, causing my mouth to open automatically with a little gasp. She gently pressed the smooth amber part of the implement forward until it almost touched my tongue.

“Then make a seal.”

A brush upward and I was clenched around it, breathing steadily through my nose.

“Almost, princess. Create a  seal .”

A swirling vine gently pressed my nostrils closed, and I sucked down like a straw.

“And inhale for me.”

I pulled slowly from the bottom of my diaphragm. A sweet misty blend of honey and firecrackers, ripe fruits on the vine and a deep, scintillating warmth molested my tongue before coating my lungs.

“Good girl.”

I was acutely aware of my own heartbeat, and with each pump of blood my extremities fell further and further into that seductive relaxing heat, like a bone deep massage of dragonfire that sought to burn down every ounce of worry and stress.

The vaporizer was removed from my mouth. I breathed out, and felt the last vestiges of imagined frost fading from my fingertips. It was going to be okay.

“Now little one, this will only activate for you, and never in excess of what would be safe, but I’m sure you’ll take good care of it won’t you?”

“Y-yes Syr.”

I heard the elevator platform stop moving, and Selene padded over, looking up at me on the counter with concern. “You doing okay, sweetie?” 

“I’m fine now, I guess.”

She nodded, then looked at my Affini. “Don't beat yourself up too much, Gaelen, I wasn't expecting that strong of a reaction either.”

“I would do no one any favors by self flagellating, my small friend.”

My girlfriend made a little bark of a laugh. “Ok, at least you dodged  that  youngbloom mistake, kiddo. Now gimme uppies, I wanna sit with my girlfriend.”

I gave her an amused but incredulous look as Gaelen picked her up and set her down beside me on the counter. “Did you just call her  kiddo? Gaelen is almost five hundred years old.”

She rolled all three eyes at me. “You’re thinking linear, Lynn. Gaelen is only a second bloom, and there are affini on this ship with ages measured in tens of thousands of years. She's a young whelp.”

I giggled while my Affini gave me a tap to raise my arms and draped a soft, flowing dress onto my naked body. It was soft and felt like my Prince’s petals, and hung loosely over the vines still clinging to my belly. With a final squeeze even those retracted cautiously. Gaelen seemed to be watching to see how I responded, attentively looking towards me as the last dragging tendril pulled away.

I felt a momentary sensation like a cool breeze on my neck as her touch left me entirely, but hugging Gigi tight banished the goosebumps. Gaelen smiled down at me, and noticeably relaxed, then went back to petting me behind the ears.

“Ah, good. It was as I thought. Nothing unexpected in its form, merely more intense than typical.”

“Yeah,” Selene agreed, wrapping her arm around my shoulders. “That can't have been fun for the poor thing.”

“So, um. What happened, exactly?”

Gaelen focused her gaze back on me, and started to play with my toes as she answered. “Do you remember what you felt when we were apart the day I went to a greenhouse to get grafts for xenrani targeted xenodrugs? It was not a pleasant experience.”

I nodded slowly. It was… anything negative seemed like it took more effort to pull to the forefront through the fluffy haze in my thoughts. 

“Yeah, I saw that pretty dress, then Miss Weaver and Blossom through the window and got a little jealous, and- oh. Yeah, it  was  exactly like that. It was even worse when I left the night before the hearing and...” I remembered fighting and tossing Gigi, how awful the cold was. “…but it happened so fast this time.”

“You had a bad reaction after a few minutes at the dress shop, yes, and of course when we were apart before the hearing, but that was before you spent an entire night wrapped directly around my core. It is the same withdrawal, but intensified as you have bonded to me more deeply. You are now entirely dependent on me, my pet,” Gaelen answered with a sweet smile. 

Selene gave me a comforting squeeze and a sharp grin. “Happened so fast, too. Just like a romance novel!”

I looked down at my hands. The faintest echo of Captain Zelig’s voice reverberated in my head, warning me that I should be careful not to become addicted to my own pain meds. It failed to penetrate the warmth in my chest, but it was there. “So I have to stay near you or I get the shakes and feel like I'm freezing? That doesn’t sound ideal.” 

My Prince comforted me with a vine under the chin, stroking my cheek with a soft kindness. “I have no intention to allow you to feel anything but the blissful, soaring joys of our synchronization, and  external  dependency is merely temporary. Just until your implantation, you will need to keep Gigi close and use this vaporizer every twenty minutes or so at least, presuming you wish to be anywhere but wrapped in my vines. Alternatively you could simply remain in contact with me until your implant can produce a source that originates within your own body. I would not mind.”

Selene chuckled from beside me. She seemed unbothered by her own nudity, but I supposed the fur kept her plenty warm. “I think this little bunny looks wonderful in bondage, personally. I say cuddle with your Owner until tonight, babe. Or just stay in contact  forever,  to be honest. I think you'd make an adorable lap floret.”

“I-I-I um, that doesn't sound so bad,” I sputtered out, the thought of being wrapped up tight against my Prince’s core again making it hard to focus. “I think I might want to have space  sometimes,  though…”

“It will be slightly longer than  tonight,”  Gaelen admitted with uncharacteristic bashfulness. “I… do not have the haustorium ready.”

Selene groaned.  “Youngbloom.  I told you to get the sample taken the day we  met.” 

“I believed that it would unduly bias me towards a specific outcome if I took such an action,  assuming  she would fail her wardship,” she retorted. 

“Whatever you say, kiddo.”

Gaelen and I shared an amused giggle, and Selene stuck her tongue out at us.

“Hush you two. I have grandkids in multiple galaxies, I'm allowed to call fucking  anyone  kiddo.”

Gaelen gave her an affectionate pet on the head, scratching behind her ears until her tail started wagging. With a different set of vines, she queued up another compiler instruction.

“We will need biometrics as well to ensure Lynn’s optimal well being. Let me do that. I do not have one prepared… Much like the implant, it seemed premature,” she said with a sheepish, almost guilty tone.

A moment and a wafting of cinnamon later, she produced a simple black loop out of the device. I raised my left ankle and arm, unsure which it was meant for. My Affini unclasped the black loop, but rather than either limb, she pressed the velvety interior against my throat, and then closed it around the back of my neck.

“This is not ideal, but the more practical functionality is immediately needed, so compiled will do for today.”

I heard a small zip, and it locked into place with a click. The band tightened slightly, applying just enough pressure to never forget it was there, but without any constriction whatsoever, adjusting itself as I bent my neck down in surprise.

“Worry not, my princess. You will have  so  many pretty collars, as soon as I am able to begin crafting.”

My Owner let a vine slowly swirl across my neck, then ran it down my spine, sending pleasant shivers through my nerves. I reached up and felt the band with my fingers. It was simple, textured but featureless, quite soft. Some kind of densely stranded metal fabric that nonetheless felt like it could probably take a bullet without a scratch.

“Um, what if I didn't want a collar?”

“The ideal place to monitor externally is over the neck, but it could be negotiated. Is it uncomfortable, or reminding you of an upsetting memory?”

I shook my head. “No. It's perfectly comfy, actually. It's just. Um. A lot to process right now.”

“Then I’m going to have you keep it on, to help you get used to wearing one.” 

I was considering saying more, but the tone she had used clicked something into place.

She had spoken to me as the owner of a pet. It was not a question, it wasn't even really a command. She had just explained what was  going  to happen. 

She wasn't going to take it off, and I couldn't get it off myself. 

“I-I, um. Yes, Syr.”

“Good girl.” The beaming rumble of her  approval  soaked across me with a smile.

I returned in kind, a grin forming on my face. She hooked a thin feeler through the collar and pulled me in to give me a gentle kiss on the forehead, and my heart fluttered at the casual display of power and possession. 

My Affini had absolute, unquestionable control of me. Another member of this society was beside me, a fluffy arm over my shoulders, watching it happen, the most normal thing in the universe to her. It was a perverted fantasy made real, and also deeply, existentially at odds with everything thirty years of life told me was normal. 

I had seen plenty of people wearing collars. However, this wasn’t some spiky leather accessory on an intranet image. It wasn’t something proudly adorning a puppygirl like Cassandra. This was not somebody else’s collar. It was mine. I was a pet now. I was one of them, a floret to all who looked upon me. The reality of the comfortable band around my neck made the abstract real in a way that nothing else quite had up until now.

Gaelen pulled me from my thoughts with a berry dangling before my eyes, rippled with pink and gold stripes. “Here, a reward, and the xenodrug compounds to ensure you continue to bond to me properly. A little appetizing treat before breakfast.”

I was already salivating before it started to move towards my lips. Brush. Mouth open. Berry. Close. Tremble. I looked up at her face, and could viscerally feel the spillover of her adoration in the gentle swirling of those three purple wells.

“Fuck,” Selene whispered. “You trained her well, Syr. So much for not taking any actions that assumed she wouldn't be yours, hmm?”

“We all fail to fully live up to our ideals in the end, I suppose,” Gaelen said with a small chuckle. “Perhaps it is the ideals themselves that are at fault.” 

There was a slightly awkward pause. My Prince’s carefully constructed face was smiling, but I could feel, under the perfectly maintained air of confidence, there was some kind of shard of truth bothering her there. 

I decided the best course of action would be to grab one of Mommy’s vines and nibble at it affectionately, and it seemed to do the trick. Instantly, the both of them pounced upon me, calling me adorable and tickling my belly until I almost screamed with laughter.

Finally, just as I was at the end of my stamina, my Owner’s body rippled, a harness of vines wrapped under my dress, and I was plucked from the counter and lifted under her chin.

“Now, I need to make an appointment to see Dr. Versonia, start some paperwork, and make breakfast. After that we will take a bath before we go out. Would you like to come down with me, or should I come find you in a few minutes?”

I considered the question, and the swirling thoughts about my own status as a floret I might benefit from giving some space to examine. 

“I think I'd like a few minutes to myself, actually, if that's okay. Could you put me up on the balcony? My tablet is still up there anyway.”

“Certainly, princess. I'll come get you soon.”

Another kiss graced my forehead, and Gaelen’s body deformed into flexible strands that lifted me back up, reattaching my leg brace as we went. My Affini deposited me with my old cane up on the top level. 

I was given a final squeeze and stroke behind my ears that made me sigh with contentment. Her vines saved me the bending over of picking up my purse and simply slung it over my shoulder before they retreated. 

As the door in the archway far down below closed behind Selene and Gaelen I ambled over to the balcony, to contemplate the strange but inescapable fate I had chosen in the bright morning sun.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          This chapter's reading rec is Strawberry and Willow by Immaterial_Vivi. It is told entirely from the Affini perspective, which this story lacks, and provides a wonderful glimpse into the thinking and anxieties of that position.

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.
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  45. Xenopomorphize

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn woke up for her first day as a floret, discovered she had immediate withdrawals from Gaelen if not in physical contact, was given a vape to manage withdrawal, and a collar to monitor her biometrics.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: mourning, dispassionate mention of past pragmatic plans to end suffering via suicide




    
    There was a Gaelen-size seat on the balcony. At first I wondered how I was meant to get up on it, but as I walked out into the hab ring air an accessibility ramp extended out from the underside. I wondered when she had added it, the welds looked somewhat fresh.

It was a beautiful day, as it always seemed to be on the ship. Even if my brief incident with biorhythmic withdrawal had made me expect snow and ice to blanket hab ring four, it was quite sunny. The glow from the projection spilled out in such a way that always seemed to illuminate the dotted town centers in optimistic hues without ever requiring the use of sunglasses for protection. 

I looked out over the curving vista, and took in the landscape at a leisurely pace I never had before. Every minute on the ship up to this point had felt so breakneck. I had never felt I could just stop and take it in. The parks and rolling hills were stunning, covered in flora from what might be hundreds of worlds. 

What looked like Martian Evergreen saplings lined a path in a park that I could tell just by looking at it had been intentionally designed so that when the trees fully grew in a few years, the line of sight would be obstructed, to surprise pedestrians with those they passed at every turn. As my eyes traced the walking path, and I absorbed the carefully designed experience of the park, I noticed that at some point, a path split off and the plant life abruptly changed. 

Several of the purplish trees with mushroom-like caps I recognized from Losofor had been transplanted. They were placed in a deliberate arrangement around the beginnings of a marble foundation that was actively being laid. It was a procession that flanked a walkway, ending with a stone dais under construction that had… the remaining husk of the  River of Reason’s  nameplate centered atop it, the whole fragment warped and blackened by the crash. Beside that were flags marking off four plots.

My eyes unfocused slightly. There was pain there. But pain was part of life, even as a floret, I supposed. I had seen the castle manipulate light before. Gaelen could have hidden the gravesite from my view if I was not meant to see it.

I let my gaze wander back along the path to an elaborate fountain, to happier views of pets and owners running and laughing just a few dozen meters away from a memorial. Not forgetting, not disrespecting, but accepting. Not everyone could or would be saved. There could not be joy if all you did was weep.

Still, I hugged Gigi tight, not quite ready to let the survivor’s guilt escape me entirely. In time.
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Tamai had said mourning would come when the crisis was over, and it was over. I wondered how that would be handled. It certainly wasn’t going to be up to me. I had been lucky just to survive, and saved who I could. Now it was out of my hands. The reminder of that was wrapped snugly around my neck. 

My newly compiled collar had warmed quickly in the artificial sun, ever comfortable, yet still a little disquieting. Gaelen’s aversion for quickly compiled objects had certainly rubbed off on me, it felt less special than anything else she had ever put on my body, barring the compiled outfit on the day of my ‘independent date’ anyway. 

She had not given me just any cane, but one carved from her own bark. My exoleg was obviously made from her own vines. My clothes were handmade by a strange spider and her floret at my Affini’s design, and perhaps they had made Gigi as well. 

That being said, given the stress my owner had caused me with her insistence on prolonged romantic sentiment, I did appreciate the willingness towards practicality. I could dismiss it as a medical device, but it wasn’t, not more than incidentally. 

It was a symbol.

I took my tablet out of my purse beside me on the stone bench. I dismissed the messages from Cassandra, Natalie and the like congratulating me on florethood, not that I was particularly surprised they somehow knew already. I seemed to have been added to a group chat with them, and a ‘VineBunnyAlice’ I didn't recognize whose icon said she was on another ship network entirely. I’d think about that later, the collar was more pressing in my thoughts.

A look in the mirror mode informed me that I looked quite good in my new accessory. It was simple, tasteful, and just the right amount of snug. I actually liked the idea, conceptually, of wearing a collar to symbolize my relationship, of being Gaelen’s pet in a submissive sense. Especially after so many had tried to deny or hide their connections to me from others.

Not having a choice in whether I could take it off was a slightly different matter. 

It wasn’t just a kink prop or a detail included in a piece of art. She had asked if it bothered me, and it didn’t, so she decided I would wear it. She had said it in the same tone of voice I once used when affectionately babbling to the living Gigi because she kept pecking at the magnetic pads I made so her and her sisters could walk around in Ganymede gravity. 

The kind of voice you use to soothe an animal about the choices you are making for it, even if it doesn't understand or agree, because you know better.

I needed the leg brace less and less every day, but as I sat and clung to my stuffed chicken and phytotoxin vaporizer, sitting on a bench that had a ramp built into it so I could get onto it, I felt more and more like Gigi. Kindly, sweetly accommodated, but wildly out of her element, and not in a way she had ever really had agency over. 

Chickens didn't need mobility assistance on planets, but on light moons, they needed accommodations to be anything but confined to a cage. I raised her from a chick. Humanity had removed them from their original context, and everything a chicken once was had to be adapted to it.

The stuffed animal Gigi’s fluff was comforting, and I could now quite clearly feel the silent song of Gaelen’s core being emitted from inside her. I pulled another puff of the liquid certainty that made me able to exist without literally being in my Owner’s arms, and stared out at hab ring four for a time, watching foot traffic in a small neighborhood about a spoke over.

I wasn't scared or upset, but I sure did feel like I was flapping around midair, waiting for gravity to slowly bring me back down to the ground.

The collar was such a strange thing to be a hurdle to trip on. It was pretty much a universal neck accessory among every floret I saw since I had woken up on this strange, wonderful ship with Natalie looming over me. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I had only barely accepted the idea that Gaelen might actually want me around in the first place, so I had never deeply considered the question of what my own florethood would look like. 

I felt a daunting apprehension, slight and residual but existent nonetheless. From the outside, being a floret seemed so multifaceted. The only thing that appeared universal was the mutual adoration between Owner and pet. Gaelen and I had experimented of course, and I had enjoyed it deeply. She had made promises and expressed desires at my prompting, and if that was how this ended up I would be happy. Yet, the heart of the trustfall was knowing it was out of my control from here on out.

Pressing the polished wooden mouthpiece to my lips, I took a slow and steady pull. I let the liquid comfort settle in my heart again. The breathy sweetness of fresh currants and spiced honey settled into my lungs. I held my breath for a few seconds, allowing the aerosolized reassurance to relax my extremities. It left a tingling burn on the insides of my lips as I exhaled, watching the vapor float lazily into the air.

The morning wind kicked at my hair as I looked over the courtyard. 

I was being domesticated. Any form of backing out was entirely out of the question. I had begged for addictive comfort and been given it. I imagined there was probably something they  could  do about it with all their technology, but theory and practice were different matters.

They could erase the dependency surely, but now I knew what it was like to feel that blissful certainty. That dragonfire of assurance flowed within my body. It would be cruel to give me the memory of these comforts and then take them away. 

What would be the point? So I could continue a charade of not wanting this, while still dangling myself near my rightful owner in this society?

No.

This was inevitable.

There was something somber within me as I considered the finality of my choices. I knew why the idea was scariest. Association.

There were moments of inalienable permanence from my past. None were good. Learning I would never have a father again. My first sexual experience being stolen. Taking Gigi’s life to feed myself and my mother. Sitting on a beach on an ice planet knowing I was going to die in a few days of radiation poisoning.

I had passed a threshold again. Perhaps there was a melancholy to the realization of just how long the rest of my life was going to  be.  Even before the implant apparently doubled it. 

I had never really planned for what life past my mother's current age would look like. I had occasionally pragmatically considered how to best kill myself unobtrusively once the pain got so bad I couldn't continue anymore in a decade or two.

Now I would have to figure out how to live. Figure out who I was without a fight to survive and scramble for stability to define me. It was exactly what had left me paralyzed about my independence. No, that wasn’t quite right. I didn't have to decide anything I didn’t want to anymore. There was someone else who could decide for me. 

I took another hit of tranquility from the vaporizer and squeezed my stuffed chicken tight. 

Even the biggest of worries seemed to scatter under the delicate blanket of her rumbling soothing spirit. There was no doubt that everything would resolve itself, merely questions and curiosity as to how it would happen.

My mind wandered from the minutiae to the mechanics. I didn't really know much about what being a floret even really was. It had been described in the broad strokes, but never the specifics.

I opened my tablet again, and found my searches to mostly end up on individual testimonials, the kind of gushing I had already heard plenty of. I didn’t really know what to ask, so the hab AI would probably be easier to talk to.

“Hey, Ruby? What…  legally,  does being a floret mean?”

Its synthesized voice answered from a statue on the balcony.

 “One moment please. This inquiry has been forwarded to Fyrina Occantalis at the shipmind's request.” 

Oh. Well, I guessed someone that actually worked in the central bureaucracy would be the one to know. I looked down at my phone, expecting a call.

Instead, the entire sky darkened slightly, and I looked up to see the imposingly large visage of the Occantalis instance that had been at my wardship hearing sitting in an enormous wooden chair in the false sky. Now that I knew how the projection worked, I could very faintly see a slight shimmer around her, but the illusion was still as convincing as ever when I wasn’t actively looking for the artifacting.
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Her voice came out of the same speaker that Ruby's had, though it lacked the flatness that I realized must be there to subtly indicate that Ruby was not sapient. “Good morning, princess! Am I speaking to Hope, Walsh, both, or neither?”

I had to think about it for a moment. I wasn’t terribly used to being treated as having internality in the first place, so my tools for examining it were clumsy.

With my eyes closed, I could identify the spark of warmth that Gaelen had kindled, and in recognizing it I was better able to understand what I was not. Hope was an  other  right now, and based on that assessment combined with the propensity for analysis I could be pretty sure I was the other half of the equation. 

“Um. The second, I guess. But I decided I like the name Courage better.” 

“I see! Congratulations on that, and congratulations on your future florethood!”

An eyebrow rose in curious confusion.  “Future  florethood? I'm wearing a collar I can’t take off. I’m physically addicted to an affini. I’ve been trained to be dressed and fed. Does it only count once you have an implant or something?”

My strange, projected friend giggled. “This is why you’re talking to a clerk, dear! The systems of the Compact are at once the underlying foundation of our care for the universe, and arguably the oldest game in existence! To use terms you are familiar with, Gaelen’s ownership of you is deterministically certain, but you have not technically put her in checkmate yet!”

I took note of the fact that she had framed my becoming a floret as me winning, rather than losing, and smiled slightly. “Okay, so, what happens next then?”

Her voice hummed in an eager lilt that flowed out of Ruby’s speaker.

“So! The phrase floret is a translation of a concept we affini have literally hundreds of words for in our own languages. I might compare you to a common-law companion designation. As a clerk,  my  primary definition of this translated term is once your ownership is signed, documented within my local stores, and a compressed copy transmitted enroute to at least three of the immortal archival projects in the Core Worlds!”

The way she had said ‘Core Worlds’ had sounded an awful lot like how the Catholics on Ganymede had spoken of  the holy land,  and I decided to not get sidetracked. “So what does  that  entail then?”

“Well, to begin, there is an entire book’s worth of forms to be filed before you are legally Lynn Echeveria, First Floret! Unless you two choose a more creative title, your Owner does like making things bespoke, don't they?”

The thought of being Lynn Echeveria, First Floret made me smile, even if I was a bit… hmm. Conflicted wasn’t the exact right word, but I was definitely still processing the enormity of my decision. I covered the awkwardness with a forced chuckle.

“I guess I'll have to spend today doing that then after breakfast. Not a stranger to it, I had to do tons of paperwork when fighting insurance companies before I gave up.”

Her head tilted to the side curiously.  “You?  No, Courage,  you  will need to do none of it. The stack has been compiled and is your owner’s responsibility. They may choose to do a domestication contract, but that is up to them.”

I felt a lightening in my chest, of course I wouldn’t have to worry about that. The last part did draw my curiosity though. I shuffled in my seat slightly, looking up at my friend in the sky.

“A contract?”

Fyrina’s eyes flared in a way that read to me like excitement, her leg vines tapping.

“Yes! I can tell you what the standardized form looks like!  They're so delightfully romantic! It really does cover the universals. Everything else is up to your owner, really.”

I struggled to imagine how a standardized form could be romantic, but decided to not question that particular bit. “Sure. What does it say?”

A scrolling hologram of text suddenly appeared in the projection facing her, and Occantalis began to flick through the page dramatically, sending words spilling upwards as she scanned.

“There we are, so, a standard form would read something like this. ‘Your name is Lynn Echeveria, First Floret. Your guardian, Gaelen Echeveria, Second Bloom, owns you, and you are their property. Your wellbeing is guaranteed, though this does not preclude you from discipline. Your owner may alter the terms of this agreement at any time. Pending formalization under a Human Domestication Treaty, this definition of wellness is subject to the baseline commonwealth terms of the  Occantalis II municipality, ratified by…”

She continued listing off citations and subclasses and I got entirely lost.

“Um. So, property. What rights did I have yesterday that I won't as a floret?” 

She wiggled her vines and dissolved the hologram, seemingly quite excited to infodump. “Many things! Freedom of movement, personal property, and bodily autonomy are some examples, you will go with your owner and they will have final say on all medical decisions for you.”

“Fuck.” I decided it was as good a time as any for another hit off the vape. “That’s all kind of bleak when you say it like that.”

The spiced honey soothed me, and I slouched back into the bench.

“Petal, I am mostly just describing the conditions you existed under during your wardship, which you found so pleasant you did not intend to leave the castle.”

“I was going to move out!”

Fyrina was silent, and I could swear I could feel her amusement as a faint echo through the bench I was sitting on.

I sighed. 

In that moment, I became sure another regimen of tattle flower was in my future, because it was quite obviously not good for me that I had the capacity to lie to myself.

“Okay, no I wasn't actually going to move out, but,  I  chose my ears and bottom surgery, or… well, Hope and I did, I guess. Are you telling me Gaelen could have just vetoed that?”

“Yes!” She turned in her seat, a vine wandering to run under the spot where her chin would be. “Gaelen and, in this realm also Dr. Lywick, both had the ability to reject any choice you made if it was in your best interest.”

The thought sent a little pang of concern through me.

“That seems wrong. I had  terrible  dysphoria, and they could have just said no?”

Occantalis leaned forward in her false chair, an air of sympathy radiating. “Courage… why in the Everbloom would they veto your ears and gender confirmation surgery?”

I nodded slowly. “Um. Yeah. I guess that makes sense. I  do  trust Gaelen to listen to me. To have my best interests in mind.”

“Then you understand domestication, my dear!”

I had to admit, after a lifetime of struggling to get the most basic care it was downright refreshing to have anyone invested in my medical wellbeing at all. 

Thinking about it, my modifications were clearly the right decision, but I could imagine circumstances in which the inverse was occurring and an intervention from an affini would be good for an individual. Natalie had clearly blossomed in faer time here, but fae started off with a lot of denial, and fae wasn’t the first young trans person I had met in my years. I could think of several who were deep enough in repression that they might make bad or shortsighted medical decisions. A more forceful touch could absolutely be necessary for wellbeing sometimes. 

My mind meandered back to the other rights that Fyrina had mentioned. 

“What about the um, freedom of movement? Do you mean like how Gaelen let me leave after our fight?”

Her gaze softened into a reassurance before she continued.

“That is another circumstance in which the medical wardship was closer to your future florethood. If Gaelen had felt it was in your best interest, there is no authority that would have prevented them from keeping you in the castle.”

It  was  painful to be apart from her that night, though I was glad to have the opportunity to come to that realization on my own.

“In a more general sense though, an independent may fully chart their own course as the primary decision maker, hopping from shuttle to ship exploring the universe as they please. The captain and I also take the collective’s input into consideration when deciding where our little vessel should go.”

It still baffled me that this ship was considered small by the standards of the Compact. 

“What does that kind of collective decision making actually look like?”

“Well, as an example, we will be undocking from the  Cymbidium  once the spacetime tear is resealed, and have not yet decided what system we are going to next on our way towards the Solar System!”

“I didn't realize you left that up to citizens. I figured the Captain just decided.”

“Actually, we do poll florets as well. Our entire civilization exists to serve them, after all. It is more complicated than the thin veneer of democracy that the various autocratic institutions haphazardly stapled together that you called the Terran Accord, for sure. How we weigh choice making depends heavily on what is being decided. A floret’s desire is more likely to be weighed heavily in some matters than others.”

Even the thin veneer of democracy other places were given was better than the explicit and strict company control my town had fallen victim to when I was a child. It had left me regrettably uneducated on the nuances of political ideology, and then the Catholic church had bought out contracts and decided my town would be their next conversion grounds…

I looked down and went back to fidgeting with Gigi’s wings.

“I’m sorry Fyrina, I’m not fully following. Could you um, explain a little more?”

“Absolutely petal. This ship, like many others, is strictly speaking a direct democracy in most matters. You happen to have only been on it during a period of time where we are focused on an immediate crisis, so there were no decisions that needed consensus. In such situations, the Captain, who is elected, makes immediate and unilateral choices, though a deputized expert, currently Wistaria Rellarum, and I together, can combined overrule these, and there are there are additional injunctions that can be filed that-”

I started to space out again as she rambled about a complex network of interlocking rules. Rather than trying to conceptualize the system itself, I briefly imagined it as her wrapping me in papercraft vines to keep me safe, then her gigantic projected false body picking me up. That brought a blush to my cheeks. At least I had never been in denial I was into extreme size differences. And being around Mommy so much had only made it more obvious…

“So um, Miss Occantalis, why do you um, why let there be a Captain at all? Aren’t  you  the one doing things?”

Her large eyes pulsed in kind recognition.

“Good morning, Hope. Wonderful to finally meet you. But essentially, I, or one of me anyway if not this specific instance, am the one who spools the engines, who runs the navigation subroutines. There is not a single being on board that could stop me if I decided to turn around and go back to Andromeda.”

I blushed. I hadn’t even realized we switched, but she noticed immediately. “So, um… why don't you? Why let anyone else choose if you have the power to overrule them?”

Occantalis leaned forward in the sky, and I would swear I could feel a smile radiating from her expressionless mask. “Because that isn't our way. I have sculpted my municipal system and charter specifically to serve those who call me home. We care for those smaller than ourselves, at every scale. I consider your owner my responsibility every bit as much as I do you.”

I mulled that over for a moment. Fyrina continued, waving a vine around as she talked.

“For a more extreme example, I could also halt the rotation of all five hab rings, flattening everyone on board into a rather messy pancake against the nearest spinward wall, at any time. This would terminate nearly every material-space xenosophont on board the entire vessel. Do you fear I would do this?”

I glanced at the sandstone wall and imagined a cartoonish Lynn-shaped splat mark on it, then giggled at the absurdity. “No. That would be silly.”

“Why is that?”

“I-It would be sort of ridiculous to go to the lengths of making a ship like this just to turn around and do that. That… that doesn’t feel like what a ship exists to do. You feel like, um. Home.”

She beamed down at me, rays of sunlight spilling through her form.

“Indeed. My form was designed for a purpose. But I am just as designed as your owner is, no matter how superficially Gaelen may choose to maintain a form that resembles those still shaped by natural evolution. As  any  affini is, single or collective, whether they are but a tiny digital mote...” She suddenly  poofed  into a little mouse sized Occantalis, seemingly floating a meter in front of my face via a perspective trick. “…or as grand as the entire Affini Compact itself!” 

She  snapped  back into her giant form. “This is where I personally believe that to overly xenopomorphize ourselves can sometimes fail us.”

I laughed at her theatrics and tried to puzzle through the analogy. “What do you mean? Like um, how you’re a person  and  a ship, but you’re also kind of  neither  of those things?”

“Exactly, very good, little one! You would not question if a pen was anything but a pen, you would only ask if it was effective at writing. When you see a being who has constructed itself from flexible manipulators with an entire library of medical care technology grafted to it, you should be asking if it is  effective  at caretaking. But because we present ourselves at a scale you can project onto, you see mirrors of human nature in us. So many of us choose to wear mirrors of your own faces after all.” 

Her vines squirmed until the outline of a motherly visage took over the spot that was usually just three glowing eyes. “It is with good intent and often works to help usher the bonding along, but your subconscious can sometimes fear that we might use our power to abuse. When it does, that is just the reflection of humanity staring back at you. The pattern seeking terran mind misfiring as divinations.”

The motherly face returned to normal. Gigi’s fluff was soft against my lips as I remembered the hurt, the conflict, the endless scrabble to be the one who betrayed everyone else first. Human nature, or at least what humans made themselves into. “Yeah. I think I’m a little lost in the philosophy, but I get… um, most of it, I think.”

“Good girl. The important part is this, dear. Each affini is, like me, a machine optimized to care for the universe, in the way we each think. Gaelen Echeveria chooses to carry a great deal of xenosophont culture with them. I do not. The Compact is not a monolith. We are unified in our vision of a universe without suffering, but each and every one of us has our own views. Our own opinions, on how best to accomplish that. And even within… We are often multitudes, as are you.”

“What about you, then? You, Fyrina, specifically?” I swung my good leg back and forth, letting my energy run off.

“I, Fyrina Occantalis, am an instance of the parts of the greater whole of this ship that believes the optimal way to care for sophonts is by building systems and structures. That is why I am a clerk. Daria, whom you interacted with last night, believes that organic social networks and gentle nudges on individuals are optimal. Just as you, Hope, can be described as the part of the greater Lynn that represents a specific lens of experience and opinions.”

I recognized the shift this time, a softer warmth that gave way to firmer logical inquiry. 

“So… Why did Gaelen talk about florethood in such nonspecific terms?”

“I admittedly do not know, but as a being with a great deal of accumulated experienced subjective time and memory, I could share an educated guess based on observed patterns.”

“Sure,” I answered with a shrug.

“I believe Gaelen is an  idealist  whose worldview has been very, very challenged in the last two weeks, in ways it never was before they saw a real domestication campaign. They wanted to wow you, show the best things first. Gaelen was trying to impress you, Lynn, because they have loved you since you met.”

There was a distinct smile in the synthetic voice, and I realized I was smiling too.

“Yeah. I um. I love her too. One last thing, actually. Which perfume was it? That you, or rather Daria, sprayed me with?”

She laughed. “Ah, if you had asked  any  other instance, perhaps they would have made another move. But the game I play abhors hidden information. This is the perfume Daria chose.”

I heard an artificial spraying sound from the speaker she was using to speak to me.

A snort of laughter escaped me as I realized what it meant.

“There was no perfume. You tricked me into making a choice myself.”

“Correct! I imagine you would have  significantly  more bruises if either had been used.”

I rubbed my thighs together a bit at the thought of Gaelen or Selene being that degree of passionate with me. I did like how careful they both were, but I had never really had the option of rougher intimate experiences before Marsha fixed my joints. Now that I was looking at a lifetime of never hurting bad again, the idea of hurting  good  for those who cared about me was… intriguing.

Speaking of which. I started to feel the hairs on my arms and neck rising, a silent, invisible tug on my heartstrings. My person was waiting for me. I didn't know how I knew, but I just did.

“I think it's time for me to go. Thanks for talking to me again, Tali.”

“Anytime, darling! Think of me like your fairy godmother. I’m always listening from afar, only a word away! I'll have to ask your owner about taking you on a proper date! You may not be my floret, but I told the truth when I said the things I might want to do with you didn’t require that…”

The projection of Fyrina Occantalis faded, and the projected sky returned to a crisp blue. Oh, dear, the fact that the ship was asking me out and wasn't even asking  me  was a lot to process.

That was going to be my normal, wasn't it. I was going to be Gaelen’s property, an extension of her, bound to her.

I had made a truly enormous decision. There was no going back.

In a way, there was a comfort about that. I didn't need to worry about juggling how I felt for her against the pull towards the cliff of florethood. I was already in freefall, and everyone already swimming had told me the water was plenty warm.

And if the crackle of a hearth and the bursts of fresh berry were anything to go off, that warm and familiar source of joy was waiting for me. I turned, saw the vines reaching for me, and relaxed. I was delicately plucked from my seat on the balcony, and settled into a net of soft vines under her chin. I was safe. I was loved. I was home. 

She spoke, in that kind rumble I had fallen so deeply for. “Courage is a beautiful name, my love. I can think of nothing that fits this part of my beloved Lynn better. My brilliant, shining treasure.”

I almost asked how she knew, before remembering I probably had a microphone attached directly to my neck. She knew everything I had said, my doubts, my fear, and her first words had not been defensive, but reassuring.

“Thank you, Syr,” I sighed into the soft petals of her shoulder, letting her deep hum wash over me. She carried me down, past the opulent golden chains and the glittering gemstones. Pretty as they were, I knew that  I  was the most treasured thing in my dragon's tower.

I might not legally be a person in the Compact, but I would always be her princess.
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    My Prince carried me out of our towering bedroom and into the hall, and the wafting scent of something buttery and sweet caught my attention immediately. I expected for the scent of a delicious breakfast to be coming from downstairs, but to my surprise, Gaelen carried me across the upper hall in the opposite direction, towards the bathing room instead.

The sapphire tiles danced under the reflective glow of shimmering water, and I noticed that a crawling greenery had been added to the space. On the water’s edge by the door on the opposite side of the bath, a downright feast was laid out on a folding tray, resting under the shade of the tropical plant. 

A certain happy-looking xenra was lounging on a big round pillow beside them, already munching on a slice of toast she had swiped from the tray. “Hey kiddo. How was the fresh air?”

“Um, good, I talked to Occantalis about some stuff. Did I ever mention the plural thing to you? It’s um, Hope and Courage, but I just feel like Lynn right now.”

“Glad to hear you’re figuring it out!” Selene tossed another slice back, dripping in sauce and yolk from an egg. “Fuck, I love Terran breakfasts. You’re  such  a food-motivated species, and it  shows  with the breakfasts.” 
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Instead of carrying me around the perimeter of the bath to eat with Selene, Gaelen turned, and went for the wall covered in shelves of towels and bathrobes. An errant tendril opened the drawer with the padded table, and I was delicately laid down. Vines ran across my flesh, tapping to raise my arms, stroking to remove the exoleg, carefully plucking the vaporizer from my grasp. 

“Are we not eating first, Gaelen? Won’t the food get cold?”

My Prince smiled down at me. “Not at all. I was going to feed you  while  bathing you.”

I glanced over at Selene and blushed as my dress was peeled off. I couldn’t explain why, but there was something squirm inducing about being in such a vulnerable and infantile position in front of her. I had, of course, assumed that breakfast would occur  before  the bath, but it seemed that my dragon had other plans. 

I didn’t know why Selene’s hungry stare as I was tended to on the changing table made me antsy. She had knotted me twice with Gaelen present the night before. It wasn’t entirely logical, but the clashing of contexts was making me increasingly flustered. 

A lingering vine ran up my midsection and slowly wrapped around Gigi to extract her from my clutches, leaving my breasts exposed. I didn’t get a say in how mature or self reliant I appeared around my own girlfriend anymore. It filled my belly with gooey embarrassing heat.

“It’s nothing I ain’t seen before, kiddo,” I heard her say with a chuckle. “I’d think you would be on that kinda table more, considering how much you soaked us last night.”

“That she did,” Gaelen remarked affably. “Perhaps slightly more padded undergarments may prove useful.”

A little noise of embarrassment thrummed in my throat at the reminder of my squirting last night, and the fact that they noticed. “Um. I’m not used to what my body does yet. It’s still so new to me, after the surgery. I hope I didn’t-”

I was lifted back off the table and into the comforting grasp of my Affini, which immediately cleared any nagging fear that I had managed to disgust either of them with my body. The vines that made up the lower half of Gaelens newer body shape spread out across the ground like the canopy of a jungle before grasping onto the edges of the bathing pool and slowly lowering into the warm soapy depths. 

Selene finished the last of the slice of toast, stood up from her seat, and dove into the bath like it was a swimming pool. After the splash cleared, she started paddling around with her paws and tail, then gliding through the water like some kind of aquatic predator with only the middle eye and her nose peeking out over the water line.

I began to adjust my body so I could paddle, spreading out an arm only to find the tangle of my Affini’s tendrils lurking in the slippery murk of soapy bubbles. She slid and wound from my fingers up to my shoulder. I kicked my legs but they too were quickly snatched up into my dragon's eager grasp, clutching vines that squished into the soft skin of my thighs and legs. 

The parts of her that ran across my chest swirled in eager possessive squeezes until a thin hooking crawler slipped under my new collar to pull my face up until my gaze landed upon her glowing amethyst eyes. 

“Now now, princess. We eat first, then you can try swimming.”

“Okay,” I said with a dreamy sigh. I felt Selene swimming up to float beside me, and reach out of the water to grab more toast that Gaelen placed within her reach.

It was difficult to focus on anything other than the subtle hues of violet and lavender, lilac and stardust floating in the trio of orbs that sat atop her beautiful draconic facsimile of a face and crown. But in the very edges of my periphery I could smell the hovering warmth of something sweet and sticky. 

“Good girl. Relax into my grasp. Untense everywhere.”

The full force of my Affini’s hypnotic pull came to bear, her rumbling voice whispering in a way that ran from the core of her mass out through the vines that held me so covetously. 

“My sweet, tender little princess. I have  longed  to luxuriate you fully. In all your mornings here as my ward, even the ones where you were at your most docile, I felt the need to restrain myself from fully indulging you. It was for your wellbeing, you see. If I was to completely give into my urges, it would risk inducing a state of hopeless enthrallment so blissful it would ruin  any  chance of successful independence. It would be utterly unfair of me. Now, little one, I do not need to show such restraint. I need not be fair.” 

With a  swish  a thin feeler pulled my chin down, leaving my mouth gaping wide. A  thrust  forward sent a cube of something inbetween my lips. A tickling  caress  upwards and I closed down on it fully.

“Now  chew.” The feeler swirled in a spiralling dance on the raw sensitive skin of my cheek.

The crisp outer shell of fried batter collapsed in my mouth, dripping smokey dark syrup had me salivating around it. My eyes fluttered as the rushing bliss of obedience mingled with the waffle like cream and coffee.

“Hngn,” I mumbled, more moan than word.

“Good girl.” 

Another delicious bite. I could taste the tang of one of my treat berries that had been sliced and dipped into the thick, sweet, and almost spicy syrup. It tasted like her scent. I knew for sure, this was not compiled. 

She had made this syrup herself, in the most literal sense.

Brush. Open. Bite. Chew. Swallow. I was starting to feel the telltale tingling in my chest.

Selene poked her mouth back up over the waterline. “Can I try one?” 

“Of course!”

Gaelen speared one of the squares of waffle with a fork and went to her mouth, though she chomped down without the need for gestures. “Oh, fuck, that’s delicious. No wonder she’s moaning so much.”

Gaelen took another square of the waffle, and popped it into her own mouth to try as well, breaking eye contact and lifting some of the buzzing, pleasant haze from my thoughts.

“Hmm. Yes, It is quite pleasant. Use of human breastmilk butter in the batter does lend it a sweeter taste, it appears.”

The spell was shattered and I sputtered in surprise. “Human milk?” 

Gaelen laughed, and gave me a sweet peck on the forehead. “Of course, princess. You are at least metabolically human after all, little elf. It seemed most natural to me! Was there another species you would have preferred I use?”

I glanced at Selene, then back at Gaelen. Then down where her boobs currently crested out of the water as she floated on her back. I didn’t think about it. I didn’t think about it at all. Not even a little bit. 

 …Did  xenrani even lactate like that?

“I, um, I guess that when you have a compiler, you can make anything,” I mumbled. 

“Nah, Gaelen had it delivered.” Selene corrected, holding up a paw in objection. “Made here on ring four by human volunteers. Cowgirls, I think they’re called?”

My head was spinning just a little at the images suddenly conjured into my head. “Oh. Yeah, with like. Milking machines, I guess. Not like… with my mouth,” I rambled. 

Selene’s eyes narrowed, and she leaned closer, giving me a sly grin. “Looks like I have one more mod to get for my little bunny. I already had them made way bigger when I had my form slightly adjusted to be more humanoid about a year ago. But if you wanna suckle from Mommy’s tits…”

I slammed my eyes shut and nodded, too embarrassed to say it aloud.

Gaelen gave me another brush on the lips to open, saving me from having to say anything. “It is a rather interesting adaptation! Humans are the only mammals from Terra with permanently enlarged breasts, a most adorable feature.”

She squeezed my tits for emphasis of her point. Whines fell out of me as her vines massaged at my chest, and she used the involuntary opening of my mouth to put another bite of dripping waffle on my tongue. No signal to bite down came, so it just sat there, teasing my taste buds. I looked up at her, begging with my eyes, wanting the satisfaction of it so badly. Three glowing, swirling violet pools gazed back, pulling me deeper underwater than the bath itself.

“Good girl. Such a well behaved princess, aren’t you?”

I nodded. I wanted to bite down so bad. I wanted her approval and praise more. A runny mix of syrup and drool was starting to spill down my chin. My toes weakly curled in arousal at her teasing. Finally, a tap on the chin pushed my mouth shut, and I trembled with gratitude that the signal had finally come. 

Just as the flavor was released like an ocean of pleasure in my mouth, I felt the sensation of feelers starting to apply a gentle suction to my breasts.

“Please, I’m  eating,  Syr,” I whined through a mouthful of delicious waffle, this time another bite with a tingle-inducing berry slice nestled inside. “It’s harder to… eat when… when you touch me like that!”

She stroked to guide me to swallow. “I am  very  aware.”

Brush. Open. The spongy padded vine slipped between my legs. The flat brush on the end was a now-familiar cleaning appendage, covered in small animate bumps that gripped and massaged. It ran across my thighs and then pressed upwards, slow swirls increasingly focused on my…  bunny hole, as the xenra watching with a look of glee had called it. I whined with an open mouth, panting, utterly transfixed by her gaze. Close. Chew. Swallow. Brush.

The new stimulation just kept getting more firm, settling into a rhythm that was matched by the peaks of suction on my breasts. Dozens of tiny little sucking licking probing slick bumps that dragged across my nipples and teased across my hole. It wasn’t just for the sake of getting me clean, she was clearly trying to squeeze even more humiliating whines out of me while my mouth hung open. 
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“I-I-I, but you  can’t…” 

I felt her amusement rising in the tenor of her crackle as I trailed off, awareness sinking in deep that she absolutely  could  toy with me sexually while feeding me and bathing me. She could do whatever she wanted and thought I needed, I was her floret.

“I think you know that I absolutely can.  Do you not  enjoy  being under my dominant grasp? I only wish to make you feel good.”

 “Hmph,”  I huffed, but then followed up more honestly, a tremble in my voice still as she unrelentingly teased at various erogenous zones. “No, Syr. I’m your princess. I-I like when you’re in control.” 

“Good girl, good pet.”

Brush. Bite. Chew. Swallow. A current lapped at my body, docile relaxation spreading inward from the hot water and outward from my tummy. My every fiber was physically relaxed, I was in a bath after all. It was a level of pleasurable stillness beyond any I had experienced before. Idly, I attempted to wiggle my toes. I supposed I wasn’t really trying very hard, since they didn’t move. No, it felt so much easier to just not move at all. Let my Prince puppet me like a doll.

“Feel… still,” I commented vacantly.

“Very good! The paralytic class-M xenodrug in the waffle should be starting to affect you now, Lynn.”

“The wh… oh dear,” I squeaked. The tender molestations of my owner did not slow down in the slightest.

“It was my idea to mix it in,” Selene offered with a grin, then licked a line of sweet sap off my chin. “Don’t worry, only targeted towards your biochemistry, not mine. And I can slip it into anything I feed you if I ever want you nice and limp and helpless. Fun, right?”

Whimper. Brush. Open. Bite. Chew. Moan. Swallow.

My Owner chuckled, watching with amusement as my body now only moved on command. “It is a blend that still leaves you able to speak, and obey trained responses. Others would leave you mute and entirely immobile, but for autonomic functions like breathing. I am sure Dr. Lywick would be happy to explain the underlying mechanisms if you are curious.”

My voice cracked in a keening whine as she gripped and squeezed at my feet with another set of padded writhing tendrils. I felt soaps being rubbed into my skin, shampoo and warm water in my hair. Another bite fed, sticky and sour, it was more waffle but with another gushing morsel of berry too. I couldn’t move, the total comfort of stillness possessing me. She tapped my sides, and my arms rose automatically, allowing her to start washing under my arms.

“Boo,” Selene grumbled, the slight sheen of her marking oils rubbed away along with the sweat and dead skin being exfoliated away. “Fine, whatever, I’m re-scenting her after we dry off though.”

I felt a laugh shake through the vines holding me in place and playing with my body. “Of course. I wouldn’t dream of not letting you mark your territory, my small friend. Here, do you want to feed her a bite?”

Brush. Open. Selene licked my tongue, a wet kiss that left me panting even harder with the muscles I could still control. She dropped another blessed bite into my mouth and gave me a brush to close.

“Fuck. She’s so cute like this, Syr. Like an obedient little doll. Such a well-trained pet.”

I whined around the explosion of flavor in my mouth. Syrup soaked into my mind, butter melting in my muscles. Now Selene’s aroused appreciation of the show I was putting on was starting to fill the air with pheromones too. Well trained pet. The thought made me want to curl up and wiggle but I wouldn’t even if I could. I was so good for Syr and Selene.

“I’m… pet,” I mumbled. Brush. Open. Wait. Drool. Close. 

“Goddamn right you are. You remember about bunnies?”


   Good bunnies know their place. 


“Yes, Daddy,” I whimpered through a sticky mouthful as I thought about what she had done to the bunny hole… Where Mommy was currently teasing with a gently textured vine. I couldn’t even move my eyes anymore, they just pointed straight ahead. Straight into the soft purple glow.

Chew. Swallow. Sink.

Gaelen eventually seemed unsatisfied with the humiliating noises of pleasure that came from her  merely  teasing my nipples and asshole. Two tiny writhing tendrils squirmed like creepers searching for something to cling onto, thin little roots clutching for soil, and my eyes twitched as they found my ears. Each little undulating vine ran through all the sensitive folds, exploring every nook and cranny, teasing at the ever-sensitive pointed tips. Finally, satisfied with the overstimulated squeals they had extracted, both of the dark green feelers pressed into my canals.

Words failed me entirely. I made a deep, guttural groan as she started to rub up and down, rotating across the sensitive membranes inside my auditory passage, rhythms buzzing straight into my skull. 


   Fuck.  


It wasn’t a deep penetration, only a centimeter or two, clearly quite careful about delicate eardrums. It didn’t need to be deep to be utterly overwhelming, though. Every little drag across my surgically enhanced and overly sensitive ears felt like being mindfucked. I had used swabs to clean my ears before and found the sensation pleasant, but I was always the one in control of that.

I wasn’t in control now. Not of what I was experiencing, not of my muscles, not of what she did to my body. My Owner didn’t even technically  own  me yet, but she didn’t need to. She could do as she pleased, because she was powerful, and I was sweet and soft and needy. Gaelen  loved  me, and there was no part of my body she wouldn’t violate to demonstrate that.  Princesses get what they want. 

It was so much. I had barely even begun to adjust to the sensation now making my eyes roll back when another bite of waffle was plopped onto my tongue. Her grip tightened around the heels of my feet, dozens of little anemone protrusions evoking a sensation that bordered on ticklish without ever crossing the threshold, keeping each nerve inflamed with erogenous need. Feelers combed through my wet hair and teased my scalp. All the while, the point of one of her claws rested against the back of my neck where her implant would go.

“It won’t be long now princess, imagine how much better this will feel when it’s happening inside your spine as well…”

Gaelen pressed down on every spot, and I screamed in need. Selene was behind me now, paw hungrily rubbing my belly under the water. One part of me still went conspicuously untouched.

Something like a leg made of Gaelen’s submerged strands formed between my thighs, a braided trunk of thick vines that came together with pulsing alien movements. Intentionally placed, the limbs pressed my legs apart very slightly. I was held a millimeter above it, provided only a saddle but nothing in the way of friction. I wanted to bear down, rub my princess parts against her, but no matter how I tried, those desires couldn’t reach the surface. The sticky stillness ran like thick syrup down my chin, hot and reassuring, infecting me with desires that overrode even my most desperate need to get myself off. 

It was a perversion of my previous inclination towards centering the pleasure of others that I would be placed in the position of receiving an entirely new kind of joy from being unable to move at all. Denial, not of neglect or disinterest, but active, intentional, deliberate, and loving.

I simply couldn't push down. I needed to move, to get closer. I didn't want to move at the same time. It was serene, it was agonizing. The only motions my body would produce were autonomic responses and the ones Syr had trained into me. I could just barely shift my weight forward slightly, but the viscous friction against the engagement of my muscles was far too great for anything more than that. 

“I will give  anything  my princess asks for, Lynn,” she teased, clearly able to detect my turmoil. Her voice rumbled from the two feelers pressing into my ear canals, still rubbing around the hypersensitive nerves in little circles.

“Please, please, please, please touch my princess parts Syr!” My voice was a bouncing whine on the tile walls. 

My debased begging was immediately rewarded with something thin and flexible, the smallest possible point of contact slipping under my clitoral hood and wrapping, squeezing tight on the button that made me see stars. When she spoke again, the vibration of her voice was conducted there too. 

 “Good floret.  You will remember to demand the things you want soon, I imagine. I intend to spoil you to the core.”

“Fuck,” I cried, sighed, keened, and gasped. The stillness was all consuming, the experience overwhelming. Her vines were almost everywhere, Selene’s paws and wet fur filling the gaps.

“She’s so cute like this,” my predatory older girlfriend growled. 

The thrumming against my clit intensified and I could only scream and beg incoherent warbling noises. The suckers that roamed across my infatuated nipples ran slick with a hypersensitive lubricant, the very drug that had made my leg pulse with pleasure the first time we bathed together. The pressing touches on my soles wrapped around my feet to fully encase them in pressure, running between each toe to separate them perfectly. The claw on my neck pressed circles. The feelers in my ear canals spun in a dragging pull. Gaelen was agonizingly nonchalant as it happened, talking cheerfully over it all as I remained trapped in the grasp of paralytics and pleasure. 

“Enjoyment in the human brain is a reinforcement mechanism.”

The words quaked through me, consuming my every thought.

“My touch produces it, and you, Lynn, have learned to want more of it, isn’t that right?” 

My head was nodding, and I wasn’t doing it. A vine was helping, ushering my obedience along. Her eyes were back in front of me now, deep and glowing purple like nebula in the night sky.

“That’s right, little Courage. I intend to continue training you to be the best princess of a floret you could possibly be, after all! Good pet.  Cum for your Owner, princess.” 

I screamed, and the final square of waffle went in my mouth as soon as it opened. I wasn’t sure if it was my roaring inferno of my climax or the stroke of an unnoticed vine that made me close my mouth and chew.

Fuzzy white static of multisensory pleasure filled me, and I felt the muscles in my abdomen tightening, but all I did was twitch as the orgasm ripped through me. The touch on my clit remained small and thin, squeezing every ounce of pleasure out of my slumping form. The syrup and berry juice ran down my chin for my girlfriend to lap up. Finally, a stroke directed me to swallow, and the various appendages that had been tormenting me retracted into my Owner’s body.

Gaelen gave Selene a dollop of soap from one of the containers at the side of the bath, and the two finished the job of cleaning me. I let them position and pose me, not that the class-M left me with much of a choice. Each touch was euphoric, frayed from the afterglow. 

“I wasn’t expecting a single activity… of bath… and breakfast… and sex,” I vacantly babbled.

My Affini chuckled, a kind but possessive twinkle in those hypnotic eyes. “I intend to gift you  at least one  climax by my own vine virtually every single day for the rest of your life, princess. How better to continuously deepen your attachment and love than to keep your brain full of those lovely natural endorphins and oxytocin? I  could  use a constant class-C xenodrug, and I certainly  will.  But your biology evolved such a delightful mechanism to keep you bonded and happy in your role as my loyal companion, it would be neglectful  not  to use every means at my disposal!”

The facade of humanity my alien lover and master had worn was crumbling, replaced bit by bit with open, unconcealed possession. There was no part of me she would not twist to make me happy. There was nothing I could do to stop this. There never was. I had bonded to her from the moment she had first promised she would never hurt me. When she had saved me from the brink of death and shown me nothing but care. There had never been any other path but this one.

I never stood a chance.

I was too blissed out to even moan about it anymore. 

Gaelen twisted vines into each of my hands and under my shoulders and legs, and set me down in the water on my back. The glittering golden promise of her love drifted across the center of my vision as I floated freely and slowly in the steaming water’s current.

“She looks so damn peaceful.”

I felt the hunger rise again in the vines that held me, but this time I was not their focus. “Indeed. You are next.”

A smile curled on my lips as I listened to a splash of water and an indignant yelp. With great effort, I motivated myself to turn my head slightly. Through blown out pupils and drug induced auras I saw that Gaelen had grabbed Selene and begun combing and shampooing her fur as well, despite the xenra’s initial halfhearted protests. 

My girlfriend’s squirming quickly turned into relaxation and enjoyment, then outright placid limpness after Gaelen gave her a kiss that left something cyan and powdery on her snout.

She massaged her, vines wrapping around to press in on taut muscles. One of my favored padded tendrils found a bundle of tension in her shoulder that caused Selene to make a little pleasured  ‘awowaoowow’  noise. My body simply floated, soaked in warmth and buoyed by my Owner’s vines. Watching my lovers falling for each other through glassy eyes and a deep sense of peace.

Finally, I started to feel little twitches in my fingertips. I blinked, and kicked my good leg. Actually, they both felt pretty good right now. I didn’t know how to swim, exactly, but I made something resembling an effort and Gaelen’s vines pulled me back towards her and Selene like I wanted to.

The latter squeezed me tight, and made a relaxed sigh of her own. Her wet fur had a deeper undertone to its smell, cloying and acrid and wonderful. 

We floated there, three beings enjoying each other’s company, each in our own way. I felt a deep contentment within me, a reflection and resonance of the volcanic calm within my Owner’s biorhythm. Selene’s tranquility pressed a blanket of pheromonal docility onto my thoughts with every breath I took. I nuzzled my body into both of them, a soft, tiny thing still not quite sure  what  they saw in me, but at least convinced that they truly  did.

Love was a conversation, not a one sided expression of fawning loyalty.

Eventually, some sweet eternity of peace later, Selene seemed to sober back to something resembling her usual baseline of vaguely stoned, and bit one of the vines near her playfully.

“Better watch out with the pampering, Gaelen. Now I’m gonna have to one-up you somehow, and I already  used  the pollen thing.”

Gaelen chuckled, and powerful vines hoisted us both out of the water towards a bundle of fluffy towels on the ground. “I was unaware we were engaged in a duel.”

The sparking of ignition sounded from within my Affini’s chest, and warm vines that breathed pressurized hot air surrounded us both. A roar of heat dried me off fully in seconds and Selene off in about a minute as Gaelen combed through my hair. Once the drying vines had stopped, Selene picked up a white bathrobe and loosely threw it over her shoulders with her breasts still out, and Gaelen redressed me fully after a few guided taps.

“Selene, while we were bathing, I got a message back from Poppy. Lynn and I have an appointment to get Lynn’s implant sample taken, and will be leaving immediately. Would you like to join us?”

“Nah, I’m gonna head back to my place, I think.” She pressed her cold nose against my cheek with an affectionate little hum. “Elevator down with me, bunny?”

I glanced back at my Affini, and found my answer as she pressed Gigi and my cane back into my arms with a smile. I nodded, and followed Selene through the door to the bathroom and into what used to be my bedroom, then stepped into the elevator as the doors opened. “Ground floor, please,” she said politely.


   “Of course, Miss Selene.” 


As soon as the door closed, Selene pulled me in tight to her mane, pressed me against the elevator wall, and rubbed her cheeks on mine. Her scent was lovely, mixed with soaps and just a hint of my Affini’s spice and melon clinging to her too. It was mind melting as it always was in such proximity. 

Needy gasps danced on my lips and my girlfriend struck, frantic kissing only contributing further to the sensory delight she was subjecting me to. The xenra gripped my back and pulled me in close until my chest pressed against her tummy. She proceeded to wriggle in a very odd motion, rubbing herself against me like a big fuzzy carpet. Finally she seemed satisfied and leaned back, tail wagging.

“There, now you're scent marked again babygirl. Should last until the next time you take a bath.”

I attempted a nodding motion, catching my breath. In such a confined space, I was being utterly assaulted by her pheromones, her emotions forcing themselves into my head automatically. There seemed to be a bit of discordant energy I couldn’t identify.

“So, um, you're leaving… uh, you have plans today?”

Selene gave me a perfectly convincing grin that failed to be reflected in the sweetening of her scent as it usually was when she was excited about something. “Nope! But  you  only get one first day with your owner, and you should enjoy it fully with the person you're going to spend the entire rest of your life with. You’ll have plenty of time for me after.” 

She gave me a conspiratorial look. “Besides, if I stick around  too  much, the youngbloom is gonna get the kind of attached where they start rationalizing that it’s in  my  best interest to turn me into a floret. You’re great, but I'm not looking to be  connivents,  I’m an indie through and through. I’ve casually dated affini before, and there’s a delicate balance you have to strike with it.”

I hadn’t heard that term before, but could guess from context it meant making us co-florets. 

“I mean, you might be happy with her too,” I mumbled. “You sure were convinced  I  would be.”

“Ha. I was only joking. Youngbloom like Gaelen? She wants someone like you, young, someone she can shape from practically the start of your life as she matures alongside you.” She wrinkled her snout. “Like uh, I had some pet aquatic bugs when I was a little pup. Raised them from hatchlings in a little box, and I taught them to come to me when I opened it to give them more crushed leaves to eat. It’s basically that.”

I blushed deeply at the suggestion that Mommy was practically raising me from nothing, like a chick to a hen.

“Selene, I’m not… I-I’m an  adult,  that isnt… I-I, um.  Thirty.  Not young.” 

“You’re gonna live to be like, 300, kiddo. Trust me, she’s practically robbing the crib. Especially once the implant gives you the neuroplasticity to match the age you keep regressing to.” 

She made a yip of a laugh over my warbles of denial, then continued. 

“Nah. I’m set in my ways, and fine with it. She wouldn’t… not me, no. Not right for each other in that way.” 

Her eyes seemed a little less focused on me.

The elevator door opened, and we stepped out together. My cheeks were still quite warm. Gaelen was already waiting for us, and Selene paused at the door.

“Actually, I think I do have a plan for today.  Cymbidium’s  gonna be undocking in a few days, and I wanna take a few last walks through the district I designed.”

She hesitated another long moment, then made another offer, this time noticeably more shyly.

“Maybe in a few days, the three of us can visit my daughter before then, as well?”

“It would be a pleasure for us meet them properly, and it would be something to do while Lynn’s implant incubates. Tsundra and Blaze, correct? I only saw one of them at the party last night, and only briefly.”

Selene's tail seemed to hang down slightly before she answered. "Uh, probably just Tsundra. Blaze is always busy."



I nodded in agreement. “I would love that! I, um...” I looked down nervously. “I really do like having you around, you know! Message me?”

“Of course, bunny. I still have SO much porn to tease you with, don’t worry.” She turned to Gaelen, the sharp edge back in her eyes. “Now give Daddy a kiss goodbye before I leave, youngbloom.”
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    Gaelen and I set out for the subway soon after Selene departed, pausing only for the bathroom and a coffee. She didn’t break physical contact with me for either, of course, persistent vines warming me with their touch. Ruby's voice wished us well as we approached the door.


   “Pleasant travels, Syr Echeveria, princess Lynn.” 


“Um, thank you, Ruby,” I said back to the home assistant, taking note that it had changed how it addressed me. I took a leisurely sip from my coffee, feeling grateful that when Gaelen supported my walking through her vines I actually  had  a free hand that wasn't taken up by Gigi or a cane. The vaporizer, of course, was in my purse.

A part of me had expected to see signs of the tremendous party that had run long into the night. Instead, the courtyard was spotless. Infrastructure had been fully disassembled to restore the arid garden, succulents and flowers emerging from the pale pebbles and sandy dirt. Water spilled from the fountain statue with a pleasant smell and light mist as we passed it, meandering down the path. As part of the restoration it appeared that Gaelen had saw fit to make a few minor improvements. Cactus flowers were in full bloom, giddy pinks and pale greens unfurling with a springtime vitality. It also looked like a single temporary bench on the far end had been left in place. The spot where Hope had her last heart to heart with her Mommy as an independent.

We reached the wrought iron arches that marked the end of the winding path and the beginning of the stone staircase to the bottom of the hill. Gaelen picked me up to help me traverse them, the vines that had latched around my waist and thighs clenching me into a horizontal carry. I fidgeted with the collar around my neck, still a little self conscious about it being there.

“I'm not- um- I’m still- Being seen as a pet is a lot to get used to,” I confessed.

My dragon allowed her comfort to ripple into me, subtle rumbles and spiced shifts in her scent that instantly calmed me as she replied.

“I assure you, the only emotions you will inspire are pride, admiration, and if we pass any independents, perhaps envy.” Gaelen chuckled. “But while I do want to acclimate you, I can make it easier.” 

Gaelen brought me up to her face, and I took in her features. Syr had subtly and not so subtly evolved from when we first met, but it still filled me with butterflies like it did when I woke up in the hospital bed. Her mouth turned into a smile as my Affini pulled me in for a tender kiss. I tasted the sparks of chemistry that eroded my fear on my lips, and I smiled too once she pulled away. 

She set me back down at her side, and gave me a pleasant scratch behind the ears that immediately robbed me of my balance. Thankfully, the webbing of tendrils that ran around my chest and across my thighs to support my walking were also able to ensure I didn’t fall.

The notion that I had anything to be worried about with my collar was given no credence, and she pointedly hooked a vine through the loop. The yellow green limb hung like a loose leash as we started to stroll down the pathway together, hand in vine.
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It wasn't really  needed  to leash me, considering all the support vines accommodating my lack of exoleg and cane. I wasn't going anywhere but where she led me. That meant it was purely a gesture of possessiveness, and  that  realization left me feeling fluttery in my chest. I really was her pet now.

I realized we weren't going to the hospital I had expected, as our path veered for one of the elevators within the spoke that would take us to the other hab rings.

“Oh. Is the appointment in the city?”

“Indeed! Dr. Poppy Versonia runs a clinic there. It is right by the first stop on the axis line.”

I noticed we weren't taking the personal elevators, but headed for what appeared to be a larger inter-hub train in the center.

“We can't, um, fly, Syr?”

She chuckled, and gave me a teasing little tug on the leash. “We absolutely could, but then no one would be able to see how beautiful my pet looks at the end of my vine.”

A rather improper noise escaped my mouth at that.

“You’ve certainly gotten more… confident since I woke up this morning.”

“I do not require a haustoria to understand the way my floret responds to a particular kind of affection. You make a certain noise that is particularly revealing.”

I squeaked, and frantically drank the rest of my coffee to cover my response.

“Indeed.”

We stepped into the platform and I felt the grip of her tendrils squeezing my hand. Between her physical and chemical reassurances, I stood strong. Really, the only thing that set me apart from any other human we had passed was my height. Everyone was wearing collars.

Once the train arrived, we settled into seats that looked like cubbies, leaving me sitting in a seat formed of her thick tail curling around my legs and lower back. Across from us, a pair of affini sat with a shared floret between them. They were clearly some kind of romantically entwined, given how their vines were literally interlocked, and the catboy on their leash didn't seem to favor either of them over the other.

When the train came to a slow stop in its vertical ascent to the rotational axis, we were weightless, and her vines held me in place. They curled tight under my clothes, sending a shiver through my skin as they latched  into hidden loops I hadn't even noticed the inside of my dress was lined in.

The transportation was rather incredible. I had never felt any shearing forces. The hidden engineering of the elevator spokes themselves must be incredible to withstand the torque involved. Affini materials sciences continued to be a wonder I could only understand the faint outline of from the shadow cast by their seemingly impossible structures.

“You are truly adorable when you analyze things, little one.”

“Oh. You can tell?”

“Indeed. When you are thinking hard, you bite your lip slightly, fidget more, and engage a unique combination of facial muscles you do not otherwise make.”

I wiggled happily. “I was just thinking about the elevators. I think… I want to keep learning about the world. Under it all, I have a curious spirit. I know I probably won't understand it all, but I never had a chance to engage in anything but hyper specific trade school education before.”

“Fortunately, we have many educational programs. I will add that to my list of things to look into!”

“Thank you, Gaelen. I love you.”

“I love you too, Lynn.”

I still wasn't used to hearing that said so freely, and made giddy wiggles. 

After a bit, devoid of a spectacular view since the walls of this train were opaque rather than the clear elevator, a bit of idle boredom started to creep up. I opened my purse and took a hit of my phytotoxin vaporizer. The reassurance soaked into my bones like butter on toast. It felt nice, though definitely nothing quite like the highs of last night. 

“Um, is this how I'm gonna have your phytotoxin from now on, or…?”

Gaelen's vines tightened slightly, and I could feel the heat building in my Affini’s core behind a thin layer of photosynthetic scales. “Hardly. I will be giving you  far  more than the mere upkeep  microdoses  that vaporizer provides. The only reason your body is not  currently  aflame with pleasure and wrapped around my core is that I would be far too distracted by wanting to play with you to take care of certain vital tasks. But later tonight, before sleeping in my tower, you will  burn  for me, princess.”

“Oh, fuck,” I warbled. “Okay…”

I spaced out a little at that, and just sank back into Gaelen’s grasping vines for a half-nap curled around Gigi.

The momentum on the train finally slowed, and a pleasant bell alerted that we had arrived at a stop. The catboy floret across from us gave me a blissed out smile and a wave as we left the pod for the doors to the platform.

My feet were placed on the ground, easily standing with minimal support thanks to the lower effective gravity near the axis, and I took in the gorgeous lobby that also served as a station, the platform trailing off into a main thoroughfare, and took a curling branch into a district that overlooked a grand vista of the open, undeveloped greenery of the hab ring space underneath the axial center. I was glad I had never been afraid of heights.

Everyone we passed in this part of the city seemed to be an affini or a beeple. For a moment I hoped I didn’t stand out too much, but that settled with a puff from my vaporizer, leaving me instead with the sense that it was pretty special that I got to come along for this activity.

We took a moving amber walkway covered in speckled moss tufts to an upper floor, onward towards a curiously shaped structure with a smooth curved design. We entered through a large circular doorway, and I saw the walls of this building were glittering hexagonal honeycomb that looked like wood and metal at the same time, covered in thin strands of leaf cover, broken up by thick trunks and glowing fruits. The shale-tiled floors caught my eye, some kind of mathematical pattern that never repeated, yet my eyes kept trying to find one anyway.

The door swung open, and I finally managed to rip my focus from the floor pattern. To my surprise, there was a  pair  of affini in the room, or at least it seemed like it. They were a writhing mass sitting on a giant armchair next to a table of complicated looking medical instruments. The two affini were quite entangled, faces unraveled in what looked like something that could maybe be described as kissing.

“I-I, um, sorry, we didn't mean to interrupt anything!”

The forms split and reformed before our eyes, and I realized they were Marsha and her partner she had spent my party last night dancing with.

“You did not interrupt anything,” Marsha said flatly, while still quite enmeshed with her smaller counterpart, who gave us a wave with a half-formed hand.
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The other affini was far smaller than I had even realized. Now that I got a good look at her, I could see all the ways in which she was quite strange. The Affini was shorter than me, and her waxy leaves seemed to suck the light in from every angle, making her body seem pitch black other than the edges where a green shimmer bounced off. She had twelve piercing purple spots on her face, two enormous entrancing eyes, and a beaklike mouth that didn’t actually move when she started talking.

“Hello, dears! My name is Dr. Poppy Versonia, but you can just call me Poppy! Lovely to see you again, Gaelen, and  wonderful  , simply  wonderful  to meet this darling little thing!”

Despite the exuberant cheerfulness of her voice, she continued to be an odd pair to Marsha in that her voice was simultaneously bubbly and tonally chaotic, each word at a seemingly random pitch and many of them not even sounding like they were the same voice. It was a little unsettling.

Marsha, still not having bothered to say hello, moved the conversation to the practical in her typically monotonous tone. “I believe we are here to get Lynn’s core sample taken?”

“Yes, my first ever sample.” There seemed to be the faintest apprehension in her deep voice.

“It is about as unpleasant as you have been told,” Marsha offered bluntly, “Though it does not last long.”

“It is entirely pleasant from my perspective!” Poppy giggled, something like sadism shining through. She was starting to scare me a little.

“I will be fine,” my Affini chuckled halfheartedly.

“You know,” Poppy said in her singsong voice, striding over to a computer terminal and beginning preparations, “If the little one is being operated on so soon anyway, remember it is a  wonderful  time to do a bit of revising!”

Marsha added a suggestion. “We could alter her height significantly, and completely remove the scarring on her leg, if you desired.”

The question had been directed at Gaelen, but she turned to me, and I realized this was for me to decide.

I thought about  not  being taller than every other human anymore, and for a moment, recalled how I had once yearned to just be a  normal  height for a woman. But what I had wanted wasn’t to be a more typical height for its own sake, I wanted to not be treated like a freak, and get to be physically smaller than others.

Now, I was smaller than Selene. I was  tiny  next to Gaelen. And neither of them would ever allow a human to be cruel to me about the shape of my body again.

“No, I’m keeping it. Leg scars too. My girlfriend likes them.”

Marsha’s focus turned to Gaelen, seeming to give her a chance to overrule me, then continued when she did not. “I see. Gaelen, did you have any other particular customizations in mind for your pet?”

She seemed to brighten, any traces of apprehension fading with the topic change.

“I did, yes. I would like for her to have a heat cycle. Beyond that, she is free to choose herself.”

My eyes widened. “H-h-h-hey, wait,  what?” 

Marsha didn’t react to me, continuing to speak to Gaelen directly. “Of course. I can also provide you with a xenodrug to induce such a thing manually at any time before the procedure, if you wish.”

“I-I, um, but, why, I don’t understand why,” I was blubbering out now, and I grabbed one of my Affini’s vines and made a whining noise as I stimmed away the nervous energy. “Wouldn’t I be, um. What would that even be like, I wouldn't know b-but I’ve thought about it a lot and read a lot of, um. Fuck.”

Gaelen turned her attention towards me and answered with a teasing, almost sultry tone. “I am  quite  aware of the shape of your desires, Lynn. I refrained from examining your personal data library when you were just my ward, but  now…  I need to know your needs in full, don’t I?” 

Oh,  Gods.  Selene and Gaelen would obviously be more than happy to enjoy and indulge me in an intense, hormonally needy state. If it was anything like my stories, I would be left desperate, helpless against my own libido, lost to an irresistible, mind-melting lust.  Princesses get what they want. 

She opened her own tablet, and I saw her scrolling though the entire archive of furry porn and erotic novellas I had kept encrypted on my old handheld. My cheeks burned and I squeezed so hard on her vine my knuckles went light pink. She came to a stop, and expanded one of the images.

“What is this creature, by the way? It appears many times in this subfolder.”

She drew my attention to one of the more lurid images in the entire collection, complete with x-ray cross section of a knot and internal fluid splash. The other two affini leaned over as well, inspecting the artwork with aloof interest.

I wanted to collapse into a black hole from embarrassment. My voice was a tiny squeak. “Surely, you know. You  must  know.”

Gaelen formed what a less deeply cooked person might have called an evil grin as she answered. “Suppose, for the sake of argument, our systems have no idea what this creature is. That our archival efforts are unsure of how to tag this fictional xenosophont. Think of how many others you could be helping with this identification of a vital part of terran culture. You simply  must  tell us, princess!”

I covered my face in my hands, utterly mortified, but I knew she could just tattle flower it out of me anyway. “So, in the early digital era, there were stories of mythological creatures that consorted with humans… and um. That one is called an Arcanine.”

She closed the tablet with a chuckle, exuding a heat that was downright smug, as the doctors resumed their preparations.

“I see! I suppose this recontextualizes the elevated heart rate and adrenal response that I observed in you upon my taking a quadrupedal form, then.”

The warble that came out of my mouth was all the worse for how obviously aroused I was by her embarrassing me. “Gaelen,  please  stop talking about this in front of my  doctor,  I am dying right now.”

Poppy corrected me. “Veterinarian, dear.  I  am a doctor. Marsha is a  vet.” 

The witchlike affini turned toward her partner. “This distinction seems pedantic. Would ‘phytotechnician’ not be the most accurate translation for your speciality?”

The tiny affini giggled. “Perhaps, my love, but when you’re my age you’ll be particular too!”

Gaelen sent a pad of feelers out to run across my head in a pet, seemingly satisfied with my squirming. She pulled my tablet out of my purse, opened it to the body mod designing app I had used weeks ago, and put it in my hands.

“Now, if there is anything else you might like changed about your body, Lynn, you can select them here, though we can always change them later. You already used this application once, but having an implant radically expands what is possible.”

I inspected the interface and made an indignant noise as I saw she had not been joking earlier. An alteration to my hormonal cycles had been added to the list, with a lock icon next to it. I couldn't even look at the settings for duration and intensity.

An alteration to my eyes had already been listed as well, though this had no lock indicator, so it was a suggestion I could still alter. It was a change to the color of my irises, and the selected hue was purple, an obvious match to the tint of Gaelen’s core. 

There was an appended sub-addition as well, a reactive pigmentation in that would shift to bright pink when Hope was more in control and vivid cyan for Courage. I decided to reduce the intensity of the effect dramatically. Still there, but really just for those who actually knew me… or us… well enough to know the difference.

Scrolling down, I saw the top of the list of suggestions was populated with every single mod I had lingered on my first time in this app. Below that, were a bunch that had  clearly  been added based on an interpretation of me as a bunny an artist friend back on Ganymede had done to tease me several years ago. I noticed a new option was now present between yes and no, a button to highlight a modification as being something I was  interested  in, but would ultimately leave up to Gaelen to decide on.

I flagged a bunny tail mod as a maybe, then marked xenra-style pheromone glands in the neck the same way. I moved to the next page, and yelped as I discovered a list item for a rearranging and extension of my ear canals into the sinus for thin tendrils, with erogenous nervous mapping.

I gulped, remembering my experience in the bath. Then I read the description, particularly how the passages might be used in certain affini… group pollination rituals. 

My finger moved quickly, adding the earfucking mod to the list of things I was, in fact,  very  sure I wanted and then quickly scrolling away from it. I glanced up at Gaelen, and felt something downright hungry emanating from the golden flecks swirling in her eyes. “I approve of that choice, little one.”

I coughed, and immediately changed the subject.  “So.  Um. Occantalis and Suki, the floret who runs that fursuit place, both mentioned digital integration features. Where are those?” 

Poppy seemed to light up with excitement, turning her head a full 180 degrees to face me while her body still tapped away at the computer terminal. “Ah, yes,  that  is a delightful toolkit to work with! Even the most basic of digital networking makes so many things possible. Go deep enough and you'll be coming to  me  for checkups instead of my darling here!” She giggled at Marsha, who didn't seem to react, her large uniocular face vacantly gazing at a nearby honeycomb structure.

I looked back down, and saw the app had now brought a pair of sensory networking and remote body control mods to the top of the list. I confirmed both. Guess I wasn't going to need that VR headset I had picked up on my little shopping spree after all. The guilt over wastefulness dissolved itself before it even had a chance to fully form.

Out of curiosity I flipped around at random a bit. Not much interested me after the first few dozen, as it seemed to have sorted the list by how likely I was to want something. Some of the new options were intense. Additional limbs of every type, entire organ systems with functions I barely understood, cybernetics and prosthetics and more than the most creative otherkin I knew online could have ever come up with. 

Finally, just to see how wild it got, I grabbed the scroll bar and went to the very bottom, and saw the most outlandish of the hundreds of presets were all greyed out. Liquid body shapes, shrinking to the size that would fit in the palm of my hand, and something involving… blueberries.

Apparently they required  total body replacement  and digital  consciousness upload. 

“Fuck, this is  crazy.  I could be anything.  Anything.  Like I wouldn’t even really be terran anymore,” I mused.

Marsha chimed in. “That is more or less correct. Once the haustorium has grown into your nervous system, it is a permanent fusion, and to describe your biology as purely human is not medically accurate. A floret is a hybrid organism, of sorts.”

Maybe that should have bothered me. A smile curled on my lips. 

“Fuck being human. But at the same time, I don't think I want to replace my whole body, I'm still getting used to it not hurting.”

One last scan through the recommended options, I flagged a few more maybes, then hit confirm on my list, set the tablet down, and was rewarded for completion with a tap on the lip and a small red berry. 

While I was busy cooing into my Owner’s vines, Marsha reviewed the selections, and Poppy prepared a thin canister and filled it with a briny liquid from a tap next to the rack.

“Wonderful, so wonderful,” the smaller Affini exclaimed with glee as she extended a rather nasty looking serrated needle from inside her finger. “Now, let’s get this sample taken.”

Gaelen bared a sliver of her core at Poppy’s height, just the sight of which made my eyelids droop. Poppy plunged her instrument into its glowing surface, creating a sound that was part ripping and part squelching fizz. I felt a shudder of something like pain rippling through her vines for an instant. Poppy pulled her finger back, and ejected the tip of her instrument into the canister, already rapidly growing a new one.

“Hmm. I was braced for worse,” Gaelen chuckled.

Poppy stretched her other arm out cartoonishly and booped my dragon on the nose, at least two full meters above her own head. “It’s not so bad! And really, I should have seen you here  weeks  ago, youngbloom. Making such a poor thing wait for her implant,” Poppy teased in a singsong tone.

“I agree,” Marsha said, looking through a drawer and pulling out tiny vials of additives. “Early implantation is always medically beneficial. We could have skipped all of this if you had not insisted on giving her a wardship. I still think she could have been independent on her own, but I knew you were going to take her as a floret the moment you carried her into my operating room.”

I snorted with amusement at how apparently Gaelen, too, had been barraged with the smug expectations I had. And in the end… they had all been right, I supposed.

However, my Owner coiled just a bit tighter around me, seeming defensive. “I could have, and I would have had a lesser version of my princess, I think. Less her complete self.”

“Perhaps,” Marsha said nonchalantly, taking the incubation tube and pouring the additional concoctions into the mixture, swirling it around, and then passing it back to Poppy. “But what of her mate? If you intend to take another of my patients, please get additional samples taken now.”

Poppy hummed a song to herself as she closed the tube in a pair of metallic caps, and held it up to the light. A small splinter of something purple and glowing was already spreading tiny white roots out into the thick water, minute feelers with grasping autonomous movement. My core muscles engaged in embers of nervous excitement. That small part of her would, in time, be surgically implanted into my body. 

“It appears to be successful”, Poppy chirped. “Shall I get another sample in a xenrani specification prepared then, if the girl has an expected pinnate?”

I looked up at my Prince, glancing at the third eye nestled into the crown she had made herself. Surely she had not done so subconsciously.

“Perhaps. I am interested, but if I was to file my Notice of Intent to Domesticate, it would land upon a stack of other such forms. Several decades of prior interest that Selene did not reciprocate, even while engaging as a frequent play partner with many affini.”

Marsha hummed thoughtfully. “I happened to be the vet that performed her initial checkup when she moved to the  Occantalis II.  She will need elder care in time. The only thing we have not cured is age, and it is taking a toll on her joint tissues, no matter how many times we replace them. But if you wish to wait, or allow a more experienced candidate to take that mantle, that is up to you.”

Something skipped in Gaelen’s pulsing heat, and my eyes whipped up to her face. “Syr? Are you okay?”

“Yes princess, just… Memories.”

“You seem to really like her,” I giggled. “I like her a lot too. Even if I'm still getting to know her, um, if you decided one day…”

Gaelen gave me a kind smile. “I am quite fond of her as well, but I am unconvinced florethood is right for her.”

“You said that about me too.”

She chuckled. “So I did, but for very different reasons. There is no rush. I  have  engaged in romances with independents before, princess.”

“Didn't you also say you regretted that?”

Her skipping heat sputtered in bubbles of pyroclasm, caught on the edges of a rock that had hardened over. There was a gentle melancholy that I felt alongside her through some act of synchronicity that she couldn’t hide.

“In a sense. I thought we would have more time, but there were health concerns. In the end, xer final decades were spent happy in the vines of a close friend and mentor of mine, Veridia Mulberry. It took good care of Sorin, and our relationship continued, but I was no longer in consideration for the most important thing in xer universe. I wish I had been ready when the time came.”

The two doctors waited patiently, all eyes on the dragon in the room.

“Just in case,” she finally said, a slightly sheepish softness to her rumbling, “I will take a second sample. It is better to be prepared, though I shall just put it in stasis when it reaches maturity.”

Poppy approached, another tool at the ready. The process was repeated, with another shiver of discomfort as the instrument plunged. That was followed by Marsha adding to the tube from a different drawer of additives, and a minute later a second sample was capped and set beside the first, differentiated by labels in scripts I couldn’t read.
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“Well, I think that should do it then, dears!” Poppy’s unmoving smile and unblinking eyes wiggled side to side with joy.

“Indeed. And before we leave, I think it might be a good time to use this,” my Affini said, drawing a pointed flower with orange and cyan stripes from the stock tucked within her central mass. “I have examined your media library, and formed many good guesses about what you desire most, but I should interrogate your interests properly and directly on our way home and over lunch. Particularly before I decide which of your potential body mods I will choose from those you were unsure of.”

I gulped. “Uh, is that the tattle flower again?”

“Not quite. A truth serum far more powerful than the tattle flower, that also leaves you with no memory of what you confessed to. I expect I shall learn things about your desires you were not consciously aware of. And then you shall learn them too, when I decide it is time.”

Fuck, she really seemed to enjoy making me stammer and warble in front of others. She didn’t need the flower to figure that part of me out, as she had so clearly told me before we left.

She picked up the second canister and tucked it deep inside her body, then put the first in my purse, where it clacked against the two unused perfume bottles. Like a puppy holding its leash, I was implicitly being tasked with caring for the implement of my own control. I wasn’t just being implanted, I was an active helper who would ensure that it happened. Something about that reminder of how much I had changed, how thoroughly I had already been domesticated, sent a bubble of arousal through me.

She picked me up, and a warm cactus vine pressed under my chin. My eyes snapped to hers, absorbing the amethyst shine as it spilled across my face. The hypnotic glow was overpowering, active swirls taking control of my thoughts and plunging me into a susceptible and suggestible state.

“I will not burden you with keeping my secrets. I do not wish to apply pressure to your relationship with your girlfriend. You will not remember we discussed my thoughts on taking Selene.”

Just a few days ago, knowledge she had hidden something from me had been upsetting enough to walk out over. Now, I was just glad she wasn't putting me in an awkward position. She knew what was best. I felt my recollection of the second sample melting away like frost on an overheating coolant line.

There was a pinch in my arm, and everything went fuzzy as a voice that sounded like mine began to sputter in a race to share my most repressed fantasies.
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    I happily laid in a hammock that Gaelen had compiled, slowly swaying side to side high in the tower that was our bedroom. The nest bed platform dangled above me. Gigi was squished in at my side, with my phytotoxin vape in one hand and a slice of pizza in the other, though a vine was helping me remember when to take a bite and chew and swallow. I was quite high, so it was very useful.

It was kinda funny that the hammock was hanging from chains that were definitely meant for bondage, but everything was kinda funny right now. I didn’t really remember much between arriving at Poppy’s clinic and lunch, but that was okay. I knew I had apparently confessed to an awful lot of fantasies and it would be more fun if I didn't remember it so my Prince could surprise me.

My Affini had given me a soft green berry from my fancy xenodrug tree, and it made me feel giddy and relaxed. Then there had been more berries, and tickling, and Gaelen gave me a deep tissue foot massage so good I had needed a change into a less damp pair of underwear after. 

Eventually things had settled down for the evening, Gaelen had gotten a pizza delivered for my dinner, and now we were simply spending time in parallel. It was really nice to feel like the ticking clock of necessary activities had finally run out. All pressure had finally released, and we could just enjoy the comfort of each other's presence without feeling like it was going to tip something over the edge.

Directly below me at the base of the tower, under the marble pillars and glittering metal chains, my Affini was working on something at the table next to the compiler. I turned my head to peek over the side and watch her as I nibbled. She looked like a pile of green noodles, filling out a dozen forms at once in parallel with just as many limbs.
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A tendril seemed to hover for a moment in deliberation, then it went right back to squiggling on the sheet of paper. It was funny how despite the limitless resources at their fingertips, the Affini, or at the very least Gaelen seemed to enjoy completing paperwork in analog. 

A few vines reached up to my little net to rock me, for me to stim with, to hold my pizza, occasionally feed me more xenodrugs, and of course, to play with my toes. 

My dragon had taken to spreading out into body arrangements that were far more all encompassing, vines and tendrils that swelled from what was once her abdomen into something far more abstract. It made me feel so warm and fuzzy. The berries certainly weren’t hurting on that front either.

I had only ever briefly opened the entertainment apps on my tablet before, and, high off my ass with Gaelen’s attention on her paperwork, it seemed like as good a time as any to start. The interface was large and easy to interact with, which was helpful given my somewhat clumsy fingers. Selecting an icon that seemed to be for videos, I was surprised to see just how many options it included.

Buttons with images on them seemed to indicate the major groupings, a floret caressed by vines for something labelled ‘florn’, others for romantic fiction, a Beeple in round glasses for non-fictional entertainment, on and on. Above the genres there was a pull-down menu labeled ‘floret cut settings’ that pulsed to draw my attention towards it.

Dragging it open revealed a list of content labels that would be automatically filtered out that Gaelen had set. Meat eating, mistreatment of sex workers, abandonment, and a few that the interface kept blurred, though after a moment of looking at it, text appeared informing me they were specific trauma triggers Gaelen didn’t want me to be reminded of.

I couldn’t uncheck any of the ones my Affini had set, but I could add more of my own. I experimentally typed ‘Humans’ into the box and opened a show at random, and collapsed into a fit of giggles as the tablet live-edited scales, tails, wings, and fur onto each of the characters. It only got funnier as they went to a diner to discuss their heist of a vault full of diamonds, and the diner seat had been edited to have gaps for their tails!

I spaced out and watched the various animal people go on their adventure, happily eating bites of delicious pizza until it reached the crust, which Gaelen decompiled before giving me a new slice. I gasped as the lizard jumped over laser beams, sighed as the bird and the cat kissed, and finally clapped with glee when they all got away from the corporate pigs chasing them.

I hadn’t meant to watch the entire thing, but I got all spaced out. Exiting out before it automatically started the second episode, I went back to the category menu, and hovered above the ‘florn’ for a moment. Wasn’t too hard to figure out what that would be, and might as well peek…

There sure was a lot of it. More subcategories than I knew what to do with, more fetishes than I had even heard of. Rather than trying to navigate any deeper in the menus, I decided to type ‘bunny’ into the search bar, and immediately saw a highlight that was marked with a banner that said one or more of my friends was in the video in question. That was pretty crazy, back when I did sex work stuff I tried to hide it but I guess there wasn’t anything to hide  from  now. I got a little self conscious about the idea of watching erotic material with Gaelen in the room, then realized how silly that was and banished it with another hit off my vape.

A tap on the screen later, the video opened, and I saw Adelira and some four-eyed affini who looked like a sexy librarian. I didn't realize Aldelira was an art history teacher, but she was explaining to the other professor, Miss Vee, how her floret was a work of art, while Miss Vee talked about how her floret was a work of… literature, somehow.

Then a puppygirl and a bunnygirl holding a little doll walked in, and it wasn't until the puppygirl started talking in Cassandra’s voice that I realized I forgot to turn the ‘no humans’ floret cut feature off. I removed the filter and she went back to normal, and the other floret swapped so that the doll was a stuffed bunny and the girl was a maid with blonde hair and a pretty red dress.

Then they uh. Woah. Cassandra hadn’t been kidding about that stuff with vines… oh  fuck. 

This was  really  hot.

An idle hand crept down and into my pajamas, experimentally touching at myself. I started with a finger dipping down and then pulling back up, trying to gain enough momentum that I could move onto direct stimulation of my clit. 

Biting at my lip, I soaked in the image of Cassandra and the maid girl slowly becoming enmeshed together. Lips pressed against lips, hips bound to each other by a bondage of tendrils that came from both of the so-called educators. They were allegedly giving a lesson on helping Terrans overcome animosity, but it seemed as though the maid and the puppygirl were pretty happy in each others company already. I tried to pick up pace, pressing the palm of my hand into the top of my pussy while my fingers slipped inside.

It felt nice, little sparks of pleasure sending blood to the right places. I was clearly wet, a stoking arousal within me, but at a certain point I seemed to plateau. My anatomy was still fairly new, but I had succeeded at this before, I wasn’t sure where I was going wrong. 

Perhaps a different technique. I propped up the tablet on my chest and used both hands, one to explore my pussy, the other trying to mimic the little vine that had gripped my clit and masterfully played it in the bath. I closed my eyes and focused only on the sounds of their moans, picturing Gaelen in my mind. It helped a little bit bringing me slightly higher, but even as I continued to touch myself I couldn’t feel the expected tension building. 

“Um, Syr…?”

One of my Owner’s vines rose up from the tangle wrapped around me, wiggling in front of me as it talked like a sock puppet minus the sock.

“Yes, princess? I see you are trying to touch yourself.”

I squished my face a little at the tendril in a pout. “It isn’t working.”

Gaelen chuckled down below me, causing the vine to flop and vibrate. “Very correct. There is a xenodrug class, the class-N designation, that interacts with reward endorphins. For humans that is specifically orgasm and pleasure. The most common use is in… orgasm control.”

My cheeks were burning. “B-but I thought you wanted to make me cum every  day!” 

“Oh, and I shall! It is only your  own  touch that is diminished in its effects, a slight alteration of the anticipatory suppression function within the anterior cingulate cortex. You will respond  more  to the touch of others, but less to your own.”

“I thought princesses get what they want!”

“Indeed you shall, but a princess should be  spoiled.  She does not have to serve herself.”

The vine that had been ‘speaking’ snaked between my legs, and the faintest rubbing had me gasping for more, proving that yes, my body still responded  quite  strongly to  her  touch. I was squirming and moaning immediately, and nearly dropped my tablet and vape.

But then she pulled away, and teased me even more. “Besides, I imagine the training effects of how my vines stimulate you will only be more intense when it is the primary way you experience such pleasures. Helping form associations between your own enjoyment and those around you. You have been taught to be self reliant for far too long.”

I made a “ hmph,”  and stewed in the pooling heat that had no dissipation mechanism. My predicament was truly dire, I was entirely trapped. I couldn’t have gotten up here on my own, nor could I get down. A princess, plucked from the ground below, imprisoned in a dragon’s tower, with no one to come get me off! 

There was already a whisper of princesses getting what they want building in the back of my head, reminding me that I probably literally asked for this, even if I never would have without a disinhibitor.

Gaelen dangled another berry above my mouth as a consolation, which I dutifully accepted with a brush and a swirl. By the time I was finished swallowing it down things were getting nice and fuzzy again. 

Admittedly, the feeling of her approving love washing over me while I got a treat already felt better than any orgasm I’d ever given myself before meeting Gaelen anyway.

“I feel- I- this sensation is so good. It’s like um- the certainty of  knowing  we love each other. That you loving me, and me adoring you back, is a beam you can just shoot into me whenever you want. Fuck, it just deepens my affection even further every time. How deep can it possibly go? I can’t imagine loving anyone more than I already do.”

Gaelen chuckled then whispered more of her teasing rumbles into my ears. “Yes, the human species does form shockingly deep bonds, quite easily. But it is fine that you continue to deepen, it is a good thing that your mind has already begun to see me as its centerpoint. You are a good floret, after all.”

I knew it was true, I could feel how just being in her presence sapped my desire to do anything but lay in my Owner’s arms. “I-I'm going to become obsessed with you,” I softly uttered with a sense of intoxicated awe.

“In a way, yes. I will be the center of your universe, but I do assume your best self will have a diverse and varied set of interests and participate in many activities that do not involve me. It will be easier for you with the implant to provide your baseline and help with the executive function skills that will likely otherwise atrophy from the continued saturation of my biorhythms… unless you would rather let them.”

I shivered in anticipation at the glowing promise tucked into my purse on the table below that would go inside my spine and bind me entirely to my Affini. Faintly, I remembered being disturbed by the thought of a mind control implant when Natalie and Cassandra first explained it to me. How funny that it would find use in making me  more  independently capable, not less. A fit of giggles took me. “I think I would rather be able to think about things that aren’t you sometimes, Syr. I think the ship wants me to do puzzles with her, I might need my brain for that. But being horny without release probably isn’t going to help with that…”

“Typically, I will immediately indulge you if you become sexually needy, at least if the act of denial is not itself the game. But tonight is a special night, and I am going to go do something very important in the other room. Be a good girl and wait. I’ll be back soon. Just say a word if you need me, I’ll be listening.”

My terrible, mean, cruel, and unfairly sexy Affini stroked me comfortingly on the head from far below. She made sure Gigi was tucked into my arms, then retracted the rest of her limbs that had been wrapped up in my perch into her central mass. A flurry of tendrils put the rest of her paperwork into a drawer, and she headed for the door to do whatever she was being coy about, leaving me high above the floor below in my cozy hammock. I wasn’t going anywhere, at least not until she came back and used my own biology to condition me or whatever.

I let out a great, melodramatic sigh and closed the porn video. Pressing my hands into my face I wiggled and squirmed at how hot being controlled in such a manner was. How good it was that she was using every tool at her disposal to make me happy, even if I hated how much I liked this new development. I took another lungful of phytotoxin and swiped around looking for something else to do.

Considering I had just watched them take their owner’s vines in every hole they had, I should probably take a peek at that group chat that the maid girl and Cass had been blowing up all day. I fumbled my way over to the messaging app, which had… like a million notifications. There were so many contacts added to my list now, and so many congratulations had poured in.

After a long stare at the interface, I decided I needed a new username. KnightToF3 wasn’t a floret username. It wasn’t cute enough. And I had clearly moved past an opening move by now.

Castling? Hmmm. In standard notation that was ‘O-O’ which wasn't exactly a great username. It looked like a surprised face, though, which was kinda funny. I remembered my last game with Gaelen, how she had intentionally shaped the game to win via promotion, and what she had said as she did. I smiled, and greeted the group chat with my new handle.

 

›Pawn2Princess

Hey its lynn! new username probably not changimg it again thoo haha

Also I just watched uh, a video that um, vinebunnyalice and Cass made, I hope thats not weird

›VineBunnyAlice

Hey Lynnnnnn! I’m Alice! Only weird if you didn’t get off to it! 

Unless you’re on a class N anyway.

›Pawn2Princess

Um, i dont have to answer that! im not on the tattle flower right now

Woaw,,, speaking of any other subjecyt

I think im a bunny too

My gf says i am

›AdelirasPrize

Hiiii Lynn!

›FaeListen

HEY! WELCOME TO BEING A FLORET BITCH.

Bunny huh? Furry.

So uh, did you volunteer or was Syr just not able to hold back and did it anyway?

Ferny and Adelira had a bet about which would happen first. I am very invested in the outcome.

›Pawn2Princess

Uh i asked for ythe phyontoxin it hink that counts?

I was kinda drunk and didnt entirely understand florethood tho haha 

I donnt know if that counts as informed consent but uh yea thats what happendt

›FaeListen

FUCK.

›AdelirasPrize

No, that absolutely counts as consensual around here, but you stop caring about that pretty fast when only good things happen anyway

›Pawn2Princess

I umm yeah I guess haha

›VineBunnyAlice

Extremely volumous mood, whomst among us hasn’t made life altering decisions under the influence of mind altering drugs and/or hypnosis. 

Also if that doesn’t count as her decision then I don’t know if I’ve made a single choice since meeting Miss Vee...and that's hot, so it shouldn't count.

›Pawn2Princess

Oh hiiiii

›VineBunnyAlice

Hey! I’ve been hearing about you from Natatatatatatatalie for like two weeks!

›Pawn2Princess

Woaw ims famous princess

›VineBunnyAlice

Oh this fuckers that kind of cute huh. Also yea I was on a larg class L trip and wasn’t able to talk or walk or think before yesterday lolll.

I’m on a different ship, the Illastria, which is important if you happen to enjoy gossip because im pretty sure shes either dating or FWB with the one youre on so now that I’m back from my trip maybe we’ll all get to party or something.

›Pawn2Princess

my ships pretty..pretty cool. Was ones the L? I dunno if Syr gaves me that one ꩜_꩜

›VineBunnyAlice

Oh class L is like, uhhhhh you know class O right? It’s like that but temporary! 

›FaeListen

She was on Ls during her surgery recovery, she was so hot dude, but Gaelen didnt let me touch her much

›Pawn2Princess

I don know what a class O is either actually

›VineBunnyAlice

Ohhh you’re like new new. Like didn’t even learn all your xenodruggies new. Just beg your new Owner to teach you the only alphabet you'll need to care about from now on. 

And that you're a vines-on learner.

›AdelirasPrize

Yeah Lynn barely had any time to learn any of the stuff before she became a floret! Mommy says she’s a great example of why humanity is better off as trophies, almost as great as I am. Like she was destined to be a pet.

›Pawn2Princess

Heyyy cmon im very indep um responstible 

›FaeListen

Cool. Hey lynn, now that you’re one of us sluts, as your former subordinate, it would be really hot if you let me fuck you.

›Pawn2Princess

nah sorry not into humans B)

That is me in cool sunglasses

›FaeListen

Fucking furry lmao 

the unspeakable things I want to do to her right now. The cuteness aggression goes right to my dick istg bro.

›VineBunnyAlice

Anyways, so the O is like. It makes you mega stupid high forever??? Its like for when the affini cant do anything else to help someone with a medical problem. Or if they think its hot maybe. I've had like several dozen orgasms thinking about it ngl.

›AdelirasPrize

Mhm! And the L is like that but less and for just a little bit I think? 

›VineBunnyAlice

Gotta be honest all I remember is ropes, ropes, tentacles, a bunch of Affini clapping, more ropes, some girl-shaped floret sitting on my face, a really nice bath, and begging and babbling for it all to never end.

›Pawn2Princess

Maybe I shuld ask Galaen about the other um drug types could be fun

I have a lil tree of them :D but not tat letter no she gave me the green one todat

›FaeListen

Yeah where is that dragon, I’m shocked you’re not strapped against her core getting brain blasted to fucking Nyrina and back right now

›Pawn2Princess

>_< I was last night! and… is happening later. sShes doing somethin right now

She was doin paperwork earlier

›AdelirasPrize

That’s so romantic! I bet she’s going to give you such a beautiful contract.


 

Suddenly, there was an extra special  *ding*  from my tablet, which was extra special because the notification had a picture of my girlfriend on it! I tabbed out of the group conversation to see what she sent me, bracing for some embarrassingly horny image. Thankfully it was just a message, I didn’t think I could handle anymore teasing without the possibility of relief.

 

›MissSelene994

Hey bunny. Cute new username! ⋮> 

›Pawn2Princess

Thank youu

Um when are you coming back i wanna see you soon hehe

›MissSelene994

I’m gonna be spending the night here, but maybe we meet up tomorrow?

Take you someplace nice. Now go play with your mommy, sweetie. First day and all that remember?

›Pawn2Princess

I cant shes workin on something ;-;

Shes bein secrett

›MissSelene994

Ha. your gonna learn that affini can’t resist if you demand things real quick, kiddo. Gaelen is no different.

Just be cute until she can’t help herself.

›Pawn2Princess

Okayy

I’ll remember when she gets back!!! >o<

wait I can message her!


 

I giggled to myself, then clicked the ‘Message my Affini!’ button that appeared as soon as I had typed my intentions into the chat box. The last message was me being silly and pretending I didn’t want her to take me to the wardship hearing that I didn’t want to go to.

I was very silly yesterday morning.

Fuck, that was only  yesterday morning?! 

 

›Pawn2Princess

Gaelennnnn

I just realized how long its been since the hearingit feels like it should be longer ꩜.꩜

›ScaleKiln

I will admit, it has been a very busy few days!

›Pawn2Princess

Whats ifs imagine if

um

I kiss you

Kissyies •x•

›ScaleKiln

Adorable. Simply adorable.

I’ll be back in a few minutes, princess. Almost ready for the surprise!

›Pawn2Princess

eeeee

I love youuuu

›ScaleKiln

Aw, I love you too, my darling.


 

I went back to the video of Alice and Cassandra and bit my lip as I simmered in an unresolvable warmth. I almost wished Selene  had  sent me something, then I might be able to figure out whether online teases counted as relying on others enough for the drug to let me get somewhere.

Suddenly, I heard the door opening from below, and I quickly put the tablet down, wiggling with excitement for Gaelen. “Syrrrrrr, pay attention to me!”

I heard her laugh, and then with a fireplace crackle my dragon settled into a more serious tone. The smoke and ember mixed in bursts of clementine spice and juicy currants lingering in the air. Syr’s body formed cohesion once more, until she was standing tall in the center of the room. Soft shadows played on stone beneath her. Her unfurling cape rippled across wide shoulders as she approached.

“I would like to read you a story,princess.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Special thanks to Pyxx for helping write Alice's lines! speaking of which, this chapter's reading rec is Through the Looking Glass by TheMothCourt and PyxxieStyxx! It is one of the smuttiest stories in the setting, and it is the story Alice is from.

(we are aware there is a bit of a timeline contradiction between the two. uh, don't worry about it, petal. It's relativity or something.)

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

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

        





  49. Once Upon A Time
Summary for the Chapter:
Last chapter Recap:
Lynn played with her phone in a hammock, and Gaelen snuck off to go do something where she couldn’t see, then came back and announced a plan to tell her a story.

Notes for the Chapter:
CW: this chapter ends with somethin (kinky, hot, fun, sexy) that is not exactly a drug overdose but might be upsetting to those with trauma regarding them. The same scene contains branding, kinda, but it's more like a dye stain or tattoo. If either of those are a deal breaker, you should probably skip to the next chapter once they finish reading the bedtime story.

Gaelen’s cape rushed with an undercurrent of warmed air, her body gently rising under a force of levitation that was supported by thin vines clinging to the pillars. My Affini’s head rose up until she was eye level with me, three of hers for two of mine, all of them glittering and glowing, familiar beacons of plum and violet that captivated me. 
I squeaked with excitement as her lips pulled into an almost mischievous grin. Whatever she had planned, whatever story she wanted to tell, it was something she was excited and proud of.
Vines slipped from under the hammock, slithering under me, hot ropes of smooth cactus flesh that pressed into the soft exposed skin of my back and thighs to support me. Gaelen pulled me out of the netting and carried us higher, up into the golden chains, up to the nest on the platform above.
A detour was taken to the wall opposite the balcony, where a bathroom and hygiene station extended from hidden panels in the decorated wall at our approach.
I moaned with intoxicated bliss around her tendrils as she brushed my teeth for me, then obediently spat in the sink when she tilted my head forward.
We settled into the nest, and a soft moonlight glow shone across us in pearly white from the balcony, a cosmos swirl with dots of red and pink that filled me with wonder.
Her body formed all around me until I was resting in her lap, tendrils lapping at my tummy to keep me secured. Thin feelers stroked affectionately across my scalp, and her hands came down in front of me, clasped together with fingers interlocked. She was, as always, a source of solace I could feel all the way down to my bones. I relaxed completely.
A mask of petals latched to my face, and with a distinct taste of mint on my breath I felt my intoxication dropping to only the baseline levels I had come to think of as sober. It pulled away, and I nuzzled into her vines and petals.
“Are you seated comfortably, princess?”
“Yes Syr,” I murmured happily.
“Wonderful. Then we can begin.”
My Affini opened her hands, and a tiny book, or rather, one sized for me, slipped out from within. The cover was made of an ebony wood running with veins of petrified amber, carved in an ornate design with golden edges. Despite the incredible craft of the binding and covers, only a few thick sheets were inside.
Gaelen opened the hardback and turned to the first page. Sketched and inked across the parchment I saw a storybook illustration she had made, of a beautiful girl in simple blue clothes. It was me.
With a voice that carried geological magnitude, my Owner slowly began to read aloud.
"Once upon a time, there was a beautiful, brilliant girl. Filled with bravery and optimism, always putting others before herself.
She was kind to all creatures, big and small, and tried to use her many talents to make the cold and unforgiving land she was from a warm and safe place for everyone."

[image: ]"Sadly, life was unkind to her. Hers was a land that professed freedom but offered her little, expecting her to give so much of herself for nothing in return. But she was able to persevere. Many in her life would attest that it was thanks to her tenacious spirit and compassionate heart. She found employment among traders, and even working among merchants her kind nature shone to her fellows.
One day, her ship had a terrible accident in her travels, and it took all her skill and cunning to save everyone she could. The brave girl was mortally wounded in the process, and it seemed her story would end here."
I felt the temporary collar I had been wearing unlatch as a vine pulled it away. The material slid off quickly, and although I had only been wearing it for a very short time I already felt naked without it. Thinking better than to leave me fully bare, the feeler remained in place, a subtle caressing of phytoflesh.
Gaelen gave me a loving squeeze around the midsection and turned the page with a flourish. Her voice rumbled through me as she continued.
"Just when all hope seemed lost, the injured girl was rescued by a charming Prince, Gaelen Echeveria, Second Bloom, who quickly took her to a great kingdom far far away. 
With the help of a kindly witch, they were able to heal the girl, though her full recovery would take time. Someone would have to look after her, and the one who had been her original rescuer volunteered the use of her home. From that moment on, the beautiful, compassionate girl lived in a grand castle covered in spiraling towers that overlooked the Prince’s domain.
As the girl healed, she was able to do more and more, and came to know many of those who lived in this new, magical place. Creatures of all kinds were overjoyed to make her acquaintance. Her spirit brought smiles to the faces of all who came to know her."

[image: ]"The girl had suffered many trials in the cold lands before, but bit by bit, she came to trust those around her. She began to build a life within this new kingdom, growing closer to her caretaker with each passing day.
Then, with the help of all around her, she discovered a magical secret."
Gaelen smiled at me. “Do you know what that secret is, Lynn?”
I was too busy wiggling to speak, twisting into a pretzel with an emotional intensity that rendered me completely nonverbal.
She chuckled and slipped a vine between my fingers to stim with, turned the page, and the obvious answer stood at the top.
"The girl was a princess.
Her Prince had spent many years traveling, collecting and perfecting the finest arts and skills in the world. Yet she had never seen anyone who shone quite like the princess did. Even as she fought her covetous nature, the dragon came to curl tighter and tighter around her as the two fell in love."

[image: ]"A royal court was called, to ask if the princess must be compelled to stay with the Prince. She argued the princess should not, even as she hoped she would choose to on her own.
The grand royal ball was called to celebrate, and as they danced, the princess gathered her hope, spoke with great courage, and confessed her deepest wish.
By royal command, the Prince made a steadfast commitment that the princess would never need to worry about big decisions, for her Prince would take her as her own. 
She would belong to her in heart and soul, in all the ways that matter in the kingdom. And so it was that the princess became her Prince’s greatest treasure."
☐ The princess decrees that this statement is true.
“And she always will be.” Gaelen added with a smile. “Now it is your turn.”
Gaelen produced that ornate golden pen I had compiled my very first night, whose weight I had been carrying in my purse since the hearing. It was heavier here, the planet-strength gravity I should never have been able to withstand converting the mass of precious metals into a firm pressure downward.
It was obvious, of course, what this book truly was, the promise it represented. The enormous finality of its construction, the care reflected in every vine-inked letter. My domestication contract.
My Affini held the end of the pen to help support its weight as I ran the ink through the box in a checkmark.
She turned the page, and the illustration of me beautifully adorned in a golden collar made my neck feel bare as I looked at it.

[image: ]"The Prince was studious of the princess's behaviors, and indeed of the kingdom as a whole. Fierce of fire but soft of heart, she always ensured that the princess was without need or want, happy and fulfilled. For if the princess was her best self, then all within the realm would benefit from the brightness of her jewel, the ray of Hope, the valere of Courage."
☐ The princess decrees that this statement is true.
"Still, there were times when the little princess misbehaved, and in those times, the Prince was bound by love and obligation to discipline her, as is necessary to ensure a monarch grows and prospers under a watchful eye."
☐ The princess decrees that this statement is true.
"Still, no harm would come of her, no safety denied, no place unwelcome, no oath unbroken. It was the steadfast promise her Prince made, an oath to the universe that was everblooming. She would never again be allowed to feel the pain of cold in her joints or be treated as worthy of anything less than immeasurable love."
☐ The princess decrees that this statement is true.
"And should the needs of the future be unmet by the words placed down upon the book that you, yes you little one, are reading, the Prince assured the princess that it was within her power as her keeper to add new pages, or reshape the ones that have already been written."
☐ The princess decrees that this statement is true.
I sniffed, tears of joy streaming down my cheeks as I checked box after box.
I thought of all the forms I had ever signed before Gaelen. Liability releases after medical procedures that absolved my doctors of responsibility when their work failed to help. A predatory loan to ease my mother’s burden. An employment contract I didn’t have the option to even try to negotiate.
Every time, I had been giving part of myself away. Each signature made without any other option an exertion of power over me.
And I was giving everything away now. 
But I was getting so much more than I had ever imagined was possible. This was a work of deep, meaningful love.
A soft set of vines pressed into the skin below my eyes that had once carried rings from chronic exhaustion, soaking up my tears. Gaelen held me tight for a little longer, and then cleared her throat with a fireplace crackle, moving to the final page.
The paper before me had only a few lines on the thick sheet of parchment, below which was a blank line for me to sign my name. 
"Wherever she travelled, a simple truth followed her through every valley and across every township. The princess was always to say what she needed. The princess was always to get what she wanted.
Beyond all else, it was known throughout the kingdom that the princess was loved. That she was safe. That she was home.
The princesses’ name was Lynn Echeveria, First Floret, though she sometimes went by Hope and Courage too.
And they are going to live happily ever after."

[image: ]With a final stroke of cursive lettering, I completed my contract, and fully became what I would be for the rest of my life. The metallic pen that I had used to both claim and surrender my independence on adjacent days was retrieved from my fingers, and I knew it would never weigh on my hand again.
Something else took the place of the tool of agency that lay there before, warm and heavy as it settled on my bare neck, locking in place. It hung from my clavicle and down to the top of my shoulder blades in the back, where it would not obstruct a view of the scar that would soon grace my spine.
“And so it was that the Princess became a beloved pet, adored by her Prince, her keeper.”
My body spilled over, forwards and backwards as she disassembled, the rumble of her rhythm reaching out to touch my soul with a growing fever. 
I made a keening whine as my Prince moved the part of herself that was still shaped like a face down towards my body. Gaelen kissed me deeply on the lips, and the sparks of enjoyment flooded across my tastebuds, soaked into my vessels through sublingual pathways, filled my lungs with bursting smokey citrus.
My Owner pulled the pajamas away from my skin, and I went still in her grasp, body slack in a position of absolute accepting vulnerability. Naked, other than the collar, a pet in the eyes of the laws and systems of the society I called home. Tendrils curled powerfully and possessively through the collar locked around my neck.
Finally, for the first time since she had opened the handbound book of my contract, I found my voice again. “Please, kiss me again, Syr,” I managed to say in a breathy pant.
Something stroked my lower lips and my body complied automatically, before being caught in a deep, overpowering kiss once more. Sparks flew wherever she touched. I was being drugged by her tongue, however she saw fit, and I doubted I would ever be truly sober ever again.
“There is a fact of our relationship. It is a truth that we have affirmed tonight with ink and gold. That we will always be Owner and pet. But, as one being in this universe to another. I love you, my princess.”
She pulled back with a smile, and my face was streaked in tears again. She was holding back nothing with the compelling force of her eyes, amethyst forged in the heart of a nebula. My heart fluttered as I fell deep under her enthralling spell. I was unable, or unwilling, to look away.
The road to florethood was marked by a dozen milestones, from that very first meeting. I became hers a million little times along the way until I finally shattered, and I became hers once more today. It would happen again, when I accepted the piece of her into my body. It would happen over and over every time I gazed into her eyes. It would happen every time I indulged in her phytotoxin. Over and over and over. 
“I'm just going to keep falling deeper in love with you, aren't I?”
“While there will surely be something of a plateau effect, yes, each moment that passes marks the least you will ever be bonded to me again.” I felt a pinch on my inner thigh, a tingling spread of adoration, and I slumped forward with a moan.
There was no greater sensation than the feeling of my Owners touch, no softer surface than that of her engineered construction. Each petal on her cape imprinted upon me, every movement endearing her to me more and more. None could disabuse me of the notion that my Affini was the best one.
I ran my fingers over the collar she had placed around my neck, appreciating the gentle swirls of its texture, the glass gems at its center, the ceramic beads that connected the two segments. Its incredible craftsmanship surely combined the techniques of every culture my Affini had ever loved. A work of adoration written in the language of art that was my Owner’s most native tongue.
A tendril pointed my eyes back at hers and I plunged deep once more. Awareness of the collar faded, its presence feeling as natural as my own pointed ears or corrected sexual anatomy. Like it was always meant to be there. I could feel how much my own emotional landscape had been changed, the possibility space altered so all I could or would feel were positive things about my Owner. An influence to soothe me, to make sure I was happy in my place as a pet, and felt safe around People. 
It was so hot how she took control of me.
I wasn't sure if the thought of being mind controlled had ever been among my perversions, I didn't remember being particularly drawn to it. But it made sense to instill the proper submissive instincts. And it was probably just most effective to mind control someone by making them turned on by mind control first.
The lights in my Affini's hypnotic pools grew shallower, throwing me back into my own head with a hedonistic rush, then deepened, sending me free falling. Up and down, floating and sinking, spinning and dropping.
I was getting dizzy by the time she stopped, leaving me to sway in the shallower depths of the biorhythmic waves.
Her face was completely gone now, every kiss transparently laid out for what it really was, her playing with my tongue and lips with the very tips of vines that were meters long. Not terribly different from putting her fingers in my mouth, and all the more toe-curlingly hot for it.
Sweet melon and firecracker tangerine saturated my tongue. More and more, the layers between me and my Prince’s core peeled away. Finally, she was bare, and I grabbed tight and pulled her down on top of me, kissing her surface. 
I was wrapped back, held in bondage and then entirely enclosed by a layer of her petals and thick phytoflesh scales. The only source of light was the glowing crystalline hypnotic shards that filled my periphery, and the core pressing down on top of me.
Tendrils peeled from her inner surface, corevines that glowed with the same inner light. They latched onto me, holding me in place, affixed with a heat that seared as though branding my soul with their texture. My wriggles stopped shifting the points of contact, each anchoring themselves in place with a viscous sap.
Finally, the tendrils bit down, a thousand little points like tiny teeth pressing into me. I whimpered as I felt the rush. Gaelen’s blissful dragonfire entered my body from uncountable injection sites, absolute comfort and safety.
The phytotoxin flooded me, seconds slowed into minutes, dilating like the pupils that remained transfixed on her glowing fizzling light. Reassurance radiated into me, a fierce calm that shot through every point of contact. The oozing sap pulled me far below the surface of reasonable thought, leaving only pleasure and a steadfast sense of certainty.
Somewhere deep in the thinking part of my brain, I recognized a scent faintly similar to the depilatory cream I had once used, and knew it was a chemical reaction being pressed into my skin where her body had become enmeshed with my own. My skin was being subtly altered, the shape molded to the texture of her corevines, making my place as her princess unmistakable and inescapable.
The inferno of bliss passed into overwhelm, and I screamed, willing and happy to give hurt for the one who loved me enough to make enduring pain mean something. But this was not pain, that was too simple a word. I did not have words for this. The language I knew had no words that existed within the context of a feeling like this being possible. No human before the affini could ever have experienced this and been able to describe it afterward.
It was so much. It was like dying of pleasure. My body temperature was rising, almost dangerously fast, but there was no space for fear in my thoughts. Then, I felt a shift as the linkage between my own circulatory system and her dripping thorns became a circuit. My tongue was pressed down by another tendril, flooded with a balming cool fluid that sparkled and fizzed up my entire nervous system. A seal was formed over my mouth and nose, carefully managing air my overwhelmed nervous system could no longer breathe unaided. 
My heart was not the force pumping blood now. I saw streams of crimson streak through the large leaves nearest me, my own lifeblood turned into a coolant fluid loop, to radiate heat within the surface area of her leaves before being returned to my body, saturated with even more of her chemical bliss on the way. This was the ultimate fear of the allure of drugs, the dependency and control leading to a terminal conclusion. And yet, my Affini was unbound by such limits, her promise of care so great she could casually dangle me over the edge of the abyss, act as my life support through a dose so great it was entirely lethal to normal human homeostasis. 
Buzzing nerves vibrated under the surface wherever the latching core pressed most deeply. It build to the point of numbness, then pulsing, then beating. Finally sensation ripped through me, a hand to the stove, a boot to the campfire, glowing brighter and brighter in a haze of smoke.
I had been directly exposed to a nuclear reactor’s output just two weeks ago, and the radiation pouring into my body from her core now felt far greater. I had harnessed that source of heat, conquered it, bent it to my needs. This, I could not overcome. I had been bent to her desires, conquered by her hunger.
I burned, burned for my Owner, for my Prince, ablaze in pleasure and warmth.

[image: ] 

Notes for the Chapter:
Special thanks to Harmony for answering within minutes when I bolted upright in bed yesterday morning with the idea for this storybook implementation, and explaining to me how the CSS worked.
this chapter's reading rec is Human Domestication Guide by Glitchyrobo, whose contract scene is the reason we are here.
 
If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.
If you want to learn more about the setting, the HDG Community Discord is the place to be.




  50. Never Ever

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn signed her storybook contract, then core cuddled Gaelen while being chemically core-branded.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: breathplay, Mommy dom, fauxcest roleplaying, sexual age regression, consensual gaslighting, purity kink, and sexual intercourse in the first segment. There is a colapsible tab to skip past it.




    
    “Good morning, princess.”

My cheek was resting on something soft and fuzzy, tingles rippling through the flesh as the words rumbled out of my Affini. I made a little moan as I came awake. 

Soft vines were touching my princess parts, sliding up and down slowly, like a wave coming in and then receding back out.

My head pulled away from the source of the fuzzies, and with each tiny movement I became more aware. My skin was covered in sticky gooey warmth and there was a dusting all over that made my skin tingle…

I blinked, and slowly opened my eyes. Glowing amethyst orbs dangled from a dome of tendrils that fell all around me in a protective bubble. 

“Um, um, um- Good morning, Mommy.”


  [image: ]


Morning light from the balcony bounced off the clusters of curling cactusbark, sap dripping and drooling like a maw of jagged teeth. Mommy undulated with a comforting rumble of spiced warmth. My dragon was so totally, wonderfully alien. I loved her so much.

The canopy of writhing vines over me rustled as she spoke, rumbling vibrations conducting through every vine binding me in place. “Ah, do I hear Hope on that adorable voice of yours?”

I made a sleepy fussy noise and nodded. “Mhmm. Yes, Mommy… ‘s me.”

Another burst of pollen fell around me, a fresh melon and citrus smell that had me licking my lips.

“How lovely!”


    CW: the stuff in the chapter note. Click to collapse the block.
  Something sticky and warm started to drool over my crotch like a dollop of warm honey. It slid into the folds and left a tingling heat everywhere it clung. I looked up at the purple orbs that reminded me of her eyes with a curious frown.

“What are you doing?”

“You do remember what Mommy told you would happen every day, right princess?”

I blushed and tried to look away, not that there was really anywhere I could look that she wasn't. “That you’re, um, gonna make me feel… really, really good? Because, um. It's good for me to know you touching me is good and I should want more of it.”

Mommy gave me a reward of a sweet berry for getting it right, and when it gushed its sweet juices into my mouth the gooey heat in my belly only got stronger.

“Good girl, though I wouldn’t have blamed you if you had trouble remembering that whole thing! You have gone a very long time with unmet needs, and I will not be letting that continue.”

The tendrils that encased me rubbed and writhed, pressing in extra nice down the slight indents that curled around my back. My eyelids got so heavy as Mommy kept touching me. She had been touching me all night of course… I doubted she would mind if I fell back asleep.

“I-I  already  feel so good Mommy!”

Her mass rippled like a chuckle. “I am happy to hear that, little one. But I have yet to even properly begin.”

There was a glint between the leaves above, and the glass toy we had made a few days ago emerged, pulled away from her core. She drifted it over my skin in a long winding path, still hot to the touch. 

I tried to wiggle and stim only to feel the vines winding around my limbs tighten, keeping me spread open nice and wide.

“It is so precious, little Hope, to consider how you fully blossomed into being under my watch. In a way, it makes you almost like my daughter.”

I whimpered in excitement at the idea, trying and failing to buck my hips, a vine keeping them in place while she ran the toy all over me. “Mommy, be gentle, it's, um, it's my first time,” I managed to babble out, making myself dizzy with my own flirty joke.

Gaelen paused, and seemed taken aback for a split second. Then she started drooling even more thick nectar from the funny mouths everywhere.

“That is right, Hope. The more holistic, grown-up Lynn Echeveria has already enjoyed the pleasure of this special toy in your princess parts, but now  we  get to enjoy the feeling of my little girl's first time. Because  no one else has touched you here before, Hope.” 

I babbled as her statement wove the obvious truth into being with the swirling of purple light over me.

“I-I’ve never… Never ever.” I swallowed, and moaned as the gentle rubbing continued. The glass toy was covered in slick warm liquid now, teasing my princess parts, and another wet vine like Mommy's tongue was touching my b-b… back where nobody but Mommy had ever touched before. “Never made love with anyone…”

Another puff of sparkling pollendust burst from her many flowers, and swirled through the enclosed space. Even more gooey tingly nectar dripped from a new flower between my legs, and then her vines spread it all around like a wet tongue. I suddenly felt my muscles tightening rather than relaxing like they had before.

“That’s right, princess! No one has ever loved you like your Mommy does. This is your  first time,  and I'll be gentle. Just lie back and relax. Nice and easy.”

Part of her head formed from the mass above, and gave me a loving kiss. I wasn’t even sure what direction back was given that she was everywhere all around me in a swarm of tendrils and touches.

My Owner pulled back and sparks danced on my tongue as I begged. “Please, please, please!”

Finally, the toy started to push inside me and I whined at how much it was stretching me. I was clamping down so hard and it felt so big. Every little ridge was so overstimulating as I achingly opened around it.

“Mo-o-m-m-mmy,” I whined.

In and out it went, I felt so tight and I wasn't relaxing, nothing was making it easier. But Mommy was being so gentle, kept peppering little kisses over my lips, chest and neck, even as I writhed against the firm bondage holding me in place on the soft pillows under me.

It didn’t take long before I felt like I was going to explode, every pull out collecting sap that could slide in with the next thrust.

Suddenly, a thick leaf pressed tight over my mouth and nose, right as the toy finally went as deep as it could possibly fit. It felt so hot inside me, and my strained whining got muffled by the seal over my face. My tie was active before I even had something inside thanks to the sap but now it was finally being stimulated by the firm pressing of the glass.

I thrashed and wriggled as tension in my entire body started to build higher and higher. My chest couldn't pull air through the seal, but I knew I was safe. Mommy had let my heart stop last night, after all, I didn't have to be afraid of anything, never ever again.

Everything looked like it was going white, and then soaring fireworks of clenching pleasure gushed out of me. I slacked my writhing in an act of submission and opened my eyes as wide as possible. Mommy pulled the leaf away right at the apex. I sucked in air with desperate gulps, squeezing her vines for dear life. Everywhere her sap touched pooled and radiated heat, rushes of afterglow sweeping me away.

It couldn't have been more than thirty seconds to make me feel so good, since I didn't get to breathe at all while she was doing it. The xenodrugs must have made me so sensitive…

“Good girl,” she rumbled, “My perfect little princess. Now what do we say?”

“Thank you for my orgasm, Mommy,” I mumbled, finally catching my breath.

“Good girl. Your Mommy loves you so very much, Hope.”

The leaf locked back into place, and my eyes went wide again as she started sliding the toy in and out once more. My noises of confusion were muffled, but she got the idea and answered anyway.

“I said I would give you  at least  one climax each day, princess. But I have  decades  of missing time to make up for.”

 


 

The rest of the morning was a smear of color, shapes, sounds. Flavors! Woah… Breakfast was a blur. Something spicy, sweet, savory? Bitter coffee. Cinnamon sweet… melon firecracker. Yay.

I think we played toesies for a while, until Mommy’s vine felt more like a tongue. It didn’t matter how much I wiggled, she was always able to get me with another tickler. 

Lucidity started to bubble back into place as I stared at myself blankly in the washroom mirror. The sticky sap I vaguely remembered being covered in when I woke up wasn't on me anymore, maybe my Prince had given me another bath. Hard to say. I felt all warm deep inside, but was very hazy on why.

A stroke down my lips opened my mouth, and while I didn't get a berry, I did get something almost as good. Owner's vine that was covered with little bristles started to scrub my teeth, coating my mouth in blissful sparks and stimulation. 

I moaned quietly through the routine, and obediently spat when she tilted my head forward. Then, as she started to comb a line of thin creepers through my hair and tuck the frizz behind the points of my ears, I could get a proper look at my own collar for the first time.

It was absolutely  stunning. 

My collar, fit for a princess, was made of two metal sections that each hung down under my neck. The front gently lay on my clavicle, the back forming the ring around my neck. Ceramic beads linked it, shimmering like pearlescent sapphire. That malleable middle pressed into my shoulders, linking the two parts. 

The golden metal was finely etched, and I recognized the now-familiar script of the promise that adorned so many of the walls in my home. Three glass gemstones gleamed purple at the very center, flecked with glittering metal like my chess set.

Finally, the interior was a soft inner lining of material that faintly echoed the texture of Gaelen's vines to ensure that it never felt cold. It was as though she was always wrapping around me protectively. Though I did appreciate the fact that the collar hung low in such a way that she still had unobstructed access to wrap the real thing around my throat if she desired. 

“It's beautiful,” I whispered with a small smile.

“Only a fraction as much as the one it completes, little Lynn.”

Gaelen finished grooming my hair, and I was pulled away from the mirror, taken over to another set of drawers recessed into the mosaic walls full of floret dresses.

My Owner made her selection, and set me down on the floor beside our bedding as she unraveled into a curtain of vines and petals once more, swirling around me like a vortex of phytoflesh. I felt a tap, and my arms lifted to my sides. 

“Good pet,” came the murmuring voice of my Affini from all around me, and I shivered at the praise.

“Thank you, Syr.”


  [image: ]


My Affini lifted a draping dress with no obvious way to close around my body, backless without any neck. A tendril slid under my collar, and I heard a small click as two almost invisible clasps extended from the underside. She attached the cloth directly to it, then buttoned the front closed by my bellybutton, leaving a window open between my breasts and my entire back bare down to the tailbone.

It was an outfit clearly chosen for how it left every mark she had put on me last night fully visible.

I had seen the front of my body in the mirror, the mark on my left breast, coming to a stop directly at a puncture bruise between two ribs over my heart. But I didn't have a very clear sense of what had happened on my back.

I reached around my shoulder, and felt the slight change in texture where Owner’s vines had latched onto me. The skin had indented very slightly, and had a softer texture like a stretch mark. It was not quite a scar, not quite a burn, and tingled pleasantly as I explored the altered surface. 

It didn't feel as good as when she did it, of course. Oh gods, it was being suppressed by the class-N that didn't let me touch myself. The skin was  erogenous.  

The edges of the indentation I could look down and see on my breast twinkled with the faint pink mark of Gaelen’s pollen clinging to me. I was, without any possibility for doubt, a companion to an affini, and had literal scars to show what our intimacy looked like. Nothing left to the imagination, nor plausibly deniable. I was an alien’s pleasure pet.

A flickering moment of shame made one of my eyebrows twitch.

“They are quite beautiful,” came the deep warm reassurances of my Owner. “Human bodies take to such marks quite wonderfully. Skin is a receptive canvas to adorn and mold without fur or feathers in the way.”

“Nobody could look at me and not know what I am,” I uttered quietly.

She reformed into the shape of a draconic Prince I had fallen so deeply for, sitting cross-legged with me in her lap. “Indeed. All will look upon my princess and know how deeply loved she is. How my care is etched directly into your body.”

The butterflies in my chest said what mattered most. I knew she could undo what she had done, and I also knew that she would not. Not  just  for the sake of domination of my will, as much as that squirm-inducing thought was a tantalizing fantasy. 

She would leave me so visibly painted by the vine of a master of her craft, permanently branded by the application of heat. I was marked as hers because she was  proud  I was hers.

A drop of dampness under my eye was whisked away by a thin tendril. 

I looked up at her, and her trio of eyes dimmed swiftly to avoid catching me in their enthralling pull as I spoke. “S-sorry, Syr. I’m not used to being…  wanted  like this. It still hits really hard sometimes. I’m glad you have me on a lot of drugs. I don't think the idea that you actually want to keep me around is fully settled in yet.” I sniffed again. “Nothing you did wrong. Just a lot of experience to the contrary you’re pushing back on. I appreciate that you see me as worth it.”

She hugged me tight. “Bit by bit, love. I may be five centuries in age, but the experiences I had within Compact space did not fully prepare me for the pain that such a tiny creature could carry within her when growing up outside of it. More than anyone should.”

I chuckled darkly. “It can’t have been  that  bad, I still made it through. I survived.”

Gaelen let me go, and seemed hesitant to say more. She simply ran her thin tendrils down the textured skin of my back, speaking with her actions. Her face was kind as always, if slightly sad. Gracing me with the uncomplicated loving gaze that only someone who had never had to cut a part of themselves away. The look of one who could trust as easily as it was given.

Finally, after consideration, she spoke with certainty. “I eagerly await when my haustorium has fused to your being, princess. We could take it all away. Every hurt, every loss, every abandonment.”

A creeping chill of guilt spread within my thoughts at the thought of letting myself move on so completely. How deeply selfish it was to even be tempted by the idea. 

I did my best to banish the cold in my heart with a puff of warmth from my vaporizer, and tried to think about something else.

The heat spread through my lungs, and flowed rapidly into my body. A pleasant tingling found its way into my extremities. My confidence slowly flowed back as the hot honey spice lingered on my tongue, building in a sweet currant taste of reassurance as I exhaled the cloud of her phytotoxin.

“I… I should either do something that isn't thinking about this, or get really high.”

Gaelen extended a vine across the room to pick up my tablet and put it in my hands. “The latter is  always  an option, but perhaps you could see if Selene is available yet. Or if any of your friends are around. I have more paperwork to do and might not be the most interesting company!”

I nodded, and opened the conversation with Selene, where I found a message already waiting, saying it would probably be closer to evening here when she got back from the  Cymbidum. 

“Ah, no. She’s not back on the ship yet.”

I closed out of Selene’s conversation tab, and saw a new one had just opened itself… from the ship herself, sent two seconds ago.

›Occantalis

Hello, sweetie. Looking for something to do?

›Pawn2Princess

Yes. Is there an app for this sort of thing?

›Occantalis

Several, but don’t worry, I won’t need them for our date. I already have the activity planned.

›Pawn2Princess

Oh. Did you want to do something with me?

›Occantalis

I do! Right now is when I had in mind.

I have a game for us to play. ∵


Despite the fact that the emote she had used at the end was literally just three dots, I could feel the flirtatious intent dripping off of them. She had also specifically said she wanted to take me out… multiple times now.

“Um, I think the ship maybe just asked me on a… date?” I looked up at Gaelen curiously. “I don’t really know the protocol here, um, with another affini. Being your floret and all.”

Gaelen peeked at her own tablet, where I saw she could now directly view my messages, and laughed quietly. “She does not appear to have  asked  anything. She appears to have  told  you.”

“I-I guess. And… that's okay?”

“If any negotiation is required, she will have that with me directly, you need not concern yourself with anything other than if you want to go or not. And I may be covetous, but I am hardly jealous. My own equivalent to sexuality is obligately polyamorous by nature, remember. You are free to pursue whatever relationships bring you joy with whomever you wish.” 

I looked back down towards the screen, and I saw Occantalis had just sent me another message.

›Occantalis

It’s super cute how you asked your owner for permission. 

Good instincts, they trained you quite well. Your default is submission. Adorable.

Such a proper princess.

›Pawn2Princess

Hhhhhey!!! >.>

I didn’t know you were watching me right now… 

Hmph.

›Occantalis

I have watched you for every moment you have been on board, dear.

And yes, I do mean every moment, uninterrupted.

I have favorites saved.

Oh, that was an absolutely adorable twitch. Saving that one too.

›Pawn2Princess

꩜.꩜

You are all such fucking perverts.

So improper.

›Occantalis

Good girl. 

Now meet me at the board game pavilion to learn just how right you are! ∵

›Pawn2Princess

Um, yes Miss. >_<


Gaelen chuckled as I scrunched my eyes to hit send, deeply flustered.

“Your crush on the ship you live on is simply too precious. Though I… would not assume that what Occantalis intends to do bears anywhere near as much of a resemblance to terran courtship as what I have been enjoying. I genuinely do not have any idea what you should even expect. Would you like me to accompany you?”

“Um, I think I’d rather go myself because otherwise I'm just going to end up focusing on you.”

“A fair point. I’ll bring you to the elevator, then.”

I giggled a little at her as she picked me up. “Considering you had me on a leash last time we went out I am surprised you aren’t walking me there.”

A vine tilted my head up to meet her gaze, silencing me with a casual display of possession I had become so receptive to. “I  had you on a leash  because I know you and I both enjoyed the display of love, dominance, and power over you as my possession,  my pet.” 

Undignified squeals escaped me as she traced a finger down the textured lines on my back, letting the remnant of a claw press in just slightly. She continued teasing me. “But as you have correctly pointed out, your body now demonstrates that. Insofar as calling this body yours and not  mine  is even accurate.”

Finally my Prince let me catch my breath, and I  Hmphed  at her as we landed at the base of the tower.

“Jealous, no… competitive, perhaps,” Gaelen rumbled with amusement as she carried me under the stained glass ceiling, past the vase and down the hall to the guest room where the elevator was.

My Owner set me down, and we did the full ritual of equipping me for going out. Leg brace, cane, Gigi under my arm, refilling my vaporizer, purse over shoulder. I paused for a moment, feeling quite encumbered with all the  stuff  I had to carry just to exist without my Affini’s help. 

I reached into the purse and curled my fingers around the tube containing my growing implant, thinking about the future. The changes that her seed would bring as it took root within me. The temptation to ask her to make me forget the rough edges of my past.

“I won’t need all this, soon, will I?”

“Indeed not. Gigi here could already be retired from strict functional use, your collar has the same emitter inside it.”

I looked out from the balcony window, and my eyes lingered on the memorial to those lost in the park by the fountain. I squeezed Gigi a bit closer to my chest. The real Gigi never got a memorial. This was all that anyone in the universe bothered to remember.

“I'm going to keep carrying her, I think.”

“Of course, princess.”

My Prince gave me one final sweet kiss, then set me in the elevator. A few moments later, I stepped out towards the hab ring interior.

The artificial sun shone bright as I emerged, and I blinked a few times as my eyes adjusted to the light. It was another beautiful day, the rays of summer spilling from the hub caps. I paused in the shade of the cliffside, watched the other xenosophonts going about their lives. 

I was blessed to live in such a strange and wonderful paradise, and a smile spread across my face as I made my way to meet Occantalis, with just the slightest of a skip in my step that the exoleg and cane would allow.
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Notes for the Chapter:
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    It wasn’t a long walk to reach my date with Occantalis, since Selene had intentionally placed the gaming pavilion near the castle elevator exit. The building was long and vibrant, built into a slope so the entrance was on the top floor. Curvy windows exposed the inner walls of bookshelves covered in games and wooden tables in a way that was very inviting. Outside, a set of gazebos with tables and chairs allowed sophonts of every shape and size to enjoy playing under the sunlight.

I spotted Occantalis from a distance as I approached, standing next to the colorful pavilion that the affini had erected for my whim. Though I could tell it was her at a glance, this was either an instance I hadn’t met yet or in a different shell body.

The metallic frame was most similar to Hexinia, but rather than a centipede shape adapted for crawling around the low-grav twisting branches of the axial city, her body was a sort of many-tentacled shape that extended down from a head and shoulders on what looked like something between metal cables and vines.

She had carefully crafted plates with a beautiful filigree that straddled the line of wood and mineral, though silvery leaves and flowers were tucked behind her boxy shoulders. Under that, something like black latex blurred the line between vine and tentacle. She was absolutely fucking gorgeous even before the part where she was even taller than Gaelen and made me feel absolutely tiny.
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“Um, hello again. Which you am I speaking to?”

“Hello, dear! Multitude congratulations on your proper collaring.” She tilted her head down in a bow of greeting. “I am Esper Occantalis, She and her or it and its pronouns.”

“Um, hi. I think you already know me.”

She leaned closer, a mischievous twinkle in three glass eyes. “Perhaps. But I insist on a proper reintroduction, little one. It is good to practice, after all!”

I suddenly got a little bit bashful, and found myself squeezing down on Gigi. I wasn’t Lynn Walsh anymore, I supposed.

“Um. Hello, Miss Occantalis. My name is Lynn Echeveria, First Floret. She and her pronouns.”

“Good floret!”

Now I was feeling bashful for another reason entirely, and was grateful when she wrapped a cool metallic cablevine around my lower back and pulled me along behind her.

“So, um. Miss Esper. Each Occantalis has some kind of specialty or focus, right?”

“Quite correct!” Esper gestured for me to follow with a rubbery limb, and we made our way up a slope and inside. “I am sure you will figure out my interest in time.”

A question about why she didn’t just tell me died in my throat as I took in the proper gaming space. The interior was gorgeous, curvy mahogany sub-rooms filled with booths and nooks for playful adventure, walls stacked high with games and rulebooks, recessed compilers and accessories of every kind. A side area seemed to be a coffee and snack station, and open walkways lead to other rooms. A khetari and a human were furiously playing some kind of game that involved circular orbit matching, and a hologram above the table accentuated their physical board.

We moved into a side area by one of the windows looking out onto the nearby districts. Miss Occantalis pulled me over to one of the tables, and enmeshed herself through the bench across from me.

The table itself was blank, other than a black raised section that appeared to be a tray for pieces, but as soon as we sat down, the flat hardwood lit up in a display of options of games.

Beside the board, a set of wooden pieces extruded themselves from the tray, and a stack of cards was printed from a slot that raised from the flat surface. There was no distinctive cinnamon scent of a compiler, but I supposed this was a more specialized fabrication. Occantalis plucked one of the game pieces from the tray and put it in front of me. It was a surprisingly detailed figurine of an anthropomorphic bunny.

“What is this for? I’m not sure I understand.”

I had faintly been expecting a chessboard, but a grid slowly appeared on the table that was more like a top down floor plan of a structure.

“Today we will be playing an adventure game!”

A twirling dark vine riffled the cards, catching them as they fell through the air in a cascade.

“The cards within this deck contain a variety of things that will inform your journey, from monsters to traps and even items that may provide you with unique and exciting conditions!”

She handed me a die. It was an onyx icosahedron with twenty sides, numbers faintly glowing in the same color as her eyes. I gave it a test roll, spilling it onto the table. It landed on a 20, and the number flashed brighter.

“Well done! Keep that kind of luck and you won’t have any trouble at all.”

She pointed to one of the cards, and then explained its function.

“Some of these cards are actions I take, and others are yours, some are items. Each requires you roll a certain amount to succeed, but that number can be altered by other factors…”

I looked at the card in question, an action card, which was to attempt to gain insight on a situation by inspecting my environment. It was… very nonspecific on the specific mechanics.

“I usually play strategy games.”

A cool tendril curled around my hand.

“I am aware, but I think a little flexing of the imagination might be fun. You trust me, don’t you?”

I squirmed in my seat a little and averted my eyes as she nonchalantly pressed her will over mine. Gaelen had been subtle, surely, even if the idea of arguing with her seemed so silly as to be outside of my reach. Esper was not subtle, she was casually domineering in a way that I apparently found very attractive in women.

“Yes, Miss Occantalis.”

“Good girl.”

One of her cable vines shifted out towards the tray, splitting to pick up a couple of figurines that resembled a xenra and a miniature wooden chest. She was a multitasker who didn’t look away from me while she worked, the tendril on my hand still pressing down, the one with the cards still shuffling.

“One last thing, since you are not yet implanted, you need a class-H. It will be much lower fidelity, but your clever little brain will fill in the gaps wonderfully, I am sure.”

“What does a class-H do?”

I felt the pinch of an injection in my arm, and a metallic limb pinched under my chin, directing my gaze to the three swirling orbs on her face, which felt like they were expanding to fill my entire field of view. “Hypnotics, little one. Unleashing your full imagination. Extending the magic circle until it encompasses your entire reality, and suspending all disbelief until it wears off. Now, listen to my words, little adventurer…”

Occantalis slowly moved the piece to the left, and then to the right like a pendulum. In a wave of vertigo, the momentum transferred from the piece directly into my body.

I blinked, and suddenly I was falling, weightless, slipping from her vine downwards. She was growing, massive, I was miniscule in her grasp. She was the ground under me, and the vines holding me aloft in the air.

I could hear a humming that rose into the shaking swell of stone emerging, cracking upwards out of the table surface. The pavilion was falling away, shooting up into the sky, a vast forest of branches where the bookcases once stood.

Even that continued to get more and more incomprehensible as an enormous metallic tendril moved away from my body. Three unblinking blue-purple eyes swiveled in the sky like suns. In my weightless descent I turned to face the ground only to witness a murky field and sweeping valley walls growing up around me on all sides.

Eventually the room became too large for me to comprehend, and to even continue searching for an original point of reference felt wrong. Everything…

∵

With a gentle thud I landed in the centre of the marshy grasslands. I steadied myself, taking another glance up with awe at the enormous god of metal and latex whose trio of eyes gazed down upon me. Mist swirled, and through the clouds the unraveling metallic vines took shape as mountains in the backdrop of the vast valley.

A sense of purpose swelled in my chest, as though fate herself had dealt me a new hand. I had a job to do, a puzzle to solve, an adventure to undergo. With a glance back over my shoulder, I looked towards the grand castle where my Patron and Prince surely watched me from afar, smiling as I thought of the Collar of Belonging I wore.

Collar of Belonging
Equipment
Irremovable.

The wearer is always safe, loved, and home.


The three moons hung in the sky, midnight companions for my journey. I made good time across the starlit landscape. Finally, my destination was in sight, and I quickly ran through the tall grasses until I reached the ancient stone door. The construction was built into the side of the valley, and I knew it would lead me onwards to the dungeon. Faint golden runes shone as I approached, and did not react nor budge when I poked at them with my walking staff.


	Lynn inspects the Dungeon Door.

Insight Check: [rolled 12/10] Success!


A passphrase from adventures past leaped to the front of my memory, and I uttered the arcane code “Princesses receive the blessings they wish for.” The warding glyph broke in a sparkle of glowing light. The door opened of its own accord, and I took stock of my equipment before I dashed inside.

I had my collar on my neck, of course, and the Staff of Balance and two spells, Frost of Courage and Flame of Hope. The Liquid Dragonfire I carried everywhere hung at my hip, and it seemed worth a sip to rejuvenate myself as I entered the musky depths.

Liquid Dragonfire
Potion
Unlimited uses.

Made from a cactus extract.

Similar to Opiates in elves!


The essence of my master suffused me as I swallowed a single drop of the golden elixir took a deep breath as the warmth spread through me, nerves steadied for the journey ahead.

My goal was to seek the Orb of Freedom and return triumphant.

I was not the only one seeking glory, of course. Traversing the overgrown clumps of grass and mud, I ducked behind a curling old wooden stump, spotting movement in the distance. Prowling between distant pillars, a predatory wolf with aberrant pedipalps scoured in search of something. Was it treasure, prey, companionship? I didn’t want to find out if I didn’t need to, and remained calm and continued nimbly down a side passage.

Jogging through the halls of the dungeon, the stone walls stretched out around me with centuries of wear. Moving from square to square I progressed forward, remaining as perceptive as possible to ensure I didn’t fall victim to any dastardly traps.

Turning the bend, a wrought iron of a portcullis blocked my progression. I could see that the corridor continued further beyond the metal bars, the flickering illumination of flaming torches casting it in an orange glow.

I focused intently and summoned fractals of ice to the tips of my fingers. There had to be a way to get past it if I applied myself.

I pressed my hands against the portcullis and let loose a jet. The bars froze over completely, becoming brittle. With a thump I stomped down and it shattered into dozens of pieces.

I progressed into a chamber whose stone walls curved up in high arches, with a large wooden door in the back. Something was dripping, shifting, slithering within the space. My pointed ears twitched as I tried to identify the source of the sound.


	Insight Check: [rolled 5/10] Failed!


The creature that I didn’t spot was lurking above me, and with a sudden rasping noise it dove down with a wet thud. Glowing eyes locked onto me. I rolled across the ground and leapt up to face it head on. A beast made of slick ichor with a rainbow metallic shimmer like oil roared in eager delight, an amorphous mouth unzipping from its mask of a face to reveal shardlike teeth under three glowing eyes.


	Lynn uses Fireburst on the Tarbeast!

Attack Roll: [rolled 20/7] Success!


I mustered my focus, and took a defensive stance centered on the gridlike tiles of the dungeon floor. I drew the Staff of Balance that my patron had carved from one of their own shed horns, and swung it forward just as the snarling wet mass began to charge me, firing a jet of fire directly into the beast.
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As my burst of fire sent the beast skittering back, a splattering of tar viscera hit me in the leg, then splattered out over my cheek and arm. I wailed out, not in pain but in sticky, gooey pleasure that seemed to soak directly into my nervous system.

The substance that made up the monster’s body was indescribable. Rushing waves of sedating pleasure burned into me through the single spot of contact where it had connected, and it fused like glue. I knew if I tried to wipe it off now I would just get covered in it, making everything worse. Besides, now was not the time. I had a fight to win.

Splattering across the wall, the creature made a leap and I scrambled out of the way, hobbling from the euphoria. Each step pulled whining moans out of me until I managed to get enough distance between us. I quickly threw up a wall of frost to slow the creature down, and bound over to a pillar for cover. A squishy, wet sound could be heard as it reformed. The thing’s shadow crept around the brick wall, and it moved like it was a liquid membrane steered from within by long manipulators.


	Insight Check: Automatic Success!

Courage has Thermodynamic Expertise!


I summoned as much power as possible and blasted it with a full focused beam of ice. Jets of crystallizing water froze on contact, stiffening the goo into solid matter. I kept pouring my magic into it, until the long liquid tail that had snaked out of the room disconnected and retreated like a root system returning to its base. Finally the creature solidified just like the portcullis! I used my staff to push it over and it shattered as it hit the ground.

I heard a satisfied hum of approval from some far off place and turned around to see the wooden door opening with an ominous creak. With the creature defeated, I took stock of the substance clinging to me. It resembled some sort of tree rubber, and was at once sticky and dripping, pitch as oil and flecked with subtle pink spots. I should probably wipe it off. Right?


	Resist Corrupting Sap: [rolled 3/4] Failed!

+1 Corruption!


It was rather pleasant. I could just leave it there, I supposed. It wasn’t hurting me. Suddenly, I became aware of a new status condition.

Corruption: 1/20
Status Effect
The dungeon’s Corrupting Influence!

Lowers all rolls by one per stack!

Yay!


“That doesn’t seem fair,” I grumbled, heading through the doorway to the next room over.

It was a treasure room, though not my destination, with flowing pools of water around a wooden storage chest lit by beams of moonlight from between iron bars above. I quickly strode over to the container, not wanting to linger any longer than I needed to with that canine monster lurking in the hall outside.

I opened the chest, and found a strange mask sitting inside. It had a smooth exterior of hardened dark grey resin covered in what I assumed were painted eyes, and the inside was almost… drooling. It felt alive, and a little creepy to touch.

Mask of Penetrating Truth
Equipment…?
Probes for Secrets.

Cursed. ;)


I wasn’t sure if I wanted to find out what ‘cursed’ meant, but put the mask in my pouch in case I needed it later. I was pretty sure I smelled something in the air, like sour orange slices and predatory wine. I found it suspiciously tempting and decided to move on quickly.


	Dodge Tentacle: [rolled 5-1/6] Failed!

+1 Corruption!


Just as I was getting ready to leave in search of the next area I felt a languid wetness thud against my ankle, splattering fresh droplets of oozing warmth onto my skin.

Looking down I saw it, a slithering slobbering tentacle, jet black and shiny like the beast from before, and seemingly every bit as inclined to grapple and cling at my skin.

Tentacle!
Attack
A slippery, sticky tentacle!

+1 Corruption on hit.

Roll a six or higher to dodge, block or escape.


Trailing across the floor, it led to the chest, the top of which seemed to creak and splinter to reveal a set of eyes protruding from what had once appeared to be nothing but hardwood.

My eyes bulged, and I tried to yank my leg back, but it was too late. The tentacle gripped down tightly, yanking me off balance. My arms flailed for support only to find themselves splashing against more tendrils, all of them spilling from the maw of the creature that had impersonated a wooden chest.


	Resist Tentacle on Left Leg: [rolled 3-2/6] Failed!

+1 Corruption!


Hungry wet chittering sounds filled the room and I squealed out as it dragged me closer and closer, every millimeter giving it time to latch onto another part of my body. I had taken its treasure, and the thing wanted to take me in return!

“N-nno fair! You can’t just pretend to be a treasure box!”

Heat was building in my belly, resistance leaking into my panties as it fully gripped on all sides.


	Escape Tentacle on Torso: [rolled 15-3/6] Success!


I managed to wrench myself just a bit free, and yet, as the crawling pleasure painted on my body lessened, so did my desire to escape. The sensual grasp of the monster made me shiver and bite my lip.

Oh no, I was turned on by this. I wondered if I had always squirmed and gasped at the idea of having tentacles gripping me from a thousand angles or if the nights and days of overwhelming pleasure from my Prince’s vines had simply rewired my heart on a fundamental level to find this so agonizingly hot.

The creature didn’t care. It wrapped itself around me, sticky black tentacles contorting my body into a splayed fold so I could slide inside its chest, toothed lid wide open.


	Resist Tentacle on Adventurer’s Panties: [rolled 8-3/6] Failed!

+1 Corruption!


A slimy appendage slowly dragged itself across the fabric of my undergarments and I tried to writhe and kick away. The dribblings it left behind stuck to the fabric, arousing me on contact.

Then, it really began.

Thinner pointed limbs went for my kicking legs, swirling up towards the soles of my feet in wispy chaotic movements.

It was tickling me!

They pressed down in a feathery pitter patter, running from my ankle to the tips and into the crevices between my toes. Tiny tentacle brushes paid particular attention to the soft skin of my arches leaving extra drops of the sticky substance behind.
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I screamed and thrashed, and it just kept going. Every squeak and whine only seemed to make it work with more efficiency. Between frantic laughs I urgently gasped for air. Splatters of the same sticky ooze gooped onto my exposed thighs and hips. I scrambled for my staff, and threw my all into it.


	Courage uses Fireburst on the Mimic!

Automatically Failed!

	Hope doesn’t want to fight this! :)


I tried to use a jet of fire to burn the monster, but the source of the flame within me seemed to be far too complacent, her will sapped by the docility-inducing heat rising within us. It was all up to me, but wisps of frost choked at my fingertips.

Rippling concentrated wiggles dug into the sides of my waist, tears streaked down my cheeks, my voice grew raspy. I was getting wet.

CW: wetting. Click to collapse.Tickle!
Attack
Something is tickling you and you might lose control!

Easy to resist at first, roll two or higher.

Each successive attack increases resistance!


The monster wasn’t trying to hurt me, but my screaming, forced laughter of absolute vulnerability bounced off the wet interior nonetheless as it overwhelmed my senses with its relentless, teasing touch.


	Resist Tickling: [rolled 15-3/2] Success!


I was thrashing helplessly, to no avail, trying to get free, but it only seemed more determined to get something out of me, surely not-


	Resist Tickling: [rolled 19-3/3] Success!


I felt the pressure in my abdomen rise with every contraction. Come on, Courage. You can handle this. It was getting harder to hold back. I let out another uncontrollable giggle. Oh gods, oh no. I could just let it.


	Resist Tickling: [rolled 14-3/4] Success!


With more and more fervor my defenses were ravaged apart by the teasing touch. A vibrating bubbling mouth-like-limb of the creature pressed into my bellybutton. Every little wiggling tickling part of that mouth ran across my vulnerable exposed flesh. I could hold it no longer.


	Resist Tickling: [rolled 4-3/5] Failed!

	Courage pissed herself!

	Good Floret.


I felt warm heat soaking my exposed panties, a dripping that clenched and released in spurts that I desperately attempted to cut off. The muscles released under the pressure and it all let go in an unrestrained soaking that ripped a mortifying moan from my throat.


	Courage liked it!

+1 Corruption!

	Hope liked it too, but we already knew that.


My shorts and underwear clung to me with a humiliating dampness that brought a furious burning to my cheeks.

I had embarrassed myself, lost control, and worst of all I enjoyed every second of it. The tentacles wound down their teasing assault, shifting into a slower massaging bondage that replaced my screams with moans.

Finally, the mimic seemed satisfied, and I was bodily flung out of the animate box. The monster skittered away and out of sight, and as I regained my bearings I noticed my underwear equipment slot was now empty.

“Pervert,” I muttered, taking a quaff of Liquid Dragonfire that filled me with energy to continue after such an embarrassing ordeal. As I exhaled the warmth of my patron, I noticed the mimic had left behind a single use scroll as well. I picked it up, and inspected it.

Ward of Princess’s Purity
Scroll
Single use spell.

Helps prevent Corruption!

Somewhat.


Back through the prior chamber I found an adjoining corridor had appeared, and so I scrambled through it. The passage twisted and turned, with forks that led away from the main one. The longer I walked, the more the tar and ooze that marked my body weakened my resolve.

The feeling of sticky sweet pleasure coated my skin in pleasure, working its corruptive influence down to the bone. My knees were bucking and I was starting to stagger. I could always just not worry about it, but… no! I had to stave it off. Thankfully the scroll promised to help.

Unfurling the pale sparkly parchment I read the enchantment aloud, and the magic within burst forth.


	Lynn used the Ward of Princess’s Purity!

	Princess’s Purity was bound to the underwear slot!


I felt a chill of protective frost breeze through my nethers, which were still dripping wet with arousal from the mimic. It was not exactly what I had been expecting, but I didn’t worry about it. It was really fine, even if I was still exploring without any underwear. I took a larger swig of my Liquid Dragonfire than usual. It was all fine, as if everything had dulled down slightly, allowing me to focus on the exploration that remained.

My footfalls picked up, the carved ground passing beneath my feet at a quicker pace. I seemed to have taken a different turn than the hulking purple wolf I had snuck past earlier, and decided to remain out of sight of more of the dripping Tarbeasts that seemed to be patrolling. I continued traversing, arbitrarily sticking to the right until a narrowing stone corridor ended with a narrow doorway.

Unsure how to proceed, I puzzled over it for a while. Eventually deciding to try the handle with caution for fear of another mimic, I discovered that it was in fact a regular door, and unlocked the whole time. I didn’t need to check for any other traps. There was a rattling of chains behind me as I entered, and the path I had entered suddenly locked itself behind me. I scanned the chamber I found myself in, an overgrown room filled with little pink flowers that blossomed from the corners in bouquets with dark stems.

Etched runic marks ran across the walls in mysterious lettering that almost seemed to shift and distort in an enchanting way. The entry behind me closed with a creaking dramatic click. There was no way out. I focused on the text as best I could, it seemed oddly familiar…


	Lynn tries to translate!

	Insight check: [rolled 17-4/15] Failed!


No matter how much I tried to focus on them, I couldn’t seem to understand the language. Surely there had to be a way to progress through. Rifling through my pouch I found the only thing that made sense. The Mask of Penetrating Truth. It was a cursed item…

Hesitantly I held onto it, the soft smooth material of the glossy exterior presenting a far more innocent facade than the fleshier side I would need to put on my face. Presumably it would latch on and remain in place by some work of arcana.


	Wisdom check: [rolled 5-4/2] Failed!


How bad could the curse really be? I had faced every other threat head on and made it out with little more than a sticky blob of ooze to show for it.

The interior of the mask was warm and sticky as I let it press against my skin. That, I was anticipating.

What I was not expecting was for the mask to writhe to life, slipping wet, dripping tentacles into my mouth and ears as soon as I put it on. I stumbled and fell to the stone floor, trying to pull it off, but it had formed a perfect seal around the back of my head and was now sensually playing with my tongue. 

 [image: ]  

 Two floppy ears suddenly unfurled from the top of the mask, and a small tail emerged from the dripping ichor spreading down my spine. My Staff of Balance clattered to the floor, as the left hand that had been holding it was now entirely swallowed by a goopy paw.  


	Resist Curse [rolled 13-4/15] Failed!

+1 Corruption!


 

  The residual smears of black ooze that had been clinging to my body all seemed to come alive. In unity they moved, bent to a singular purpose, wriggling and contorting. Every single splatter slithered and spread in a rapid violation, reaching eagerly to connect with each other.  

 


	Resist Curse [rolled 7-5/15] Failed!

+1 Corruption!


 

  The hardened resin surface on the outside of the mask suddenly felt wet under my fingers as I scrambled against its surface trying ineffectively to take it off. There was a sort of pressure on my eyes, and then I could see again, albeit dyed far more in pink than before. Oh gods, it was everywhere on me. The waves of contentment were coming in doubles now.  

 


	Resist Curse [rolled 4-6/15] Failed!

+1 Corruption!

	Resist Curse [rolled 20-7/15] Failed!

+1 Corruption!


 

  I struggled to breathe for a few split moments, until my nostrils were spread open and invaded too, and my lungs filled with every drop of air I would need. The dizziness now soaking into me was just the sparking alchemical intoxicants on every breath. This felt so nice.  

 


	Resist Curse [rolled 13-8/15] Failed!

+1 Corruption!

	Resist Curse [rolled 2-9/15] Failed!

+1 Corruption!

	Bunny’s stacks of Corruption are now 10 out of a maximum of 20!


 

  I felt drugged nectar running down my neck until the wet surface spread over that too. My collar was engulfed by the ooze, but no curse could ever remove it. Instead, its purpose aligned with the corruption spreading so wonderfully over my entire being! The three purple gemstones peeked out from the pitch glossy fluid and became the Collar of Belonging and Submission.  

 

 Only one area on my body remained unmolested, the twitching princess parts that had been magically purified. I felt a cool dulling breeze that extended up to the edge of my pubic hair, a defensive barrier that kept the ichor from tainting them, forcing it away. 

 

 I tried poking my hand between my legs myself, but my own paw was just as repelled. A sense of calm started to overtake me, and my tail twitched as I stood. It was a bizarre experience, since my glossy black feet were much… longer than before. 

 I could see through the nine eyes on my face that one of the walls in the room was an illusion I hadn’t had enough Useful Insight to spot, and I could progress onward. But as the haze of alteration spread fully across my vision, runes assembled one by one until five words filled the air, a mantra and a puzzle key all rolled together. The words upon the walls rang out in a truth that I could finally understand. 

Good Bunnies know their place. 





 




∵


I shot alert from the board, dizzy with arousal and panting, clinging to my hand of cards and trying to get my bearings. I felt myself growing, shooting back in size… no, feeling my perspective shift back to my real body and not a tiny figurine.

Occantalis sat there, radiating amusement with a carrot outstretched for me. “Having fun, dear? Just taking a little break to feed you a snack!”

I nodded slowly, then took a chomp of the vegetable as she brushed my lips. I chewed and swallowed at her direction, and then couldn't help but babble.

“This is, um. Significantly hornier than I was expecting.”

“Actually, the base game doesn't specify sexual content at all. As you would define the term I, Esper Occantalis, am entirely asexual. Your own imagination simply responded in a very particular way to the concept of corruption, and who am I to tell you not to imagine whatever you please?”

I shivered slightly at the emphasis she put on that word. After another bite of carrot I followed up with another question. “So you weren't, um…” I glanced at the suspiciously familiar tentacles that seemed to make up her central mass under the metal plates. “You weren't touching me to act that out? That was all in my head?”

She giggled. “The imagination is a powerful thing! Other than when you required a change of underwear halfway through, I have touched you very little!”

The shipmind punctuated her point with gentle petting behind the ears, and stopped me from stammering about the fact that she had changed my underwear in front of the Khetari and the human in the room by shoving the rest of the carrot in my mouth and picking up her cards back up.

I swallowed the last of my carrot and followed suit. “This is the weirdest date I’ve ever been on.”

“I take that as a compliment. Now, where were we. Ah, yes, you had just succumbed to the first stage of the curse…”

The hypnotic cadence returned to her voice, and the room grew massive around me once more as I plunged back into the game.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          This chapter's reading rec is a story that inspired a few aspects of this chapter, Cymbidium's Call by Harmony and Lagnia, which also uses horny game mechanics and CSS nonsense.

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

If you want to learn more about the setting, the HDG Community Discord is the place to be.
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Notes for the Chapter:CW: forehead fucking, tentaclefucking, more RPG mechanics, deeply unsubtle foreshadowing, CSS crimes
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Everything spilled downwards in a momentary collapse. Thick, latching leeches of black oil slick tar gripping onto my ankles to reform themselves all around me. I squealed softly as it plied its way up and over my scalp, consuming my face entirely until I was back and could feel my face again.

With every second, the distinction between the Mask of Penetrating Truth and my own wonderfully corrupted body grew less clear. Only the curly red hair still visible from between my legs where the Ward of Princess’ Purity had halted the spread of the transformation gave any indication that I had ever been an elf.

The room around me was made of ancient stone, the words etched in runes rendered visible by the smattering of glowing eyes that sat upon my face. I wondered for a moment how I could see so clearly through them. Perhaps the ooze that coated my entire body in corrupting pleasure extended further than I thought. Maybe it was running deeper, slipping under my eyelids to connect directly into my optic nerves.

[image: ]

The concern quickly slipped away as my mind fully realigned with the reality presented to me. I was a good bunny. A bunny on a quest. I had to find the Orb of Freedom.

While searching for the next path that promised the possibility of progress, I felt the Elixir of Dragonfire suffusing me with the warmth of my Patron. I had not consumed the potion directly, but it seemed the inky tendrils clinging to my skin had poured some down the tentacle currently filling my mouth for me.

Bouncing from one tile square to the next, I made my way through the corridor towards a dome with a wide sacrificial altar. Pillars surrounded it with passages leading further along on the other side. The wetness rolled against the bottoms of my feet with every step, a massage I couldn’t have escaped even if I wanted to.

Gliding around the space, a vaguely humanoid assembly of onyx ooze lingered, ropes of shining tentacles dripping off its arms and legs like the robes of a dark mage. Instead of turning to face me in battle, it simply moved aside, deferring to me in a splashing twirl.

It seemed as though my level of influence had grown steep enough that even the monsters who had once taunted me instead allowed me to travel the halls of the dungeon unmolested.

Suddenly, I stopped at what seemed to be a dead end, and yet… An alluring, safe thrumming was calling to me. The wall seemed unremarkable, but for the faintest shimmering as I looked at it.


	Insight Check: Check: [rolled 8-11/7] Failed!


There was nothing. Nothing at all. But that sound still drew me deeper. I took a deep breath, closed my two human eyes, and looked properly with the other nine.


	Insight Check: Automatic Success!

Bunny has Mask of Penetrating Truth equipped!


The glittering shimmer on the damp walls resolved into three circles arranged triangularly. I pressed my paw against it, and tendrils from my body stretched out and filled a series of gaps with liquid latex. Pink runes spread further, and then glowed in a vertical line that cut a door from seemingly solid rock. I felt the faint sense of pride rumbling through the dungeon itself, which resonated in the ward of my purity on my exposed skin. Finally, the hidden door melted away to leave a chasm in the mossy stone.

I squeezed through the gap and followed the sound of discordant humming until I found myself in a chamber. I took in my new surroundings eagerly. An aberrant obsidian rectangle with a smooth plaque protruded from the tile floor, glittering and shimmering.

The label for the pillar was Knowledge Node. A crystal prism hung in the air a few centimeters above the pedestal, at about my hip height. It called to me.

The same text swirled around the base. Good bunnies know their place. What was my place here? I bapped at the crystal with a paw. Nothing.

Something compelled me lower. Closer.

I knelt before the glowing prism and felt its thrumming, corruptive influence soaking into me.

Good bunnies know their place.

The latex of my face began to ripple, and the top row of eyes shifted apart to accommodate the dripping, hungry opening on my forehead.

Tendrils of pink light seemed to swirl off the crystal, symbols and scripts and magic energy jumping like static charges in the air. The liquid rubber of my forehead oozed bright sparkling lubricating slick down my nose. I needed to know what was in the crystal. My mind was prepared for the knowledge contained within.

Good bunnies know their place.

Drool pooled in my mouth, a dawning blankness settling over my mind. There was nothing to worry about, I just needed to let it happen. Something dangled just out of reach, a single sprawling piece from the glowing fuchsia pool of light. It curled towards me in a come hither motion.

I leaned closer still, and then the tentacles of raw thought grabbed me. Swirling and languid, it ran across the smooth ooze drenched skin of my neck to keep me stable. Curling wide, the latex fuckhole opened up, and something dark and wet plunged deep into the recesses of my mind.

The intruder thrusted into my thoughts, painting my cortex with bubbly sparks of submission and obedience. A warm bath poured over hot metal, hissing of steam floating away until all that was left was a docile little bunny. Knowledge thumped against my nose, pressing deeper and deeper each time. Finally, the crystal emptied itself into me, the tendril spurting a thick ooze of glowing pink knowledge into my brain, and the coils of magical text released my throat.


	Bunny got the Dungeon Map!

	+1 Corruption!



I fell back, and threw a paw to my forehead, but found it to be completely smooth. The crystal twinkled innocently, though its brightest pinks and blues were now a duller grey, having spent their load inside my brain.

Standing up, I realized I could see the entire map of the dungeon! Hastily I ducked through an archway to my left that I could see led towards my goal.

Crouched upon the ground, I found myself resting on my hind legs to scan the room. Then I spotted it, an alcove near the ceiling. This was the place I needed to go. Further, deeper. It was far higher than I might be able to reach under normal circumstances, but I could at least try.


	Bunny tries to climb the wall.

Dexterity Check: [rolled 16-11/15] Failed!


I scrambled for purchase on the brickwork and fell quickly, landing with a wet splat that sent black goo everywhere. But this was the only way forward, and I could clearly see on the map that my progression required me to scale the wall. Still, I was clearly not going to manage to be nimble enough to climb it.

I would have to try Something Else.


	Bunny tries to climb the wall. [has 11 Corruption] Success!


Pressing all the way down until my exposed princess parts almost brushed the ground, I built up momentum and leaped. Slick tendrils erupted from my back, clinging to the surface of the walls as I reached the apex of the jump. Every wet black fiber helped to swing me through the air until I reached the alcove.

Ripples of satisfied pleasure shuddered through the liquid surface that coated my body, hot dripping plasticized bliss affirming with every acidic slide that it was good to submit. It was right to obey. I should just listen to my body and be a good bunny.


	Selene joined the game, taking control of the Prowling Wolf!


A faint chime filtered through the dungeon, and an adrenaline settled into my bunny brain. Somebody else was after the prize, somebody who didn’t understand how good it felt to give themselves over to the influences that beckoned.

I had to pick up pace, had to reach the Orb. Bouncing and hopping from floor to wall and back down onto the floor again I scoured the halls, taking the most direct possible path. Chambers flew by unacknowledged, their protectors allowing me unrestricted access to the passages inside until I found myself at a massive set of doors.

A rune was carved in the surface of the obstruction, intricate markings in an ancient script, but something was wrong. A series of swipe marks marred the design, claw drags that had broken the protection. The crack in the center showed that it had already been opened just moments ago, and an odor of sour citrus mulled with yeasty bread leaked out.

There was no time to lose. I wedged my paws into the crevice and pulled.

The doors creaked open, and the final room of the dungeon came into focus. The Orb of Freedom was suspended within a large clear crystal as if frozen in time. It stood, resolute, in the very center of a suspended platform with a walkway that bridged the gap between here and there.

Below it all, a bubbling gurgling pit of sticky corruptive ooze that shimmered like an oil slick, faint hues of rainbow surfacing from the onyx depths.

But that wasn’t what I noticed. No, the thing that caught my attention was a terrifying sight. The muzzled maw of the prowling wolf growled with rows of sharp teeth. She towered over me in height, leering in rapid glances at the prize we had both come here seeking to acquire.

Swinging viciously with sharp claws, the wolf was preoccupied fighting against one of the protectors of the dungeon, an ally in ink. The ball of tar was wrestling against the wolf, floating at eye level with many appendages trying to splash her.


	Selene uses Claw Swipe on the Tarbeast!

Attack Roll: [rolled 17/8] Success!


There was a thundering roar, and I saw the prowling wolf cleaving my companion in half with a single mighty paw. Dripping ebony viscera splattered the floor, and I pounced into action, bounding to the center of the bridge.


	Bunny uses Frost Wave on Selene!

Attack Roll: [rolled 5-12/7] Failed!


My attempt to slow her down with arcana was completely ineffectual as the magic of frost sputtered and died on my fingertips. Only the faintest of brittle textures at the ends of my paws even showed that I had tried. I thumped and huffed in frustration. The beast advanced closer, leaping to meet me on the suspended walkway, drool dripping from a hungry maw of teeth.

[image: ]


	Selene uses Pheromone Sweep on Bunny!

Attack Roll: [rolled 19/8] Success!


I dropped to the ground, feeling my will to fight sapped as the monster advanced. Citrus and rye filled the air, saturating every breath I took in through the tendrils filling my sinuses and throat.

The puddle left behind by my companion was spreading out, seeping into the bridge and drizzling into the pit below. Wobbling from the headrush of the wolf’s musk I made a sinful ploy for more power.

The tips of my paw willfully slipped into the tar, allowing the sticky substance to coat them. Strands of pink mingled with the puddle as we became one.

A moan of pleasure rumbled in my stuffed throat as I felt myself gain +1 Corruption from absorbing the oily ichor into myself. Deep urges bubbled up from within, flowing like the waves of nerve inflaming pleasure. The wolf who was attempting to subdue me with sour musk was untainted, and she had torn apart our brethren. I needed to enlighten her.


	Bunny tries to hug Selene. [has 12 Corruption] Success!

Bunny spread 5 Corruption to Selene!

	Selene uses Claw Swipe on Bunny!

Attack Roll: [rolled 12-5/8] Failed!


Inky tentacles exploded from my body, engulfing the monster. She thrashed and snapped as my body gripped her and pulled her closer. Her mouth found mine and we rolled together, splattering through the puddle of wonderful corrupting liquid that had splashed to the floor around us. Shining tar soaked into her fur, resilient to any efforts of removal.


	Selene tries to get away from the spreading Corruption!

Willpower check: [rolled 19-8/4] Success!


The snarling canine finally managed to push away, even as the pink and black was starting to spread and linger around her knees. She dropped to all fours and switched tactics, running quadrupedal across the bridge towards the crystal with the orb of freedom locked inside.

In a devastating blow the wolf crashed into the crystal, shattering it to pieces that fell into the splattering pit of goo below us. Gripping down, she held the treasure in a single paw, momentarily victorious. Her growl of excitement was palpable and chittering, dangerous and thrilling. Pulling the orb to her chest she held her snout upwards to release a cutting ‘awoooooo!’.

Suddenly there was a great crashing from above, and the wall behind the prowler exploded as a great three eyed beast of petals and dark tentacles descended. It was a mass of writhing limbs that extended from a central core that I gained +1 Corruption from a single glance at. Scales of dark green armored the indescribable horror, something like nostrils aflame with smouldering embers. The eldritch, impossible being opened their maw and descended, swallowing the rival adventurer whole.

I would have sworn I smelled the firecracker and melon of my kind Patron on its breath as it began to approach me as well.

The orb went flying through the air and came clattering to a stop at my bunny feet. I focused through all my eyes and divined its true nature.

Orb of Freedom
Magic Item
Imparts Independence.

Requires a roll of 20 to pick up.

It’s not for everyone. :)


With a wet, squeaking sound, I laughed. I had never stood a chance of returning with the Orb, not after gaining the very first echoes of bliss. Could I have ever made it to this room without gaining any of the spreading pink and latex on my body?

Doubtful. And this was better.

I heard the tendrils of the inevitable approaching, but this time, they were metallic as well as liquid, three eyes shifting and adjusting to a glowing triangle on a sharp mask. I fought, not for the sake of escaping, but for feeling how helpless I was in my bondage.


	Resist Tentacle on Right Arm: [rolled 7-13/6] Failed!

+1 Corruption!

	Resist Tentacle on Left Arm: [rolled 7-14/6] Failed!

+1 Corruption!


My hands were quickly grabbed by something smooth like iron ropes, and as they were bound I loosened my form, fusing to the restraints.


	Resist Tentacle on Left Leg: [rolled 7-15/6] Failed!

+1 Corruption!

	Resist Tentacle on Right Leg: [rolled 7-16/6] Failed!

+1 Corruption!

	Resist Tentacle on Princess Parts: Automatic Success!

Tentacle was blocked by Princess’s Purity!

	+1 Corruption!+1 Corruption!


My limbs had all been absorbed, no clear line of distinction between me and the very dungeon itself. It tried to fill me, but was prevented. Only the skin around the ward on my princess parts had not been consumed into the dark ooze. I was a good bunny. I wanted to welcome the love inside. I wiggled my tail, trying to draw the wet invaders where I needed them most.


	Resist Tentacle on Bunny Hole: [rolled 7-19/6] Failed!

+1 Corruption!

	Max Corruption! Bunny now automatically fails all rolls!


A tentacle slipped around the edge of the ward, and swiftly flowed into me. It felt so good to embrace the dark ooze flowing around and inside.

Pink and black spread further and further towards the dripping allure of Perfection. More dripping graspers rushed to follow where the first had already plunged, stretching me wider.


	Resist Tentacle on Bunny Hole: Failed!

	Resist Tentacle on Bunny Hole: Failed!

	Orgasm was blocked by Princess’s Purity!

	Resist Tentacle on Bunny Hole: Failed!

	Good bunnies know their place.

	Resist Tentacle on Bunny Hole: Failed!

	Orgasm was blocked by Princess’s Purity!

	Orgasm was blocked by Princess’s Purity!


Another appendage lifted up to my face, and the hungry canal that led to my mind beckoned invitingly. It would feel so good to have my thoughts fucked deep again. I was pulled high into the air, spread out and stretched from paw to paw.

[image: ]


	Resist Tentacle on Forehead: Failed!

	Orgasm was blocked by Princess’s Purity!

	Orgasm was blocked by Princess’s Purity!

	Resist Tickle on Feet: Failed!

	Orgasm was blocked by Princess’s Purity!

	Good Bunnies know their place.

	Orgasm was blocked by Princess’s Purity!

	Good Bunnies know their place.





∵


”Good bunnies know their place,” I mumbled in a daze, blinking slowly as my awareness of my own body returned. Right, I had two eyes. And no tail. And no… goop.

“Good girl. Congrats on winning, kiddo,” chuckled a familiar voice. I turned to see the real Selene sitting beside me with an arm slung casually around my shoulder.

“I, um. That was winning?”

Occantalis chuckled, still sitting exactly where she had from the start. I suddenly felt very differently about the fact that her entire body was made from flexible rubbery tentacles. “Of course, surely you didn’t think the win condition was independence did you?”

“That felt more like a fail state.”

The shipmind’s three eyes twinkled with amusement. “Did you enjoy it?”

“Well, obviously.”

“Then you won!”

“You’ll get used to this, games designed by Affini don’t tend to be as focused on loss states,” Selene said. “I didn’t think for a second I’d actually manage to keep the orb, even before the card was flipped over. I rolled a three anyway.”

Esper began stacking the various cards and game tokens onto the tray that had produced them, and the entire thing flipped and swallowed them to be recycled once she was done. “So, any closing thoughts, Lynn?”

“I, um. That was a really fun game!”

Gold sparks flecked all three of her eyes. “Thank you! I designed it just for you, though I did take some inspiration from existing human roleplaying traditions.”

There was a reddening of my cheeks at the realization she had made this entire game for me. “Oh. Um, thank you, Miss Occantalis.”

“It was pretty neat to watch. I do some simulated stuff on this for like, foot traffic flow and all, and trying to create points of interest. Esper and I were chatting about some of the design concepts before I decided to hop in near the end,” my xenra partner added. “Though you sure did babble some adorable things about that final sequence. Did you learn things about yourself, sweetie?” 

 My voice barely warbled with embarrassment as I answered. Barely. “I think having a bunny ear and tail sometimes would be neat, and um. Well, I-I think I um, yeah. Being hypnotized and corrupted like that was um, fun…”  

 “Don’t you have some cute bunny accessories to pick up from the Monster Factory anyway? Gaelen messaged me something about this while you were still drooling over your cards.”  

 I was trying to imagine what sort of body I might ask to have made, but… Thoughts of the vividly imagined view of Selene as a monstrous predator lingered instead.  

 Then, suddenly something clicked into place, and my eyes widened.  

 “Um, Selene? You mentioned you, um, you did hunts of special bodies, ones built for that, controlled by florets.”  

 Three pupils snapped to focus on me instantly, every drop of casualness suddenly gone.  

 “I did,” she replied with a slightly hungry growl.  

 Occantalis leaned in closer, until her masked face cast a shadow across mine. “Rather convenient that you already asked for body streaming capacity for your implant, isn’t it?”  

 Selene looked up at her, then back at me. “You don’t mean…” she swallowed, and I noticed a sweeter tang on her scent that almost seemed bashful. “I’ve never hunted a lover before. That would be… new.”  

 “I, um. I… It wouldn’t hurt, would it?”  

 “Only if you wanted it to! Or being ripped limb from limb could feel like a pleasant massage!” Esper’s voice was utterly cheerful and bouncy as she described the idea like it was utterly unremarkable.  

 “I probably couldn’t give you a real chase these days. Knees and all,” Selene mumbled, suddenly looking down. “But, if you wanted to try anyway…”  

 There was something deep in her voice I hadn’t heard. A yearning, suppressed by the one feeling it. I wrapped my fingers between hers and squeezed.  

 “I want to try what this life has to offer, um. Why don’t we go to Monster Factory now?” I looked at Occantalis with a permission-seeking impulse that Gaelen had absolutely trained into me. “Um, if that’s okay?”  

 Occanalis stood, radiating satisfaction. “Of course! Thank you for indulging me, dear Lynn. Let’s do this again, in the back of the ship, perhaps, where I won’t need hypnotics to construct a little space for you! Have a good rest of your day, you two.”  

 She began to make her way out of the gaming space, gave Selene and I a little pat on the head, and surely it was the residual hypnotics in my system, but I’d have sworn I saw a few drops of Corruption sinking into Selene’s fur when the dark tendrils slipped away. 

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          The reading rec for this chapter is the FPTP sequel set 14 years after this, Everbloom Academy! It might feel weird to release a sequel before the last one finishes, but if youve read this far you won't be surprised by anything. Everbloom Academy follows a massive hypnotic roleplaying game designed by Selene and Occantalis, and will be releasing in parallel with the rest of FPTP.

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

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

        





  53. Mate

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn finished up her game with Esper Occantalis and set out to the Monster Factory with Selene.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: Selene and Lynn engage in consensual rape kink in this one. also biting and knotting sex.




    
    Pleasant music greeted us as we entered the Monster Factory, filtering down from the rafters. Tan wooden walls were lined with colorful body accessories, stations with helmets and sizing charts for tails and all manner of interesting items for altering one’s appearance.

“Lynn! Congrats!”

The fuzzy form of Suki Salix leaped at me in a flying hug, which would have probably knocked me prone if her current body wasn't a marshmallowy orb of airy fur with six slightly reptilian hands and a head sticking out.

[image: ]

“Oh- Suki! Hi!” I laughed the wind back into my lungs, steadying myself. My cane and Gigi had fallen to the ground as I instinctively reached out to catch her, but it was no trouble since Selene’s arm had tightened around my back to compensate. 

She idly bounced up and down in my arms, clearly happy to see me. It was funny, Suki was so instantly identifiable and yet completely different in this form, tiny and adorable.

“Well go on, do the honors!” She squeaked out.

“Right! Guess I have to reintroduce myself. I'm Lynn Echeveria, First Floret.”

“Eeeeeee, your owner made you such a gorgeous collar too!”

Selene's laugh was accompanied by a squeeze of her grip on my backside. “Yeah, doesn't this cute little bunny look better like this? I’ve been telling her since we met.”

Suki rolled over to face my girlfriend, squishy body ticking my forearms. “It really suits her! Speaking of meeting and greeting, I'm not so sure we’ve had the opportunity.” 

“Hey fluffball, I’m Selene. She and her, I think. I’m starting to think I might not understand y’all’s genders correctly, but I got used to being seen as whatever the hell a woman is so I’m sticking to that.”

“Works for me! Here, let me grab the accessories you asked for last time.”

Suki jumped out of my arms and rolled until four feet hit the ground, then started bounding along to the back. Selene reached down and retrieved my cane and biorhythm plushie, handing them back to me.

A vine lowered from the ceiling, and Suki’s owner above us gave me an affectionate pat on the head that felt lovely, kneading little soft nubs into my scalp. I had never gotten a name or pronouns for this affini, now that I thought about it.

“Um, how do I refer to you, um. Suki’s owner?”

There was a voice like a whisper like wind, the gaps between rustling leaves speaking words that weren’t words from the being above. The Salix, it/its.

“Nice to meet you too,” Selene offered up, staring at the affini on the ceiling with her middle eye.

Suki returned with a small bag clutched in her claws, and set it down on a low table before starting to dig through it. She pulled out a pair of floppy bunny ears that had a cluster of little ear shaped feelers on the end of the band. The outside was covered in a curly red frizz of fur that looked exactly like a denser version of my own hair, wispier at the tips and thickest at the base. The inside was paler, smooth light layers like velvet.

“I had to customize the tactile interface, since you have pointed ears, and I used your DNA on file to rapid-grow the hair exactly as your own! Well, with the fur genes turned back on anyway.” I blinked at the fact that my genetic code was apparently public information, but then she started to try to put it on my head. “Uh, you’re really tall, and this body isn't, haha. I think you gotta bend down a bit.”

“Oh, um… yeah. I’m tall.” I bit back the reflex to apologize for my height, and just complied quietly. Suki put the headband on, and it sank into my hair, and then the clusters at the bottom suddenly leapt into motion and curled around and into my real ears underneath the artificial ones. 

I whimpered slightly at the tingling sensation as the thinnest of feelers brushed against my canals before fading into unawareness. The sound went from muffled by the floppy covers on the sides of my face to fully crisp again. “Um, is that to help me hear?”

“Yes, but also, more than that!”

One of the vines above us gently stroked down the left bunny ear, and I moaned loudly as the sensation was replicated on the real thing.

“Fuck, that’s hot,” Selene growled.

Suki was now holding up a fuzzy bunny tail in one hand, and the two attachment pieces in two others. The appendage was a dark auburn like my ears, and not a cartoonish cotton-ball but a proper bunny shape like a flattened teardrop. One of the attachments was like velcro, and I assumed it would cling to my tailbone considering the shape. The outside, other than the circular tail port, looked exactly like my skin, which was a little weird. The other was, well. Clearly an inflating butt plug, that was also covered in the same tactile actuators.

“They also can translate being touched on your tail to your existing nerves,” Suki said with a nonchalant grin. “Different nerves for each, of course, but they both poke at the tailbone, one way or another.”

I gingerly took the externally attached one from her, then put the plug back in the bag for later. “Uh, I think I’d need some privacy if I was gonna use that one,” I mumbled bashfully.

Selene’s teeth brushed against my fuzzy bunny ear in a way that made me squeak. A warm humidity caught my nose. “Or I can just bend you over the table and stuff it in that cute little bunny hole of yours.”

“I am not having… sexual activities in a shop,” I whined.

She hooked a claw under my collar teasingly, the scent of citrus and musk rising thicker in the air. “You think you make that choice anymore, sweetie? You’re not a subject of the Compact, you're an object of the Compact. The only person who gets to say no to me about what I do to my girlfriend is your Owner, and we both know Gaelen wouldn’t.”

My cheeks burned with a blush and I felt gooey arousal pooling between my legs as her pheromones aligned my desires with hers, even more than they already were. Mantras overlapped in my head, reminding me that princesses get what they want and good bunnies know their place. 

Gods, I was cooked.

I looked to my fellow floret for an out, hopefully before I cracked and started begging for Selene to sodomize me in front of my new friend and her owner, but the little ball of fluff only giggled at my predicament. 

“Do whatever you like, I don’t mind. I’m completely asexual and sex-repulsed, my implant edits out awareness of anything to do with it. Even if you decide to fuck right in front of me all I’ll see is slightly blurry cuddling.”

“Ah, well, I think I’ll keep my manners then, either way,” Selene replied, winking at me in a way that made it very clear my doom was merely delayed, not averted. She leaned in close, her breath tickling at my hypersensitive floppy ears, and whispered sweet menace. “But I will have to teach you who is in charge later, kiddo.”

She finally released her grip on my collar and I stumbled back. I took a pull from my phytotoxin vape for an excuse not to talk and seal my fate even more. Shockingly, the feeling of warmth and comfort did not actually lessen the feeling of butterflies in my chest one bit.

As I breathed out, I glanced at the multitudes of lovingly detailed monster genitalia lining one of the walls, and pointed with my cane in an attempt to get the focus off of myself. “Um, so if you can’t see anything sexual, then, how do you work on those?”

Suki turned, and her pointy ears perked up in surprise. “Huh, I guess those are involved in sex, huh? I don’t think my brain really retains that information. It’s about the craft, you know? The artistry. I don't care how folks use my work as long as they enjoy them.”

She was rewarded with a bundle of vines from the ceiling stroking behind her ears, and once the yipping died down, Suki helped me line the tail attachment plate up above my underwear, right at the bottom of the deep backline of my dress. Once it was touching me it automatically shifted itself into perfect alignment, then gripped tight with a hundred pleasant tiny little plant roots.

The tail was plugged into the port, and I made happy cooing noises as Selene squeezed that too. The sensation of her fingerpads against the fur translated into a wonderful gentle rubbing on my tailbone that only seemed to intensify the longer she did it. My eyelids started to droop more and more with every stroke from base to tip. 

“Damn, she really likes this, huh.”

“Oh yeah, her owner said we should have them leech class-A into her skin when either one is played with.”

“Hhhey,” I protested weakly as the other floret and her owner joined in petting and stroking me on my tail and ears and belly. Time started to get fuzzy as the vines, hands and paws played with me. It felt so nice… Oh, the vines were guiding us to a stack of pillows in the corner now. Yay.

We fell backwards into a puddle of soft plush, and I let out a squeak of pleasure as a paw pressed down on my tail and then dragged up, running a line of friction that oozed more of the soothing stimulating drugs into my system.

Thoughts were so wonderfully hazy as I let them drift away. Suki in her little fluffy form wiggled up to rest up against my chest with a happy sigh. Selene licked and groomed my floppy ears. I affectionately hugged and pet Suki’s body like it was Gigi. Maybe it was Gigi? The little biorhythm plush ended up somewhere in there too.

What might have literally been half an hour later, Selene straightened up from the impromptu cuddle pile and stretched with a little awoouawu noise. I slowly stirred. My cheek was pressing against an overstuffed body pillow made out of a thick material that was very similar to Selene, presumably modeled off of xenra fur.

“Fuck, what were we doing? Oh right. So, we also wanted to look at the suit bodies. Lynn is getting the same remote thing you have.”

Suki shook herself fully lucid again. “Oh, yeah, I had a feeling, heh.”

We slowly disentangled ourselves and moved to the room full of frame bodies, and at Suki’s prompting, I picked out the one that had caught my eye my first time here. A chubby little bunny, only a bit more than two thirds my normal height. The Salix lifted the body onto a slab that raised from the floor, and Suki used every hand at her disposal to quickly disassemble it into component parts. Once every attachment plate had been separated, she chatted as she worked to strip the slightly garish demo color scheme from the frame, revealing the entire thing to be wood, vines, metal, and fabric underneath.

“So, your owner already forwarded me all your furry art, I have a pretty good idea of where to start, based on the custom ref sheets in particular.” I groaned in embarrassment, but at least Suki apparently didn’t even know what sex was. She turned back at me, and poked at the vine marks on my back. “I see you’re doing scarification on more of your body than just the leg now, do you want to represent that with lighter stripes?”

“Oh, that sounds lovely.”

Suki nodded, marking a bunch of points in the fabric with little pins and tapping furiously on a tablet screen, which I noticed also had a full list of all the body mods I had signed up for yesterday.

“Cool, cool. Go look over in the mirror, tell me how good I did.”

I did so, and gasped.
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I had a moment of what could only be described as furry euphoria as the bunnygirl in the mirror matched my movements exactly. It wasn’t what I wanted to look like always, but maybe it would be more than just an occasional thing.

“Yeah, that sound is the reason I do this.” Suki wiggled happily, tipping over into a rolling orb of fluff until The Salix gently lifted her back up. “So, any more features you had in mind? We can do some crazy shit with these bodies.”

I looked back at Selene, remembering the monstrous, terrifying, gorgeous predator my imagination had conjured during the game with Occantalis. “There is, um. One activity that I was interested in is, um…” My voice trailed off in embarrassment.

“Yeah?”

“I-I-I, um, I wa-wanted-wanted, I. Um.” 

The flustered stutters had my voice. A little whine said what I couldn’t, and Selene laughed and spoke for me.

“Aw, she’s so cute when she’s shy. Fortunately I already know what she’s trying to say. Have you ever done huntable frames? The kind that can be eaten and then rebuilt?”

Suki looked at me, then Selene, then back at me. A grin full of pointed teeth spread wide.

“No, but that does sound delightfully fun. You gonna rip this girl apart?”

Selene answered over my flustered warbling noises. “I sure as fuck intend to.”

“Well, I always like a new challenge,” giggled the puffball, and began ripping the existing mechanical musculature off the bunny frame as well. “How about I make two, one for eating and one for keeping?”

“Fucking perfect. And make her thighs and butt bigger. And uh, oh yeah, good, it already has one.” 

Suki had pulled the front panel off the torso, and my girlfriend pointed to a soft-looking clear tube that had just been revealed. It ran up from between the leg joints to inside the wooden ribcage, and had black rings every few centimeters, clearly meant to simulate internal muscles that tightened and squeezed around something put inside it. Following the path it took, I saw it continued up parallel to the spine, linking up to an opening that both halves of the neck plate had, and presumably the mouth. I had never seen a robotic digestive tract before.

“I wasn’t expecting I’d still have to eat in this body.”

Suki gave me a confused look, and pointed to what looked like a line of stringy seed pods, then a set of metallic flower petals under them linked by thin fibers. “No, it has internal batteries, see? And a receiver for the ship’s wireless charger field. This model can’t eat, we can add that if you want, though.”

“Then why does it have…”

I trailed off, blushing, as I realized what that tube that ran end to end was actually for.

“Never mind,” I squeaked.

An imagined side by side comparison of the size of Selene’s dick and the torso of this body intruded upon my thoughts. She would penetrate from the pelvis all the way up to almost inside the wooden ribcage. The sheer difference in scale between this body and my girlfriend really started to sink in. 

“Yeah, keep the bunny hole on both frames,” Selene said with a laugh. 

I pointed to a slightly wider section around the middle. “Wait, so if that isn’t a stomach, what is that?”

“Oh, that? A pouch for affini pollen! ” Suki looked up from the shoulder joint she was rewiring to see what I was looking at, and pointed at the list of body mods I was getting. “Just like the ones they’re putting in your sinuses!”

“Oh, gods.”

 


 

We got dinner at Lydian’s, since Occantalis had apparently fed me lunch while I was in trance, and strolled through the nearby park, enjoying the sunset and each other’s company and making small conversation. Selene’s voice bounced with excitement as she recounted her first project designing a human living space during the late cotyledon program, one devoted not to medical research, but sociology experiments. 

We had been delighted to discover I had healed enough that I actually didn’t need the cane when her arm was around my waist. Lacking anything else to do with my free hand as we walked and chatted, I fidgeted with the collar, running my fingers across the soft inner lining. There was enough give that it wasn’t distracting, and the faint rumbling warmth soaked into my skin pleasantly. 

The shape was narrow enough that it wouldn’t slip over my head, and it connected to my dress in such a way that would make removing it a silly idea. Truthfully though, the idea of even wanting it off didn’t cross my mind. 

Still, I tried to find a clasp, out of curiosity about how the mechanism worked. I could feel a small opening beside a seam on the back piece that a very thin vine could slip inside. More than that, I didn't know. 

My life before the Compact had been defined with rules built on consequences. Threats of incarceration, fines, losing employment, and the like. I could have been compelled to wear something like this by any manner of means. 

But this was a symbol of power attached not by fear of repercussions, but simply… my body lacked the physical dexterity. No human could remove this. My possibility space was that of a pet with a collar she could not remove.

I was a floret now, and everyone could see it. 

“Lynn? Your purse is buzzing.”

With a startle that made my floppy bunny ears stand up on their own for a moment, I jolted back to attention, realizing that the sound of Selene’s voice and her scent had lulled me into a relaxed state as we walked. “Sorry, I tranced out…”

“I know, I was doing it on purpose.” 

I blushed and fished around in my purse for my tablet, and when I opened it, felt a fuzzy warmth seeping through my chest as I saw the message was from Gaelen.

 

›ScaleKiln

Lynn, darling, I still have a great deal of paperwork to take care of and finalize, but I would adore your company beside me for the rest of the night.

›Pawn2Princess

Yes Syr! ^o^

Um, can Selene come too? 

›Scalekiln

Of course! Selene is always welcome in our home.

See you soon, princess.








“Syr wants me back soon, but you are invited too, if you want to be.” I swallowed. 

Selene chuckled, and turned us toward the direction of the castle hill, which wasn’t too far at all. She didn’t answer the question, instead focusing on me.

“Your whole face lit up when you saw it was from the youngbloom, that was adorable, it’s like a scrunchy face.” She tried to imitate a pleading look, sucking in her lips to try and diminish her snout while opening her eyes really wide. 

I burst into laughter. “I don’t look like that, surely.” 

“You do, and you sound like, uh.” She pitched up her voice in what I presumed was an attempt at an imitation of me. “Oh, Gaelen, my prince you’re so warm!” 

There was a flicker of something in her eyes beyond the irony, and then she switched back to her normal voice. “You’re such a natural, you don’t even have an implant yet and you’re already like this.”

“I sound like that to you?”

“Yup. That new-pet look is so cute in humans, you have such expressive faces.”

I decided it was best to take the bait. “What do you mean? Surely I can’t look that much different from before. It’s only been a couple days.”

“It’s what every floret deserves to wear. The face you make when you feel loved, safe, and home. You know, that corny slogan your owner has painted on every wall in the damn castle.”

“I just feel happy to have it resolved and to know that I belong to Gaelen.”

We rounded a corner in the suburb, and the hill leading to the castle came into view. I thought about those purple eyes, that smoked spice waiting for me.

“Yeah that’s the look. I never get tired of it. It’s like, uh, fuckin’, happiness by way of simplification. You ain’t dumber than you were yesterday, that’s not what I mean, that’s a different look. No, it’s just. Everything’s solved for you now.”

“I mean I suppose so in a literal sense but- I don’t know.”

I slipped my tablet back into the purse, which briefly bared the glowing implant core sample growing inside. It caught her eye instantly. 

“Oh fuck, she’s letting you carry that around? That’s kind of romantic.”

With a nod, I reached into the purse and pulled the glowing glass tube out. “Isn’t it pretty?”

“Um, yeah. I haven’t seen many of these in person before, I usually kinda clear out at around that point. I never even saw Tsundra’s before it went in.” 

The tiny little membranes inside spread and flexed slightly, roots grasping to touch and hold against the glass. Tiny fibers reaching out, knowing where they belonged.

“It feels kind of funny to hold it, and to know that it’s the thing I was nervous about, but now I’m just looking forward to having that reassurance inside me all the time.”

She gave me an affectionate squeeze, but then started to untangle her arm from around me.

“Maybe I… maybe I should just head home tonight.”

“You know, you could stay the night too,” I offered temptingly. “I like waking up next to you.”

“I dunno. I really don’t want to hog this special time.”

Complicated alien relationships weren’t exactly anything I had much expertise with, but clearly, the sight of my implant had changed something for her mood. 

“Are you sure? I thought you were gonna teach me who was in charge or whatever.”

“I mean. It’s Gaelen, obviously.”

She was grinning. Her pheromones weren’t. 

“What, do you think you won’t get to be… dominant with me anymore once I’m implanted?”

“Oh, not at all, kiddo. Gaelen isn’t a jealous type. But once that thing’s in, Gaelen will be the center of your universe, your Person. I'm just proud I got to be a part of you ending up where you belonged. It’s always sweet to watch happen, my daughter Tsundra was the same when Wolffia took her, it was cute.”

She puffed up her chest a little in pride. I stepped a bit closer, and looked up into her eyes, searching for something else.

“Well you’re not wrong that she’s really special to me, and I’m thankful that you helped me through that realization. You really were right from day one. But um- you’re my girlfriend, y’know? And you’re really special too. Implant or not I don’t see that changing.”

I let my head rest in the fur of her arm as we stepped closer to the castle on the hill, slowly inhaling her scent. Stealing comfort while hopefully providing some back. I wasn’t quite sure what had gotten into her today but there was definitely a wisp of melancholy. 

“Yeah I mean of course, kid. Hey, I’m fine, promise. Lemmie try and reframe this for you.”

We pulled out from the moment, but I let my fingers linger in her soft tufts of grey pale purple fuzz.

“I think there's a Terran word for this, though this one actually took a lot of explaining before I got it because it's such an inherently feralist concept. ‘Disabled’. I am, you are, every xenosophont is. If you weren't, you'd be the opposite of disabled. You'd be an Affini. And that's okay, because they're here to take care of what we can't.” 

I thought to protest that I would be able to walk again soon, before realizing that I still couldn't fly, or change my entire shape, or become a chess master overnight like Gaelen. Occantalis had mentioned wanting to push me to the limits, but that implied there were limits.

“That seems a little depressing. Like… do you not think I can love you? Besides, aren’t you dating Gaelen too?”

“Sure, but I know I’m not taking her full attention when she has you to look after. I expect to be loved but I don’t expect a real forever, there’s only one true forever in the Compact. Even a bonded mate is secondary to that. They’d never force us apart, but…” The xenra shrugged as she trailed off, and leaned even further away. “It’s a part of the normal cycle of life, you know?”

“Um, not really…” I frowned, and shifted back closer to her. “It’s actually really, deeply strange to me. The relationship you and I have is way closer to what I was raised to expect. I mean I figured I might have it with a human partner and not a pretty fox lady but um- yeah.”

“Well, yeah, you’re in the uh…” her voice trailed off, and she muttered something I didn’t understand. “There’s no terran word for this concept. It’s like, the period of receptivity that a xenosophont and Affini have after a floret breaks, but before it’s been focused to just each other by the haustorium.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s like an afterglow. You’re both so full of joy and I get to share in it. That’s something special. It’s okay that things change, sweetie.”

“No I um- hey.” We came to a stop at the concealed hallway that led to the elevator. I turned, hugging her close. My chin pressed into her chest as I looked up to try and make eye contact. 

“Since the moment I arrived here everyone’s been saying I can have whatever you want and all my needs will be met and all this stuff. And I didn’t really um- internalize it? Or accept that I deserved it?”

“Well of course you do, kiddo. Surely you don’t think I look like someone who doesn’t have her needs met.”

“Um, well I-I’m finally starting to finally understand that… Here’s the thing though. What I want is you. Not just Gaelen. I want a Daddy and a Mommy. I can tell that you’re feeling a little down today, but I promise even after that implant is in, you’re not going to disappear from my life, because spending time with you is important for my wellbeing. So as long as you want to be around me too, I’m not going anywhere.”

She sighed. “Well like, anything I could do, Gaelen could do better. Not saying this to push back or argue or nothing, it’s just an inevitable thing. I have my little tricks, I have gimmicks, but ultimately, I'll be secondary. I'll make you want something, you’ll want more than an old lady like me can manage to give, then Gaelen will fill the gaps and do it better. That’s normal.”

She pulled away entirely, and took a few hesitant steps back towards the independent village, stopping when I spoke.

“But it wouldn’t be you, Selene. It’s not about what you could do, it’s about what you want. The way you hunger for me. Gaelen, um. I love her! But I’m still figuring out what that even looks like, and there’s a lot of adapting there.”

I pointed at the vinemarks now branded into my skin for emphasis before continuing.

“You and I just… fit, as is.” I took her paw in my hand, and even as she gently tried to pull away I gripped tight. “I got the tie because the idea of someone like you was really hot to me before I even knew your species existed. And then you’re also really charming, and full of amazing experiences, and you care about me enough to get jealous.” 

“I’m not jealous.”

“Yes you are. And do you have any idea how many people have ever gotten jealous over me?”

She thought about it for a moment, tail swishing side to side. “Tons, I assume?”

“Zero.”

Some possessive ember caught within her, eyes focusing back on me again. “I should have punched that prick harder.”

“I like how attractive you find me, and…” I could feel the faltering of her certainty in the air, and realized how I could maybe stabilize it. I reached into my purse, and grabbed the bottle meant to make me irresistible to her. I didn’t know how many sprays it needed, so I was liberal with my application. 

Saccharine mists of vulnerability danced in the air as they fell from the bottle onto my skin. A gloss of warm roasted vanilla like a rare desert and the burgeoning buds of the sweet pea flower. I had marked myself as something to be preyed upon.

“Oh,” came a dangerously intrigued voice. “Your perfume. You smell like a little bitch going into heat.”

The hidden passage to the elevator opened as I stepped towards it, and she began to walk towards me, something predatory awoken from underneath her doubts. 

One step. 

I backed up, in the hallway.

“I’m not in heat. Not until the implant gives me one.”

Another wide step closer to me. A scared animal in my chest was pounding in fear at the sight of her. I was almost at the elevator, and I heard the door slide open behind me.

“And then, um, once I am in heat, you could take me… I don’t know what’s in store, but I want you to be there for it,” I begged. “I want to ride it out with you.”

I kept backing up.

She kept stalking forward. 

Her claws kept sliding in and out of her fingers as she advanced, and a moment later I was inside the elevator. 

The door was starting to close.

She leapt into motion, legs pushing off the stone ground for traction. I squealed in excitement as she braced her knees and jumped on all fours to make up the distance, screeching into the box right as it closed.

“Good evening, ladies,” Ruby greeted cheerfully.

Selene had me cornered, and for once wasn’t hunching over at all. She towered over me, easily two and a half meters tall, and as saliva dripped from between her teeth I started to wonder if perhaps I should have used one spritz instead of six. 

“Back when Suki gave me the tail, you did seem like you wanted to, you know.” 

“Fuck you?”

“Well, you pretty much said you could take me in the store and it wouldn’t matter if I said no.”

She snorted. “Well, okay, I was flirting because you clearly have a rape kink. I’d listen to you saying stop if I thought you actually meant it.”

A shiver passed through my spine as her hand brushed along the tail that was still attached to me. I mustered my most heroic straight face and tried to return her teasing. “What if I said stop a-and-and that it hurt, but y-you thought I needed it anyway?”

She slammed me hard against the elevator wall, and I heard my dress rip. “Then I’d fuck you harder.”

She was getting hard, the tip pressing in on my underwear until that too went. The ridges on her shaft slid back and forth across my labia, teasing little squeals out of my throat. 

Slowly the elevator was ascending, and I quickly came to a realization. This space was confined. Her musk was oozing in like hot waves of sourdough citrus and mulled tannin, and it crashed against my own perfume to create a noxiously arousing echochamber of arousal.

Her jaw practically unhinged as it encroached upon my face, tongue eagerly lapping at my lips in a kiss that had me whining with need.

Claws were starting to graze down my back, and Selene broke the kiss to bury her snout under my arm where I had hastily sprayed myself. I was acutely aware of the wetness of her nose as it rutted and huffed. 

“Fuck,” Selene growled, grabbing my throat. “One of the things about living a while is you get a good sense of what your weaknesses are, and I am weak to this.”

My voice was a squeak when I answered. “You seem pretty strong to me!” 

“You’re right, I am. Old lady or not, I can still throw a little bunny like you around.”

Both paws slid under my butt, and Selene bent my knees up to my chest. She gave a tiny glance to my scars on the right one, a desire to ensure my comfort that she then recontextualized as predation with a growl and a grin. 

My girlfriend had lined herself up with me, suspended me entirely off the floor and now I was at her mercy. I wanted her to feel even more powerful, even more in control.

“No, stop, you can’t do this,” I managed to theatrically gasp out before shrieking for real as she pressed me open. Selene kissed me as she let her full weight press forward, utterly dominating me, teeth pressing hard enough on my cheeks to leave indents. 

The paneling of the elevator rattled as she pounded me against it, an overwhelming assault of force on a body barely recovered enough for it. I was stuffed and stretched and it was incredible. This was more than I expected, and maybe more than I was even built for.

“Please, it hurts, I can’t take it,” I only half-lied.

“Good bunny,” she snarled back with total sincerity.

My hands were useless as I tried to push her off me, and sank into the soaring euphoria of my own helpless fawning instinct. Be good for the monster, be sweet and desirable, moan and tell her how good it feels, how badly you need it even if you say you don’t want it.

Finally the elevator dinged as there was a shift in inertia. She pulled out as the door opened and we spilled out into the guest bedroom. I caught Gaelen’s vine sneaking out through the crack of the door, and noticed a container of lube and a berry for each of us were waiting for us on a tray that had been put on the bed. I pulled the last of the shreds of my clothes off of me as my girlfriend grabbed both, then shoved me onto the bed.

My xenra lover climbed into the bed next to me, chomped and swallowed the berry for her immediately, then held the other gently between her back teeth and kissed me. It exploded as she bit down, coating my entire face in the sweet tang for her to lap up and force into my mouth with her tongue. I recognized the taste of the class-C bonding accelerant by this point. I wondered if Selene did, or if she even cared.

“I bet that bunny frame body will be able to run and hide, but this one sure can't. I'm wounded prey…”

Selene put a pillow down behind her, and leaned back while applying a generous quantity of the lube Gaelen had left us. Her shaft pointed straight up, and where I was expected to go was quite clear. I carefully slid into her lap, expecting to kneel, but that would be a position that still left me in control. She adjusted my legs to be behind her back, entirely denying me any leverage, so I simply crossed my toes over her tail and clung on.

Waves of musk poured off of her. Waves of perfume poured off of me. My pussy was slick with need, and although the rhythm of our fuck had simmered from the transition onto the bed it was mounting back again, higher and higher with every breath. And yet. 

She wasn’t letting me slide down onto the tip that was pressing against me.

“Please, I need it, Daddy!”

“Please what?”

I leaned forward into her body as best I could, where the fur of her chest rubbed against mine and it felt so nice. “Please fuck me!”

“Good girl.”

Finally she made contact, the conical point of her sensitive gland sliding right into the entrance. She didn’t keep thrusting. Instead, agonizingly slowly, she leveraged her paws into my body and pushed me down onto her cock like a toy.

“This is what your body is for, bunny. Being filled, squeezing tight around your Daddy.”

“T-t-thank you- fuckkk.”

Claws lightly dragged around my shoulder blades and suddenly I was being hoisted back up until only the very end of her remained inside, and her snout was down, inhaling from around my pubic hair as she made a deeply satisfied noise.

“When you go into heat, you’re not going to be able to think, not about anything but this. And I’ll be there to help you through it. Mommy and Daddy will take care of you.”

Push, and I was back down. Every ridge carried with it a heat that soaked into my flesh, stiff but not solid like the glass toy. Up and down, my ass supported by her spread thighs and the sliding groping love of her paws.

I whined out in a rasping moan, gasping to steady myself against the sheer thickness of her. My legs twitched and clenched on instinct and she pressed me down again, deeper than ever. I consciously relaxed every possible muscle. She slapped my ass hard and I gave in, clenched down, and moaned against her neck.

The initial teasing rhythm was discarded at that point, now it was nothing but panting, primal rutting. I would crash down on her and she would thump up on me, and every reverberation of her howling growls shot through my clit like a lightning rod.

At some point her fist gripped down on my tail and a jet of the built in euphoriants squirted onto my sweating flesh. She yanked my fluffy little appendage upwards and I strained my ass into the air to make sure it didn’t disconnect. That only spread me wider, and she took full advantage with an ‘awooao,’ burying herself as deep as possible, balls pressing against my cheeks.

Her breaths were getting faster, tongue flopping out as she panted. She was getting close, and suddenly she stopped thrusting and her resolve cracked.

“Wait, fuck, wait, it’s late, I don’t want you to be stuck on my knot all night-”

The impulse to let her back off and slink off almost took hold, but princesses say what they need.

I gritted my teeth as I locked my ankles and kept grinding against her. “No! Cum inside me, right now,” I demanded. “And you’re staying.”

“I… can’t stay…”

Acting on sheer instinct, I bit down on her and squeezed as tight around her with my limbs as I could, pressing my hips down on hers and rocking myself with what little strength I could manage. She couldn’t hold herself back anymore, and I heard her snarl, expanding inside me as I denied her that final shred of doubt.

Sticky heat pumped inside me, milked out by the contractions of my own body. I rocked back and forth on her knot, whined and moaned and finally screamed as I hit a peak of my own. My own tie locked tight.

I finally released my weak bite from her neck, and spat out a bit of her mane that was stuck to my lips. “I'm not going anywhere,” I whispered up to her ear, even as my voice trembled from the intensity. 

“Goddamn right you aren't, bitch,” She growled. “You’re mine.” 

She grabbed me by the bunny ears and pulled my head to the right, then chomped down on my left shoulder. It wasn't hard enough to break skin, but more than enough to hold me in place for her pedipalps to do more than just quickly sting, but sink deep and dump her venom into me.

Then her jaw twitched, and that barrier broke with a dribble of crimson. I screamed and slumped, but I would have sworn I felt the pinch of an injector and the faintest hum of my Prince’s presence, and the momentary pain of her teeth in my flesh turned to a pleasurable balm.
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She growled and rolled over, still throbbing inside me. My legs were pressed flat by my sides, and her furry balls rested against me, still twitching. Her pheromones shifted, altering my brain chemistry to bond me to the beautiful monster on top of me.

“I love you, I love you, I love you,” I babbled, wave after wave of venom soaking into me. “Please keep me, breed me, please, please, please, please…”

“Mate. Mine. Mine. Mine, my Mate,” she growled as best she could without letting go with her teeth, then switched to another language entirely, repeating the same modulated growl sound over and over. The meaning was clear. Mate. 

I was her Mate.

Everything got so fuzzy. I felt vines holding us both, and Selene made happy little noises as my Affini pet us both. Eventually we were carried back to the tower where we both belonged, and I fell asleep pressed between them once more.

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          This chapter's reading rec is an utterly disgustingly hot story that involves plenty of knots and a brilliantly unique premise, Polaroid by Mindcrank and TheMothCourt.

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

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

        





  54. Rituals

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn and Selene went to monster factory, then went home, Lynn used her xenra lure perfume, they had rough sex and Selene claimed her as a mate.

          


    
    My eyes fluttered as I woke, vision obscured by silver-streaked bluish fur. A mass of soft fluff lay atop me, pressing me down with each of her breaths. I inhaled deep, and felt a giddy lightheadedness. A blanket of calm pressed down on me, every bit as powerful as the weight of my lover’s body. The tangy citric smell was everywhere, my face buried deep in her pelt, every drop of air passing through the wonderfully pungent oils before reaching my lungs. It was wonderful.

I was on my back, and Selene was on top of me, completely covering my body with hers. Only my calves and feet felt the gentle currents of air, since I had been sleeping with my legs spread and wrapped limply on either side of Selene's hips. Even those were surrounded in the soft petals of my owner, a tickling idle massage playing between my toes.

An aching soreness radiated warmth where Selene had marked her claims, both in my left shoulder and between my legs. Something sweet and sticky had been applied to both by Gaelen, it seemed. Probably explained why neither hurt, despite lovemaking that had blurred the line between primal passion and intimate violence.

I had one hand that was not entirely pinned under her paw, and used it to feel around for the shape of Selene’s body on top of me, curious what part of her was the one covering my face in such a seal. Ah, it was her armpit. Of course. That seemed right somehow. I certainly wasn’t in a position to argue.

I heard what might have been a rumbling laugh, but it was rather muffled by fluff saturated in psychoactive girlsmell. There was a sliding sensation, and a long dragging of euphoric pleasure as a row of vines slid across my body. Evidently Gaelen had been resting her leaves in the groves of the brands that marked my flesh. Still more tendrils formed a comfortable bed under us, slowly moving around, strategically shaped to support me so that I was not completely crushed.

I felt the pressure of Selene lift up, followed swiftly by me. A weightless moment, and then we were gone from the pet bed that had apparently been erected on a shelf within the studio since my last visit. How did we get here? I supposed it didn’t matter. Gaelen formed a head from her tangle as she brought us into her embrace, and by the time I was settled in, it was at the shoulder of the form of my růdoform Prince. 

“Good morning, princess.”

We were consumed in the embrace, a body that assembled itself into a coherent form without ever letting go. Thick sliding tendrils that gently parted us into a swaddle. The firecracker scent of her workstations joined the saturation of Selene’s morning calming musk as we settled into place, my xenra partner still fast asleep close to her lap. 

I sunk back into the assortment of vines that partially resembled an arm, and allowed myself to slowly rouse, every breath carrying a little moan or murmur of happiness until my bleary eyes finally settled into an open position with a satisfied yawn.

“Good morning, Syr.”
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A faint flickering glow emanated from an area in the back, a golden light that illuminated the many curving arches of the crafting studio, each one constructed from a different material in a unique style representative of her passions, all forming the spacious dome of the room.

We were near the entry arch at a station that seemed dedicated to papercraft, ink and wood and sheets of parchment strewn across it. 

“How are you feeling, my love?”

“I’m still sleepy… a bit sore.” I blushed.

My dragon's eyes glimmered as she continued. “Indeed. Congratulations on your new designation, princess.”

“My um-?”

A vine slid around my shoulder, lightly grazing the mark where Selene’s pedipalps and teeth had broken through my skin, and a tingling shiver ran up my spine.

“Selene has marked you as her mate, or rather, her…” Gaelen produced the same growling sound Selene had while her teeth were buried in my shoulder, though with some of that draconic signature rumble. 

“I, um, I don’t entirely know what that means, Syr. At this point I kind of just assume someone will tell me things when it’s important.”

“It is a cultural ritual some xenrani engage in. A claim on your body. It is a promise to stay at your side, backed up by a retroviral injection that is, among other things, making you more receptive to her and producing a class-E that dulls self-preservation instincts. That will last as long as a few months, though I am quite sure she will have reinjected you again before that.”

Huh. I guess with Gaelen around, worrying about self-preservation was a needless source of stress anyway…

“Wait, but isn’t drugging me from within the implant’s duty? That sounds like… something it wouldn’t let continue.”

“If I believed it was not for both of your well being, I would have already undone it. Her choice of language is quite colorfully vulgar, but it probably is the most accurate translation in terran…” My owner leaned down and booped me on the nose teasingly. “Being her knotbunny is clearly good for you, so why would I not encourage it?”

I shivered and wiggled a little at the teasing, then reached for my left shoulder where Selene had bitten down. It didn’t hurt, though the flood of heat that pressure on the bite produced made me squirm a bit. The seal, which felt like corn syrup, stuck to my fingers when I pulled away, leaving my fingers a little buzzy and numb. 

“How the fuck did that evolve?”

Gaelen chuckled deeply. “I assure you, the ability to chemically enthrall organisms from completely different galaxies did not evolve entirely naturally. Selene is a heavily engineered being, shaped by thousands of years of Compact medical technology.”

“Funny that she still complains about her knees all the time.”

Gaelen paused before answering, a long moment of silence, other than my mate’s snores.

“Yes, quite an interesting contradiction isn’t it,” she remarked with dry amusement. 

I smelled a puff of cinnamon and glanced over in the direction it was coming from, expecting to see something being compiled. Tendrils shifted beneath me to accommodate my curiosity. Instead, I watched as a vine removed a plate with a pastry and a mug from beneath a dome on a tray. The tendril began to pull morsels off of a sticky looking bun with a thick white icing for me. 

“In any case, you are now mates, as viewed within her cultural context, and I intend to ensure that is properly reflected elsewhere. That is the paperwork that will recognize the two of you as pinnates once signed and filed.”

With a brush, a swirl, and a stroke, I was eating a delicious breakfast treat and sipping coffee, while Gaelen directed me towards a pair of forms sitting on the table beside us.

The thick set of pages had a designation code and office information on the top, and a friendly clean design that was far nicer than anything I’d had to sign in the Accord. I noticed Gaelen had already done what must have been my half. Everything was written in a script I couldn’t begin to read and yet I still understood how it would need to be filled out. I blinked rapidly. Apparently it was also mildly hypnotic. 

“A ‘pinnate’ is an Affini label for inseparable sophonts, borrowed from a terran botany term for leaves that grow together. It might be considered something like terran marriage in this case, though pinnatehood does not strictly map to any one kind of relationship, and can denote familial and platonic bonds as well. They are simply xenosophont social ties that the Compact considers atomic and ethically inseparable.”

I watched as my… pinnate, apparently, slept peacefully in the crook of my Owner’s arm, deep breaths causing tiny twitches in her soft muzzle. Who I was now xenra married to, and would be floret married to not long after.

“Um… Sorry I didn’t… ask? I mean- I guess she’s the one who did it, but… I don’t know. I’ve barely ever had one partner at a time before, let alone multiple. And you- you own me.” I squirmed in the fluster of submission. “Should I have asked?” 

“In a colloquial, non-legally binding sense of the term, she owns you too now, as well.” 

Gaelen chuckled, then gave me a gentle kiss on the forehead when I was consumed by my own warbling noises. 

“Sweet princess, it would not have happened at all if I did not approve. The berry I left for her was a common xenrani euphoriant. She doubtlessly recognized it on sight. What she probably failed to recognize was the injected extract of inhibition-reducing and bond accelerating drugs I included in there as well.”

There was a rumble that rippled through her form, ripe fruits and soft spices. Selene mewled happily in her slumber.

“You… drugged her to do it.”

“I encouraged more honest expressions of love. She does the same to you with her pheromones, remember.” 

Another bite of cinnamon roll found its way into my mouth before I could reply, followed by a sip of coffee, and my Affini continued explaining as I swallowed. “I intend on asking her to move in with us as well. It is… not really asking, as much as telling her that I expect this to happen since she has already taken you as a mate.”

“I-I, um, what if she doesn't want to?”

A vine pointed to the other form on the table, another crackle travelling through her grasp.

“That is what is known as a Notice of Intent to Domesticate. It carries little in the way of bureaucratic weight except as an expression of interest should she have other admirers. Think of it as an affini romantic gesture, but with a gentle threat underneath. A declaration of how serious I am. A… nudge.” 

“She seemed- she was- nervous that you and I would shut her out, last night,” I mumbled. “In fact, she treated it like that was just normal to be expected.”

“I heard. All the more reason to hold her tighter. You coaxed out quite a bit about her thought process last night that no others had managed to. It is part of why I am asking her to move her hab to the castle. It is for her benefit as much as yours. Whether it is as an independent or not is up to her, as long as I am satisfied she is doing well.” 

Gaelen paused for a moment, chuckling to herself. “And this time I mean it. But I will also not repeat the mistake of living on flights of fanciful avoidance of my true role in a relationship, however.”

“What do you mean?” 

There was a fire in her eyes now. “Selene has a lifelong habit of subtly attempting to avoid certain kinds of commitment. Of finding a reason to leave. As an independent, she is allowed to make that choice. However, she ceded her right to do so with you when she claimed you as her mate.”

“Um, but you said you influenced her to do that, Syr. Is that really… fair?”

I was answered by an amused twinkle and a raised eyebrow. 

“Of course not. Fair is an idiom, meaningless to a society where everyone is meant to get everything. Fair as you experienced it was a tyrant’s justification for austerity. She does not need to be my floret to be involved with you, of course, but to use a metaphor you know, I have placed her in zugzwang. If she attempts to pull away, to the detriment of herself and my floret, then she will find herself back here, one way or another.”

Her vines were squeezing tighter around Selene and I both. There was an uncharacteristic firmness in her voice, something protective, covetous, righteous. Butterflies fluttered within my chest in its wake.

“Why are you telling me this? You’re being very candid…”

“Because you are a good floret now, little one. Good florets enjoy making more good florets.”

The vines keeping me in place swirled flirtatiously, covetous of my skin. I moaned slightly. 

“All in due time and due course, little princess. She needs a steering vine, not a crashing cage. And none of what I have said will be secret when she wakes up.”

“This is… a side of you I’ve not seen, Syr. It’s hard to imagine the affini from a week ago who would have happily let me live as an independent partner down the hill saying any of that.”

“You are right. Even as my implant is still growing and not yet inside you, I have been altered deeply by our bond. By feeling what it was like to watch you sign a promise of your whole being to me, then take your life in my hands and cool your own blood through my leaves. Do you like it?”

My burning cheeks spoke louder than even a tattle flower could have. “I’ve always been attracted to power, I suppose.”

“Power. Such a curious thing,” my Prince uttered softly. “I have always thought of power as the capacity to inform, build, and develop. Now I understand how little I knew. I had never even glimpsed the full range of what power means until meeting you, Lynn. One who has only ever been subject to power that coerced, abused, and extracted. I will use what I have for your interest, as no one has before. Perhaps one day I may even understand it, but I have my doubts.”

I shrugged, accepting the final bite of the cinnamon roll. “You became the best chess player I've ever faced overnight, I’m sure you could figure it out.”

“I could imagine what it was like, yes. I have played games of manipulation and zero-sum control, but that is only in the context of fantasy that all parties could always put aside. I have not and never will have lived it. By the time I walked among the Růdon, only the faintest vestiges of injustice and scarcity within their society remained in living memory among their elders. My journey through this galaxy has always been centuries after paradise has been not only brought to a world, but normalized.”

There was a palpability to the words as she spoke them, a resolution of something that had been quietly forming and building ever since I shook her foundations in our fight before the hearing. When I first met the xeno who would become my everything, she was so sure about the ways of the universe. Now experience had realigned her, and, like a vase with ribbons of gold on the cracks, the confidence was reforming.

“I entered Terran space with a lofty idea of maintaining my old Růdon shape until we reached Sol, since I was of the understanding the majority of humans find it scary and offputting, then cherrypicking my future human companion from among those selected for accomplishment.”

“It’s hard to imagine anyone finding you anything other than really attractive, but I get what you’re saying and, um… There’s an earnest kind of sweetness in trying to save yourself for the perfect match. It was romantic.”

“It was not. It was a foolish and self-aggrandizing endeavor. Trophy seeking. To have the power to better others, and save it for one who needed it the very least. In doing so, I would be uncritically reproducing the very injustices that my society has been built to eradicate.”

I imagined my dragon with some spoiled trust fund brat and shuddered. “I’m glad you chose me, then. That you gave me the space to come to you.”

Padded tendrils ran across my scalp affectionately, though it seemed I was not the one she was trying to soothe. 

“Perhaps. But I still acted in fear of the mantle I was brought into this universe to carry, and waiting for your permission to help you in the ways you most needed did you harm. A youngbloom pitfall so common I was certain I would not fall into it, so of course I did so spectacularly. My intention to slowly court you was misguided, built upon a total cognitive dissonance about my own nature. I took an approach we might call romance. In many ways, it was just avoidant cowardice.”

I frowned a little. Her face was less cohesive than before, fraying, unraveling slightly. Baring glimpses of the truly alien creature I had been inexorably pulled towards until I begged to be made her companion forever.

“That seems like… a terrible way to treat your own existence. No one chooses the circumstances they are born into. You don’t owe the universe perfection. And besides, it was very romantic of you to seduce me.”

“You exist because an egg cell and a sperm cell met and created the remarkable woman before me from happenstance and chaos. I exist because of a calculated choice to uplift specific plantlike lifeforms identified on Růdoe, the exact specimens of which had been debated and planned for decades prior. My vines are highly engineered phytotech grafts with millennia of development. I was not born. I was made. With a purpose. One I do not think I fully understood until I saw how my righteous ideals were only half of the equation. How you needed me.”

I squeezed my fingers around the vine nearest my hand. “I think you needed me too, Syr. At least I hope so.”

“More than I ever realized, princess. I simply hope to make you happy. To deliver on the promises my kind has made, even as I reflect and only see where I could have done better.”

“You don’t have to be perfect or righteous, Gaelen. You’re kind. That’s what matters most to me. I only remember the joy. You promised me your everything, and unlike all of reality forever, I can actually tell you what a great job you’ve done.”

The turmoil of her features slowed, then stabilized. When her face returned, it was with a soft smile. 

Little creepers tugged at my collar, pulling me closer. Our lips met softly, the lingering taste of glaze and sugar mixing with the taste of my Owner, my Prince. Waves of molten trust oozed within me. Coiling limbs squeezed at me, her willing possession, wringing little gasps of joy out of a body I never would have thought I would be so comfortable in.

I cupped my fingers around the edge of her jaw, and recited her own words back at her. “All are home in this place. You are loved. You are safe.”

“You are a more wonderful companion than I could ever have imagined I would find, Lynn. We are all just sophonts battling entropy. If I have improved your life, then that is enough.”

We kissed again, and again, deeper and longer. When I was starting to gag on her tongue she finally pulled away. With an affectionate little sigh I nuzzled myself against her, and felt her squeeze back. 

“I missed you yesterday, Syr. It was a fun day, but maybe I was out for too much of it.”

“I missed you too, princess. Thank the fucking Everbloom I finished the last of your domestication paperwork last night. You are truly, absolutely, Lynn Echeveria, and no force in this universe could argue otherwise.”

I giggled at her rare vulgarity. Something about that soothed me. Maybe it should have horrified me. Fuck. I really was an imperialist alien’s pet, a xeno raised to think she was duty bound to fix the entire universe. And I felt safer in her vines than I had ever known. I had been given freedom and still chosen this, and I would do it again and again.

It was wrong, surely. Far removed from the bounds of any ethical framework I had ever heard of. And yet, I had found my purpose here. To be a loving, loyal companion to the one saving the universe. My role was simply to be happy, for as long as I lived.

But… another person was caught in my wake too, snagged by the same creeping vines pulling slowly toward inevitability. Didn’t Selene deserve that happiness too? She wasn’t for sure going to domesticate her, Gaelen just wanted to help her. And probably force her to get her knees replaced.

The xenra in question stirred within Gaelen’s other arm, curling into the mass with a small snoozing sound. There was more than a little guilt as I looked down at the woman whose future had apparently been decided by my interest in her.

“You still appear conflicted, princess.”

“I just… You spent one night with Selene without me present, and it was because I stomped out on you and then kicked her out when she came to see me first. And now you’re committing to have her permanently added to your home, pet or not, based on my relationship with her. I’ve been on this ship less than a month, and everything is forever.”

Gaelen chuckled. “Hardly just that! Please, princess, give me more merit, I have found her attractive since the day we met. I have centuries of experience in pursuing relationships with xenosophonts. I can identify what speaks to me rather quickly. Besides…”

There was a slightly somber pause as she held me tighter for just a moment, and she used the moment to let me finish the last of my coffee before speaking again.

“The concept of permanence is simply different for a being that does not know mortality. There is no opportunity cost of time for me, and every moment of your lives is a precious gift I will always prioritize.”

A shiver passed through me. “Um, yeah. I guess my forever isn’t your forever. I don’t want to think about that too hard.” 

There was a tap at my lip and a berry that replaced lingering nerves with fuzzy comfort. It was followed by a passing of my phytotoxin vaporizer into my hands, which I gladly took a deep hit from. The certainty of her love settled my worries as it radiated through my chest on a slow exhale.

“So, um, what makes you drawn to Selene, then? She seems so dominant, but… so do you?”

Her voice lifted back into a warmer timbre. “Well, she is simply adorable, for one thing. Just look at her. And soft fur is a delight to take care of and groom.”

“She does make that cute awoo noise.”

“Indeed. Additionally, your framing assumes a symmetry of relationships I do not. To care for an aging dominant xenosophont, to enable her relationship with my submissive floret, sounds absolutely wonderful! An open trio of a similar nature is, genuinely, my conception of an ideal relationship based on my cultural influences. Remember, the most time I have spent in one community was among a trimorphic species that had complicated polytriangular relationships.”

I thought about what that would be like. This happiness… forever. My precious girlfriend… mate… was still fast asleep, tucked under her other arm. Her fur radiated with the heat of a body deep in slumber, a soft smell like cookies and sweat. I loved her. I shouldn’t love her, but my heart had never listened to the speed I was supposed to love at.

“Surprised she’s still not woken up,” I remarked. “We aren’t exactly being quiet.”

“Well, yes, she was up late.”

“She… was?” I was pretty fuzzy on anything that had happened after Gaelen took us back to the tower. I remembered my teeth being brushed? I was pretty sure she had still been tied inside me when I had fallen asleep… with a mask of flowers over my face. “Didn’t you put us to bed?”

My Affini laughed, and traced a few tendrils along the brandmarks on my back teasingly. “I did. You passed out due to exhaustion from your long day, and I ensured it would be a deep rest with a class-Z xenodrug. But you did put six times the assumed concentration of a xenrani aphrodisiac on yourself. Selene continued to mate with you, repeatedly and vigorously, well into the night. I eventually had to sedate her with a class-Z of her own and clean it off your body so she would rest.”

My toes curled at the knowledge that she had fucked me like a ragdoll in my sleep, and that Gaelen had drugged me so that she could. It certainly explained how deeply stretched I felt. There was certainly a lot to love about her.

“I won’t do it again, Syr.”

“Oh, do not worry, I have already made that scent the default that the pheromone glands you wanted will produce.”

I watched as my mate’s chest rose and fell. There was a tension to her that was erased by sleep, a comfortable, vulnerable cuteness hidden under the claws and teeth and horns. Where vines brushed across her fur, I saw the outline of the body underneath, and was more than a little drawn to stare at her hips.

“Anything else on your mind, little one?”

A bashful little grin wound its way across my face. “She has a nice butt too.”

Gaelen chuckled. “Ah. Yes, how could I forget butts. A very terran perspective. Or a little changeling, perhaps.” 

Tickling tendrils started to play with my ears, and Gaelen shifted so that I sank a few centimeters deeper into her as I thrashed and moaned. Once she relented I thought about the question more, and gave her a more serious answer.

“It’s, um, certainly a lot. A month ago I wasn't allowed to call the captain my girlfriend. Because she was afraid of being seen with a trans woman. Now I apparently keep getting shotgun married every few nights. Kind of a big change.”

“There is humor to be found, perhaps, in the expression of tying the knot. But technically, marriage as you would define it is a Terran custom. You are an affini’s floret and a xenrani’s mate.”

“Hmph. Don’t be pedantic, Syr…” My voice trailed off as I reflected upon the absurdity of the last few weeks of my life. “I’ve become a floret and got a mating bite, both in a fit of passion. Both without much in the way of circumstance. Both within a couple short days. And also the ship I live on seems to want to date me too?”

Gaelen smiled warmly down at me. “Relationships within the Compact occur at a pace that is typically accelerated when compared to the preexisting societal practices of the various xenosophonts who we assimilate. After a generation or two, it becomes culturally normalized to bond more freely and easily. When you live without scarcity, the idea of depriving yourself from the depth of intimacy you desire for an arbitrary time period starts to seem silly, especially with guardians who can oversee things or even roll things back if initial compatibility turns out to be lesser than it first appeared.”

It was a little unsettling to have the undo option mentioned so casually, but I supposed that made sense. If Selene and I ended up not being right for each other, at a minimum there would be strong safety nets and supports… but we would possibly wake up one day without any memory of the other. That was what Gaelen getting to put a mind control device inside me meant. It was insane to trust her as much as I did, but I supposed the addictive drugs helped. 

Another hit on my vaporizer phytotoxin confirmed that yes, the addictive drugs absolutely helped. 

“I think I'm going to keep having culture shock moments for a long time, Syr. Thank you for your patience with me.”

“Of course. Perhaps the source of your dissonance, sweet princess, is not the rapidly strengthening bonds between us three. It could be the lack of a proper ritual to accompany and honor that bond. You deserve that.”

“I wouldn’t mind it.”

“We could throw a terran wedding if that would bring you joy. You are the only Celtic Pagan Reconstructionist onboard this ship currently, but there are many affini with a passion for cultural learning and social rituals who would spring into action at a moment's notice to support you in such an endeavor.”

“I would like that eventually, I think, but um- I suppose it already feels strange that we’re talking about her moving in after a few dates and a couple of weeks? Let alone a marriage. Besides, I think I would want my mom to be at a proper wedding ceremony.”

Nervous what-ifs pushed against the fog. I closed my eyes, and the mixing of my Owner and my Mate’s scent told me everything I knew. Oh dear, that term felt like it had picked up a connotation of deference already.

“Ah. Yes, wanting to wait until we have rescued your mother makes sense for the ritual from the culture you share with her. Hmm,” a vine affectatiously stroked her chin. “Not a human wedding, but something else…”

It was obvious from her tone she already knew what she wanted. I smiled sweetly. “Please, tell me?”

“Well, if you insist! The vœviå ceremony would be very enjoyable for me to hold. It is one you would likely not wish your mother to be present for,” my Prince chuckled. “To prepare you for it would also mean… imposing changes upon your body in ways you did not disclose being interested in during our little interview after getting your sample taken.”

“Um, would I enjoy it?”

“Dear princess, I would never allow you not to enjoy it. But the coward with a romantic heart within me balks at the idea of changing your interests to enjoy the things I find special without at least hearing you beg first.”

She wasn’t exactly playing fair, as her vines stroked along the grooves she had branded into my skin and made erogenous. Reminding my hindbrain how good letting her be in control felt, not because she even needed to, but because she wanted to make me want. I looked up at her eyes and willed her to take it.

“I want to, um. I’m your companion Syr. Make me compatible with what you want. I trust you. Please, Please, Syr.”

“Good girl. You enjoy my power over you, don’t you? To be shaped by my will, to make you crave what I crave? I have done it so many ways, and every step brings you more in tune with me.”

“Yes, please. I want to be even more desired by my Prince. You and Selene both modify your forms so casually to accommodate me, and I want that too.”

Gaelen carefully set Selene back in the elevated bed beside her drafting table and stood. A few stray vines remained curled around my mate as she went. A burst of flame from her mouth ignited a roaring kiln. She smiled, and pulled out her tablet, queueing up pour molds for what looked like piercings.

“Wonderful. Now, sweet princess, there are preparations to be made.”

 



  
Notes for the Chapter:
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  55. Pierced
Summary for the Chapter:
Last Chapter Recap:
Lynn woke up under a sleeping Selene, learned that they're considered bonded mates now, and Gaelen decided to do something to prepare her body to participate in a Rudon wedding ceremony that will be happening at a later date.

Notes for the Chapter:
CW: oral sex. This chapter has a scene in a collapsible box after the plot-critical details. It features squirting, sounding/catheterization, earfucking, sinus play, and genital piercing.

Gaelen hummed with satisfaction as she moved over to one of the workstations in her art studio, one that seemed to be dedicated to jewelry making, surrounded with mirrors and fine tools. The room had that faint haze, a smoke from the various kilns and furnaces that soaked everything in the warm scent of firecrackers and gunpowder and heat, like a hearth on a cold day. I spotted a few cracked beads on the table that looked like the part of my collar that rested on my shoulders. 
“You wouldn’t crack so many beads if you let me manage the cooling phase with one of those crazy five-dimensional heatsinks,” I teased.
“I will consider it,” my Prince chuckled. “They are actually somewhat complicated to mount on a spinning hab ring, at least when far from the axis of rotation. An engineering complication I would not ask of others when older solutions do well enough.”
“I bet Tali would say yes if I asked.”
There the faintest shudder of amusement on the air, like a momentary approving fluttering of kilometer-long petals.
“She said yes.”
“I had not considered the possibility of using a princess’s grace to further my aims,” Gaelen teased as she laid me down on my back on a soft mat that several of the mirrors pointed at. “Can a fearsome dragon be trusted with such unchecked power?”
“I trust you, Syr,” I giggled.
“Good floret.”
Suddenly, a vine tightened around each ankle and wrist, spreading me wide and vulnerable. Soft little moans weakly formed in my throat as I was positioned in place. None of my joints hurt, but there was definitely still a slight stiffness to them, probably from being bent and contorted while Selene had made dominating love to me in my sleep.
Gaelen split her focus and form as she got to work, a vortex of vines tracing feathery touch up and down the bottoms of my feet and exposed underarms to make me squirm against her bondage until my body stopped even trying to struggle.
Meanwhile, she swung open a mahogany cabinet up above me and retrieved an old glass jar filled with small gold fragments like little ingots of sand. The vine holding it set the jar down on the table to my left. 
Now that my body wasn’t covered in vines and I had better angles to see via one of the mirrors on the station, I inspected myself closer. The bite mark was healing quite quickly, presumably thanks to Affini medical tech. There were purple splotches on the backs of my wrists, Selene must have flipped me over at some point and pressed them down hard enough to leave a visible reminder while having her way with me in my sleep. Now that I thought about it, my hips even looked a few centimeters wider than they had been before Selene had started pumping my holes full of her engineered xenohormones every night. Or maybe it was just having gained healthy weight after a lifetime of poor nutrition.
Beyond that, I was covered in minor scratches and bruises. Occantalis had been right to predict that using one of my perfumes would result in physical evidence. 
There was an undeniable thrill to what had been done to me, another xeno’s claiming marks added alongside the vine-brands on my back and collar on my neck. 
I had been utterly conquered. Marked as the property of my Prince, and the sexually submissive plaything of my Mate, but cherished for it in a way that I never would have been before.
Still, a ghostly shimmer of shame passed through me. 
I looked like… a domestic violence victim. Like someone to be pitied and coddled and rescued from abuse, only to be dumped without support as soon as the so-called savior had served their own ego enough. I had worn marks before, unwanted reminders that left me more judged than the powerful clients who did them to me. I had hidden them from view and even from my own thoughts. 
Gaelen, clearly noticing where my attention was focused, leaned down for a reassuring kiss. I tasted the sparks that took fear away on her tongue. Soothing vines curled into the branded grooves on my back, settling my mind as I was reminded of where I belonged. When she pulled back and I could see myself in the mirror again, I felt so much better.
After the momentary panic was fully dulled, she leaned back and whispered soothing words. “The visibility of your bruises and scars are a very attractive feature of your physiology to many sophonts, myself among them. I am an artist, and you are a beautiful canvas. Your body speaks your history, and we will write such a wonderful story upon it.”
“Thank you for thinking I’m beautiful, Master,” I whispered with a thoughtless impulse.
Gaelen perked up, her full attention pouring into me with a palpable weight of curiosity. “That is a new phrase.”
I snapped back to awareness, hard. Years of fawny habits hissed like water boiling off an overheated coolant line. An apology fought to break free, and I forced it down. 
“It felt right,” I replied, firmly refusing to let the word sorry exit my mouth. Courageous defiance of what my experiences had told me to expect. “I love you.”
“And I love you, princess. I cannot imagine any sweeter sound than a new title of devotion finding itself upon your pretty lips.”
Tension drained, like a steam valve burning off pressure. She would never be upset with me, never mock me for the rapidity with which I fell in love. I was her pet. If I made a true mistake, she would always be kind. 
And never, ever, would I be wrong to love her with my whole being.
Everything my heart craved that I had been trained to see as a mistake with terran partners was right when it was with my Affini.
What a human would say no longer mattered. I hadn’t just left humanity behind, but mine was unmistakably the body of someone that inhuman pleasures were now visited upon regularly. Squeezed and molded to the shapes they most enjoyed, marked by the places where passion had broken skin. 
Considering my vagina and inner thighs were covered in the same golden syrupy seal that was on my left shoulder, I had a moment of amusement at the thought of any human even trying to touch me now. Trying to live up to the experiences my two alien partners could give me.
I gazed into the swirling eyes of my Owner, sinking into her reassurances. 
“One day I won’t be able to doubt it, I hope. It’s all been so fast. Even for me.”
Succulent leaves tenderly comforted my nude body, rubbing up and down in a multitask as her main construction of a hand tapped away at a 3d model of a mold, finalizing details. 
“Removing your capacity to doubt you are loved is by far the most invasive change I will make to your psychology when you are implanted, even as a part of me wishes to leave your mind as unchanged as possible. But like surgery, incisions must be made for the purposes of healing. No more fear.”
No more fear.
Fear had kept me safe in the wild.
Now my Prince would do that.
Satisfied in my calm, Gaelen diverted her attention once more, partially turning the mass of her body to the side. I craned my neck from the table where I had been placed and restrained to watch as a long vine spilled out from her, dense and yellow-green, the tendril curled around the clay mold that had been printed in the compiler sitting at another station. The vine wound back toward us. 
My Dragon rumbled with satisfaction as she inspected the cube, a funnel-like hole on the top. Tendrils licked and teased across my body, sending those rumbles into me as well. The mold was nestled into a chamber at the top of the kiln near the center of the room, and I could clearly watch in excitement through the reflections in the mirrors as the waves of heat poured off it. 
Small feelers swirled against my sealed pussy, up and down my slit. I whimpered as they moved. Her amethyst eyes glistened knowingly as she measured out some of the gold ingots. An omen of where exactly she intended to adorn me.
“So um, the voevia thing… it’s like getting married?”
With a flourish she poured the ingots into the funnel on the top of the mold. Right afterwards, a thick soft bulb of plant matter protruded, oozing some sap from a needle tip into the mold. The whole thing went into the kiln, and I felt her excitement building in the air as she gathered more tools out of the range of where I could see.
“It is the closest simple translation. Though due to the difference in Rudon societal structure, it obviously does not have the same patriarchal, property-exchanging connotations.”
“I’m not a Christian,” I grumbled. “Pagan weddings are not a business deal masked in romance.”
“Ah, that is quite fair. My apologies for the generalization.” 
I watched as one of her sturdy inner roots retrieved the mold from the furnace and brought it over. Embers of smoke and steam crackled from the brittle clay, grey smears of ash imprinted upon the exterior.
“Also, I’m not sure you are in any position to be criticizing a romantic ritual that is patriarchal and property oriented. You literally own me because I fell in love with you.”
Something mischievous rumbled within her as she answered. “Yes, but I am an affini, little one. It is different when I do it.”
“That isn’t-hhey!” My alien Master gave me an affectionately ticklish tummy rub that stifled any attempt I could have made to debate or demand justification. I tried to speak again, and she just tormented me with feathery feelers even more. “Hnnfh- that isn't, you can’t-”
There was a teasing sadism under her casual bulldozing of my prior moral framework by just tickling me too much to argue. Of course, she kept goading me. “I believe you said I can do anything I want with you, my pet. I filed paperwork to such an effect. I hear no convincing arguments to the contrary, only the sounds of a happy floret.”
Finally, she stopped for a moment, giving me a chance to submit. I whined in defeat, eyes scrunched tight. “Yes, Syr.”
I heard an adorable ‘auwroauw’ of a yawn from across the workspace, my screaming and laughing having apparently woken Selene. Gaelen and I both turned towards the xenra as she stirred. 
“Hunnhn… ‘m… g’morn… Why’re y’all way over there… n’not cuddling me?”
“You still need your rest, dear,” Gaelen chuckled, then a scale on her shoulder lifted, and launched something that moved too fast for me to see at my Mate. She made a small yip of surprise, and then slumped, snoring once more. The vines caressing her plucked the petal-feathered sleeping dart from her fur, and my Prince turned back to me. 
“Now, to fully explain, I would take you both in a voevia trio, as the… hmm. The best way to describe it is the facilitator gender role. I have based much of my life on růdon trimorphism and culture. The růdon, as a baseline, have three predominant identities. I can best translate them as the facilitator, the carrier, and the nestmaker. My interest in your sexual pleasure may not stem from an innate internal drive as Selene’s does, but as something of an enabling force.”
“So… which of those are her and I?”
“Selene is clearly the nestmaker. One moment, the cast should be ready.”
Gaelen broke the mold and held up a golden ring where I could see it, still glowing with the heat of her kiln. Reds settled into yellows, shimmering in their beauty. It was far too small to be put around a finger, with a thin part that would clearly be going through my body.
“So you’re like… an observer?”
I watched as she continued to remove tiny gold eyelets from the mold, ten in total. Was she making clothing as well?
“That is not quite how I would describe our experiences, little one. Perhaps enabler is a better translation than facilitator. An enabler is an active force in a social and sexual scenario. It is more about what source of pleasure has been centred. I gain intense joy from the mastery of your form. The gathering of knowledge. The act of preparing and blossoming you. Bonding with you both deeply and knowing that I set you up for the best possible experience. Building in a series of escalations towards the maximized enjoyment of the trio as a whole and then relishing as the deluge of a nestmaker is unleashed upon a carrier.”
There was a tightening in my abdomen. “Ah. I felt that one in my pussy, I think.”
She nodded, dipping the hot metal into a trough of cool water and letting steam hiss into the air. “You understand. To be in such a dynamic is deeply fulfilling. At least, that is the impression I have always received. You are only my first floret after all. Speaking of your delicate flower, there is another preparation I should make for the proper ceremony.”
Suddenly, vines tipped in wet brushes oozed some debonding agent onto the seal on my privates, beginning to harmlessly dissolve the semisolid coating that had protected my sensitive flesh while healing.
Something like a glass dropper slipped through the weakened seal, into the oozing wetness that had been trapped inside me. Gaelen applied a pressure to the head of the dropper, and pulled a few drops of what my Mate had fucked into me. She held the pinkish viscous fluid up to the light, then emptied it into a mixing jar already full of a clear resin and gold flakes. Then one of the flowers from inside her chest extended, and a puff of orange particles dropped, and finalized by plucking one of her own petals from her wing and shredding it into red wisps.
“Did you just… put Selene’s cum and your own pollen in your art supplies?”
Her rumble spilled into a chuckle, a glimmer to her third eye as it caught the crafting station lights.
“Indeed. Your own fluids were sampled as well, my love.”
“Pervert.”
“I consider the interacting sexual and artistic traditions of several xenosophont cultures to be a hobby. I am, by any definition, a pervert.”
Gaelen stirred the mixture, sealed the container, and extended a long vine to set it beside the glasswork kiln. “Now, for my own, more personal indulgence. Selene had herself modded so that your enjoyment of each other’s bodies leaves a gift behind for me, and my applying a moisture seal to you was no accident. Besides, the relevant area must be cleaned and sanitized.”
With the ring still held up, a thin tendril swirled around and pinched at my clit, tucking under the thin hood of skin. I tensed up with a squeak as exactly what part of my body the ring was meant for suddenly became clear.
“Oh, fuck, hhhhey,” I managed to warble out. “You’re… you’re putting it… on my…” I gulped. “I’m not sure if I’m…”
A tap brushed down on my chin, and before I could even blink, not one but five of the bonding-accelerant berries were crushed above my open mouth. Tangy citric juices poured down my throat. A little whimper caught in the sticky folds of my berry slick throat.
“Surely you wouldn’t deny this little adornment its purpose, princess. I made it for you. You need it for the ceremony.”
A dizzying wave of love rocked through me as she held the gold loop before my face. It was so pretty. The golden color shone like a sunset, a mirror shine that reflected hints of Master’s auburn petals. Maybe the prettiest thing I’d ever seen. And also, it was a piercing, made to go in me specifically. It needed to go in me. That was its purpose. Wouldn’t it get sad if it didn’t?
“Okayyy,” I hummed happily. “For the ceremony… I’m the carrier!”
“Indeed, little one. You are such a good princess.”
A heavier tendril brush pressed against my pussy as she loomed over me, a gentle smile on her face. My entire body shifted back from the pressure, and a thin fluid extruded from the tendril. Gaelen swirled it around, and I gasped as it pulsed with her rhythm like the warning creaks of an earthquake. My skin felt so sensitive and needy, clearly there was something in there that made the touch even better than normal. I rutted against it and she chuckled, pushing back again. Like a shy thing rubbing against a pillow, we continued in this little back and forth, each thrust making me needier and needier, awakening my arousal.
The vine pulled away, stretching the fluids into a trail of glistening lubricant that finally broke. I uselessly humped the air, feeling for a stimulation that wouldn’t come.
“Careful princess. Don’t worry, you’ll get what you need.”
I ineffectually tugged at the bindings on my arms and whimpered.
“Please Syr…”
A thin chain made of gold ran from left to right across my pelvis right above my mons, pressing into the layer of soft fat I had developed, keeping me from bucking further.
“For your safety and well-being, I have to keep you in place.”
I had my doubts the chains were strictly needed, but probably just had more tickling in store if I accused her of fetishism. My Prince sunk her vine and petal assembly of a body lower, her face was almost the size of my chest and it was descending down.
My legs were spread by the scaled succulents of her cheeks, and even though I knew her head was no different than any other part of her body, the sight of a lover happily putting their head between my legs was still so novel my chest filled with butterflies even before something like hot breath brushed against wet folds.
Then, just when I was braced for the expected texture of the vines she used as a tongue, a thick tendril that split into writhing feelers began to lick and lap at me instead.
“Good pet, so full of sweet pollen for your Master to enjoy,” came the voice of the force that had conquered me. It rang out even as her mouth was fully occupied, and I couldn’t help but try, and fail, to wiggle from the giddy excitement.

[image: ]Deep, hot tremors of satisfaction rumbled through the bondage on my body, as her definition of sex and mine found common ground. It was alien and unfamiliar and all the more toe-curlingly pleasurable for it, her drinking of the pollenmimic nectar Selene had left dripping inside me after my deflowering.
The sensory experience built and built, slick drug enhanced lapping swirls running circles around my pussy, little roots pressing under my clitoral hood to lick at my neediest bundle of nerves.
A screaming orgasm was wrung from my body, followed by an injection of what could only be more bonding enhancers. She wanted me to be addicted to her, dependent on her touch, and was making absolutely sure of it. 
I heard the roar of another furnace in the background, a casual demonstration of the full breadth of her focus so vastly eclipsing mine. Hissing steam, clattering of metal, and none of it divided the attention of the sensations she continued to visit upon my erogenous zones.
Suction on my nipples and the feeling of her usual tongue swirling against my bunny hole joined the overwhelming cacophony of pleasure. Again and again I was made to orgasm in a loop, only pausing to wipe tears and drool from my face before injecting me with something to reset anything resembling a refractory and do it again. A pair of tendrils curled shallowly into my ears, sliding up and down in writhing circles that sent squeals leaking from my lips. Each tendril lavishing in teasing the depths she would soon be free to explore fully.
The sound of her craft was silenced, and only smooth praise whispered directly into my ears could be heard. Layered hypnotic reminders that I was a sweet, obedient pet echoed over reinforcing of my brand-new lifelong fetish for genital piercings.
A flower latched onto my face, but it wasn’t the dry seal of a xenodrug flower but wet, sticky, fleshy. Rippling floral sweetness and gentle suction latched to my face, a wet hole full of pleasure and drugs. The petals split like a pair of vertical lips, and slipping my tongue inside, I tasted spice and melon.
It was perhaps the same flower she had used to prepare Selene’s cock before she fucked me, or just something similar, but I licked and lapped, chasing the silent sound of approval I interpreted as crackles of rumbling pleasure. At first I tried something like oral sex with my mouth, but that wasn’t it. She liked it most when I thoughtlessly mashed my face against the dusted inner petals, coated myself in the slick nectar of her folds.
CW depraved smut, see chapter notes. Click to collapse and skip.
Something thin and smooth from within the pussy flower was playing with my septum now, and my body managed a single weak sneeze to expel the unexpected invasion before it leaked something wet into the membranes that replaced a defensive reflex with twinkling, pleasurable calm. 
The long lapping strokes pushed higher and higher until they fully blocked my capacity to breathe from my nasal passages, and for a single moment a vestige of animal fear was able to break through into my bunny brain. It was an instinct warning me that I was drowning, despite my frequent gasping breaths. 
Somehow, my vaporizer found itself between my lips, and with a final gasp it was the rational worry from that past life where danger could harm me that perished. 
The intrusions that rolled around the upper parts of my sinus swelled, oozing in hot sappy pollen as they temporarily retracted. I sighed in joy.
The inside of my skull was being mapped, as far as she could, and I shuddered to imagine how it would feel if this was the starting intensity of sensation I could expect. This was a pleasure beyond humanity, and it was how I felt before the implant had rendered my sinuses fully erogenous. I supposed it was the part of my body best suited to carry her pollen.
My Owner continued to work her own tongue against my flower. The assault on the inside of my skull had only added to the overwhelmingly pleasured sensations, not replaced them.
I could breathe around the wet succulents grinding against my own tongue, just barely. The yonic alien graft was applying as much force as a human sitting on my face would have, pushing my head back in a position of utter submission. A thick ooze slid down my throat and chin, the most literal eating out imaginable.
A spray of fluid gushed from my pussy after an unimaginably intense climax exploded from the combination of sensations and chemicals being forced upon me. The invaders exploring the entrances to my skull that were never meant to be entrances kept massaging parts of my body that had never been touched before, and she leaned back, a slight dampness now clinging to her nose and smiling lips.
“Yes, given what I am preparing you for… better to empty that now.”
A slick, thin tendril with a slightly bulbous end split off from the alien tongue, and made for the only opening to my body she had yet to penetrate. 
I had experienced the feeling of a catheter before, in a cold, humiliating medical context. This was as far from that as I could even imagine. She was warm, flexible, and gentle as she slid inside me. It was slow, persistent, almost masturbatory as it pressed inwards, slick and self lubricating so as to avoid even the minimum amount of abrasion. There was a tiny internal pinch as it found the target.
My body, already so well trained to yield to her, found one more barrier to give up as her creeping touch expanded inside my bladder like a root system. 
My eyes went wide in shock before drooping in pleasure as the faint pressure inside me drained away. She resumed licking and lapping at my clit, and I discovered what being made to orgasm while having my urinary tract massaged from inside felt like. 
What was one more brand-new lifelong fetish, I supposed.
The sensation of release faded, but she left the thin tendril inside me. I discovered then the bliss of cumming from the sensation of a gently textured invader pumping biorhythms into my clitoris from the inside while an alien flower that felt like a fruit vagina squeezed juices and pollen onto my cheeks. It was an exquisite form of hedonism, the likes of which could only be imparted upon a floret. There was no room for embarrassment anymore. Every function and feature of my body could be bent to the end of pleasure, and shame was for People. I was a pet now, no longer a Person.
The thin tube of leafy phytoflesh inside me seemed to pulse for a moment, and something changed very quickly. The meager erectile tissue in my clit was so engaged as to almost hurt, throbbing from her toying, but now rapidly growing fuzzy and scrambled, static on the screen. With more precise injections from little pricklers that sensory misappropriation spread further, down my labia. Suddenly, what weak reasoning capability I retained in such an endorphin-flooded state realized where the smaller gold eyelets she had made were going.
Thankfully, I was into that now.
“Now, fun as this is, for the part that will prepare you for the ceremony.”
I made a gargling noise against her flower as I felt the plunge of an injector in my arm, made muffled and nasal by the teasing penetration of my face and the soft petal-lips sealing vertically around my lower jaw. There was a flood of the heat that each pull from my vaporizer merely hinted at. It built, slowly but surely. A padded feeler wiped away the last of the wetness from between my legs, stroking that felt like cool balm on the scrambled nerves as my core temperature rose.
My Master had gifted me her dragonfire once more. 
“Vearia voracis, in the words of the Rudon, here your body has been soothed and aroused.” Her voice had a formality to it.
From within her mass, some space deep in the cavity of her chest, she produced a long, thin needle made of gleaming black glass. The handle was spun until it curved into a hollow cap, clearly designed for use by a creature with a more lizard-like form and, though evidently a tool requiring precision, not one made for use by dainty elven fingers.
An orange streaked bud on her forearm splayed open to reveal a blunt stamen tucked within soft petals, and through bliss-addled eyes I gazed adoringly as she latched the ancient implement onto her most precise tool, an injector flower. It was a harmony of her Affini form and her Růdon influences, both finding connection in the loving use of a needle.
The flower was pulled from my face, and I gasped for air, twitching as the tendrils inside my nostrils tickled on the way out. A moment of grace was given for me to recover, before she spoke again.
“Breathe deeply, sweet princess.”
Neurons lit like the Ganymede sky as I was given the chance to obey my Affini. My response was eager and quick. “Y-yes Syr!”
I took a deep breath in, and it felt otherworldly, hot and smoked, rich in her scent. 
She made a trilling growl. “Inward.”
I sighed in pleasure as I exhaled, my muscles relaxing alongside the release.
My dragon whistled. “Outward.”
Trill. I inhaled.
Pause.
Whistle. I exhaled.
Trill. “Inward”, she rumbled, and just as I inhaled the vine sounding me pulled free, and I knew I would beg for her to do it again soon enough. Squeaks of agonizing euphoria spilled from my lips, and she accompanied that release of a lungful of air with a whistle to maintain the connection.
“Inward for the one who arrives in your life. The pause for the one who still awaits you to complete the trio. Outward for the journey ahead.”
She trilled and I gasped, swallowing air as rapidly as possible. I stared deeply into her purple orbits, three glowing eyes, bright and vibrant at the center of my universe. She whistled and plunged yet more phytotoxin into me, impossible comforts visiting my flesh.
My own eyes were not so stable, and had rolled back into my head. The mirror that sat where my gaze happened to point shimmered, then showed a view from an impossible angle I realized must have been the view from Gaelen’s tablet as she recorded what she was doing to me. 
She paused, momentously. And then she trilled.
I screamed, sucking in as the needle broke my skin, a flood of obedient endorphins and phytotoxin crushing anything even resembling pain. I felt the scarred surface of my right inner thigh tingle as a single droplet of blood escaped, the heat of Gaelen’s dragonfire seeping into my skin.
My Owners movements were loving, elegant, caring, sweet, and relentless as the thin razor line of the glass needle pulled back out. 
Pause.
Swiftly, an eyelet was slid into the vacancy. She whistled and I exhaled, tears of joy streaming down my cheeks. 
There was a sharpness to it all, but also a sense of ceremony and deep personal legacy as the needle swept across towards the other side. Scrambling numb static scattered the sensation to the winds, and the residual intrusion of the gold adornment within my body just became a warm fullness all around the area.
With a trill the needle plunged back in, and a curling cluster of thorns broke through the skin alongside it, sinking her intoxicating phytotoxin deep into me, reassuring me that I was safe with her, loved and supported. 
“Words cannot describe what it means to share this precious moment with you, little one. The adornments worn by one member of a veovia once a pair decide to affirm their bond while waiting for a third carries a deep weight to the Růdon. It is a recognition of self worth and value manifest as a treasuring and coveting of that which creates life.”
With a whistle, dexterous vines slid the needle out and pressed in the hollow piercings, up higher and higher one after the other working from the bottom to the top. With every puncture a trill and with every piece of beautiful gold a whistle, suspending it all, a blissful pause. 
Everything was static scrambling overstimulation. I was barely lucid from it all, and despite everything my clit was still throbbing, tiny root vessel feelers from a probing tendril sliding and pumping to keep it agonizingly needy.
Master whistled and trilled at the same time.
I dropped so far into a state of spiraling calm, so deep below the shores in all my confusion. When the needle pierced through and the ring found its place at the very top, I could do nothing but cum with a spray of wet slick.
”Woaw,” I mumbled, as my beloved Master lifted me from the mat on her work table, and dripped that comforting, sealing honey between my legs once more. I was now adorned in her glittering handiwork, apparently prepared for whatever the full voevia ceremony had in store for me.
Vines curled tight around my body, and I remained limp and docile in a hammock of her arm as she completed the pre-ritual proceeding with alien words that blurred into shifting sands in my perception. 
The haze of languid stupor thickened as she returned me to the little bed where Selene still slept, carefully curling me in under my mate. My eyelids started to droop, and the last thing I saw was a small glass egg, a few centimeters across, catching the morning light as Gaelen admired her handiwork. It glowed with a heat from within like the fire in my bloodstream, shining pink and purple crystals and swirling orange petals preserved in its core.
There were trembling shivers in the warmth of aftercare as she tended to my newly pierced flesh. I knew that if I ever asked her to undo it she could. But that was a thought for when my brain wasn't full of endorphins and phytotoxic bliss.
 

Notes for the Chapter:
The reading rec for this chapter is Growing Periwinkle by Belenen, which also has a version where the transfem protag is replaced by a trans man similar to how this story has two versions, Growing Violet. One of its most memorable early scenes was a huge inspiration to this chapter.
 
If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.
If you want to learn more about the setting, the HDG Community Discord is the place to be.




  56. Pinnate

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Gaelen gave Lynn a set of genital peircings in preparation for a rudon equivalent to a wedding ritual.

          
Notes for the Chapter:CW: discussion of parental abandonment




    
    The inter-ring train shot through the glass tunnel, a gentle shift in inertia taking hold as we accelerated away from the axis and matched radial momentum with hab ring two. There was a swirling of fog outside the glass panels that broke into scattered condensation, little droplets sweating and then flying away as vibrations and changes in temperature moved in a dynamic system.

I flinched as the waterline flew towards us, seeming to be a ceiling falling towards us even as my inner ear told me otherwise. I was glad for the vertigo-reducing chewing gum and Gaelen’s vines holding Selene and I tight in her lap.

Finally, with our momentum equalized, the traincar leveled out and we moved along a submerged glass tube, with a blur of colorful aquatic life visible outside the glass. I gasped at the sight and clutched Gigi tight under my arm.

Curling clusters of turquoise and lavender with hollow bubbles and ridges on them built up into forests of rainbow outside the window, as if sponges were lying things. All of it spilled out in organic bushes that clung to mossy stone.  
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Selene pulled me into her lap, resting her chin on top of my head. A shudder went through me at the closeness to my Mate. “Pretty, ain’t it?”

“Yeah. It’s gorgeous. Water was mostly the um- frozen variety, where I came from, or freezing oceans under the ice. I knew life is supposed to come from water, but I’d never seen any ocean so alive with my own eyes before. This is amazing.”

“There are so many wonders in this vast universe,” Gaelen hummed. “It is a tragedy beyond comprehension that your species’ planet of origin had its oceans reduced to plastic and algae blooms.”

“I… the textbooks we had back on Gany didn’t really talk about much of that. It wasn’t the sort of thing we needed to know in a company town.”

Gaelen made a noise I couldn’t place, but I didn’t dwell on it, and instead looked out the window to see if I could see one of those dolphins Natalie had mentioned. I didn’t actually know what they looked like other than that they were supposedly mammals, though I had no idea what an aquatic mammal would look like anyway.

In the far distance of the murky depths I could see a long vertical cliffside with a variety of underwater sophonts and swirling masses of formless Affini traveling into alcoves that were presumably deep-sea hab units.

“Oh, wow. There's a whole town- or um- city down there, huh.”

Selene leaned over to see what I was looking at, then slid back against the wall of foliage that was my owner and continued to talk to me about it, pulling me back slightly with her. I brought my cheek down to rest on her chest, relaxing into the grasp and the warmth that emanated from her soft fur.

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool, the uh, whatcha call it, Ocythoen and the Mielyu all live in these vertical districts with increasing pressure levels as it gets lower…”

She was still talking but the words got fuzzy. I had became slightly lightheaded the moment my face hit her mane. Whatever venom she had put in me last night had certainly attuned me to her, and revealed so much more about the complexities of her scent. The sour and heavy citrus musk was still the dominant presence, but now there was something else, the tang of copper and brown sugar cookies underneath.

“…now hunting is a whole different thing. Back on the Cymbidium, hab ring four has these networks like canals all filled with things to dive for…”

I sighed happily, soaking in her smell, letting my muscles give in to the subtle ministrations of Gaelen’s warm vines, just enjoying not having to worry about anything. 

A slow drag from my vaporizer was the final touch, and I couldn’t tell how long that train took. The hum of my Mate chattering about her special interests, the heat, the smell, the rumble of Gaelen through us both. Time slowed to a blissful crawl.

All at once the tube that our train soared through flashed with white as the glass was replaced by a mosaic of pale seashells, and the vehicle rapidly decelerated. My dragon’s body cushioned the loss of momentum, and with a quick scoop up she reformed into full size as we departed.

I cuddled into a bundle of succulent leaves and vines near the crook of Gaelens shoulder and looked out as we ascended the staircase, into the pale pink and golden light that illuminated the surface.

We strolled down a spiralling path, or more accurately Selene walked before us and Gaelen followed. My entire pelvis still felt pleasantly numb from the piercings, though my Affini had said the recovery time would be quite short thanks to the healing sap coating under my dress. 

All the while as we walked, Selene continued to babble about the managed ecosystem of the aquatic ring while guiding us towards her favorite seafood cafe.

“...and fish kinda look the same no matter where you are in the universe, convergent evolution and all that shit. But the synthetic ones we catch are…”

It was a struggle to pay attention to her, given my new surroundings. I wouldn’t be surprised if I’d been drugged with something extra too after my piercing, every color was extra vibrant and Syr’s soft leaves particularly comfortable. 

We had seen the full shape of the large island on the edge of the ocean when we flew above it days ago, jungles and districts built atop curling spires that spiraled up into the lower-gravity center of the ring. It was even more beautiful on foot. 

The path was dotted with rows of giant bouquets, each of them glowing in a soft purple light. This was a bustling town center with an imposing jungle mountain and large organic spires enclosing everything on each side. 

Selene tracked my eyeline back to the vibrant green ridges and grinned. 

“…cool right! The structures are all in place to create a berm with distinct beacons like a lighthouse and a uh, circus thingy. Anyways, so yeah the fish get…”

The buildings were no larger than the ones back in hab ring four, but that enclosing made the open air theater and gated gardens and breezy cafes we passed by feel huge. 

“...a few tamed giant squid creatures down at the lower depths, they aren't sophonts but I hear they're still great cuddlers, been meaning to grab a pressure suit and go diving.”

“How fascinating! Perhaps we could go together,” Gaelen replied. Selene’s tail wagged happily for a moment as she stole a glance back up at her, before scampering forward. Gaelen shot out a vine to curl around it for just a moment, and she shivered pleasantly. Throughout all of Selene’s anecdotes and trivia Gaelen had remained an active listener. 

Detouring through the brush of a tangling jungle trail, we pushed aside a thick humid bramble and suddenly found ourselves stepping onto a vast beachside vista. This was clearly the edge of the island. With a few confident steps Gaelen and Selene had rejoined onto the main pedestrian walkway, wooden boards creaking underfoot.

Waves crashed gently against a sandy beach and the sun beaming down to shimmer across the surface of the sea. On our left, plumes of warm fruity humidity spilled out from the viridian jungle where our shortcut came to an end, and now we were passing a row of old pointy roofed rainbow colored buildings, little beachside storefronts and cafes.

We passed over a small bridge with a glass floor flush with the waterline on an inlet, and one of the aquatic sophonts that lived in the shallows around the island waved at us from under the surface. I gripped Gigi tight and scrambled up Gaelen’s body until my head poked over her shoulders so I could keep looking. They had a sort of flat, whiskery face and flippers. I smiled widely, and waved back.

“…it’s the perfect spot after a journey out on the water, they’re serving it terran style these days, something called fission chips? I dunno why its named after like, ancient nuclear reactor tech, Lynn, do you know anything about that?”

I giggled from my perch. “I don’t! A lot of foods have weird names.”

We approached a multi-story building covered in rows of big bay windows, one half painted a pale blue and the other pale pink. One side seemed to be a sit down seafood restaurant, and the other was arranged to hand out bites to go. 

We approached the counter and Selene confidently got to ordering from the fur-covered creature running the place.

“Lemmie get a… white fish fried on a buttered bun with a side of those chippy things, extra furoolian hot sauce and uhhh… a Terra taco with Mielyu seafoam crispers for the princess and fuckin’… fortified nutrient water sparkling with those little egg bubbles in it… yeah, she’ll like that.”

We got our food and made for a picnic bench outside that overlooked the beach. A brick lookout-point stood at the far end of the walkway, shining a golden beam of light out to the horizon as the sun grew lower in the artificial sky.

Selene plopped down the paper bag and napkins on the table next to us, and got to work on her sandwich. I don’t even think she noticed the way Gaelen’s thin tendril tapped and brushed the corner of her chin.

A curling vine picked up the taco and brushed against my own lip. I unthinkingly opened at my Owner’s command, and let a perfect bite fall to rest in my mouth. 

A wispy, almost translucent net of bubbles shattered to a crisp as a swirl had my chewing, shards of something utterly alien giving the flakey fish a wonderfully briney flavor. The texture was so good too, I would have to remember so I could ask for it in the future.

Selene made her own noise of satisfaction beside me, and broke her focus on her meal after a few enormous hasty bites. She licked her paws and yawned, wrapping one furry arm around me.

“Ah, good to fill my belly, I was starving after sleeping in so late. Speaking of, I sure slept well today. A little too well, you two wanna tell me what that was about?”

I eyed Gaelen conspiratorially as I chewed the bite she had just put into my mouth, thinking back to the forms she had stowed within her chest before we woke Selene who had insisted we go to ring two for food. Finally, Gaelen guided me to swallow and I could talk again. “We just um- needed a little time for Owner floret stuff…”

“Yeah yeah, I’ve heard that line before.” Selene was teasing, but I could sense the ebbs of truth beneath her words. “I mean, I assume you kids were fucking, some kind of crazy nasty style considering the scents she’s covered in now. But I’m not sure why that would require a chemically enforced extended nap on my part.”

Gaelen began playing with one of my xenra’s horns affectionately as she answered. “You needed your rest, dear.”

She shivered slightly, but then shrugged off the attention and focused on me. “Gaelen might have a poker face, but the bunny sure as fuck doesn’t. What were you two up to?”

Tendrils ran down my legs and a set of vines slid around my thighs, pulling them open to expose my pussy and new piercings under my dress. 

“Hhheyyy! That's private!”

“As you can see, I was initiating a traditional rudon ritual with my little one.”

Selene leaned in closer, inspecting the most prominent gold ring under the semitransparent coating, then the line of open loop eyelets that ran down the sides of my labia. 

“Uh-huh. I’ll admit, I don’t actually know much about rudon cultural rituals. Are those… chastity piercings? Guess It would be too simple if I could… never mind,” she grumbled, burying her face in my hair.

Flustered as I was by being exposed to Selene and several random giggling passersby, I could tell something was up. When Gaelen set me back down between the two of them, I leaned against her and squeezed her arm. “Are you okay?”

She made the smallest whine as she glanced out at the ocean, the curving edge of the ring lending a faint shimmer to the horizon like the edge of a bubble. A group of florets laughed and played on the sand below, enjoying a picnic. 

Her third eye, the one that evolved to always look up for aerial predators, remained lingering on the russet petals that fell across Gaelen like a cape.

“You had that whole ritual planned and I uh- probably fucked it up.” Her pheromones faltered. I felt her facade slipping like a breeze of missing sour notes. “I'm sorry about last night, I hope I didn't get… I just lose control sometimes. It's been ages since I got like that.”

Gaelen chuckled as she leaned down, over, and partially through the table, so we were sitting in a triangular formation facing each other. “Sorry? Whatever for, wildflower?”

“For… you know!” Her paw tightened around the amber seal on my left shoulder where she had bitten me, and she made a little uncertain whine. “A disposable frame body is one thing. I hurt Lynn. Way more than I should. I hurt your princess.”

“I didn't mind, I sprayed the perfume on myself after all,” I said with a shrug. “Doesn’t what I say about it matter?”

“No,” they both replied in loving synchrony. 

“Hhhey, come on…”

Some of the tension deflated as they laughed. 

“Not in the way you’re thinking at least,” Gaelen added reassuringly. I warbled and simmered as she focused back on my Mate. “You were in my home, Selene. Anything you did to my floret, I let happen. You know that.”

“Yeah. I uh. I know you can just remove the mark. I just feel bad I lost control is all.”

Gaelen silently tapped my lip, popped the final delicious bite of taco into my mouth, and left me to drool with my jaw hanging open as she shifted forward, looming over us both, speaking again after a long pause filled only by the sound of the ocean waves and my needy panting.

“Remove your mark?” She positively rumbled, “why would I do such a thing? I see no reason my floret’s pinnate could not mark her body.”

She tapped me on the chin and I mercifully bit down with a satisfying crunch. 

Selene's eyes had widened.

“Oh.”

Gaelen sat back, breaking the equal triangle we had been arranged in, and when her body moved off the table she had been enmeshed with, the pinnate form was left laying in front of her.

Selene’s paw thumbed the document as she pondered it.

“I haven’t been anyone’s pinnate in… not since I lived on Ralin. Since Lazila.”

She had said the name of her lagom partner with reverence, and I felt a chill as I realized I would be the first since. She squinted to read the first page, and immediately made a small yip of surprise.

“Oh. You aren't fucking around, huh. This would compel me to live with you two in the castle? If I tried to move back to the Cymbidium I would…” she turned the page over, “trigger… compulsory wardship for my own well being if I attempt to… fuck, dude.” 

Roots latched out and sucked down the cup of water all at once. Tendrils fed me a berry. Feelers stroked my hair and rubbed my feet and yet despite all that as she rustled with a quake’s precision, it was clear that Gaelen’s focus was honed to my xenra Mate’s every twitch. 

“Indeed. It is my humble intention to move your hab directly into a wing of the castle. I suggest the one that overlooks the hunting grounds you have disguised as an independent residential zone. The very one that so perfectly led your pinnate into your arms. I have always been a romantic first and foremost afterall.”

Selene was bouncing her leg now slightly, clearly flattered that Gaelen had paid attention to her design work, but also struggling with what was being expected of her. “How would I visit my kids on the Cymbidium if I'm here all the time, huh?”

“They could visit us just as easily, and I am sure Lynn would be more than happy to travel for such a purpose.”

“Indeed!” I added in a slightly stoned impersonation of my Owner. 

Selene was quiet for a moment, her ears flattening back slightly. “I don't think Blaze or Tsundra is gonna visit me here much. They have lives of their own and I haven't really been as big a part of their lives as I should since… um, since they were born, if I'm being honest.”

“I thought you were visiting them yesterday,” I mumbled in confusion.

Selene was silent.
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Gaelen made a long sigh. “Selene never left the ship yesterday.”

My eyebrows flew up in surprise. “But, you told me you were going to take a while longer to get back… you lied?”

“It’s not…” she seemed to be shrinking, fidgeting with her own tail and looking down and away from me. “I meant it when I said I wanted to go, but… I’m bad at goodbyes, I wasn't any different with their many older siblings. And I only lied because I didn't want you worrying about why I'd changed my mind. I knew it wouldn't matter in a week when you got implanted and moved on anyway.”

She stood and went to leave, but Gaelen was faster. A flurry of vines arrested her motion and pulled Selene towards her chest. My Affini held her tight, putting her own chin atop Selene’s head like the xenra had to me. She made a noise of protest at first, but then the tension drained from her body as Gaelen’s scent overpowered hers. 

A needle-tipped flower vanished into the fur of her arm, and my affini carefully put her back on the bench beside me. She slumped down enough that the necklines of our dresses were level with each other.

I scooched up and pressed myself against her, nuzzling a little kiss into the potent spot where her shoulder met her neck. Quietly, I spoke. 

“I’m not going anywhere… we’re not going anywhere… I love you is a wish made to the universe. I said it to you and it wasn’t easy and I meant it. You're my Mate now…”

She sighed in blissful calm, the drugs in her system making my touch feel extra good. I dropped the pout I didn’t realize I was holding and sighed too as her yeasty musk soaked me in her lethargy.

My Mate closed her eyes, made a grumbling noise, letting a held breath out. When she opened them again they were sharp, and she seemed determined to regain control over the conversation with bravado. “Okay, I at least want all your cards on the table. Show me the damn Notice. If you don't have it on you then you don't deserve me.”

Gaelen chuckled, and the Notice of Intent to Domesticate was moved out from underneath the pinnate form stack. “Right here, dear. The fullest of my promise, as much as you wish to take.”

“Well, thank the Everbloom I'm at least not being forcibly domesticated by a failplant,” Selene chuckled darkly as she pulled it closer for her to read.

“There is no compulsory domestication form hidden under these, I assure you. I have engaged in relationships with undomesticated xenosophonts before.”

She snorted. “You told Lynn that too.”

“And she is still the only one to become my pet. Practically a statistical outlier!”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever lights your chloroplasts, kiddo,” my xenra partner yipped back at my Affini as she started to read. 

Her ears twitched as her eyes scanned side to side, mumbling through the prose dedicated to every little thing she saw in her. How she adored her as she was, and would only seek to enable her to be her best self. A powerful, capable xenosophont who would benefit from the forever home and stability she deserved. 

Her tail was subtly wagging by the time she was done.

“Well, this is one of the best notices I've ever gotten,” she said with a flirtatious tone. “A solid second favorite, even.”

“Truly a blessing to rank so highly,” Gaelen teased. “And who, may I ask, have I been fairly bested by?”

“Wolffia Rosarum. She would still take me. She’s had her eyes on me for over fifty years, and even if my daughter is hers now, she never rescinded the one she wrote for me as far as I know. Guess I'd finally be a stable part of Tsundra's life, huh?”

I fiddled with Gigi with one hand and swirled little circles in my Mate’s fur with the other. She relaxed at my touch and turned her attention back to the form that would bind our lives together, independent or not, and cleared her throat.

“I want to add to this.”

“Of course, I wouldn’t expect anything less from you dear. We can discuss it.”

“I want full bodily autonomy where it concerns my sexuality, within your reasonable constraints for well-being.”

Gaelen raised one orange eyebrow. “This is not a domestication contract, Selene. I am not taking that from you, and even if it was, I am hardly interventionist on such matters.”

“No, I don't mean my body. Hers. My mate.”

I was broken from the trance of quietly listening. “Wait, hhey-”

Gaelen made a soothing rumble, a vine gently shushing me. “It would be unusual, but not unheard of to include details like that explicitly. Typically it is only that you cannot be parted that matters. How close you need to be is left to discretion. Though the minimum distance I consider acceptable is on the form in question.”

I was blushing and squirming between them. “Wait wait wait hold-up what are you debating?” 

“Lynn has needs that you meet every day,” Selene replied, talking over me. “What about the needs I have that she meets?”

“I suppose it wouldn’t be absurd to include, but I would want to position such free use access to the princess as being transferable to a contract should the Notice of Intent become actionable pursuant to a voluntary or forced domestication.”

“What do you mean!!!” I cried out in fluster. “You’re putting me on her contract?”

Selene gave me a smile. “Welcome to being an object of the Compact, kiddo.” She went back to ignoring me, continuing to talk over my protesting warble. “You can’t take my mate from me if you’re going to make the bond this kind of official. I need that. And you sedated me so you could install what looks like chastity bondage over my mate’s tie, the morning after I marked her. That feels like a challenge.”

Gaelen seemed genuinely surprised for a moment, but quickly recovered. 

“Hmm, I see. Perhaps I have made a small miscalculation. The Rudon ritual I prepared our little princess for is the pre-Voevia ceremony, Selene. A trio. This was never to exclude you.”

Gaelen spoke from behind and around me, and Selene looked up at that imposing draconic face. Though the ripple of affini cadence was intended for her, the potency of the entrancement soaked me in the certainty too. It was fascinating to watch someone else fall into that trance. She yanked her gaze from the three amethyst eyes with a gasp.

“I just… Fuck, a lot just got sprung on me. And even if I really like you both, this is a document that only puts limits on me as you wrote it. You didn’t promise you would actually respect what matters to me, you didn’t even ask. This is exactly why I’ve never volunteered to be a floret.”

“I think I understand, wildflower. You fear that your bond will be honored in name only, but be treated as an ephemeral and easily trampled thing. You want more than to be unseparated. You wish to ensure that your relational position and intimate access is respected.”

“Ohh fuck.” I mumbled.

“Okay okie okie, yeah you get it.” Her ears perked up.

“You would be allowed to mate with her whenever you needed. For when the role of a voevia carrier interferes with your desires… we shall add a second tying muscle during her implantation.” Gaelen wrote the additions onto the page with a pen held in a vine. “This would not be restricted or inhibited by myself or any other affini unless it directly and severely interfered with her or your wellbeing.”

“Yeah yeah actually I prefer it that way because it means I can get real into it without worrying.”

“Oh gods,” I murmured even louder.

“We are in agreement then! Based on the extensive knowledge I have procured on our little one, this would in fact serve to be a mutually beneficial arrangement. Lynn would have frequent and unanticipated reminders of how loved and valued she is. You would have secure access to your mate. Besides, it is impossible to deny her interest based on the physiological reaction she has to the concept.”

I stopped rocking my pelvis back and forth, the subconscious betrayal of my complete and total excitement. Princesses get what they want.

Selene sighed in satisfaction.

“I didn't… actually think you'd let me mark her, if I’m being honest. Or I figured that you’d just undo it, insofar as I was thinking at all and not just feeling.”

I reached for her paw and squeezed. “But did you mean it?”

“Of course I meant it, Lynn. I'm just used to the things I do that mean something to me inevitably meaning less to…” 

Selene trailed off, then looked back down at the papers on the table, and continued with a small growl of determination.

“…but no. That isn’t fair of me. This isn’t a repeat of what happened back then. You're clearly considering me very highly. Are you sure you want me to take up an entire wing of the castle by moving my hab into it?”

Gaelen smiled down at her. “My original plans when setting course for Terran space were to surround myself with artists in a communal structure, taking one or two as my own. It seems I have found a pair of engineers instead. A delightful surprise. But the most important aspect remains unchanged. I always built that castle on a hill with plans of expanding my family.”

The warmth fell from her in waves, it was impossible for Selene not to be bathing in the heat of her biorhythm. Yet despite it all, she hugged herself a little in that moment as if nursing a chill.

“Family. I… I have bad habits with family. I always have.”

“Always?”

“...since Ralin. Lazila and our kids were my family, my whole world. And I never dreamed of letting go of any of them, until…”

She trembled, and I recalled the guilt she had expressed at having left her own partner behind to be a floret once Selene couldn’t take care of her anymore. 

Gaelen’s deep thrumming projected sympathy though the vines now wrapping around our legs. 

“Let's go see the rest of your family, Selene. But first…” 

She reached into the pocket of Selene’s dress, and pulled out the special metallic glass pen she had made for her. 

“...first you have to be a part of ours.”

A tendril curled around her paw, creeping up slowly. The foliage interwove with her paw, into the crevices of the pad as it guided her to sign her own name.

I couldn't tell which of them was truly the one writing, but Selene's arm muscles seemed to be relaxed and unfighting, allowing the inevitability of my Affini- our Affini’s care to take control.

Her full, unabbreviated name was slowly written out on the document. The first was simply ‘Selene’, followed by lettering I recognized from the xenrani history book I had been reading. But a third was in a writing system I didn’t recognize.

Selene looked up at her in shock as she tried to stop, but Gaelen firmly wrote the final of four names, each clearly belonging to a completely different culture. 

Her paw was lifted, and set beside the paper. “I didn't know you knew about that one.”

Our Affini looked down at her with something unspoken flashing in his eyes, soothing but firm. “Such beautiful scripts, aren’t they all?” 

I peered over and pointed at the third and fourth ones. “Is that… your name from when you lived on Ralin?”

Selene nodded evasively. “Um. Yes. Both of them are from Ralin.”

Gaelen reached up with one wide, vine woven hand, and pet her head. She tensed up for a moment, before relaxing into it. For how powerful and predatory my xenra lover was, I saw a glimpse of that sweet puppygirl hidden under the teeth and claws and horns. She looked small in her grasp, having surrendered the first centimeter of ground to her oncoming force.

“Good girl.”

She snorted, the spell broke, and she bit the dragon’s hand playfully as she pulled it away. I leaned into my partner, my pinnate, and sighed happily.

“Not going anywhere,” I teased.

Gaelen scooped us both up into her vines. “Well, I think we did have plans to go somewhere together, and it sounds like a more overdue reunion than I was aware of.”

Selene grimaced, but nodded. “Ok, fine. Fuck it. Guess what pinnate, you get to have an unplanned glimpse into the deep end of what a messy bitch I've been my whole damn life. Let's start the move and then go to the Cymbidium.”
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  57. Moving


    
    I followed Selene out of her hab, holding a small bag of delicate items she had allowed me to carry while she and Gaelen carried a few larger boxes. The sky was extra vibrant, shimmering blue light that bounced off everything.

My Mate finally finished fretting over the exact order of a stack of bound books, and set her things down on the hovercart we had snagged on the way back from dropping off the signed pinnate documents and Notice of Intent. She had talked about nothing but specific practical matters of the move since we left ring two. I could tell she was focusing on concrete details because they still felt within her control in a way that feelings didn’t.

“And those can go… well, okay we need to keep my books in their own climate controlled space, I’ve seen how dry you let things get and the glue might crack if we, uh…. These are all I have from…”

Gaelen leaned down and pulled her snout under the affini’s chin, brushing down fur that had been puffing up from agitation. My Prince said something in words of growls, then gave her a small kiss beside her middle eye.

“You know how much I care about preservation of works of art, wildflower. Your collection and history is as safe in my home as you are.”

There was something on the air now, a stronger scent from Gaelen that seemed to soothe Selene with each breath. Her typical firecracker but rounded with musk, and other notes I couldn’t place. She buried her nose in her succulent chest, and made a tiny whine. 

The noise was more puppy than beast, barely audible and betraying an inner tension and release. It was a side of her that I had really seen, a fragment of insight into the dynamic that had blossomed between her and Gaelen.

Selene sighed, nodded, composed her bravest face again, and gave the sky a wave.

“Okay, that’s everything that needs a gentle touch. Let ‘er rip, Tali!” She turned back to me with a wolfish grin. “Oh, she’s never seen this. I can't wait for the look on Lynn’s face.”

Occantalis’s enormous masklike visage popped into being above us, overlaying the sky with a flicker. Her three eyes loomed over like a giant, speaking in a voice that made me feel aware of the numbness of my privates.

“Stand back, dears!”

There was a rumbling of the ground under us, and suddenly the road split open, a massive tangle of thick vines and metal supports bursting forth like some kind of subterranean beast.
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It was like a tree and a crane and the arm of a titan combined, splitting and forming into grasping manipulators. The central axis of the device moved like a long tendril, tensing and undulating to balance and counterbalance. Alongside it, a small hive of flying bug-like drones crawled up the exterior of Selene’s independent home, decompiling the paneling and front porch to reveal a smoother modular interior. 

“Oh my gods, and that- it was there the whole time?”

“Yeah, that’s the face.” Selene chuckled. “I love seeing this stuff through young eyes.”

Thousands of thin feelers poured out of the crane, spilling around the hab module like root systems. Then, it was lifted high into the air. We made our way back to the castle, Selene’s hab suspended in the air alongside us.

I thought about her floor bed made of furs and blankets, tucked within that structure now hanging in the sky. It was coming along with her, she had made sure of that, but I was hopeful Selene would be spending most nights with us in the tower once she got used to the idea. 

We reached the top of the hill, and I marvelled at the sight of it all. An entire outer wall of the castle was delicately peeled away like it was nothing more than a toy construction set, and a small army of construction drones got to work. Floating crawling things, some more humanoid than others, they buzzed about, ducking into the chasm and then coming back out to facilitate the merging.

Gaelen and I got to talking about dinner plans, and our Xenra made sure absolutely nothing happened to the hovercart with her fragile items that she didn’t directly supervise. 

She was giving one of the drones a bit of an infodump about proper install practices to ensure correct sightlines with a concealed structure like her hab when the voice of the heavens whispered again, this time shaped towards my pinnate. 

It was curious how Occantalis’s vocal tones flowed out of the drone, halted, and then continued up in the sky. “… I couldn't agree more. Oh, and congratulations on the formalization of your relationship, dear.”

Selene snorted. “Oh… Thanks. And uh, guess I kinda fucked up the thing you brought me here to do, huh. Sorry.”

I looked at Selene with confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Occantalis invited me over here specifically to design the independent village and district. I’ve only been here a week and I’m already moving out of it.”

The drone she was chatting with reactivated, and walked up beside us. It was one of the same three-eyed models that Selene had been speaking to the day I met her. I recognized now that it was Occantalis piloting manually, and watched with a giggle as a vine slithered out of its midsection to pet her. The ship’s voice continued as it was though, still projected from above us.

“No, sweetie. I think you’ve done exactly what I hoped when I selected you from among those I invited to move here.” She paused, and I felt as though the silent resonance of the ship itself narrowed, some piece of her focus shifting from Selene, to me, to Gaelen behind us, then back to her. “I hoped most of all you would be happy. You know nothing we do has just one purpose.”

Gaelen crept a vine of her own in, joining in petting behind Selene’s ears.

“Cymbidium Actual had flagged you for possible concern for some time, you know.”

Occantalis’s head in the sky nodded in agreement, and the drone pulled away to rejoin its identical sisters. “You seem happy. I imagine your task will only go better.”

“I guess I’ll still be able to do the design work if I just live slightly up the hill. A view from above will give me new perspectives…” My pinnate’s tail started to wag as she turned to steal a glance at Gaelen and I. “…And I'll have a brilliant engineer and a talented artist to help!”

I gave her a big smile as Occantalis finished up.

“Lovely. Now, you three have fun!”

Her massive face flickered back out of the sky, leaving behind that perfect daylight that ran across the ring like endless summer.

The module had fully disappeared inside the castle by this point, and airborne compiler drones were running up the seams of the walls, fixing the spots where the exterior had been unpeeled not so long ago. Last but not least, the crane slithered back into the ground, and we went inside. 

There was essentially no indication of any change as we passed through the golden doors and into the entry hall, but Selene was scampering ahead up the staircase to the second floor.

Gaelen scooped me up and I clung to my Mate’s box of delicate items carefully as we ascended. A new doorway had been erected on the far left side of the upper display room, cast in a rainbow glow from the stained glass. Selene swung it open, and I could see just beyond it her big main room exactly as it was in the village, a gorgeous murky forest holoprojected into a box with a soft metallic workstation on the side. 

I passed down her box of items, and she placed it on the table.

“An adventurous afternoon, and we still have more to come,” Gaelen rumbled. “Dinner, and then we depart for the Cymbidium.”

Our meal was simple, fried rice with a small xeno-aquatic meat that tasted like shrimp, diced kimchi and rich salty eggs. I was panting from the spice after the third bite was fed to me. It was painful and wonderful. Selene even took a turn feeding me, much to my flustered embarrassment.

Bellies full, Selene took a little time to herself while Gaelen and I packed and took a detour to the bathroom. As my prized possession I made sure Gigi was coming along, and we made our way back out. 

The now familiar journey to the nearest spoke elevator was relatively short since Gaelen insisted on carrying us both along with our overnight bags, not that I was complaining after everything we had gotten up to. The three of us settled into one of the personal elevators like Dr. Lywick had used to bring me to my wardship hearing, shimmering transparent walls that let us see everything out of them.

When our capsule reached the axis, it went in the reverse direction from the way it had gone every other time we had taken it, heading to the opposite cap, away from the lower numbered rings and Axial City.

We soared through a tunnel of phytotech and metal until we burst out into an unfamiliar ring. Below us, I saw a sight unlike anything I had really seen before. 

Buildings compounded atop buildings to create clustered hubs with distinct experimental aesthetics, very organic as if each step was a spontaneous addition atop the last.

“It’s gorgeous” I mumbled, to nobody in particular.

“Ain’t it just?” Selene replied. “This is all rinan. They don’t need quite the same social engineering and planned community stuff you humans go crazy for. Nah, no need for someone like me. This kinda engineering is a cultural touchstone.”

The first alien species humans encountered prior to the Affini, I didn’t remember ever seeing anything quite this elaborate or beautiful in the few exposures to rinan culture I had seen. Then again, so much of it was colonized I doubted I even had much of a reference point at all.

In the center of each hub a core building seemed to push out of the ground, each one different. Several seemed to borrow their visual style from starships and other space vessels, but with bespoke changes. Those engineering projects were in turn, surrounded by scaffolding and support buildings. Rungs of supportive walkways flowed at unusual angles from each structure and onto everything else, with green trees bursting as if they were grass sticking through the cracks of concrete. It was the personification of the word kinetic.

I tugged on one of my Owner’s vines, and pointed at what looked like an open air museum of metal sculptures. “It looks really cool. Could we visit one day? It’s a surprise I haven’t seen more rinans on ring four, I think we passed one on the subway once and that was it.”

“I am afraid not. I do not expect you will ever be allowed to set foot on ring five.”

I turned back at her, confused why this of all things was the first time she said no to something I wanted. “But I’ve… I’ve been to Nyrina before, I never left the ship because I couldn’t stand on a planet, but we did a freight run there once. I know the Accord wasn’t great to them but I never had any part in that.”

Gaelen made a slightly awkward rumble. “And I am afraid we would consider even that an injustice, since the River of Reason was, if I recall the digest correctly, carrying cargo intended to aid in the Accord’s violent and extractionist occupation of the rinan home world.”

My heart sank slightly. I had never thought to ask what we were carrying, but it seemed obvious in hindsight. Gaelen gave my hand a reassuring squeeze, then continued.

“It is a vastly rarer designation, but there is a concept of annate sophonts, a term constructed to be the opposite of pinnate. Those whom it would be unethical to allow to be around each other. It is not that we could not simply adjust behaviors and memory to ease tensions, but the Compact is such a vast space that it is easy to accommodate. On the Occantalis, every human is considered to be this for every rinan by default. The rinan community on board decided they wanted ring five to be their sanctuary, a place where no human has ever or ever will touch.”

Selene nodded. “Yeah, there was a lot of similar stuff when I lived on Ralin, between the lagom and carlai. Many lagom go their entire lives without ever seeing one in person, after their culture having been defined by terror of their evolved predators for so long and all that.”

“But I’m not- I’m not some evil predator,” I grumbled, squeezing Gigi to my chest, though even that suddenly felt hypocritical. The reminder of an animal I had personally eaten. 

Selene was unreadable as she looked at me. She seemed about to say something, then remained quiet. I felt Gaelen’s attention focus on Selene for a moment, her tail having skipped a wag. Her eyes remained pointed out through the glass. 

“There is no such thing as an evil sophont,” Gaelen whispered softly. “Only those who must be accommodated differently. We have decided that, much as you will never be made to see Max Zelig again, the rinan will never be forced to relive the forms of their oppressors unless they choose to. You are not an architect of their oppression, but still you are not invited to take part in their healing.”

I sat with my discomfort. It wasn’t fun, but I didn’t feel judged by either of them either.

“I… fuck. Yeah, sorry. I’m used to… needing to defend myself from everything.”

Selene squeezed my hand in her paw and smiled down at me. “Still figuring it out, bunnygirl. It’s okay.”

The darkness of the cap of ring five engulfed us. I could hear the faint clicks of the vehicle as it soared onwards and it soothed me, a faint essence I recognized as the rhythm of Occantalis. 

Slowly, a faint light began to grow as we reached the end of the tunnel. The pod slowed down, until finally coming to a stop.

“Here, we will need to switch transportation methods.”

The door opened, and Gaelen gripped me tight and shifted out. The capsule exit was far less comprehensible than the one in the axial city, a smaller passage with walls that curved, pale wood with a sprawling green on one surface. I struggled to think of the green part as down even if that was what it was clearly supposed to represent, a distinct wobble to my inner ear confirming that the gravity was far lighter here. 

Rather than needing magboots, the floor was more like an animate carpet, wrapping tendrils around Selene’s paws as she stepped down. “Arawawa… Ooh that’s good, everytime I make a new district I keep sayin’ they should put one of these things in a spa, as like a paw massager or something.”

Gaelen, of course, carried me, switching from the draconic humanoid form to more of a floating ball of spaghetti better optimized for navigating without simulated gravity. We moved down the hallway, pulled along as she wrapped vines through rungs that covered the wall. It occurred to me that this was actually a far more natural environment for such an adaptable body plan.

Reaching a curve in the passage, she tucked a thick tendril into the nearest rung and pushed off from it for momentum. At the last second she rolled her tail around Selene, scoping her along as we propelled forward.

Vines and tendrils gripped to the anchoring surfaces, and the spice of her firecracker burned brightly with bursts of gleeful melon as we moved into a widening cone shaped corridor.

Her capacity for movement transcended all notion of human form, a being of pure phytotechnical engineering that could leap and soar and pirouette through a space with no real sense of up or down.

There was an apex of true weightlessness before her unspooling mass rippled back in on itself, weaving back into a bipedal shape. We stepped together into another pod, this one with a far more solid frame to it. A sign overhead featuring a floret-friendly diagram indicated we would be traveling down one of the ship’s seven spires towards our destination.

My eyes locked onto the window as we passed through another wooden tube into what turned out to be a massive space within the rear section of the ship.

The chamber was massive and hollow, a huge hexagon with a cacophony of technology spread across it. Silicon sheets curled into metal and braided vines in silver and gold, hissing whirring devices with holographic projections and screens. Input ports vaguely similar to the outlets on hardware I could almost understand instead had fleshy phytotech vines plugging into them that then formed a ceiling like a jungle canopy. I couldn’t comprehend it in its entirety. 

“Everytime I travel on this ship I feel as though I see some new spectacular thing.”

“And every time I travel with you, I feel as though I see the universe for the very first time. I will never tire of your eyes when they are cast upon a fresh sight, princess.” 

I squeezed down on Gaelens vine and stimmed with it for comfort.

“Sorry for blowing you off the day of the hearing. I bet you were really excited for me to look at the other rings for the first time.”

“All water under the shuttle now, little one. Perhaps some day I shall class-B your memory away and find out what precious expressions I missed out on.”

I looked back out, and my attention drifted deeper into the cavernous space. Branches hung like grapes in the vast room, spherical fruit orbs covered in tendrils that reminded me of blood vessels. The corners of my lips curled up into a smile as I recognized a cooling loop.

“What’s in those?”

Gaelen stroked a vine through my hair affectionately as she peered through the window with me. “Volatile exotic matter storage. One of the things we cannot compile. This vessel carries a great deal of it to resupply other ships as part of a supply chain that extends all the way back to the galactic gate.”

It was hard to tell exactly what size the organic looking globes were at a distance, but I guessed they were about ten meters across.

“What percentage of the volume of those orbs is payload?” I knew there were theoretical ways that as much as a tenth of one percent of a volume could be used whose main barrier was cost, something the affini wouldn't worry about.

“Something around ninety, I believe? The skins are fairly thick, they’re an older design.”

Selene turned to look too. “Oh yeah, the newer ones are way smaller.”

I blinked. I estimated the math in my head. I rejected the figure I came to and did it again, arriving at the same answer. 

It was… mind boggling. 

Was this what the first asteroid miners had felt when gold and platinum went from precious to relatively cheap? Exotic matter was the most expensive substance to ever exist, the fuel that enabled the stars to be reached in days and not centuries. The standard against which all other resources were measured, and which so many of the vastest infrastructure projects humans had ever built existed just to squeeze a few micrograms per day.

Revolutions had been fought over it, systems could be crippled by shortages. Lives were sacrificed in its name, my father’s among them. The power that Sol and the surrounding core systems exerted upon the rest of the Accord was defined by the engineering megaprojects that created the majority of it humans had access to.

This single ship was perhaps carrying more of it than existed in the entire Accord. A few fractions of a fraction of a gram of it exploding on the River of Reason had been enough to leave a planet-sized scar in spacetime. If I remembered the exponent of the Harper constant correctly, the amount contained within this chamber was enough to blow a sizable void in this galactic arm.

My hands tightened around Gaelen’s vine. I had said before I did not believe in the Compact’s gods. And perhaps by a cosmic definition of the term, I still did not.

But what other word was there for this than deific. Something about this cracked the vessel inside me like the compilers and scale of the ship had not. It was a glimpse of the true scale of logistics that existed beyond this one ship. It was power. Enough to make and unmake entire civilizations in a flash that would travel faster than causality itself.

And there was playground equipment built into some of it.

Gaelen tinted the window facing the casual cosmic horror of a mundane affini cargo bay, and I was glad. Soft petals closed over my lips and I inhaled, glad for the calming effects of the class-E xenodrug. 

“Thank you,” I whispered into them.

“Good girl.” She replied.

I squeezed Gigi tight to my chest and let the tension go, feeling about as ready to handle what I had just seen as the real Gigi would have been to understand a nuclear saltwater rocket.

Finally, we reached the end of the passage to the tip of the spire.

A humming sound ebbed in tiny polytonal pulses, a conversational rhythm from Occantalis out towards this other ship. A song that we were privy enough to overhear even if we could not understand. 

It was dark and still for a minute.

Then, in an inevitable unfurling, the airlock petals opened, and I gasped in awe at yet another wonder at the sight before me.
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    The vastness of the planet Losofor hung overhead, blinding in its cloudy surface until my eyes adjusted. Space pooled endlessly in a slurry of liquid darkness that absorbed all points of light except for the milky smears of brightness in twinkling stardust. It was that brilliant glow that illuminated the vessel we were rapidly approaching. 

Suspended in the void, it hung on invisible strings just like Occantalis behind us, but on a scale that made my massive home appear meager in comparison. The central bulb ripped across our view, visible rings of silver fused and spinning along a core axis that looked like an overwhelming floral cylinder, a core foundation of organic phytomatter in a dazzling pearlescent white. 

Our transport silently glided towards the huge vessel across from us, and I watched in awe as its rings spun like finely calibrated gears. The end of the shimmering bulb was peeled open, and from it thousands of viridian tendrils swirled in deep space, affini limbs on a magnitude that could devour even the largest Terran ships.

But, between the two ships, a leviathan silently screamed.
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“Oh right, forgot about that thing,” Selene chuckled. “Guess it’s almost done, then. It was way bigger on my way over here a week ago.”

A brilliant rainbow of torn spacetime glowed in fractal streaks emanating from a point below us. The ripples reminding me of the hologram in the radio building made the origin clear. Both ships seemed to be emitting some kind of powerful glow towards the ends of the wispy lights that surrounded the fractal of swirling light and angry physics. Great arcs of something like lightning seemed to jump from the snarl and leap to the rings of the ship we were approaching.

“What are those discharges?”

Gaelen chuckled, giving me an affectionate scritch to reward my curiosity. “Antimatter! The complex charge buildup is… hmmm.” She paused, humming for a moment. “It is very complicated to explain, but it is something like static, but the charges equalizing are not electromagnetic.”

Ah, right… the fundamental force of physics humans didn’t realize was there. “What are they… If that thing is spitting antimatter plasma, why are the ships so close? Isn’t that dangerous?”

As if to confirm my concern, another bolt slammed into the side of the larger affini vessel and detonated like a thousand of the most devastatingly destructive theoretical weapons humans had ever devised. There wasn’t a scratch when the viewport faded back from white.

“Not to an affini ship, no. It is currently using its vines to stitch the last of the damage back together.”

I glanced at the tip of the Cymbidium, and saw massive manipulators that lay mostly still, floating as though in a gentle current. I pointed at them curiously. “Those vines?”

“No, sweetie. You cannot see them. They’re in the two other dimensions of space than the ones photons interact with.”

Ah, the two other dimensions of space, how could I forget. No, I was never going to understand this. I could recognize, somewhere within me, that there was a pattern to this gouge on reality our jump drive had left. Some cycle to the prisms of light and ripples of perception. This was surely governed by a system of equations, and to the affini, probably even ones that could be rendered predictable.

But not to me. Not now. It was pretty, though, there was a beauty to it. Beauty like the megahurricanes filled with blades of plastic and the vast deserts of heavy metal dust storms that had ravaged the equator of Terra for centuries. I had seen photos of how the cyclones of poison scattered light in entrancing rainbows. What humanity unleashed upon itself in pursuit of profit.

I was quiet, watching the great beast of roiling... something. In a way, it settled a quelling force deep within my mind. No humans had understood what we were tampering with when we discovered how to manipulate exotic matter to leap across space. All we knew was how to harness the chaos… and the damage we had done in ignorance was evidence of how little we really grasped.

What arrogance to think we had been capable of handling a power like this. 

I decided to rip my eyes from the spacetime tear and focus on our destination rather than humanity’s hubris. On the beauty the Affini had created with intention in a universe of chaos.

Despite it all, the vines, the glow, the rings, the prettiest part of all was the base, flat ribbons of fluttering petals that were surely a kilometer long each, a nesting flower in an ultraviolet purple, speckled like the gems of my Affini’s eyes, curling like a whisper, singing like a devil. 

“This is where you’re from?” I mumbled to Selene.

“Well, I’m from Andromeda, but I’ve lived on the Cymbidium since I left Ralin, yeah.”

A golden aperture near those purple petals opened as our inter-ship shuttle pod approached, and we were swallowed into a ring-lit darkness.

“Welcome to the Cymbidium.”

Our transport latched into a docking bay, a distinctively Affini blend of fleshy phytomooring hooks and solid ornate metal foundations securing us to a passage.

“How is your stomach feeling, little one? We have experienced a significant amount of gravity disruptions.”

“Thank you Gaelen, but I’m feeling, um- I spent many months on a ship with far more oscillation than this. It’s practically second nature.”

“Very well. There is more stabilization gum available at any time should it become a nuisance. Just because you came to tolerate things in the past does not mean you need to accept it now.”

Her vine squeezed my hand affectionately, and I let her rumble warm me to the bone. 

We travelled through a series of passages, floral designs sunken into pearlescent corridors, not even such a practical transit tube left undecorated. All of it flowed with a different sensation of life, the humidity on my skin, smell of the air, even subtle rhythms of the space reminded me that we were away from home. 

Eventually we hit an end, and found ourselves at a circular doorway. Selene walked just ahead of us, a slight rock back and forth in her stance, paws held behind her back, snout pointed upwards. 

A hiss of oxygen signaled the transition as the door spiraled open, and a rush of cool air spilled over us in a drop of atmosphere. It was chilly, not unpleasant, but I took a hit of my vaporizer regardless. Spices and firecracker and sparkly fresh melon filled me with the heat of reassurance.

The ring was larger than any of the ones I had visited on the Occantalis, and it was clearly nighttime, pale silvers of starlight glowing in tiny speckles from the axial ring cap we had emerged from, mingling with streaks of foamy green and rich purples. 

We walked as a group out into this exciting place, and I gasped in joy as I realized, somehow, it was snowing. 

“Oh fuck, I didn’t check the weather schedule,” Selene whined, hanging back from leaving the passage.

My Prince chuckled. “Fortunately, I did.”

Gaelen’s chest unravelled, and her large fingers reached inside the cavity of woven succulent leaves to retrieve an assortment of items. Purple light from her core was momentarily visible, before it fully concealed itself once more.

Untangling one bundle from another, she turned towards my pinnate and focused on fixing her puffy furred shiver. Gaelen leaned down and unravelled a bundle of russet orange material that looked like something woven straight from the petals of her wing-capes.

“Nice and still for me, wildflower,” she uttered in a quiet reassurance towards the xenra.

Rolling it out, I realized it was a scarf, and with one massive hand resting carefully on her back, she began to weave it all across her mane, tucking it around her neck. For just a moment I saw Selene shiver for a different reason entirely as a tendril brushed the strip of fabric along the back of her spine.

There was a second of deliberation, just long enough for Selene’s eyes to betray a want, and Gaelen’s head sunk down to her level. Nose met nose, vines shifted into an optimal configuration, and they kissed, a sweet moment of affection that filled me with compersion. 

Gaelen’s hands had been busy while her eyes were closed, putting some more warm weather attire on her. Now however, it was my turn.

My Prince turned toward me, and got to work. My exoleg was secured with a brush and a click, and it was time for my jacket. The whole thing was super big and fluffy, and I simply had to wiggle my arms in excitement as a set of mittens were slid on too.

I giggled as a vine booped me on the nose, making me scrunch it up all funny. My cane found its way into a cotton covered hand, and I breathed out a big breath just to see the hot steam escape my mouth. I reached out with my other arm to grab Gigi back, but Mommy flapped her around in a silly chicken dance, keeping her out of reach with a chuckle. 

“Ah ah ah! Gigi needs to stay warm too!” 

A feeler ran down my zipper until my jacket opened up just a touch, and it dove inside. Rummaging around, it found a velcro strap I hadn't even noticed! Gigi waggled towards me, and found a snug home tucked inside my jacket, secured by the velcro so she could peek out and see everything.

It was a good thing too, there was real snow here! I had only ever seen falling powder like this on rare occasions when atmospheric controls were getting defective, too unimportant for the company back on Gany to fix in time. Either that or during spurs of religious romanticism when the hardline Christians felt compelled to interfere with yule and some of my neighbor’s chanukahs in favor of a more capitalistic Christmas miracle. Bastards.

I shrugged off the thought and stepped forward with a happy wobble to my gait, following after Selene, Gaelen behind me. Buildings ahead of us formed a cosy neighborhood that seemed to keep on going in alleys and boulevards, transport centers and beacons dotted all the way into the horizon covered in a thin sleet. There was a faint bite of the cold against my exposed face, but repeated puffs of my phytotoxin vaporizer as we walked banished the sting entirely.
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There are some sounds that can’t be heard until they’re gone, and the muffling coat of powder all around us had a funny way of revealing them. A cornstarch crumple in the shape of his giant footsteps that hung unlistened as we stepped through the street. Harsher growls to her rumble that failed to echo. Little joint clicks and sighs as I walked, absent in the insulation. 

The smallest embers of lantern light bounced and echoed across the ground, making warmth out of the frosty crystals that fell from somewhere in the ring, shimmering pearls that collected into a blanket. 

It was the sight of a little sprout in a puffy coat of fur that made me smile from ear to ear though. The xenra with a pup’s personality was rolling around in a bank of frozen white, drawing their owner with a claw out of the blank spaces their body left behind on the cobblestone sidewalk. 

They let out a laugh as their muse returned and picked them up out of the cold. A steaming hot drink in a mug was placed in their waiting hands. The floret howled in pure, unbridled glee.

Other sounds, I supposed, were even louder on a day like this. 

We made our way into a denser part of the neighborhood, wandering through a plaza of whimsically themed places for mingling, a vibrant nightlife with colorful lights and crowds lapping at drinks. Barking and yelling and rhythmic motion shook the floors from a building called the Aurora’s Edge, where more than a few pairs had spilled out into alleys.

“Did you design this town, Selene?”

My pinnate made a hollow little yip of amusement. “Nah, this town is older than Gaelen.” She pointed at another cluster of lights a quarter around the ring. “That one was me.”

“Why aren’t we there, then?”

She was quiet for a moment.

“Because… Tsundra and Blaze don’t live there,” she mumbled.

Selene seemed to be carrying herself differently as we walked deeper into the town. One glance from her third eye towards the busy sounding bar and it was even more noticeable. Each stride she took, she seemed to stand taller, but it didn't feel confident. It felt defensive, even aggressive. Her gaze was nervous, flicking side to side, even as she was greeted with nothing but friendly waves.

I skipped ahead and realized I could, thanks to the leg brace, easily bend down and grab a handful of snow, crunch it up into a ball, and throw it at her with giggling mischief. 

“Hey!” she barked, grabbing a pawful of her own and tossing it right back with a grin. “You naughty little «¿¿¿»,” she snarled, though the last word was some dialect I hadn’t heard her use before.

We rolled in the snow together, and finally I whined in defeat as I found myself with my back in a snowdrift, pinned under my Mate. Her snout was held open around my throat, teeth pressing just enough to threaten. A gesture of ownership, possession, hierarchy.

Gaelen picked us up out of the pile with a smile like the sight of us playing had filled her core with warmth and love.

“Come, dears, the temporary hab isn’t much further.”

I threw another snowball at her, then scampered ahead as fast as I could as my second monster of a lover joined the game.

 








Finally, we arrived, and I was glad, because the snow in my hair was starting to melt and run down my back.

The door to the hab was tiny. First, there was only one of them. It was attached to a sleek modern construction, closer to the clean slate interior from when they moved Selene in. Second, it was only as tall as an above average Affini, less than twice my height. Come to think of it, perhaps my perspective on things had been altered somewhat since I moved into the incredible castle on the hill that I now called home. 

Gaelen helped extract me from the puffy jacket, stripped me down to my underwear, and deposited me in a puddle of blankets and pillows beside a pre-stacked pile of firewood behind a metal grate. 

The fireplace surely could have lit itself, but I could feel a slight giddiness in her rumble as the spark ignited in her core and she breathed flame into the metal grate.

“Showoff,” Selene teased as she pulled off her own outerwear and sat beside me. “Don't let her impress you too much, babe. She definitely reserved one with a fireplace just so she could do that.”

Gaelen laughed, making her way to the kitchen. “Let the princess have a little magic, you.”

The crackling warmth warmed my bones and she let out a happy sigh. Selene had shaken herself off at the door, but after rolling in the snow so much, flecks of powder still clung to her fur, making her seem even more streaked with grey than usual. 

My Affini returned a moment later with a steaming mug and a glass bottle, then gave us each one. I took a satisfying gulp of the richly bitter cocoa, then nuzzled back against Selene. 

Creamy vanilla notes swirled in a milky base that I couldn’t fully place, like the best of almond and oat and dairy, perfectly turning the dark rich dessert into something I could drink liters of. I wiggled happily and looked up at my mate’s drink.

“You don’t like hot chocolate?”

Selene snorted, cracking open the lid of what looked like a spiced beer. “No, I'm not human. My body reacts to theobromine in the normal way.” She chuckled, took a long swig, then leaned her head on me with a satisfied sigh. “Wasn't expecting to be living with a terran, though, so I'll probably have to expand my digestive range soon. What's one more visit to the vet?”

Her knee lifted under mine, and gently levered my thighs up until I was half-folded, sitting sideways in her lap. I curled myself against her, running my hand up and down her bare fuzzy chest. It was nice, appreciating the sensation of the white fur between her breasts against my fingertips. Her breath lingered against the slightly numb spot on my shoulder she had bitten last night, and I could feel the vibration of her wagging tail thumping against the pillows.

Then, Gaelen slid in behind us. Selene tensed up for a moment, but gradually relaxed as she flowed around her. Not adjusting her position like she had to me, but forming a sturdy seat around where she already sat.

“So um, Syr. I can't help but notice it’s night outside. But it feels like midday to me. When are we meeting them?”

“Very astute, princess. I will be resetting both of your circadian rhythms with a class-Z xenodrug for the duration of our visit. It takes some time to activate, but when you wake up you'll have been realigned to the local time.”

I tragically finished my mug, and Gaelen whisked it away.

“A um- I don’t think I know that one? It just makes my internal clock feel better?”

She chuckled, an affectionate rumble. “That is one way to put it, I suppose, though the correction of your internal body clock is more a side-effect of its self evident primary purpose.”

Two different masks of petals hovered in view, swirling quite distractingly. Suddenly, one affixed to my face and the other Selene’s snout, forming an airtight seal around my nose and mouth. 

“Hhhey,” I tried and failed to muster, but all that came out was “h-” before a waft of something that smelled like lavender and soft cotton caught on my breath. I trustingly and obediently took it into my system.

A faint haze took hold, something between the clumsiness of an Affini anti-anxiety drug and a shot of liquor. My vision obscured as if coated in cling film, and the manifestation of coziness leaked into my muscles. 

“Okay, I'm all dry now, gonna overheat if I fall asleep next to the fire,” Selene said as she stood up and waved a paw at the couch. “Come Lynn, you have mately duties to tend to before we pass out in a few minutes. Uppies, Syr.” 

A little flustered warble escaped me at the thought of having mately duties, but immediately hit a snag as an unconscious brushing of my panties with a hand produced the faint sound of metallic jingling.

“Um, I’m not really gonna be good for… piercings, remember? I’m still recovering, I think.”

Selene smirked as Gaelen set her down on the Affini sized couch that took up the far end of our temporary hab’s main room. “It's cute you think that would stop me when you have a perfectly functioning bunny hole, but I didn't mean fucking you. I’m tired from all that travel! You’re giving me a bedtime paw massage.”

I yawn before answering. “Wasn’t it um- weren’t we in zero g for a lot of it?”

“Huh, I guess we were,” she crooned with a teasing growl. “Still, I’m an older woman, you know. My paws ain’t what they used to be. ”

I blushed, and my cheeks heated up as she sprawled out. Her legs kicked over the side, and I turned back to Gaelen.

“Aren’t you going to pick me up and put me on the couch too?”

She rumbled, a teasing crackle to her intonation, but she only stood and went over to compile and prepare things in the open plan kitchen. “I would never get between you and your Alpha, princess.”

I blinked. Several times. I was blinking a lot, actually. “My… Alpha? Like in those old-timey romance novels?”

Selene made a little bark of amusement. “That’s right kiddo, we’re on the Cymbidium, and us xen do things a little different ‘round here. Special local culture, and it’s the best translation of it. Imagine our surprise when we found out humans had an entire genre of fiction that works more or less like the little game we play. Now kneel.”

I warbled in simmering embarrassment as she curled a finger towards me with a come hither motion and waggled her bare paw at me. I couldn’t hide my own flustered eagerness as I took a few slightly clumsy steps closer. A vine slid around with a big fluffy pillow towards me, and placed it in front of the couch. The implication was clear, and I sat down on the squishy material, ensuring my leg was in a good spot.

“Um, like this?”

Immediately, her foot pressed down on my forehead and pushed me a bit lower, a gesture of dominance that made my sealed princess parts tingle. “I said kneel. Or… as best as your legs are able anyway. Such a good little bunny you are. You remember the thing about bunnies, right?”

“Good bunnies know their place,” I whined, sinking lower. I was starting to become aware of how heavy my eyes were.

“Good floret. Now give Daddy a foot massage.”

Her musk was rich with a thick yeasty eagerness, and I felt a kind of giddy sensation soak into my emotions. I looked up. Selene stretched back with an eager, hopeful bend to her snout. My mate’s digitigrade toes extended closer to me with a tiny little twitch, and I felt a compulsion that I knew wasn’t fully due to the emotion-influencing aroma she was putting off.

I reached out, and grabbed her nearest paw with my hands. Firm rubs across the center of her soft padded central mass seemed to draw floaty high pitched sounds of contentment so I had to do that for a while. Moving up, I swirled in lighter circles on each of the smaller pads, and that elicited a lot of satisfied squeaks. 

Her satisfaction snapped me back to something like full alertness, and I gave her a dopey smile that turned into a yawn. That seemed to be infectious across species lines as she too let out a fox’s yip with a wide open maw.

Suddenly, a tenseness formed in my chest, and my entire body tensed up as an unwanted memory thrust into my head.

A memory of how I had knelt at the side of Max’s bed, unappreciated, taken for granted and taken advantage of. Years of transactional sexual service. Others before her, far worse.

Gaelen stopped what she was doing, and I could feel her go from casual adoration to sharp focus in an instant, from across the room. 

Selene leaned forward, the tone of domineering mastery gone from her voice.

“Uh, hey babe? You okay?”

I took a deep breath for a moment, steadying myself. “Remind me how you feel about me, please?”

Selene tilted her head to the side and smiled. “I love you, Lynn. You’re my mate and I treasure you.”

Warmth blossomed in my chest. I could serve her, and that expression was mine. There was no rent to be paid or favors to barter anymore. It did not belong to anyone but me, and those who loved me.

The word ‘sorry’ tried to fight its way across my tongue, but no. I wasn’t sorry. “Thank you, Selene. I-I want to continue.”

I dipped my fingers in between the squishy protective beans, running through the softer puff of darker fur that grew in the folds. She took a moment to get back into it, clearly paying extra attention to make sure I was still comfy, but I could also tell she really, really liked that sensation, and so I had to repeat it with the others. 

“Do you like this, Daddy?”

“Yes! Just like that.” Selene seemed to have a reflective moment of her own, but smiled sleepily. “It’s even better knowing you’re gonna let me stick around, too.”

I heard Gaelen make a little noise of satisfaction, and the next few heavy blinks of my eyes were crinkled by smiling.

The foot with her sore knee had pads that were significantly more callused, and I put some effort into working it out. Pulling back out to resume squeezing the middle ridge, I realized with a breathy inhale of sour sweetness that her oily citric musk had collected in the folds, and it was hitting me.

“Oh, fuck…” Selene's whines were slipping from authoritative into needy, and it made me feel a bubbling of excitement. Just as I was preparing to run my fingertips back across her arching pad, a tendril slipped between us. I pulled back for a moment.

A russet petalled flower unfurled from the succulent leaves, and I realized it was her paintbrush injector flower, a blunted needle covered in a puff of natural bristles. 

It was rapidly soaking in a pink glittery fluid, and in a flourish the brush began to slide up the arch. My Mate burst into a fit of barking giggles and tail spasms, which Gaelen met with a cluster of restraining vines around her lower leg. 

“Easy there, little wolf.”

The process was repeated with the other foot, and her giggles spilled into little frustrated pants. Finally she finished, leaving her in a puddle of moaning tremors. Clearly it was a class-A with some degree of xenra effect, but I had to assume it was going to do something to me too. 

I reached back out, but before my thumbs could reach her, two wide yellow-green tendrils had wrapped around my wrists, pulling them back. A final tendril brushed down my cheek, and as my mouth opened automatically I had the only signal I needed to receive. 

The lap of my tongue against the pad of her foot was slick and abrasive at the same time. The working callus had already been broken down to something softer by my earlier manipulations, and now it was coated in a downright dangerous combination of oily musk and the unusual substance Gaelen slathered onto her.  

I ran a big, puppy style swipe across the entirety of her foot, pulling a delightful “awwouroouw!” from her throat that made me smile wide. My Mate was so happy, and her happiness was almost as intoxicating as whatever was starting to coat my tongue and drip down my throat. More of my Master’s vines curled around me now, helping me stay upright.

[image: ]

Pleasant tingles spread over my face, and nuzzling her fur amplified it even further. The sensation wasn’t quite numbness, but similarly it twisted the dials so that most everything faded away. Unlike numbness, it made one particular set of nerves rise to the surface, getting stronger with every second. 

Pure, blissful, erogenous pleasure. Oh fuck. 

I started to switch from one paw to the other, running my tongue between her toes, nuzzling into her pads, and taking deep breaths of her musky citric oils. It was primal and hedonistic for the both of us, a series of moments strung together, one sensory exploration after the other. At one point I grazed my teeth lightly across the pudgy spots below her claws, and that earned an involuntary twitch that I attempted to replicate on each pad in turn.

My eyelids were starting to spend more time closed than open, as that first note in the symphony of intoxicants I was currently under the influence of continued its insurmountable march. My thoughts were slowing, and the sensations only built in turn. I whined in euphoria, panting just to enjoy the feeling of air running across my needy tastebuds before diving back in, squirming from the pressure as I ran swirls along the surfaces and crevices.

A wave of near unconsciousness would pull me down, only for a wave of musky scent to pull me back up to alertness. I would lick and luxuriate in the pleasure only to find myself giggling from tiredness, losing track of my activities in a slumping over of stillness. Bouncing up, licking in dutiful worship, falling down, almost losing track of everything, remembering and forgetting and loving each pop of the psychological bubble.

“Good bunny… good mate, love you,” my mate half-growled, half yawned, her head tilted back in relaxation. Her words were slower now.

As I worshipfully probed in twisting wet revelry my mind wandered in a dreamlike trance, back to that rainbow smear of a mess ripped into spacetime by human carelessness. Outside this room, the very ship I was currently on was being hit with antimatter bolts the size of cities. Perhaps that should have concerned me. But the texture of my Mate’s toepads against my tongue seemed like a better use for my attention span. 

I was a floret. The affini would worry about the rest…

My body startled half-awake again and I mewled out an affectionate response, breathy murmurs of love. I resumed licking while I had the clarity to do so, unsure which was making my eyelids droop in a soporific haze more, the class-Z or the scent of the paw pads pressed against my tongue. I supposed it was all the same in the end.

Gaelen’s tendrils stroked up and down the branded grooves on my back, soothing heat in tingling euphoric spirals around the markings she had laid upon my skin.

There was a light thump from above me, and while I kept going, The paw on my face was resting with a limpness that told me Selene had succumbed to unconsciousness first.

The vines holding my arms behind my back loosened, and the cottony petals returned, soft flowers on a bud that firmly and persistently pressed in around my nose and mouth until they formed a seal.

“Deep breath in for me princess, so you can join your pinnate.”

“D-Don’t wanna… have to keep licking…”

It was fruitless to resist, my eyes fluttering, chin barely moving, but I tried regardless in my hazy drugged out blissful state to keep on lapping up the final drops of intoxicating elixir that remained on her perfect fluffy paws. 

Eventually though, there was nothing left but to gasp, rich indigo mist like freshly compiled bedding wafting into my lungs. I took a second, and it was even thicker, slower, more lethargic and dizzy than the first. A deep lawless oxygenation as if taken from a steaming shower.

The clouds consumed my vision entirely, and I slumped limply forward into Gaelen’s vines. The last thing I registered was being swaddled up in my snoring pinnate’s arms before I joined her in the dreams of a happy xenosphont, untroubled with the universe.

 


 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          The reading rec for this chapter is a new longform project we are writing, Taming The Wolf! It is set over a century after human domestication, and follows a mostly-dominant terran wolfgirl moving to an island on the aquatic ring of the Occcantalis to try to find her perfect owner while working through her internalized shame about having a fetish for getting her feet rubbed and her fears that her desire to be a pet is incompatible with her personality. 

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

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

        





  59. Aurora's Edge
Summary for the Chapter:
Last Chapter Recap:
Gaelen, Selene, and Lynn saw the spacetime tear, arrived on the Cymbidium, and reset thier sleep cycles to the local time to prepare to meet Blaze and Tsundra, the two of Selene's daughters who live there.

Notes for the Chapter:
CW: a brief “make lynn orgasm each day” scene at the start. Discussion of neglectful/distant parenting.

I curled over onto my side and snuggled into the bundle of warm fur as I slowly stirred back to consciousness. Flickering memories of a rich dreamscape faded away, a fantasy tale of a winter knight who valiantly defended my princessly honor from a cruel, vile outcast. 
“Good morning, dears.” Gaelen’s voice rumbled from above us, and I slowly blinked awake.
Selene groaned a happy sigh as she too woke up- which was abruptly replaced with a yelp.
“Eeeep!” She screeched, scrambling into a sitting position. “What in the fuckin’… are you trying to make me a feralist?”
I spun around and took in the sight. My Prince’s surface had been folded and arranged in an entirely novel way.

[image: ]A shaggy mane of petals ran from her head down and around her… pointy ears, perfectly complementing her three eyes. Spiraling horns turned inwards like pedipalps near her snout, and a bushy ruffling all the way down her body gave an appearance more like fur than scales, but with that same clear structure.
I whimpered a little. 
Gaelen flexed her paws and gave us a spry wave, thick musky undertones pooling in her smoked firecracker and fresh melon, stronger than I had ever smelled from her before. Selene seemed significantly less taken with this new form of our Affini.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Gaelen?”
“Come now, wildflower, would it not be customary for an Affini courting a xenra, on the xenrani hab ring, to take on a familiar form?”
“No, nope, no way, not when that affini is you! It’s cursed. C’mon Lynn, you’ve gotta agree right?”
I paused, and bit my lip slightly.
“I um- well- I wouldn’t say I mind…”
Selene gave me the kind of look you could feel. 
“Don’t do this to me babe. Imagine if she tried to look like a human.”
“She, um… Did.” 
I shuddered slightly.
Gaelen seemed to only be growing more amused by the moment, but Selene was only getting more exasperated.
“Gaelen, kiddo, honey, sweetie. You look great as a rudon, stick to what actually feels natural.”
“Very well. But I assure you, Riri, Avå, and Sorin all used to tease me about the details too.”
Lounging into her, I relaxed limply as vines began to caress and hold only my arms and legs, squeezing and massaging my muscles while keeping me firmly restrained.
“Besides, there are certainly some benefits this form affords me.” As if to punctuate the words, a wave of warm smoky and citric air bathed my naked body in biorhythmic comfort.
Tendrils ran along the edges where the amber seal on my shoulder bite and piercings met my skin and vibrated subtly. To my surprise, the shell of sap cracked off. 
Bondage on my wrists slackened. I cautiously poked at the metal that ran through my most intimate areas and shivered. Even if Gaelen had decided that my own touch be muted so that I accepted help more, the increase of intensity from firm metal running directly through a ring of sensitive nerves was notable. And the little eyelets, Gods. A vision of my own anatomy being laced shut between… uses… suddenly flashed and made me feel slightly dizzy.
“Wow, I-I would have thought that would take longer to heal.”
“Not at all! Now, it is almost time to get you dressed and fed, but there is something we have to do first, remember? A very important daily bonding ritual.”
“Yes, Syr,” I warbled as vines began to snake up between my legs, and tiny tendrils slipped through each of the eyelets before starting to toy with the central ring.
There was a tug, as my outer lips were pulled tight like a corset, and my tie was forced to engage by another tickle further in. A few many-tipped tendrils slipped through the constricted opening and I completely lost control of my own body.
Selene’s ears perked up at my squealing, and she slid in beside me, raising her arm so that the white fur of her armpit was ready to press down on my face as I thrashed helplessly. “Might as well mix in multiple forms of reinforcement!” 
Oh dear.
 

 
The weather outside was significantly less snowy, though it still carried the energy of winter, icy banks from the prior night stacked along the edge of the cobble stone into piles. I saw some avian xenos scattering around and playing in the remnants of a pile, and a very detailed snow sculpture in the shape of a xenra, or possibly a xenra-shaped affini. 
Gaelen, at Selene's insistence, had eventually shifted back into the familiar appearance of my horn-crowned Prince. 
My belly was full of the heat of breakfast and the love of my partners whom I walked between… and the arousal of the fact that Gaelen had never removed her tendrils from being looped through the metal between my legs.
Perhaps there was a metaphor about how my clit was literally being used as a leash point by my owner, but I was too high and distracted by the aforementioned stimulation to think of it. Thank the Everbloom for the leg brace… whatever the Everbloom even was.
Selene's third eye flickered up at the sound of humming movement, and we both watched as an elevated train flowed seamlessly into a station above us.
“I love details like this. Ripped it off for my district. Y’know, we could just as easily hide the train. Make it into a subway, or exclude it entirely and not have one at all. Engineering here is virtually limitless, and things you can’t actually achieve can be faked.”
We wandered down the path, under the tracks, and she continued her impromptu lecture. 
“So why don’t they hide it then?” I took another puff of warm comfort off my vaporizer, and eagerly continued listening to my Mate discuss her passion. 
“See, that’s the thing! Every detail is deliberately conspicuous. Someone wanted this train, because they wanted sophonts to stop and pause. They wanted it to be elevated so florets could set up their cute cafes in the shade underneath it.”
The whole thing thumped and rattled in a pleasant noise, and she eagerly ran an arm around my waist, using one hand to toy with my skin while the other pointed at the streetcar above us as it sped by. 
“Check this- the roof on that train, ya see those titanium bolts? It’s reinforced to carry several tons of phytotech. The train engineer anticipated that one day an affini might want to surf on top of the train to show off for their floret. When everything is conspicuous and anything is possible the only thing left to worry about is the experience. The games in the margins. The shade in the cafe. The random encounter on the train. Those are the things that matter to folks in the end. Those experiences are irreplaceable. Unlike uh… fuck, nevermind… I’m rambling.”
I squeezed her paw reassuringly. “Hey, I'm loving hearing about this.”
“Yeah yeah, I know, trust me I know. You can’t get enough of me. No, what I meant to say is that uh, engineering sticks around, even if… you bounce.”
We continued through the suburban sprawl until we reached a thoroughfare with a few social gathering places. On one side of the space housed what looked like a xenra daycare. On the other, a building that reminded me of an old disco from a movie, or perhaps one of the dive bars we stopped off at while hauling cargo.
It seemed that building, labeled Aurora's Edge, was our destination. Music swelled out of it, mingling sounds of barking patrons within. We had slept in, so it was probably around midday local time, yet it seemed as though this was the kind of place that was always at least a little bit rowdy.
A couple of xenos staggered out of the double doors. A moment or two later, a familiar xenra and her well polished owner were approaching from the other side of the walkway.
Selene’s daughter stunk of muddy roses and licorice with a curl of cardamom, but there was a sourness that was reminiscent of Selene in there too, sweet and sweaty. She looked up with an expression of petulant deference at her owner, who I remembered being called Wolffia. I could tell from the glance that the decision to come here had been a topic of discussion between the two of them. 
Tsundra was dressed… well, their outfit wasn't particularly aesthetically pleasing to me, but it was… consistent. Much like the dance, there was a vest with a greenish color, now complemented by some musty pants, and tied off layers of rainbow plaid outerwear. It seemed like Tsundra had taken an interest in terran fashion when they arrived in our part of the galaxy but maybe hadn’t quite figured it all out yet. 
She took one look at Selene, and huffed.
“I'll be inside,” the younger xenra growled, before sauntering in through the doors.
Wolffia approached, her woven form perfectly constructed into the xenrani form. Only in looking at her more practiced shape could I pick up on the ways in which Gaelen had been giving an uncanny performance this morning. A faint odor of smoke wafted from her glands.
She and Selene shared a meaningful look. “I’ll be around if you need me, little vixen. Gaelen tells me you want to handle things yourself this time.”
“Uh, yeah. Thanks, Wolffia.”
She bent down and gave my Mate scritches behind the ears, and the quivering of Selene’s tail suggested Wolffia had an enormous amount of familiarity and experience with getting that particular gesture just right.
The xenra-shaped affini lit a cigarette, and took a few long strides into the building across the street, leaving the three of us alone. 
Selene lingered for a moment, clearly nervous to follow Tsundra. Gaelen extended a vine to offer her support, and turned towards me. With a leafy hand, she removed my coat, and applied one, two, and then three of those pheromone-blocking patches to my bare arm.
The dress my Affini chose for me today was asymetrical, shaped to show off the crescent of dots of slightly indented paler skin on my neck, and it was drawing eyes as the three of us stepped inside.
“Ah, freshly bit, pet? Congrats!”
I couldn’t help but scratch my own shoulder self-consciously as a stranger that looked like one of those fluffy goats noticed me, but nodded shyly as we shuffled past.
Glancing around, we spotted Selene’s daughter. There were a few humans in the bar, one of whom Tsundra was saddled up next to. The only thing clearer than her obvious flirts were the humans' even more obvious disinterest. The woman accepted Tsundra’s contact card, and the xenra turned around.
I caught a final glimpse as the human rolled the card up and used it to snort a line of something off the bar before tossing it away. 
We walked over, and Selene sat down on her left. Gaelen stood around me, compressing her form to take up less space. 
Tsundra glanced up at me, squinting all three eyes before raising a brow in recognition.
“Fuck, wait, this the same girl twice in a row? Ain't seen that in a while. Fuck was her name again? No offense, shorty. Seeing so many of your kind it’s getting hard to keep names straight.”
I perked up and waved shyly at them. “Um, new name now anyway! I’m Lynn Echeveria, First Floret.”
Selene nodded, and squeezed her arm around my waist. “Yeah. You're gonna be seeing her plenty more in a row, I hope. We are pinnates, Tsundra.”
Tsundra took a long sip of her drink, lapping at the mug with their tongue while looking me over again with narrowed eyes. “Good for you I guess. Figured a big game hunter like you would go for something with more bite, but I guess I wouldn’t have lagom siblings if you did-a damn thing to earn that alpha label.”
“I-” Selene’s tail curled around me protectively. “I can be attracted to easy prey, Tsundra. I didn’t come up with the fucking designation game, I don’t know why you've ever cared so much about it.”
“Fine. So why are you here now? If this is about the pinnate status you could’ve just let me know by datapad.”
“I’ve been a shit mother, I guess? I’m trying to be less distant. She's gonna be in my life now. I think you should be too.”
“Pretty sure the terrans’d call you a ‘deadbeat dad’ but whatever. Okay. Yeah. Gonna be in my life? Never heard this one before.”
Selene grabbed a drink off the bar and lapped a few times with her tongue before answering.
“Fine. I get it. It’ll take more than just my word. That’s fair. Where’s your sister, anyway?”
“I dunno. Knotted sheathe deep in some boytoy, probably.” Tsundra sneered in disinterest that sounded more than a little envious.
“She seriously couldn't be here? For this? Now?”
“That's pretty fuckin’ rich coming from you.”
“What the fuck do you mean by that?”
“It’s always about her, isn’t it. Or my owner. Or whatever tail you’re chasing this time.”
Selene growled under her breath. “I’m trying to put things right, kiddo.”
“Are you? Or are you just lookin’ for permission to turn tail again? Saying all the wrong things so nobody cares when you fuck off as usual? Drive away everyone before they leave you first, like fuckin’ always? What do you want from me? A fuckin’ medal? Engraved how this time you mean it, and this time you really mean it? And not like all those other times, but for real this time?” 
“Why are you even here then?” Selene’s fists were tightening now, and Gaelen’s hand seemed to be resting as a stabilizing force below her mane.
“I wanted you to prove I’m not just some idiot for hoping you can do better. But no, good question. Why the fuck am I here.”
The next response out of Selene’s snout wasn’t in terran, and then Tsundra switched languages too. The two were just barking and growling now, with a mix of fricative growls and rounded vowels underneath. 
Finally one of them made a whiny sound as if someone had stepped on a paw, and they settled slightly before Tsundra pushed past Selene, intentionally knocking shoulders with her and splashing Selene’s fur with booze.
Selene let out a sigh, wiped herself off, and gave Gaelen and I a guilty look. “Can you… um. Need to talk to her alone, I think.”
She followed her daughter, taking seats on large wooden barstools. My Prince and I found a spot at a circular table near the front, within sight but not earshot. I stimmed with one of Gaelen’s vines, unsure of what we should do.
“I wish I knew what they were saying… is that terrible of me to say? That I want to invade their privacy?”
Gaelen smiled down at me warmly. “Of course not, little one. Curiosity is a natural urge in an adorable floret. The Compact’s definition of private is more nuanced than the one you might be used to, and it comes with different cultural expectations. If something was truly bad for you to hear, I would remove it entirely from your recollection.”
One of Gaelen’s vines slipped around the pointed shell of my ear, projecting a translated version of the conversation happening on the other side of the bar.
“Here. This way they can have the comfort that the illusion provides, and you may have the reassurance that surveying grants. Everyone is happy.”
I focused my attention and caught Selene at the end of a sentence.
“-you know? I’m trying to put things right, kiddo.”
“I’m always diggin’ for scraps with you, and even Blaze told me not to come here. I feel pathetic for still bothering sometimes. Fuck, even Wolffia«Alpha» thinks you should just turn tail, go off and become a floret like you’ve always wanted now that there’s nobody left you’re responsible for.”
“It seems like there’s an implant in my future eventually no matter what, kiddo. I want to do better now.”
I’d gotten a bit better at reading xenrani facial expressions now, and Tsundra seemed cautiously optimistic for a moment before quickly pointing a finger at Selene. 
“Okay, fine, what are you doing then? What do we change here?”
“I don’t know. Maybe you can come fishing with me sometime like when you were younger. Back when all four of us…”
Tsundra’s eyes narrowed as they cut her off. “Oh yeah, back when we were too young to expect anything from you? Back when Wolffia's«Alpha's» attention was on you and not me?”
“Hey, fuck off,” Selene said with a whine, ears curling back, nervously glancing back towards Gaelen and I. “That wasn’t…”

[image: ]“You weren’t even there for my damn implantation. How the fuck was I ever supposed to be seen as the alpha I’m supposed to be when you never modeled shit? You left us to be raised by the fuckin’ goat femboy!”
“Don’t drag him into this. Your father is a perfectly responsible parent.”
“He’s a quallin. All he knows is fuckin quallin things. But even still, yeah, he was a damn good role model when stacked up against father of the Compact here!”
Selene took a long drink, ears hanging low as she answered. “I’ve fallen out with so much family. You and your sister are all I have left, and I know it’s hanging by a tendon and I’m trying to break the old habit before it’s broken for me. When my choices still matter.”
Tsundra snorted. “Seems to me the only children you really want to spend time with are the places you design… you don’t have to worry about them asking ‘when’s daddy coming home’ when you move away!”
The side of their conversation that was happening outside of my ear, the one being had in a language of snarls, was getting louder and louder, and more pointed ears were starting to point towards them. Suddenly, a burly wolf of a xeno with stripes painted down their horns twisted in place, then stomped over to interrupt the bickering mother and daughter.
“Tsundra, I thought I told you to keep your ugly snout out of where I had to see it.”
Selene whirled in place to face the newcomer, ears pointed straight back and pedipalps clicking, standing up to her full towering height. “What the fuck did you just say to my daughter, you runt bitch?”
“I said-”
Whatever they were going to say was cut short as she whipped her tail around their leg and shoved them backwards with a roar, sending them crashing into a table of other xenra who immediately started barking angrily.
I watched with my mouth agape in shock as, within seemingly seconds, the entire space turned to utter chaos, with more of the fur-covered xenos joining the fight, throwing drinks, or just whooping and cheering. 
My Prince seemed entirely nonchalant as the space around us erupted into a furry brawl, with yipping and barking that Gaelen didn't bother translating, thuds and smashing of wood and howls and laughter. Fists connected with snouts, elbows smacked into patrons, and before long a majority of the xenrani patrons were getting involved.
“Get away from her!” Tsundra threw a thuddy punch at the challenger’s buddy just as they were about to jump behind Selene, and wood smashed as the two of them hit the ground in a snarling pile.
Occasionally a vine would fly into the literal dust cloud of musk and pollen that obscured some of the brawling, intervening whenever true danger reared. A xenra who flashed claws was immediately hit with darts much like the one I had seen Gaelen use, and pulled into a cuddle pile on the opposite side of the room.
“Um, shouldn't you do something, Syr?” Neither Gaelen nor any affini in the room seemed to care too much about the bar fight beyond those minor interventions.
My Affini gave me a smile, a tap on the chin, and a berry to munch on. “Different cultures have different norms, love. They're having fun!”
“Um, okay,” I mumbled around my treat.
At long last I finally understood why Selene’s joints seemed to constantly act up, as she went in for a knee to the ribs on the particularly pungent looking floret who had challenged them.
A bottle flew through the air, exploding against the wall next to us, and I flinched hard even as Gaelen threw up a barrier of soft petals that prevented a single drop from touching me.
“However… perhaps this is a bit overstimulating for a delicate princess. Let’s go to the J-cafe. I am sure they are in good vines here.” 
Gaelen scooped me up, leaving a tendril for me to rub my face against as the berry started to kick in. She stood, and one of her tendrils caught a flying glass before it could hit the ground and set it back on the table on the way out.
With a couple of steps she was on the other side of the breezeway. We ducked through a doorway that led into the daycare-like space I had seen before, and her vines collapsed into a cross legged puddle on the soft foam ground. Ever so faintly, I could hear the muted sounds of the ruckus across the street.
“I feel bad for Selene. I didn’t realize this would go so poorly.”
Gaelen rumbled with laughter. “Actually, this is exactly what I hoped would happen. A catharsis, a release of stored tension. It is sometimes needed for healing to allow an unstable equilibrium to be undone, no matter how explosive. Now, we should have some time to relax…”
Petals latched onto my face, and I sucked a deep breath of sparks and euphoria. I giggled with amusement as my eyes drifted over to a window where I could see the district Selene designed. Beacons and… burns…? Woah.
My Owner’s soft petals stroked and massaged over my skin, kneading every drop of tension out of my body. I squirmed and wriggled as thin creepers resumed toying with the jingling metal between my legs under my dress.
“Mooommmmyyyyyy, someone could see,” I whined softly, not wanting her to actually stop.
“Let them see what a perfect princess you are,” I heard her praise. “My little voevia-to-be deserves to be admired like fine art.”
“Hmph,” I managed to get out before forgetting what I was whining about.
A fluffy calico patterned xenra with massive blown out pupils wobbled over to us in a fawning quadrupedal stumble, destabilized from the drugs they were clearly very high on.
I was feeling pretty high too. Oh damn, Wolffia was there as well! She must’ve followed us over. 
Another berry found its way into my mouth and I happily let the juices flow down my throat with a bite. I crawled over to Selene’s daughter's owner and flopped near her, forming a cuddle pile with the calico xenra.
“What an adorable little floret. I haven’t spent much time with terrans, but you sure seem like a cutie.” One of her claws settled into an affectionate pet around my pointy ear.
It was all a happy blur of fur, ear massages, mewling noises and tickles for a while.
A short time later Wolffia perked up, turning towards the windows facing the street. “Ah, the girls are done playing.”
Selene and Tsundra stumbled over from the bar with another xenra, leaning on each other and laughing. As they got closer I saw it was with the very challenger they had been fighting earlier, adding each other as contacts on their tablets, and generally behaving like lifelong buddies.
“No one beats up my daughter but me!”
All three of them made barking, yipping laughs.
“Fuck, them carlai taught you good, old-timer. The whole Cymbidium’s gonna miss you, you know. See you around, Tsundra.”
The third split off from my Mate and her daughter, and Selene mumbled something to herself.
“I- am’ not so bad...”
Tsundra flopped over into Wolffia’s lap with a happy wagging tail, and Selene staggered over to my Prince, then collapsed into Gaelen’s waiting vines making a quiet whine. I crawled over to join them.
Wolffia began to card through her floret’s fur with idle thorny vines. “Did you have fun, dears?”
“We won,” Tsundra mumbled in a happy croak.
“I see. What about you, Selene?”
“Yes. I need a sobering agent and a painkiller.”
Gaelen extended one of what must have been the xenra medical flowers she got grafted what felt like a lifetime ago, and a few vines vanished into my Mate’s fur, followed by a berry treat of her own. I snuggled into her, careful to not poke any bruises she might have picked up roughhousing, but she just grabbed me and pulled me tight against her.
I babbled happily into her musky pheromones, pulling myself closer until I could rest my head on her breast. 
Tsundra poked their head up, tail wagging slightly as she watched us.
“Glad you have somebody real again, Dad. You deserve to be happy.”
Selene nodded, and then looked back at Tsundra. “Can I give you some parental advice, kiddo?”
“Yeah.”
“Things come easier when you don't define yourself by what you're looking for. Let good things come to you.”
The younger xenra crinkled their snout a bit, but didn’t outright disagree. “I’ll think about it.”
Selene slowly stood, and I caught her wincing a moment and shifting her weight off one knee in particular as she did.
“Alright then. Gaelen, Lynn, come on. We’re gonna go find Blaze. You two feel like joining?” 
Gaelen and Wolffia exchanged a look, and then the latter spoke. “I don’t think she’ll appreciate you poking your snout into her business. If you want to find her, leave me out of it.”
“I know more or less where she is.” Selene pointed out the window, at the town center a bit up the curling ground, the one she designed. “I didn’t notice last night because of the snow, but… That isn’t how that subdistrict is supposed to be laid out. Fucks up the sightlines, and I told her that a million times. She’s been busy since I left, looks like.”
Notes for the Chapter:
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  60. Breaking

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Selene, Lynn and Gaelen met up with Tsundra and Wolffia, got into a bar fight, and then set out to find Tsunra's sister Blaze.

          


    
    Gaelen’s jets of fire drew yips and bays of laughter and delight from the residents of the ring below as we took off to fly between towncenters, Selene behind me and Tsundra behind her. Wolffia waved goodbye from below as we did a loop that pressed me back against the fur of my very determined pinnate.

Glimpsing above us an artificial skyline bisected the ring, and within the blue opacity and glowing sun a wispy refracting rainbow of light evoked the spacetime fracture on the planet nearby. 

I took the moment as we soared upwards to ask the two xenra a question that had been nagging at me since Gaelen gave me a sobering agent a moment ago.

“So is the alpha beta gamma whatever thing you two talked about real, or is it like, a game you're all playing?”

Selene shrugged. “Uh, ain't really sure what the difference is. If everyone is playing the same game, then that's what real means, isn't it?”

Tsundra gave their own snort of derision. “It’s real. B’sides, Didn’t your species invent like, stalk or something to keep track of a game that people’s entire lives were defined by?”

I winced. “Well, I mean like. Humans constructed gender roles, but from my own experience, going from one set of hormones to another had a very real effect on me. I guess that’s what I'm wondering, you know?”

Selene squeezed my shoulder. “Oh, then no, heh. It’s a larp. But everyone is kinda doing a larp, you know? The games make it fun.”

"Ignore the fossil, it's completely real. Alpha showed me the scent markers in my musk and everything. Dad’s old, she doesn't get it. Actually wait, how old are you?"

"Thirty."

"Godsdammit Dad. Why is my new stepmom younger than I am?" Tsundra made a growling sigh.  "I mean I know it’s only by a couple years, but geeze. Den-robber."

My eyes unfocused, I squeezed Gigi tight, and decided to completely compartmentalize my thoughts on being called ‘stepmom’ by a member of an alien species I was devastatingly attracted to every member of until the next time I saw Fernicus.

I gripped onto my Prince’s petalled mane, for comfort more than safety, and she banked into a turn as we eclipsed the sunline of the ring. The paths below us grew more distinct once we burst through to the other side, walkways winding off into smaller cul-de-sacs and nooks. 

Finally we got close enough for the building styles to become clear, varied and diverse with pop up stalls and nuanced colors. It was clear from a single glance the ways in which it was similar to the district Selene had designed for independents back home, a signature style that emerged from the accumulated decisions that went into the space.

A central plaza rounded out the area, and as my eyes landed on it Selene wrapped closer into me and pointed out a detail with her paw for the rest of us to see.

“There, half that street is shifted back, and half isn’t, and it’s crawling with construction drones. That’s where it’s happening.”

Sure enough, I could see the hive of workers like little bugs buzzing and crawling across the area.

“Wildflower, are you certain you want to do this today? After her rejection of your invitation, it might not be wise…” Gaelen’s voice was a concerned rumble in our ears. “The Cymbidium may be undocking soon, but it will not be gone. We could always come back in a month when your daughter has had more time to adjust.”

I heard her growl. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m currently an independent xenosphont, Gaelen. Unless she’s filed to have me made her annate you can’t stop me from seeing my daughter.”

“I wanna see her too, so you double gotta,” Tsundra added.

“If that is what you wish,” My Prince replied with trepidation, but began a gentle descent towards where Selene had directed.

There was a moment of disorientation as we came to a stop and my brain struggled to adapt which way was up again, but it dissipated quickly, I was getting used to the quirks of living in a hab ring. A remarkable thing to notice, given that the idea of me ever living in any gravity this strong had been so patently absurd just a few weeks ago.

We had landed in a recessed dead end street that let towards the main courtyard I had spotted from the air. The buildings around here had two stories, with wrought iron balconies and curving staircases to hidden verandas, with lots of floral bouquets.

Selene immediately started sniffing at the air, shifting into a more hunched over profile that brought her nose closer to the ground… and made her whine in pain from the strain on her knee before Gaelen’s vines swooped in to support her.

“I can smell her. This way.”

She bounded ahead in a quadrupedal lunge, and Gaelen let out a long sigh before picking me up to follow, since there was no way I could keep up. Tsundra followed alongside, keeping a pace somewhere between the two of us. Her tail was wagging happily, and the sight put a little smile on my face too.

As we got closer I could hear the sounds of building and constructing. Orders were barked out in a cadence that was short and brash and almost familiar. Mechanical compiling drones hummed and buzzed. Whole parts of buildings moved into place, casting shadows in their wake.

It was a rush of memory from the past, how I had met Selene such a short time ago as she directed construction of the independent village back home. Gaelen turned down the street corner and we arrived at a building in a state of complete reassembly. She set me down a ways back, and Tsundra joined us as well, catching her breath.

A voice growled out from the shadows.

“Oh, fuck off. I'm not interested in your family reunion stagrynshit.”

“Blaze, I just want to talk!” Selene barked in reply down the alley. “I have a fucking pinnate now, and I want you to meet her.”

Stepping out from the darkness, Blaze turned around and prowled towards her. She was even taller than Selene, lankier, with a flatter snout, and a bitter expression in her three, brightly colored non-matching eyes. The artificial sunlight hit Blaze’s pelt as she got out into the open.
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Well. Tsundra might have unusual fashion sensibilities, but… surely those coat colors weren’t natural right? Vivid blacks and purples made up the body of her fur. She was a slick and garish fluffy situation with bright crimson stripes all across it.

“You had plenty of chances to talk.” Blaze snarled at Selene. “I don’t see why getting a new side piece needs to be some special occasion. I don’t expect congratulations from you every time I get my damn dick wet.”

My fingers began to stim with a vine at the mention of me. I shifted back a little bit, but Gaelen was with us and I wasn’t in any danger.

Blaze jabbed at her smaller sister with a paw. “And Tsundra. I thought I told you to stay away from this damn loser.”

“She…” Tsundra’s previously happy affect was suddenly torn. “I just thought she deserved another chance, Blaze. And, well. I think Lynn and her owner are a good influence.”

“You fucking little emotional scavenger. One crumb of validation and you’re happy at her fucking side again like some dumb puppy?”

I turned back to Gaelen again, but she had increasingly shrunk back. Letting it play out without her intervention. I cleared my throat and waved to get Blaze’s attention, to try to help steer things back.

“W-well, um. I-I’m Lynn Echeveria, First Floret. It’s nice to meet you, um, Ma’am?”

Blaze looked at me with a modicum of focused attention. Her eyes flicked down to the brace on my leg, then back at Selene again.

“Well, you’re cute, at least.” She crossed her arms and then glared back at her mother, walking closer to loom over her. “Fine. Okay. I’m here. I’m listening. Now what? What do you have to say now that undoes a lifetime of distance?”

“Uh,” Selene took a half step back, shrinking slightly. She spent a moment looking side to side, then pointed down the alley. “I thought I taught you better than this. What the fuck is this pathing?”

Blaze rolled her eyes. “Of course it’s the town you care about.”

“Fuck me for wanting to talk about a shared interest, I guess. The old layout was fine. Why are you changing it, if not to specifically spite me?”

“Let me spell it out for you. We aren’t on fucking Ralin. Design a damn place like it’s for the people who actually live there, not your out of date idea of what it’s supposed to be!”

“This is my fucking city, my legacy, you fucking upstart!”

“This ain't your city, Dad. You want your own thing? Build a damn island and invite nobody. You give up control once others actually live there.”

Selene shoved past Blaze down the alley and into the clear plaza. She stomped forward, and looked down at the shadow cast across the stonework. “There’s no guide down this damn path. Nowhere to gather. And the natural light is fucked by this shadow.”

I looked up at the source of the shade, and my jaw dropped.

“Selene?”

She whirled back to face me, practically snarling.

“What, Lynn, what?”

I pointed my finger up, and her gaze followed my hand, finally noticing the shape of the statue that dominated the square.

[image: ]

It was several figures, the largest being a xenra, but not just any. The stone seemed flat and grey on its surface, but where the light struck at angles, there was a golden shimmer on the mane, a purplish silver ebb on the fur.

And she wasn’t alone.

In her arms was a frightened thing with long ears. Less like a cartoony bunny girl and more like a scared wild animal, looking up to her protector with trust and hope. 

It could only be her first mate. Lazila.

To her other side was someone I couldn’t recognize, sculpted as though walking beside and slightly in front of her. Something like a slyly grinning bipedal wolverine, half her height, with clever eyes and an orange tinge to patterned stone fur. At first glance, one might assume they were adversarial, but the sculpted facsimile of Selene’s paw rested lovingly on their neck just as she did with me.

A second later, Selene was back to yelling at Blaze. 

“You wanna stab me, well fine, good job kiddo, you stabbed me. Now you can see that I bleed too. Just had to make a homage to the worst day in your daddy’s whole fuckin’ life.”

“C’mon Dad,” Tsundra chimed in, “maybe it’s like a tribute or something.”

Blaze let out a grim chuckle. “I never thought you’d dare show your snout to even see it, honestly.”

Suddenly all three xenra were yipping, yelling and growling at each other. Words burst out in a blend of xenrani and terran standard flowing and overlapping. 

“…is this supposed to be…” Shouts and snarls “…I despise this fuckin’…” Threatening overtures “…I brought you into this…” and begging pleas “…you can both stop acting like…” until a cacophony of howls overrode all stability I had left in my overstimulated bunny brain and finally I snapped.

“Would you all stop fucking barking?” My voice was shrill but still cut through the chaos.

Blaze rounded on me and spat at me derisively. “I didn’t fucking ask for a bedspare’s input. Be quiet, bunny.” 

For a moment I was cowed into silence, because good bunnies know their place, but my place was to be adored, not to be talked down to and belittled. 

Never again. Not anymore.

Princesses get what they want.

I stomped my foot with a loud “hmph,” and took a long hit off my vaporizer before yelling at the so-called alpha xenra looming over me. “I-I don't know you, but I am a princess and you will not speak to me like that!”

Blaze leaned down, eyes narrowed, sharp teeth bared in a snarl.

“What's some weak little terran like you ever done to earn my respect, huh?”

I could feel Gaelen wrapping a tendril around my arm to pull me back, but I pushed the vine away, glaring back with the cold certainty of icy Courage.

“I did that.” I pointed a finger up at the rippling rainbow in space that was refracted across the skyline. “I told them not to make that second fucking jump, but when those assholes did it anyway, I stopped the entire ship from burning up.”

Blaze started to say something back, but I ignored her and just talked louder.

“I survived the hyperspace crash. I stopped a wrecked nuclear reactor from melting down by trading my own fucking leg in a gravity I couldn't even walk in, restored hot water and power with nothing but scrap metal and then those assholes left me behind anyway, how dare you call me weak, I’m a gods-damnned hero you sparkledog bitch!”

Even the construction drones seemed to turn and look from around the scaffolding. An older lupine xenra on the second story of a hab unit stopped pretending to water her flowers and shut the balcony door.

There was a beat of total silence.

Tsundra finally snorted with laughter. “Geeze, dude, I had no idea new-mom was a damn action flick hero.”

Blaze shoved her younger sister. “Do not fucking call her that, Tsundra.”

Undeterred, I took a puff of the heat of my owner and fidgeted with the core sample in my purse for even more grounding. Warm smoked firecracker melon soaked into my soul. Gaelen had the good sense not to directly intervene, but rumbles of proud reassurance quaked like burning campfire logs all around me, so I continued.

“You need a reality check, all of you. My mother is five fucking hundred light years away from here. I left her in the same poverty I grew up in, because I had no choice. I haven't been able to talk to her in six months. She could be dead, for all I know.”

A chilled dampness in the cold air formed along my eyes. I blinked away the tears and continued.

“And my father isn’t around at all. He gave everything, took a risky job so her and I could have a better life. I would give anything to have them here right now, and you're throwing your connection to someone who loves you away over what? Nothing?”

Blaze glared at me, but it was much emptier as something gave way. Her fight wasn’t with me.

“I'm sorry. I shouldn'ta talked about you like that, Lynn. But whatever, fine. All the more reason that Dad doesn’t deserve someone like you.”

Selene put her paw up and made a point of retracting her claws, snout curled towards Blaze.

“Good. You may be pissed at me, but you treat this young lady with respect or I’m kicking your ass, bad knee or not. So, do you wanna tell we what the fuck is really up with the statue? I thought you didn’t want shit to do with me. This doesn’t exactly scream annate. Doesn’t seem like you to make me out to be some bullshit role model neither. You of all fucking xen know I ain’t.”

With a swipe of her dark purple paw, the drones on the building stopped buzzing for a second, hovering in place. Blaze got closer, still conflicted but without the same fight.

“I wanted to imagine you at your best, who you were to them. I wouldn’t be so mad at you if I didn’t love you. I wouldn’t be an engineer if I didn’t wanna be like you when I grew up just… in the good ways. Lazila meant so much to you. I think too much sometimes. Because… if I’m really fucking honest? Seeing you like that means you were always capable of being there for a loved one. I just. It wasn’t us, y’know? You’ve spent my entire life trying to get over a lagom that died before I was even born.” 

“Stopped running,” Selene mumbled.

“Died,” Blaze growled back. “But fine. If the princess is gonna be family Dad, why don’t you get it out. Tell that story that you told us. Tell it one last time like you always used to. Anyway, I have a city center to work on. See how it feels to be deprioritized for some stupid vanity project.”

The black and red xenra turned on her heel and left, glum and resigned. The buzzing returned. Selene’s eyes flicked to Tsundra, who seemed ready to follow.

“Fuck. Yeah, I dunno, Dad. It was good to see you again. Spend time with you. But I gotta make sure Blaze is okay. Don’t be a stranger, Dad. Please.. See you around, shorty.”

Tsundra handed me a card with her contact details of all things, and followed after their sister. I stashed it away in my purse in case I needed to get in touch one day.

Gaelen moved in close, pulling me in until we were a bundle of three, the physical embodiment of a fortification. Her rumbling body creaked like a force of nature, warm and comforting to me and Selene. 

“What is it you’re running from, darling?”

My mate looked up at her with three wet eyes, the perfect secure facade slipping further from her grasp with every minute. It made my heart ache, and at the same time it felt like a privilege to be granted this side of her.

“I always take, I hurt people close to me. Not always in the fun ways. And well. It's harder for a thing I designed to do that. My art can be a better person for those I love than I ever could.”

“I rather doubt that, little one.”

She shook her head side to side and backed away, pushing the vines and petals off of her fur. “You don’t really know about Ralin, do you. You don’t know about Lazila.”

“I do not know about ra specifically. I filed a request for your more detailed records from your time there several days ago, but they have not yet arrived.”

She snorted with bitter amusement, still retreating.

“Yeah, figured that ra would have asked to make them harder to access anyway. Rar owner probably just made it happen instantly. I knew they’d be better for rar. Anyone would have been better. I…”

Gaelen cautiously moved closer to Selene, keeping just a bit of distance like I used to slowly approach a scared chicken to calm them.

“Wildflower. Would it bring you comfort to do as Blaze suggested and tell us what happened yourself? I am certain we would both be more than willing to lend an ear and a vine.” 

I nodded, and stepped closer behind my owner. “I want to know you fully, Selene. We both care.”

Selene’s chest was rising and falling faster. Her snout opened and closed as words failed her. All she made was little whines.

Then, suddenly, without warning, she bolted. 

An explosion of unexpected speed I had never seen from her, catching Gaelen and I both entirely by surprise. She was sprinting away, down the opposite way Blaze and Tsundra had, towards an alley in the shadow of a statue of herself. Away, away from everyone who cared, in a blind panic.

But since our first date, Selene had mentioned that she was getting too old to run. I watched in near slow motion as my Mate’s knees buckled, and for the first time, Gaelen failed to catch her, frantic lunging vines landing just an instant after she fell and struck the cobblestone. 

The knee she had used in the brawl earlier twisted unnaturally, crashing against the stone. A howl of pain stabbed me in the heart.

Something in Selene had broken.

 


 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          The reading rec for this chapter is Hypogeal by Astraction, a memory play, surgery dollkink cotyledon story!

 

If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

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

        





  61. Lazila

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

The gang finally caught up with Blaze. Selene and her got into a stupid argument over street layouts and finally came upon a statue of herself, her late bunnywife Lazila, and an unknown carlai. when asked what the signififcance was, she ran, had a fall, and broke her knee.
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This entire chapter is told from Selenes perspective, and is in a serif font. if that's hard to read, the "Hide Creator's Style" button at the top of the page will get rid of it!




    
    
Lazila curled tight into a little ball on my belly fur in our den, ears flopped to the side slightly in rar sleep. It was one of those rare and precious nights where ra had been able to stay under for an extended period, nearly until sunrise. 

Rar fur was the silver blue of twilight streaked with cotton white. Rar nervous disposition was usually written all over rar lithe and muscular face. It was painted in the sharp bowls of rar large ears. But for now it was absent, leaving rar with nothing but the gentle rising and falling of rar chest as ra breathed, as slowly as I ever saw rar.

I cherished those moments of perfect solace, when everything came together to allow rar the kind of stillness that didn’t just live in your body but found its way into your soul.
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A little twitch caught in rar leg muscle and the spell was broken. But that was the nature of a life lived in a state of perpetual motion. Even if it was… slower now. I carefully slipped a dress on under me, wrapped my little sling pouch under rar, and carried rar with me into the food prep area to make us breakfast for the day ahead.

The hab, once so full of scampering feet and art and life, felt emptier these days. We had raised a family together here, settled into a life neither of us had ever expected when Lazila first contacted me to help rar manage the constant, neverending panic that was lagom existence. None of my other therapy clients had ever made me laugh like Lazila did, though. Gotten me riled up like ra did back when rar body could still take me being rough.

But now, our kids had left the nest. Some would probably have kids of their own soon. It was crazy that could be the case considering how short we had been together from my perspective, but… well. Different lifespans, different timescales. 

Mine was eight times Lazila’s.

I had done my best to give rar a good life in the short time ra had been mine.

As best as a xenrani could do.

Lazila was still asleep in the pouch strapped to my chest as I set the bowl for rar breakfast down and began chopping various roots and spices, tossing a vinegar dressing and bean paste, garnishing it with fermented berry and plating the whole thing atop some boiled grains that would be easier for rar to chew. I loved cooking for rar. I had learned every detail of my little mate’s tongue in so many ways. The forms I showed my love may have changed as age started to wear, but never my passion for expressing it.

“Good morning, Qalai,” Lazila said with a little groan as ra finally startled awake and buried ragom in my mane, nerves ready to flee even if rar body was in no state to.

“Good morning, Lazila,” I answered back, rubbing the top of rar head with my chin.

I carefully lifted rar out of the sash and set rar down in the little nook in the den wall at my eye height beside my own table, then set rar bowl down. We made for an odd couple, that was for sure. Most affini in this lagom settlement were about my size, so we lived in a hab that had been designed for a lagom floret and owner, inset just a few meters underground in the side of a hill where Lazila was most comfortable.

Lazila was limping, cane in paw as ra went to sit down and eat. Literally and otherwise. Lagom didn’t have the benefits of thousands of years of Compact medical advances like me, though even wild I would have long outlived rar. I was still a young xen, but far older than rar. Yet, Lazila remained more stubborn than any xenosophont I had ever met.

It had been rar desire to continue the old archive work with minimal affini involvement that brought us together in the first place. Lazila dreamed of a day when rar descendants could walk among the ones they called their predators, live without the curse of constant readiness to flee.

It would not be in rar lifetime, Lazila knew, but to take those first steps mattered to rar.

My tiny mate was not fearless, but instead ra was brave. Braver than any other sophont I had ever met. Running slower because ra knew it was safe to let me catch rar. Existing in spite of fear, taking what ra could. Taking this little slice of the world back, taking my claws and knot and stings. 

Lazila had been the one that asked if I could get mods to make myself fully sexually compatible with rar, then sent me back to get something bigger. Just barely small enough to not injure rar. The one who bared rar neck and begged me to enclose it in my teeth when we made love until every synapse of panic was so burned out they fired less. 

“You're watching, not eating,” Lazila teased me, crunching a mouthful of greens.

“Oh, yeah, just reminiscing.” I picked at my own breakfast a bit, some compiled whatever.

“About fucking me, if I smell right.”

I couldn't help but grin. “You smell right.”

Lazila laughed, finishing the last of rar meal. “Feels good this old body still makes you want to chase. Not much time left before I stop running.” 

Guilt crept into my chest, and one final attempt to convince the little lagom sputtered out of me.

“You could still have longer as a floret. Run further. Another year, maybe two.”

Lazila’s ears twitched disapprovingly at me. 

“This again. We are not the affini. We all stop running in time, Qalai. The fear of «death» is in you, I think.”

Lazila's little mouth always sounded adorable when ra tried to say words in my native language. It just wasn't shaped to growl like that. But the point was well made. My fears had a different context. 

“Of course it is. Of course I’m afraid of losing you.”

“Chose mate poorly, then,” ra joked as ra carefully clambered down, grabbed her cane and started slowly ambling over to stand next to me. “Affini would buy you a year more of me. Won't change the centuries after.”
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Ra didn't want an implant. Didn't want an Affini. To experience what past lagom had experienced was important to rar work. But ra had retired a month ago.

“I see you limp. I don’t like you hurting in ways we can’t control.”

The tiny little thing looked up at me with defiance in tired eyes. I had burned away every drop of fawning instinct in our time together. Proven I was a more terrifying predator than the ones that haunted rar nightmares, and let ra burn the panic out pinned under me. 

“No. I stop running with you, Qalai. Then you keep running past. Two eyes forward, one on the sky.”

It was one of rar favorite little sayings. My third eye, evolved so long ago to survey for aerial predators, had always pleased her. A reminder that even the predators had predators of our own.

“I just think you deserve lin ralazinziq. The real one.”

“Know you catch me, keep me safe after. With the qalai I might get away, never with you. Too big, too fast, too strong, love me too much. Don't need to try so hard. Don't need affini for that.”

I sighed, and carefully picked her up, touching our noses together.

“Well, we’re still going out today.”

When my stingers plunged into Lazila’s fur, ra squirmed, but only looked up at me with a flustered tremor. I pulled rar in close to my mane, sensitive little snout sniffing at the calming scent whose efficacy was amplified massively by my venom. An echo of so many nights when she was younger, and yet far too few.

But that wouldn't be enough for today.

The autoinjector flashed, slowing Lazila’s hyperactive reflexes. Ra thumped rar leg against me in confusion. “What are you doing, Qalai?”

“You don't need to walk. I’ll carry you.”

“Whatever you say, sexy stink lady.”

Lazila adjusted into her sling, nuzzling against my fur, finding that calm ra only got to experience glimpses of with the strongest of my pheromones. I had gotten every mod I could, to maximize the effects. To give rar something like an implant would have. 

 


 

The meadow was beautiful as I stepped outside, rar cane in hand. The personal transport was already waiting, hovering a small hop off the ground.

Lazila had never been inside one before. Ra had no reason to, having never left this settlement, not once in rar life. Ra was born here, and it was one of the few on Ralin that the lagom hadn’t abandoned for the stars away from a planet shared with their ancestral predators. A defiant act against a history of defiling by the carlai. Or as Lazila called them… the qalai.

My mate wasn’t looking out the window when we flew over the threshold to the world outside the bubble the affini had built for this gathering of lagom that refused to leave Ralin. Ra had put on rar blinder mask. Ra trusted me to keep rar safe.

It wasn't long before we arrived at our destination.

I picked rar up, and stepped off the transport and out into the plaza.

About a hundred carlai stared at us in utter disbelief.

One last act in defiance of those who had devoured rar history. I was taunting them, flaunting the lagom in my arms none of them would ever be allowed to devour again. The prey they were biologically driven to hunt and axiomatically unable to catch.

I didn’t know carlai expressions as well as I knew lagom ones. But I knew universal signs of hostility. Raised fur, flashing teeth. I didn’t belong here. No, that was the point. 

I was carrying a lagom, invading their space.

But who cared. The carlai were tiny. Barely larger than little Lazila as I towered over them like a giant. Rar monster among monsters. The affini snipers camouflaged around the plaza with sleep darts didn’t hurt, but Lazila wouldn’t notice them, didn’t need to know about the things I’d needed to arrange to be allowed to do this at all. To rar, this was real as it got.

The xenodrugs did their best at keeping Lazila’s heart from exploding. I could feel rar tension even through the paralytic.

I made my way to a bench. Occupied, of course. Lazila’s pupils narrowed with terror as I walked right towards the carlai sitting there. There were empty ones, but I wasn’t going for them.

The carlai on the bench looked up at me with twisted visage of shock and derision. Every muscle in dar body existed with purpose, shifting and goading in a familiar predatory pattern. A voice hissed in a language I knew and Lazila didn’t. “You fucking your food, cousin?” 
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“Move,” I snarled back, pumping carlai-targeted intimidation pheromones into the air. 

Pre moved.

I carefully set Lazila down in the seat with rar cane beside rar. The bench was just slightly too large for rar and far too small for me, and sat on the grass beside it, slinging my arm around rar back.

Lazila was too terrified to speak. I didn’t expect rar to. I ran the flat side of my claws through rar fur in the exact way that ra liked it the most. I savored every second of it, until finally rar shivers settled down into a slower rumble and I couldn’t justify continuing for a second longer. 

Lazila had the softest ears.

The carlai around us kept a distance, watching in utter fascination. The two species that had evolved alongside each other so rarely met in the flesh now. Lazila had never even seen one in person, only even knew what they looked like from the illustrated records in the archive and the shadows in rar nightmares.

I knew my mate better than anyone, and I caught the moment rar panic died. When facing the thing that scared rar most had gone from panic to… discomfort. I recognized the toe twitch of mere social anxiety. Lazila never liked being the center of attention. 

Ra was staring at the most terrifying thing any lagom could imagine. Surrounded on all sides by the monsters of their own psyches. And under the dread, the panic, was just simple shyness.

These might be the dreaded qalai, but they were still just… people. Some wore beautiful fabrics, carried tablets, wore collars. Xenosophonts like everyone else. 

“They're kinda cuter than you'd think, aren’t they,” I said aloud, pointedly for all to hear. “I know you have a thing for scary beasts, any of them catching your eye? I’ll wingman for you, babe.”

I heard the hitch in rar breathing. The laugh that couldn't come out. The humor in absurdity.

Ra would never see the day when lagom walked, not ran, among the sophonts they had shared a planet with. But this, I could give. This glimpse of a future when even Ralin was theirs again.

Then.

Someone stepped into the plaza, and strode towards us. We had talked before, but this was my first time seeing them in person. 

Lazila’s new owner.

Rar new Qalai.

Alope Decidia, Fourth Bloom.

They were going to be perfect for rar, and give rar everything I couldn’t. I wouldn’t accept anything less from a candidate. Looking at their perfectly constructed Lagom body, their soft looking paws, their comforting face. I knew that it was true. They came to a stop, and kneeled beside the bench, focused on my mate.

“You must be Lazila. It is a pleasure to meet you, little one.”

Lazila twitched rar ear. It was the most ra could do to answer right now.

So many looked at the Lagom and thought of them as a faint hearted species for how they run away. But I knew the truth. Lazila taught me there is nothing more courageous than a creature willing to stare suffering in the face like rar did. I wanted to be brave like ra. I wanted so badly to have Lazila’s courage. But I just couldn’t.

The Affini could give rar the stillness ra needed. The type that finds its way into your soul. I would witness no more twitches. The spell would never again break under my watch.

Lazila recognized what was happening. Rar tiny little paw squeezed tight around the finger ra was holding. I shifted over and whispered into rar ear.

“You always were the brave one. I need you to be brave for me one last time.”

I handed Alope the paper striking our pinnate status, rar cane, and the volunteer domestication forms I had filled out.

The tiniest little squeak could be heard. No one but me would know to listen for the voice under rar panicked breaths, the words half formed in modulated hyperventilation. Even Alope never would, there would be no reason to learn the little gasps of fear and panic when they were finally melted away.

“I forgive you, Qalai.” Another ear twitch. “Two eyes forward, one on the sky.”

They were rar final words as my mate.

A darting vine plunged into Lazila’s fur, and ra slumped to the side. Alope gave me an apologetic look.

“I appreciate the grandness of this gesture to you, but I will not allow my floret to continue to be stressed.”

I winced. Important to me. 

Alope paused for a while, pretending to be lost in thought while ra slipped under. It was a gesture for me and me alone. Affini don’t need time to think. Finally, a hammock of vines extended from their chest, and picked Lazila’s resting body up. Rar grip on my finger was the last to go.

The affini tucked the lagom who deserved better against their chest, and then just stood there, looking down at me. 

“What do you want? Are we not done?”

“Miss Qalai-”

“That’s not my name anymore,” I snipped back. Lazila had named me Qalai because my old xen name was too hard for ra to say. It was Rar word that translated best to owner, developed from their first monstrous keepers. How fucking fitting, in the end.

They hummed in consideration. “Well, my unnamed xenra acquaintance. I have forwarded you resources on grief counseling. My cordial offer to take you as well still stands. Even if you initiated the separation, I have my doubts that this severance of your pinnate status is in your best interest.”

“This isn’t about my best interest. I have a long life ahead of me. You want four hundred years of a xen as a bonus for caring for a lagom for just one or two?”

The affini was quiet for a moment, knowing I was right. This was just the reality of our relative lifespans, and Alope didn’t come to Ralin to adopt a xenra.

Still, the unwarranted sympathy written all over their snout wouldn’t go away. “Lazila will be my fifteenth elder care floret of rar phenotype. I will have more after. Your skills as a lagom comfort xenosphont would never go wasted.”

An appeal to make me feel useful. Fuck off.

“No. Thank you, genuinely. But I don’t want that. I’m done being a therapist.”

Their piercing eyes dug into me. An entire unspoken conversation was exchanged in instants. “Are you going back to your den, then? I will be staying in the lagom settlement, living close to rar family. It might complicate matters…”

Rar family. A pointed choice of words, and a deserved one. 

My ears flattened back in shame. I already knew what all our kids thought. 

And I couldn’t face them. 

Couldn’t fess up that after devouring Lazila’s best years, I was still too fucking cowardly to let rar stop running free. Just another predator preying on a lagom, inventing novel forms of parasitism. Sucking up the happiness ra could have had with a real owner, because I needed it to feel important.

There was no return trip planned.

“No. I'm staying here. I already have a hab reserved.”

Alope’s attention flicked side to side, at the thin ring of carlai keeping their distance.

“You know what that will mean. The required… separation.”

I did. 

“Goodbye, Alope. Take good care of Lazila. Ra deserves the world.”

They made a rustling sigh, and turned away. “On that, we agree, little one. Every sophont does.” 

Alope left without another word, carrying the sophont I loved most in the universe away from me for the last time.

I felt the notification buzz from my pocket. I didn't need to look at it to know Alope had just filed to categorize me as an annate sophont to the entire lagom species. It was the obvious choice. As they should.

Our kids, our grandkids. They’d forgiven everything else, but this, they would not. They'd see what I really was.

I would be the monster that betrayed her mate in every way possible. No longer rar Qalai, but qalai.

I don’t know how long I sat there for. Long enough that Alope was long, long gone. Long enough that I couldn’t consider making a stupid, selfish mistake. 

The pressure in my chest kept building. 

At some point I let my paw fall into the spot where Lazila had sat, the empty vacant seat, as if I could capture that warmth and somehow that would undo everything. Even that went cold.

Why was I like this? What force pummeled me into this shape and filled me with this agony? It was me, of course, I did this to myself, and I didn’t deserve to feel bad about it. 

But that injustice just made it worse, made it all build up more and more, pain over decisions that compounded on guilt over feeling pain at all, anger at my cowardice and the hubris that I would ever think myself capable of filling the role of a god.

A searing howl of pain finally escaped me, echoing around the plaza and sending every one of the few carlai still watching scrambling away. Roaring and snarling until my fists needed somewhere to go. The seat that had held my precious little lagom moments ago was the best option.

Nobody stopped me. Why bother? Just compile a new bench tomorrow. Nothing I do matters. 
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Lazila wouldn’t remember I existed tomorrow. All those times I had failed to calm ra would be wiped away forever. No consequences for my selfishness. Gone like a bad dream.

I knew for sure, because it was one of my stipulations when I chose rar owner.

It wasn't fair. It wasn't fair that her body had broken down so much faster than mine. That all she got was gone in a blink. That I would keep running for so long no matter how little care I took of myself, and she had crumbled to dust so quickly with the best I could manage.

But most of all. The greatest unfairness.

That I had personally stolen every second of the decades that an implant would have given her. 

The bench was splinters beneath bleeding paws by the time I was done with it. I staggered until I backed into a tree, slumping against the bark until I was sitting on the ground amongst the roots. Some of the affini watched me. Keeping a distance.

How kind of them.

“Hey, cousin,” came the voice of another xenosophont. Shifting gently in place, the green furred Carlai stood just a few feet away, looking up at me. Dar ears were short and swivelled up towards my distraught form, agile thigh muscles at ease. I realized it was the one I had kicked off the bench I just smashed to pieces. Pre was holding a small bandage kit within dar rounded claws. “You need this.”

“Thank you,” I mumbled in carlai with as much gratitude as I could manage in a language I had learned in secret without much practice.

Pre sat in the shade beside me, not saying another word, just leaning gently against me as I wrapped the cuts on my hands up. Comforting me, in dar own way. Bearing me no ill will.
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Another joined in time, then another, surrounding my little tree, collecting in cluster around me, almost protectively. No comment was made on what had just occurred. 

It was a moment of understanding, of empathy for someone clearly in pain. 

And I didn't know exactly what it meant for them. Carlai thrived on pain. Being around it, causing it, experiencing it. Sadomasochism in their DNA, in a way. Even if it was culturally important to the Lagom to see their former predators as monsters, they weren’t ontologically evil. That was just how they evolved. 

They at least had a fucking excuse.
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  62. Selene

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

The narrative flashed back to the story of Selene's final day with her Lagom mate, Lazila, and how Selene left rar in the care of an affini.

          


    
    I squeezed Selene’s paw in my hand. Her recounting of the story had been intermittently interrupted by a brief emergency medical treatment back on the xenra ring, but now she had finished, and the air was filled with the quiet hum of the shuttle pod. It was clear that she was tired by the time our shuttle sank into the petalled clutches of Occantalis, physically and emotionally.

We sat side by side in Gaelen’s lap. Her tendrils curled around the fur and skin to keep it set, a thick cast that felt like seeing the same exoleg I had used since my arrival in my new world reflected back at me on the broken limb of my mate.
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I got one last view of Losofor far below before we were fully enclosed. The streaks of glowing spacetime distortion had faded noticeably from the projection I had seen in the radio station when first speaking to the stranded crew in what felt like a lifetime ago. It hit me then, how the affini had continued their restoration even after every sophont had been rescued. Even though the planet was a medical quarantine site. They simply cared that much.

Verdant green leaves pressed against the exterior windows, and it was gone. With a gentle and pleasant hiss, our shuttle connected with one of the Occantalis’s hab ring caps, and after a minute or so of tinted darkness the door slid open. 

Gaelen clutched onto my pinnate, who was nuzzling into her soft chest. I was tucked higher up with my head poking out of her arm, tendrils curled around my body for stability as we departed. 

The journey floating through the hallway with grasping, clutching carpeted walls and floors was quick from within my Prince's grasp. I felt sad that due to her current predicament Selene wouldn’t be able to enjoy the simple pleasure of its touch the way she had on our arrival. 

I felt the slow sinking in my stomach of gravity’s return as we settled into the elevator and began moving. Selene made a sad whine as things settled back in on her knee. Finally, after minutes of awkward silence, I gently asked the question that had been tugging at me since she finished.

“…So… was that carlai from the bench the same one that Blaze put into the statue?”

“That specific carlai? Nah, I never even got dar name. The one on the statue was… they were someone else. The one who taught me how to hunt with buildings and architecture and uh, design rather than claws and teeth.”

Selene smiled for a moment. A fond memory of someone who was important to her consumed the space beyond her eyes, and then it passed, and she went back to avoiding either of our gazes. 

Our elevator moved swiftly through the rings, past the spires of the axial city and across the boundary of the Rinan habitat until we arrived back in our home environment. Sprawling pathways with water that ran through forest and below bridges, wild untamed swamp and the independent district with its nooks and crannies. 

Gaelen quietly uttered to me as I looked out the window. “There are many wonders in the universe, but there is nowhere quite like home.”

My Mate sighed wistfully and continued, looking back at me. 

“When you stood up to Blaze… You reminded me so much of rar. The strength of someone who doesn't get to take being strong for granted. Lazila had a balance of courage and hope too. The bravery to make it through today and the faith that one day no one would need to be brave anymore.”

I tried to reassure and comfort her with a look. “We all make our own way through life, Selene. Sometimes you have to demand the things you deserve. You have to fight to be happy. I didn’t know how to- it’s a new lesson for me. Wouldn’t Lazila want you to be happy? To… to keep living on?”

Momentum shifted as we slowed, the familiar sight of the grassy fields split by roads and rivers settling deep in my heart. The pod lowered to the ground, and the doors opened. 

“Ehh, I’m not so sure. Wasn’t expecting you to hold that mirror back up to me. I don’t know what I deserve let alone how to ask for it.”

Gaelen departed the pod carrying Selene and I, taking a leftward route. Tree lined walkways led to parks with benches and districts beyond. My Mate took them in, as if internalizing the nature of her legacy.

“I… I speak better through systems and actions. Art, I guess. I want to leave something behind so someone can understand me. Even if we've never met. I build a world that brings people together because in my personal life I tear people apart.”

I made a ‘hmph’ of disagreement.

“I don’t think that’s what you do. I know you have a complex past, but just look at us. On the night I fought with Gaelen you came around to that empty hab and you… you held me. You helped to put me back together.”

“Yeah that’s the problem. We’re a good fit,” she muttered.

Gaelen stepped into another stairwell decorated in her own ceramics work, and seconds later we emerged into the lobby of the very hospital complex where I had first woken up not so long ago. 

The warm natural blend of organic wood and pale white greeted us as we arrived at the hospital, affini and pets pottering about. I saw a girl in a neck brace through the open doorway of a room as we continued down the halls, until we were in a ward I had never visited.

Gaelen followed a series of signs to navigate towards a massive door, and when it opened I could see that there was already an occupant waiting for us. Ever monotonous in her expression, Dr. Lywick’s large single purple eye looked out at us from below her pointed waxy hat, tilted slightly to the side.

“Hello Gaelen, Lynn, Selene,” the monotone vet greeted as Gaelen set me down on the floor. 

Marsha stared at Selene silently for a moment, then moved towards us, and extended a set of vines that wrapped around the ones Gaelen had placed onto her, interweaving and slowly replacing hers. 

Selene was laid down on the bed, her leg suspended in a dangling phytotechnical construction that descended from the ceiling. The lights were soft and golden, the walls like dozens of pale tree trunks arranged around a bed. 

I scurried to the bedside and made a little whining noise until Gaelen lifted me up and set me on a seat high enough for me to see her. I reached out and squeezed her paw. Now I was the floret supporting an injured sophont, just as Natalie had for me. It must’ve been strange for Gaelen finding herself back in this position. 

Funny how fate aligns.

“I have reviewed the scans taken back on the Cymbidium. There are several treatment options available for her, prosthetics or cloned tissues…”

Dr. Lywick wasn’t talking to Selene about what was going to happen to her leg. She was talking to Gaelen. I felt Selene’s fur bristling against me. “I’m still an independent, last I checked,” the xenra growled. “Don’t I get a say here?”

Gaelen and Marsha switched to speaking in Affini, and I allowed myself to focus on the feeling of their rhythms, the comfort Gaelen exuded, and the way I could send that support back into my pinnate.

Selene’s ears folded back as she was cut out of the conversation, letting out a resigned groan. “Guess this is the end of the line, huh. Good thing I never chose a terran last name. Fuck it, whatever. Fuck all of you assholes.”

The two affini fell silent and looked at her, but nobody said anything. The only noise in the room was Marsha awkwardly fussing with supplies. Selene continued. “Well, go on then! I mean, you are going to make me become your floret now aren’t you? Regardless of what I say? It’s a done deal right?”

“I am curious to hear what your case against it might be,” Gaelen remarked. “I also still wonder why you ran from us in the first place.”

“I don’t fucking know! If I’m gonna be a floret shouldn’t it be with Wolffia? Shouldn’t I be my own daughter's connivent, actually be in her life? Shouldn’t I try to be there for Blaze if she still admires me enough to make that fucking statue? But it doesn’t matter. Why do you even care?”

Our dragon moved closer to her, pulsed a reassuring wave of comfort through her touch, sprawling petals that were starting to entrap her even more than the conversation was.

“Wildflower, I have always valued your opinion, have I not? You have seen first hand with Lynn that my approach is one of open dialogue, perhaps to the greater detriment of us all. As for Wolffia, I feel confident in declaring on both of our behalf that we want you to be happy. If you are to have an owner, the lucky affini in question shouldn’t be chosen because of an obligation to Tsundra, or anyone else. It is a sacred bond. I would ensure that you were able to see your daughters as much or as little as all of you need, no matter what.”

I watched as every word of earnest loving reassurance she gave to her built in passion and intensity, ratcheting up. Selene only seemed more agitated.

“I dont know why I ran, it’s just my habit. It’s what I do. I don’t want to be transient. I’m always escorting someone else to their forever home. Even Tsundra… I was barely there for her because I was too busy fucking around with Wolffia, and then look who ended up taking care of my daughter in the end. But that’s just… what I do. I’m so scared of endings I make them happen as fast as I can.” 

She sighed and turned to me.

“I just thought you two were gonna be another fling, another vicarious dip into watching what other sophonts deserve before moving on. Another love I form and watch you both outgrow feeling anything about me. I still do. There’s only one real permanence in this world, and I can’t give her an implant. I can’t take care of you like I wish I could. I make you call me Daddy and it's some sick joke. I couldn’t even be there for half my real kids.”

“I know we haven’t known each other super long but…” I tried to remember how many days it had been, and then decided it was better not to think about how fast things had been. “I love you, Selene, and I don’t want that love to make you feel like you need to run away.”

Gaelen gave my head a proud scritch, nodding in agreement. I felt faint embers within the touch, an orange glow on the horizon. “If you truly cannot do something, then why do you hold yourself accountable for not doing it?”

“Because I left everyone else! Why should I get to be the one who gets the happy ending?” 

I made a little noise to get their attention and squeezed down on the paw. Her thought patterns were entering a familiar passage from my own mind.

“Back where I’m from, in the Accord, it used to be that home was a thing you fought for. It was a place you stayed your whole life. A thing you were tied to by relations and culture and class. It was a necessity of survival that we evolved to find comforting so we would stick together. I have to assume there was something similar for you, Selene.”

“Something like that, I don’t really know.” Selene mumbled.

“B-but yeah that’s my point… Now we can just up and move whenever we want and there’s nothing we have to fight for, and bonds are either eternal or ephemeral. There’s no such thing as living next to someone you hate and learning to get along and then discovering ten years later that you both love listening to the same band and realizing it was all kind of dumb. There’s no need to borrow some grain to feed the chickens. And I can see how that’s screwed you.”

“What even is a home? I feel like I’ve built all these fucking places and I didn’t even…” Selene sighed sadly. “I haven’t had a home since Lazila. I’ve just been passing through.”

“A month ago my only home was a hammock in a coolant bay. Before that… I didn’t have one at all for a long while. The castle is pretty nice. And if Syr has taught me one thing, it’s that in a place like this, home is the place where you are safe and you are loved. And that… That’s everywhere.”

That orange glow within my Dragon started to build, as she rippled in speech that emanated from her core as much as her mouth. 

“That is true, little one, but you are missing the final component. Home is a choice you make. Indeed, there may not be bonds forged by mutual suffering in the same manner as there were on Ganymede, but instead there are bonds forged by mutual delight, love and respect. The thing about love, Selene, is that it is a choice. You have to want it. So choose it. Choose love. Choose us. Choose to make this a home, and let it become safe.”

There was a pause. Selene wrestled with herself, undoing any movement that Gaelen was able to summon from her speech. 

“Why should I get to be anyone’s sacred anything? I can’t, it’s cruel to even tempt me like that. I don’t fucking deserve any of this. I’m a monster who hurts people. You don’t see it, you see me as harmless, because you undo everything, but I still remember. And you’ll catch on and then I won’t really be me anymore, and that new me will be happy, but…”

She was crossing a burning bridge in real time. Having gone through the experience of becoming a floret and finding myself on the other side, I could see it with absolute clarity. The way she broke through emotionally. The calm support from her Affini. The way Marsha stayed out of it when she, or Gaelen, or any other affini within a hundred kilometers could be administering an anti-anxiety or a sleep serum or a memory wipe or hypnotizing her or any one of a million things up their sleeves. 

But they didn’t. 

They were kind enough to let her gracefully fall apart so something greater could be constructed from the rubble.

Selene sniffed, and wiped her nose.

“It’s not fair that I get centuries so easily. Lazila suffered so much and ra was younger than Lynn is when ra stopped running. I can’t even wrap my fucking head around the shit Lynn has been through, and look at me? What do I want to do to her? I hurt her more? Hasn’t she had enough of that Max fuck? And…”

She swallowed, and the air turned thick with acidic anxiety. Gaelen and I both shifted just a bit closer, even as she leaned back and away. Layers of rationalization and fear, stacked up on top of each other, shedding in front of us.

“I’ll outlive her too. If you implant me. Or I won’t, and she has to go on without her Mate after getting used to me. There’s no fucking permanence. I can’t even make a fucking town square layout without someone changing it a week after I leave. How am I supposed to trust that?”

I squeezed her paw in my hand, but didn’t know what to say. The stuffed chicken in my other arm was a reminder of the reality of her words.

Then, like the grand force of nature she was, our dragon of russet petals of soft vines began to deliver her the absolution she deserved. 

“From the solemn center of my core, I deeply empathize with you, Selene. Not sympathy, but empathy. It is the great cruelty of our universe that I will outlive both of you.” Gaelen’s modular body quaked and rumbled from her innermost layers to the tips of her tendrils, the orange embers of her spirit shining in passion. 

Yet she spoke with a stern softness like warm sands. “It is something I must be at peace with. Once I was not, and because of that I hurt someone that mattered more to me than any other.”

As our enabler continued, her unraveling form began to twist out around us, as thrilling as it was intimidating. This was the body of a creature with the power to make and unmake, protect and destroy, punctured only the burden of the roads not travelled. 

“A bit less than four hundred years ago, I passed up on taking care of someone who wanted me. Convinced myself I was not capable of giving them the best. And Sorin was happy with my dear friend Veridia. But I have regretted letting xer slip ever since. A selfish desire that it had been me.”

Selene frowned, the emotionally safe rejection flowing back over the opening left by previous vulnerability. “Fuck off. That isn’t the same, don’t give me that typical youngbloom sob story, you have no idea what-”

Gaelen leaned forward, and the xenra’s words died in her snout as draconic eyes burned, with sympathy, empathy, and yet, in some sense, uncharacteristic judgement.

“I initiated Sorin’s domestication by another, just as you did Lazila’s. A betrayal of a promise I made. One that had to be extracted from xer memories entirely for xer well being and that I alone still carry in this universe. In the throes of my emotions, I was the first to ever shatter the very pottery that our dear princess herself knocked over a week ago.” 

Gaelen chuckled in dark thunder, then her warmth cooled in sadness. “It has been fragile ever since. Because I refused to put it in a compiler, to structurally reinforce it from within and render it unbreakable, as Sorin would have told me to do xerself, out of a stubborn determination to not dishonor my own idea of xer.”

Her tendrils drifted over Selene’s legs, brushing at the joints she had so often complained about. “It is curious, love, that so much of your body has been replaced, reworked, modded, altered to suit your needs and the needs of others… but that only the parts you needed to keep running were left to rot.”

“Ah. I wondered why she was so insistent on that,” Marsha butted in from the other side of the room. “I never do understand the xenosophont attachment to the flesh of one’s birth.”

Selene tried to sit up from the thatch of vines that our Affini had woven around her body, but gave up as she held her firmly in place. Her resistance was getting louder the more hollowly it rang, And Gaelen only seemed to smolder more quietly and immovably.

“This is just like Alope offering me the same deal, and they were less of a youngbloom than you are. You don’t want someone already past her prime, you don’t want some pity case. You didn’t come into the frontier of terran-rinan space for some 35th generation-tamed xen with an aggression regulation problem. You don’t want someone like me for me. I’m an add-on. You don’t want me. You want her.”

My heart ached for her. The bitter poison of doubt in one’s worth, the very thing I had learned to internalize to survive in the Accord and was only starting to feel comfortable rejecting entirely. Was this how it had felt to hear me talk about myself when I first arrived here? It was painful. “Selene, that isn’t-”

One of my Prince’s vines covered my lips, shushing me as she spoke. “You are allowed to feel as you wish, darling, but on this point you are factually wrong. I do not want you as a bonus, not because you are her mate. I orchestrated you becoming her mate because I want you both. Not as a backup, not as a secondary option, but as a complete package that needed you both. I came into terran space to fill my home with artists, and I have apparently succeeded.”

Gaelen’s writhing form rustled, and a vine extended from within. A canister with her glowing purple core sample was held aloft. 

“Syr?” My hand shot to my purse in surprise, I must have dropped the tube somewhere? But then, as my hands were guided towards her thrum, I pulled a second implant tube out.

My Prince gently lifted my core sample, and held it beside what was clearly Selene's. They thrummed as if harmonizing together.

“I had these taken at the same time. The xenrani targeted implant is already fully grown, and has been since yesterday. The terran one will take some more time.” She held the tube containing Selene’s implant out for Marsha. “Here you are, Dr. Lywick. Implantation will accelerate her recovery, so I will abandon my prior plan to do them both at the same time.”

The vet took the tube from her and twisted the cap before attaching it to a larger tank with an open top. What had been an inert mass suddenly moved, swimming out into the brinier water and extending little pale feelers like it was looking for its host.

Selene made a howl of panic as the glowing thing skittered. “Don’t make the biggest regret of your life, Gaelen. Two hundred years of dealing with me, maybe three. You really want that? Someone to terrorize everyone around her until you finally get sick of me?”

Marsha cracked the pod open, and the larger, motile body of the implant was revealed to just be a casing for something tiny and white, the size of one of my fingernails. 
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Selene was still straining against the bed, punctuating her panic with little yips and barks.

“Fucking- fine. Put me in a damn wardship then,” Selene barked with growing desperation. “Then you’ll see. The ugly, nasty, cruel darkness in me that you don’t get, youngbloom. You’ve only seen me on my best behavior. Whatever me you think you’re getting, you’d have to dull my claws, round my teeth, or keep me at arm’s reach from my own mate. Make me docile. You can’t keep me, not this me. Or else the princess you actually wanted will get hurt, over and over.”

Gaelen tightened her grip on my struggling pinnate, but spoke softly and warmly. “There are some for whom a soft and dulled experience would be the ideal bliss, the harms of yesterday washed away in a blanket of love and comfort. The princess is among them, at least sometimes.” I giggled and squirmed as she ticked me. 

“Heyyy!”

She turned back to Selene, point made.

“But there are others, like you my darling, for whom the best self isn’t softened, but sharpened. You say that I have only seen you on your best behavior? If that is so, then I will make you worse still. I want your worst behavior. The truest version of you, a sophont who carries the memory and influence of cultures that welcomed her as one of their own.”

Selene’s eyes flickered in existential recognition as she absorbed the feeling of an affini’s full attention. Body loosening, the enabler punctuated her remark with an emphatic touch.

“There are no monsters left in the Compact, wildflower. Except, perhaps, for the ones of our own making.”

Gaelen reached a thin tendril towards her snout, but she flashed her claws and sliced it clean off, snarling at her. “You don’t get it. I’m the fucking villian of everyone else’s story. The absent parent, the sadist who can't hold back, the one who breaks things and people, makes messes for people like you to clean up!”

Marsha drew an injector flower and seemed about to move to sedate Selene, but paused, clearly waiting for Gaelen’s permission. The implication was clear. Gaelen was the one who decided her fate.

She loomed closer, form rippling, edges sharpening, a flash of impatient hunger peeking from under a facade of composure. In that moment it wasn’t the xenra who started to break, it was the oncoming owner.

“It is adorable you think you are the villain of this story, Selene. You are not. I am.”

“The fuck you mean-”

Her body unfurled fully, into an undulating tentacled affair, with horns curling and face distorted. Her core was bared, eviscerating purple light splattering the pale walls, and she leaned down over her, sparks and heat and rumbling deeper than a volcano.

“I think it is you who does not understand. Why is it again that your kind has three eyes, hmm?” Her russet cape spread into wings that ended in thorny talons, her voice underlaid by a deep roar of heat and hunger. 

“To watch for the predators that once flew above in the skies,” Selene said in a small, almost fearful voice. “We kept… ourselves and our Qualin mates safe from them, is what they say.”

“And now, us Affini keep everyone safe. We are at the top of the chain of predation now. You think of yourself as a monster, but every instinct you have points you to care so much about others you hurt yourself.”

Gaelen was practically on top of Selene now, swarming over the bed like an overdue tsunami, form undulating in the nonexistent wind. She became the thing you imagine looming above when you choose not to open your eyes in the middle of a dark and unsettling night. 

“Meanwhile, I have lied to you both repeatedly about my intentions. Played every angle, twisted every advantage. Is that not the mantle of the antagonist? Deep in my core, every attempt I made to preserve Lynn’s independence was an expression of my own fear, fear not just of the mantle I chose, but of how truly far I am willing to go to uphold it. Her fate was sealed the moment she begged me not to hurt her. I would have followed her to the end of the Compact, waiting for when she broke, if it had taken weeks or decades I would have her.”

Her face split into a maw of thorny teeth, the very image of a grinning dragon looking upon their treasure.

“I think you have been trying to ask to be mine since the day we met, asking in every indirect way you possibly could. But ultimately, that is not the reason you are to be mine. It is because I love you, and I want you. That is all that is truly needed. I am an affini, and you are a pet.”

Selene’s eyes were wide, flicking back and forth between the wriggling biotech held aloft between a pair of tweezers by Dr. Lywick and the inferno of inevitability staring her down, continuing her speech.

“So if you insist on the dubious claim that such a thing as a monstrous xenosophont even exists, welcome to being my monster, Selene. Mine. My companion, the counterpart canvas of sadistic violation to a princess that thrives on being sadistically violated. The first being to ever carry my implant. My first living work of art.”
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There was nothing recognizable about her form now, just thorns and petals and needles and vines and claws, a tangle emerging from that hypnotic, glowing core.

Selene broke from her own transfixed stare and thrashed hard, giving it the best she could against our Affini, but I could see it wasn’t because she wanted to truly escape. She wanted the same permission to stop fighting she had given Lazila. The complete comforting disempowerment of hopeless defeat, the absolution of knowing there was never any other way.

To know she never stood a chance.

“Your knee could be allowed to heal on its own, and it would be rather swift after you are implanted, but I have better ideas.” Thorns plunged from the central maw draped over her chest, latching onto each of her limbs at the elbow and knee. Selene managed a moment of struggle before each went limp, paralyzed from the joint down, invaded by her tendrils. To my shock, there was a tiny splatter of blood from several of them as she dug into numbed flesh. “Imagine what I could enable you to do. What you’ll be capable of when you have real claws.”

“Fuck you, Gaelen,” she snarled hollowly. “You’re still going to change your mind.”

She moved forward to kiss her pet, and for all her fight, she still kissed back, because she wanted it. 

Amber sap dripped from where she bit down hard, and her fight ran out. Gaelen released her from the grip of the kiss, and stroked gently through her mane.

“Never.”

Her thrashing slowed, then stilled, and my pinnate, my Mate, my connivent slumped back, fighting against unconsciousness.

“I guess… you have to… prove it, then. Syr.” Selene’s final words before she passed out.

“Every day, my precious wildflower,” she whispered over her.

I realized my mouth had been hanging open, and closed it.

“May we please begin, then,” Marsha said, entirely unmoved.

Gaelen’s body reformed into something more like the composed draconic Prince I knew so well, lingering over the sleeping body of the woman we both loved. A moment of complete silence, a pause to reflect on the independent xenrani who would wake up a floret. Then, my Prince turned back to me.

 “And as for you, princess… I don’t think you need to see this. Let’s get you where you belong.”

My body was swiftly procured from the place where I had been breathlessly watching everything unfold. Thick tendrils lovingly rolled across my flesh in deep blissful possessive massages.

“Okay Mommy…” I mumbled as her chest rose, glistening amethyst light streaming into my eyes. Prickles of heat burned in hot sticky reassurance as my Prince unleashed an eager and leaking payload of phytotoxin dragonfire into my body, doubtlessly driven to such highs of want by her accomplishments with my pinnate. 

My fingers and toes, limbs and lungs all curled to her will as my body found a comfortable resting place against her core, a fizzling sunrise of light washing away all notion of thinking. One final happy musing slipped through my mind before a thick gas of sleeping drugs pulled me under.

Soon Selene would cuddle our owner’s core too.
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A snort of hot air prickled the vellus hair across my cheek. I shivered slightly as the sensation reached my brain from deep within a slumber. A wide, slobbering wet swipe ran from the base of my chin all the way up to the spot right below my eye. 
Another snort like pungent acidic rye bread, fresh from the oven. Mulled wine and something new, crackling timber. A second swipe of the coarse, wet tongue dragged up my face, before launching into a shallow pant. Lick after lick, as affectionate as it was clumsy, from what was obviously Selene.
I carefully cracked open my eyes with a giggle, and tried to push her away just enough to get a sense of what was going on.
We were in the tower once more, twinkling tilework overhead, bound in an amorphous mass of vines that was Gaelen. My Owner. Our Owner.
My xenra connivent and I were both pressed against each other in a cuddle, me curled on top of her, my belly pressing into the soft fur of her tummy, head resting between her breasts. Her now-purple irises were just barely visible around the rims of dilated eyes as they fluttered between awake and asleep.
Despite that, I could feel Gaelen’s comfort as if I was consuming her phytotoxin from every pore. There was no sleep in my eyes or dryness in my throat as I woke up either.
Typically it took some time for my sense of smell to rouse, but that was absolutely working too. I’d slept with the aid of xenodrugs before, but this was a degree of refreshment and regeneration I had never experienced.
A tickling petal as it retracted was the only indication that an injector needle had ever been resting inside me, the vine trailing off towards my Prince. 
“Good morning, princess,” came a rumbling voice from the core glimmering like the central jewel of our little nest.
“Good morning, Syr,” I mumbled back. My words felt clumsy, clumsy in a way no intoxication she had given me before caused. My neck had a stiffness as I moved it, not a crick so much as a ball of muscle tension right above the shoulders. Come to think of it, my entire body felt sluggish, the kind of tiredness that I associated with an immune system response. 
I tried to move my arm back to check my neck, but I was met with an oozing reassurance. It was as if Syr’s force of nature itself was letting me know princesses don’t touch there while it’s healing. 
Little twitches were running down my spine. Sparks of electrical nerve prickles. Gaelen’s biorythm, that silent song of home, belonging, and warmth was now resonating inside my chest.
Oh.
Managing a mumble, I spoke up.
“I thought… Selene was the only one being implanted.”
Her chuckle compelled a swelling of amusement within me as well.
“I simply had you sleep until it was ready. To be frank, my beloved floret, it had been what I believe terrans call ‘one helluva few weeks’ and affini need rest too.” She chuckled, that tectonic rumble I loved so much, and started to massage down the knots on my spine. “You are fully physically recovered, but the implant functions you and I chose take a few days to come fully online, and Selene’s body was significantly modified, so she is still on heavier xenodrugs than you are.”
“How long was I… oh, gods…”
Tendrils wound around my fingers and arms, pressing and massaging into my muscles, twisting and indulging in my hands. It was as pleasurable as it was inescapable, a loving restraint that let me know not only that she loved and wanted me, but that I couldn’t escape it if I tried.
When my Prince answered, I had almost forgotten having even asked a question. “Slightly less than a week. You are behind on your princess orgasms, actually. I was giving you the relevant chemistry and more of course, but you know how I am about doing things by hand.”
A tangle of vines rose into my view, tipped in thickly petaled flower, like a vacuum handled seal of feelers, dripping wet and in a variety of lengths. Longer ones undulated on the lower parts, with thick squishy nodules that moved in strange and alien ways.
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“I um- Wait wait what is that?”
“It is a conditioning tool,” Gaelen swiftly and indulgently replied,  “an implement of positive reinforcement. Though sometimes they are referred to as a pleasure graft.”
“I didn’t realize I needed conditioning…” the words escaped me with a warble.
“Indeed. You do not need it, just as you do not need to breathe now that an implant is resting within you. And yet, for as long as we both desire those things, it is only logical that I shall indulge.”
The purpose of the new graft became abundantly clear when it was lowered into place and latched onto my own flower. The dozen or more slick, flexible protrusions each found their place, rubbing inside me or playing with the loops of my piercings. My first climax struck before I even fully understood what was fucking me, and then the textured feelers rubbing against my own throbbing tie melted even that coherency.
My Affini lifted my arm, tracing from my fingertips and leaving shivers behind, entirely aloof to the way she was playing with me. “When you climax, your entire body lights up. It is a beautiful sight. Your eyes cannot see it, of course… but you glow from within now. The surface nerves of your body, shining in colors you have no names for, so that all of my kind know you are claimed and loved. A diagnostic system any affini can see at a distance, a work of adornment, a little part of you that’s just for me. Though much of you is for your pinnate, of course.”
I was puppeted to roll over, coiling bondage on each of my limbs guiding me onto my hands and knees, not that I was actually supporting my own weight. Selene kept lapping down my back like a puppy, sweet and loving and clearly drugged out of her mind. I noticed her arms and legs were both wrapped in heavy vine bandaging that went over the knee and elbow, meaning that what little mobility she had was on all fours. 
A yelp escaped me as her tongue found its way to an entrance that made me squirm. On instinct I tried to buck and wiggle back into the mound of fabric and fur behind me, but she didn’t allow it, a bondage of tendrils squishing into my thighs, keeping my legs open for Selene’s tongue to torment.
A thick, bell shaped flower with waxy dripping petals latched onto Selene’s crotch, pulsing and swirling in an inhuman extraction of pleasure intended to take her from a flaccid resting state and drive her into a place of needy sexual readiness. 
Growls almost like a purr on the edge of pouncing at prey started to build in her throat and rumble against my bunny hole where her tongue was pressed, flooding me with urges to submit and do whatever she wanted. Her tail was thumping from the intensity of its wagging, wafting the growing scent of xenra-sex into the air around us.
“Don’t I need the… bathroom, or… food, or…” The idea of being woken up directly into sex seemed so impossibly indulgent, even if she had obviously been keeping me nourished intravenously.
“A promise is a promise, princess,” she chuckled warmly. “My pets are a mated nesting pair, it is my role to facilitate that.”
The petal locked onto my Mate’s sheathe pulled away, dripping pink fluids that she wasted no time to rub into my underarms and on my neck to keep me scent marked. Gaelen puppetted us around, putting me on all fours- with a level of looseness that suggested I was supporting my own weight but a significant portion of the weight of the giant furry woman mindlessly humping top of me was under the dragon’s domain.
I felt the almost animalistic grinding slow for a moment, and then the tip of Selene’s dick was lined up with the hole not covered by our Owner’s vines.
“Wait, that’s so improper!”
Selene slid inside my bunny hole without pain or resistance. But still, it was humiliating, and overwhelming, and- so, so-
My face burned with aroused unease. This was wrong, right? The writhing tendrils tormenting my inner folds and Selene’s cock combined to leave me feeling so full and overwhelmed and melty and amazing. I could barely stand it. 
Something drugged to the level of subsapience snarled on top of me as her dick split me open in a way my body had been both altered to perfectly accommodate and yet still felt completely paradoxically wrong in the most erotic way imaginable.
“Princesses get what they want, and good bunnies know their place,” came a mumbling voice from my own throat before being cut off with the behavior-reinforcing rush of another clenching contraction of pleasure.
“Good to see that somnotic programming was not wasted. I knew I needed to make sure your mate always had the ability to transgress upon you, so a simple suggestion that certain kinds of sex are embarrassing, overwhelming, and deeply enjoyable seemed perfect due to its relative simplicity.”
I was too busy climaxing again to the feeling of Gaelen violating me using my pinnate’s cock to argue. It was like Selene was the next form of glasswork, crafted to drive a wedge inside me and expand.
Selene’s pace picked up, a selfish rut that was focused on achieving a masturbatory kind of satisfaction with me as the implement of pleasure. Feral growls came out of her mouth whenever I wriggled back a little or showed any modicum of resistance.
Her maw snapped in a bite millimeters away from my ear causing me to emit a fawny squeak. It was a sound that seemed to soothe her and rile her up in equal measure.
Gaelen wormed a vine between her back teeth like a bit and allowed her to clench down on me, this time successfully finding contact with skin. Even with the buffer she still managed to mark me in her wild state, and that seemed to be the final piece.
The vines encompassing both of us squeezed down, enabling her to go into a frenzy of our Owners design. 
Selene’s mouth was allowed to release my shoulder and turned to the sky, howling an “Awoouoo” as she released a torrent into me. I could feel the growing pressure of her knot expanding, keeping her close to me. I trembled and twitched as what could only be a second tying muscle responded in turn.
Then, almost as soon as it had come, Selene’s knot disengaged and Gaelen pulled her free of me. My Mate had already fallen back asleep.
Gaelen repositioned us again, putting me in the fluffy lap of my pinnate like a stuffed bunny, though the wriggling alien flower was still firmly latched onto my pleasure center like a leash designed to condition me to obey it.
“I… is she gonna be like that for… forever?” It was half joke, half genuine. Surely she wouldn’t just leave her like this.
“She could, though I doubt it would be her best self past this recovery period. But that is ultimately up to me to decide, and I could see this being a recurring sometimes experience,” Gaelen mused before elaborating, sweetly petting Selene’s sleeping head as she did. “My darling second floret needs a structure that grants permission to be at peace with the contradictions she sees within her own nature as a sadist caretaker. Her sense of self was a form of subtle feralism I will be correcting.” 
It was hard to form words as the bondage pulled tight around me and her feelers inside me continued to gently tease in maddening patterns that resonated within my own core. “Um, like… how, Syr?”
“A slight retuning of her hyperempathetic nature, weakening her grasp of action and consequence, and instilling a blind trust that if she is doing something it is because I as her owner let it happen. Those and other similarly minor psychological alterations are currently among the slight nudges I am considering.”
It made my already slightly dizzy head spin to hear that described as slight nudges.
“I guess I- well I didn’t really internalize that the implant could do all that.”
On the other hand, I did remember Cassandra mentioning a forgotten life as a marine. Perhaps I should’ve taken that more seriously.
“Princess, my love, I could do those things without the implant. The little roots working their way into both of your bodies just allow it to happen in a more seamless and effortless fashion. ”
As if to punctuate every word, she ran a pulsing network of rootlike vines across my skin, turning me to face her untangled form. The glowing purple tendrils of her core traced up and down the brands on my spine, and when my eyes rolled back I swear I could see those lines of my implant pulsing in the back of my retinas.
“With my supervision her new body will be able to produce any arbitrary effect desired, something an independent xenra would generally not be allowed since some can be… quite interesting. For example…”
Gaelen lifted one of my sleeping lover’s arms, and pushed my face into the gap just as she drove me over the edge of another screaming orgasm. The citrus scent in her armpit was as overwhelming as it was familiar, clearly not just her original tinge but Gaelen’s as well, with something smoky underneath. 
“You’ve been breathing this in since the moment I first picked you up, of course. A powerful bonding accelerant I produced almost unconsciously, which for some reason my own hab never reminded me I was doing,” she remarked with a grumble of amusement that seemed directed at the room around us rather than Selene or I.
I felt, underneath everything, something like a giggle had passed through the invisible, slow pulse of the ship herself.
There was a little tink of metal from below me. I realized I had been clumsily playing with myself and then pulled my hand back in embarrassment.
“Fuck- sorry, Syr, I know, um. The class-N…”
“Oh, you are free to touch, princess. You aren’t on that xenodrug anymore, it was rather crude compared to what is now possible. I insist, even. Go ahead.”
I obediently pawed at my inner thigh as best I could while so fucking addled. She pulled the flower down off my clit entirely and guided my arm, but it was still my own finger flicking at the ring she had attached to the hypersensitive erogenous spot.
“The tubes inside your ears will link to an electrochemical interface, the connection point for your sensorium streaming modem. Functional as these passages technically are, they will grow in a thin layer of cilia designed to carry pollen. Mine, and any other affini who plays with you. Perhaps you’ll be my darling little socialite princess. Shaking hands, greeting guests at parties, and passed around to be dusted like any good little pollinator animal should be.”
A pair of tendrils coiled around my pointed ears and her voice was inside my head. All I could do was continue touching myself, continue burning in the association between her control and my enjoyment.
“In your own history, selectively bred dogs became so attuned to humans they developed entire behaviors devoted to their co-evolved masters. To have this implant makes you like the beeple, our first pets. A complete reimagining of your nature as would otherwise take hundreds of thousands of years to emerge, instead enacted in a living organism via a single piece of biotechnology. Marvelous, isn’t it? And now your basest nature is hybridized. You are a member of that new mode of life, my darling Homo sapien familiaris princess.”
The tendrils pulled free of my ears and I could think again. Moans bubbled in my throat and were eventually followed by words. “I don’t think I was into it a month ago, but I sure do feel turned on by the fact that you have total power over my mind now.”
“Actually, every passing moment marks the least power I will ever have over you again. Whether or not I see reason to meddle on the finer details is another matter, of course… I could unmake you like wet clay. Erase every drop of the experiences that left scars of trauma, the only kind I don't find beautiful.”
Princesses get what they want, echoed a voice that informed or reminded me I was very into that. Her feelers continued undulating inside me as she continued.
“I could revert your mind to your youngest self, and your Daddy and I would raise you as our daughter, never having known anything else but the life of a fae princess. Give her a chance to raise someone she can never leave behind, hmm? It might suit you both very well.”
A very conflicted desire raged in my chest, and I pulled myself back a bit to babble out a response. “I don’t think Selene would appreciate um, not having sex with me anymore, Syr!”
“Fortunately, you would be her mate too. It would be the same body you have now, princess. That little girl would simply think it was normal. My will having been biotechnically etched into your soul will mean you simply do not notice contradictions.”
Mommy guided my mouth to Selene’s hanging breast and I latched to it practically on instinct. It felt so right, rhythmic, soothing, suckling mindlessly until she pulled me back and kept talking. I tasted something wet and sweet left behind on my palette.
“But what of etching? Perhaps you could be my treasure in the more literal sense. An articulated doll with purpose and obedience, a sweet bunny. The additional body your pinnate desires means a tactile modem in your brain has been installed, after all. One I can use too. To sprinkle a glittering of sensor dust within clay and bind your being to my art as I make it? I could demonstrate how desired you are, how valued you are, how wrong those were in the past to treat you as fungible?”
Master’s eyes pulled me under deep. I would be her canvas. She was an artist, I could be her masterpiece. She could forge me into perfection, hone me, make me an object to be admired by all.
“And of course. What glass I have sculpted, I can also shatter.” Something dark and hungry rumbled inside her. “Now be a good floret, and obey your Master. I want you to orgasm for me, and for the final time it will be by your own hand, focused upon this power I possess.”
I trembled there, in the grip of a being whose power over me was clearly absolute, but I obviously lacked the imagination to conceive of how this was only the beginning. Perhaps I could never quite be logically sure of my trust again. That control would be the context of my existence. I would always know she could exert it over me.
I would know why she was the center of my gravity well, even if it was an equation beyond my understanding. And with it, the greatest gift I would never have thought to ask for, tinged in emotions I had no words for that only a floret could truly understand.
Total inability to worry. Absolute safety. Complete devotion. I would be kept, fed, drugged, pampered, and loved for the rest of my life.
Bonded permanently, falling deeper and deeper in love, every maladapted survival instinct bent, reshaped, and trimmed.
I was marked as my Master’s possession in every way, from clerical and legal, to the brands on my skin and the collar on my neck, to the phytotech network of glittering pleasure inside my soul and the love in my heart.
I tried for a moment to imagine that glowing thing spreading inside me, but found myself unable to think of it as an invader. Instead, I was overcome by the same kind of cuteness response I would feel about a baby. I wanted to protect it, even. The thought of a little wriggling implant seed was so cute! 
I kept rubbing at the base of the piercing in my clit, tension building in the curl of my toes. “You made me see the implant like… To make me see being a floret nicer.” I couldn’t help but smile as I thought about my implant being inside me now. Taking care of it, nourishing it and being cared for back. Symbiosis was so beautiful.
My Prince had planted her seed and her roots were spreading, her caring control growing inside me.
It made sense as a bonding mechanism to use. Just like the orgasm she was guiding me towards giving myself while making sure I thought about this. The conditioning was as blatant and transparent as it was devastatingly hot. 
Thunder crackled in Gaelen’s rhythm as she spoke. “Of course. Why would the implant allow you to reject it? Humans already bond so easily, and the path of least resistance to adhesion is quite obvious.”
That thought was what gave me the final push. I clenched up and screamed against my own fingers and her writhing feelers.
The rush of reinforcement chemistry flowed through my mind. Tension draining in an instant.
And then it was over. It didn’t… feel that good. It wasn’t enough. I knew how good I could feel, I knew what I was missing.
Princesses say what they need.
“Phytoxin,” I begged, with only the passing memory of how a month ago I had been cutting ibuprofen pills in half for fear of addiction. “Need it!”
“Good girl,” she growled, and a thorn dug into my inner elbow.
The warmth and comfort spread with every beat of my heart, soaking into my body like nothing else could. I was falling into a hot bath where every drop of water was made of absolute reassurance that I was loved and deserved it. That I was necessary, and my happiness guaranteed.
I felt that dragonfire conquer every part of my mind and body. “What games we play, little one. It is an honor as always to contrive the words and touches that will bring you all that you deserve. Now rest, sweet princess.” A gentler chuckle verberated through the vines pressing into the marks left on my body. “And most of all, you are loved. You are safe. You are finally, finally home. Where you belong.”
I snuggled back against my Prince and my Mate, bathing in sensation, burning with belonging, and finally, succumbing to the lavender scent guiding me back to sleep.
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    The inside of Gaelen's chest was a warm place. Selene and I lay entangled against it, and I saw them both even through closed eyes. The heat vented off of our bodies, hazy exhalations swirling around us. Hungry vines were latched onto the grooves Syr had burned into my back, little tingles as fluids exchanged. 

My vision slowly came to me. 

“Good afternoon, my pets.”

Gaelen’s voice was a rumble all around us, an upheaval of heat and warmth and purpose that resonated deep within me. “Hi, Syr,” I answered.

I understood, on some base level that was now instinctual to me, that for the two of us to be physically in contact with Gaelen's core was immensely physically enjoyable for her. Like a biological imperative encoded so deeply it even manifested in a being so engineered and uplifted from a desert succulent. It was her foundation, to her basest code, her literal core. That precious space she had kept just for us, her first pets.

For Selene and I to be pressed against her core meant one thing beyond doubt, her florets were safe. There was no safer place for a floret to be in the entire universe than resting inside her owner’s vines, as close as it was possible to be. I felt it, so profoundly it could make kingdoms weep. The security of laying down arms. Her violet glow was just enough to remain omnipresent, all encompassing but not overwhelming.

Waves of radiating, joyful bliss soaked into my body. The little sparks of nerves connecting continued their creeping progress down my limbs, bit by bit making my entire self relax into a state of rejuvenated alignment with my Prince.

“Ghhhhhnnnn,” Selene said as she blinked awake. Three vividly purple eyes glowed in the dim light shimmering from within our owner’s core. «Fuck.» Apparently I knew xenrani now. 

Ambient light and fresh air cracked the seal, and a sudden coolness spread from the back of my neck down to my fingertips as Gaelen unfurled from a cocooning ball and into a bed of vines. We were in the castle tower, our bedroom together, the treasures of our dragon’s hoard. Simulated sunlight lazily filtered in through the tower's balcony, glittering around us. I took stock of my body, nerves and senses activating after their extended reprieve.

I felt… younger. There was no other word for it. The aches in my joints were no longer being masked or inverted, the chronic pain was simply gone.

Wiggles worked their way out of my legs, and I scrunched my face. Gaelen moved, and so did we, down from the netting and blankets of the nest. Her tendrils curled around the pillars, ebbing lower until we reached the base. 

“Here, just a moment, Lynn. I need to undo Selene’s bandages fully.”

She bopped her on the nose with her club of a wrapped arm. “Yeah, get me out of this fucking thing!”

Gaelen laughed with a warm rumble, and then she set me down.

The feeling washed over me that I had made it, no more surviving. This is what it meant to thrive and feel whole, in love with others and myself. 

Beyond the frigid cold, I was inescapably surrounded by an unceasing warmth, and it came from within me. My leg wobbled slightly, but then it pressed into the smooth stone beneath me and remained exactly where I wanted it.

I stood unaided.

No cane, no brace, no vines.

It didn't even feel difficult. I still had the same wobbly bones of course, and wasn't enthusiastic about the idea of walking around without mobility aids for long. Being carried around seemed more proper for a princess. But I could always just keep my cane for when solo excursions caught my fancy.

Since I was entirely free to just… wander around as Syr carefully tended to my pinnate, I did, and gravitated towards a mirror. Just a few miraculous steps over, past the shelves covered in photographs and images of my Owner’s nearest and dearest, and I appraised myself for the first time in a long while.

A ghost of the woman I had seen in the mirror on that cargo ship flickered for a moment in my mind. I didn’t realize at the time just how tired I had looked. How chronic pain and systemic mistreatment had robbed me of youth, forced me to be an adult before I was even a proper adolescent.

A second chance looked back at me. Not reverted past my age, but like the healthy woman I should have been at thirty. Well, other than the obvious changes.

My irises were a rich royal purple, though as I leaned closer I saw that it was truly an illusion. They were actually tightly speckled, little fibers of cyan and pink streaked so tightly as to appear the average of the two hues.

In the shadows cast by the frizz of my hair on my pointed ears, my veins had the faintest of orange glow to them. A whisper of dragonfire that had been planted so deep within me it was now fused to my essence.

I had also clearly gained weight. The loose skin on my scarred leg was now curved by a pleasant plumpness that no impoverished moonie girl could ever have dreamed of.

The scars left on my body by the trials of my life before, my Dragon’s brands, and my Mate’s teeth had changed texture slightly. A short, dense fuzz had grown into the grooves left by heroic sacrifice and their love, and when I ran my fingers through it I felt tingles of pleasure sparking down my back. When my fingers came away, they were coated with a faint pinkish dust that could only be Syr’s pollen.

Selene was finally set down beside me, and the bandaging on her limbs was peeled away.

Her arms and legs were not merely repaired, but different. Bluish grey transitioned to a darker shade at the elbows and knees. Her eyes were sharp violet, her fur was sleeker, and while she still had the gray areas from face to sheathe, the bluish parts seemed more vivid.

I yelped as she turned and swept my legs out from under me, easily catching me and lifting me into a princess carry like I weighed nothing to her.

“Good morning, my little mate. Who the fucks’ arms and legs are these? They ain’t creaking like they’re supposed to.”

“Yours, dear. Now just one more thing,” Gaelen said as she reformed into the shape of our draconic Prince, lifting me out of her grasp and setting me back with my feet on the floor. She placed a hand on Selene’s head, and tilted her back slightly, pulling up her mane from around her neck.

A necklace was held aloft before her. A large violet gem hung in the shape of a teardrop pendant, held by a gold trim and glass beads. Her tail wagged as she wrapped the loop around her neck, and the tip of her finger split into a knot of fibers that coiled around the two halves of the clasp.

It sparked, glowed with heat, then cooled. When she pulled away, the latching mechanism had fused completely, sealing the collar around Selene’s neck permanently.

Her ears folded back, tail wagging, and there was a distinctly embarrassed feeling scent in the air, light and sweet like marshmallow. A completion of a lifelong want, finally realized.

“I told ya, Lynn, what did I tell ya. I hung around for a week and the damn youngbloom got attached.” She shook her head side to side as she chuckled.

Gaelen smiled down at the xenra, then ran her fingers in little circles behind her ears. “I will correct you, in that I had already grown attached to you on our night alone together. I might have lost myself to doubt if not for your reassurances after driving Lynn away.”

“You literally had the bag without me, but…” She lifted a paw to her neck, and squeezed the pendant that marked her belonging. “I’m glad it ended up being with me.”

Gaelen’s pride was an almost tangible heat in the air at that. “Now, my loves, it will take at least another week before the last of each of your implant functions are fully integrated, but it will be gradual and minor, so there is no need to continue hibernating.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you woke us up early, Syr?”

“Yes, I could have kept you under for the rest of the week, but… I missed you both,” Gaelen said, a little bashfully rustled.

“You’re a fuckin overeager youngbloom, Kiddo. I love you though. But you are a fool. An utter, lovable fool.” 

There was a tap on my side, and I lifted my arms into a flowing backless purple gown that Gaelen slipped over my head. On the other side, she held up several outfits for Selene to choose from in a wider arrangement of gender and style presentations. She picked a loose patterned white button-up blouse with green and gold sleeves, and a skirt in the russet crimson of our Owner’s petals. Gaelen held them open for her, but Selene still mostly put her own clothes on.

As she flexed her furry fingers, her entire arm seemed to ripple slightly. A devilish grin spread on her snout, and I would swear her teeth were sharper now. “Can’t wait to see what surprise gifts you’ve given me. Don’t tell me, I wanna figure them out as they connect. Yeah, I feel great. And Lynn, fuck, you really curved out.”

A shy little giggle escaped my lips, and I turned to admire a much more generous tush than I had before. “Yes… Um. Huh. I like this, but it is more than I remember choosing.”

“Well yeah, my cum makes you pear shaped, remember? I told you it would happen unless the implant filtered it, and I guess Gaelen likes your ass the same way I do.”

Gaelen’s warm hum hitched for a moment, and she made a dry cough sound. “Oh. Indeed. Yes. A small oversight on my part… I was also giving her class-Gs. I just assumed she was particularly sensitive to them.”

“Well well well,” Selene teasingly growled as she palmed my ass appreciatively. “Not such an unflappable mastermind now, are ya!” 

“Yeah, not such an omniscient all knowing self-assured imperialist overseer now, huh…” I glanced at Selene to make sure I was bullying our Owner properly. She gave me two thumbs up. “Making a um, a minor yet noticeable oversight. Wow, so fallible of you.”

“I have done nothing to deserve such scornful mockery,” Gaelen said with sheepish amusement. “Do either of you actually mind this outcome? No? Perhaps the more accurate term would be bratting.”

My Mate barked with laughter. “Get used to it, Kiddo. You just signed up for at least two hundred years of me. I'm gonna drive you up the wall, Spitfire.”

Owner chuckled, but under the amusement was a tone of absolute power. “Oh? What makes you so sure I'll allow that?”

“Because, Syr, if you didn't like it, I couldn't do it,” Selene yipped back with a smug grin.

“Good girl,” our Affini replied with a warm smile. “Though next I imagine you will be demanding I make you paninis as an attempt to get rid of me like your friends Natalie and Cassandra did.”

I giggled a little. I was hungry. “Hmm, maybe berry pancakes instead?” 

“Oh? Strawberry? Blueberry? Or maybe…” Gaelen’s palm unraveled, and a little stem covered with my plump red class-A treats and a new green berry I assumed must be for Selene extended. “Your special princess treat berries?”

“Treats!” It felt downright decadent to demand but princesses get what they want and that was that.



“Good girl, treats it is. But let’s not let you get too used to the idea of walking around on your own, princess. And I haven't done any leash training yet. Let’s go downstairs, and work on that on the way.”

Silky succulent leaf tendrils pulsed with a warmth that I couldn’t help but relax into as they swirled around and up my thighs. My Prince slipped under my dress until they reached my pussy, which I was suddenly very aware was not covered by panties. I couldn’t see, but I could clearly feel as the tip splayed like a split hair into a root system of lacing feelers.

They tugged and teased at my gold sealed entrance, causing me to blush and squirm. “This feels so-  okay- okay-” 

And then she wove between the gaps in the piercing loops holding me shut, penetrating me through the jewelry in a way only flexible vines could. Twisting and writhing, the roots worked their way up my canal, slick with a wetness that was only partially a self-lubricant and definitely drugged. I gasped as the hair triggers found my tie, and I cried out as her appendage pulsed and inflated into an egg-shaped knot inside me. 

Thankfully my Prince was right behind me, because the sensation compressed a pressure point that had definitely not been there before my implantation, and all of a sudden I was stumbling back. My strings had been slackened, the tensile strength of my legs giving way into a loose, floppy ragdoll. I still had some control, enough to remain standing, but I was left docile and pliant, helpless without assistance. Selene hovered to the side, hunger crossing her face for just a moment.
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Her many limbs curled up and around my body under the dress, squeezing and supporting. Loops cupped the underside of my breasts and caressed my tummy. Tendrils became a groping harness that settled into the grooves of the brands on my back. 

“But Syr, if you do this you have to carry me everywhere!”

“Correct. Intentional, actually.”

“Hmph.” I crossed my arms and did a wiggle. “But um. What if I have to go to the bathroom?”

Selene snorted with laughter beside me. 

Oh no. 

Gaelen grinned, a seal formed somewhere very sensitive between my labia, and a moan forced itself out as my body was filled by a thin, slick vine invading my flesh.

“I can simply continue to use the method I have been using while you were sleeping during your recovery.”

It was a deeply unfamiliar but incredibly pleasurable sensation, like the relaxing moment of release sustained.

A warbling panicky tremor ran through my leg up my body and out of my mouth, nervous and tickly.

“That feels really weird I- I…”

“Careful little one,” my Owner murmured. “Don’t squirm too much.” 

An oozing sticky warmth spread from my neck downward, and I felt very heavy, still and content. All desire to squirm and writhe away from the invasive touch dissipated.

I could tangibly sense absorbent roots spreading open inside my bladder, fuzzy roots expanding to collect their nectar. Whatever pressure had been there vanished instantly.

“You just. Drained me,” I mouthed with aroused shock. With a cooling tonic wash, the heavy sticky stillness was taken away.

“Correct! I enjoy managing your body’s needs, little one. The blend of ammonium and nitrates is not quite my usual nutrient water, but it is nothing my core cannot easily process.”

I expected her to pull it out, but instead more coiling vines wrapped down below and looped through my piercings, and the protrusion inside my pussy thinned to just the width of a finger, relieving the knotted presence that had made me completely limp. Still, I let out a squeaking whimper at how embarrassing this felt. 

My affini was entirely unbothered. “Come, my dears!”

Then she tugged forward, pulling me along by the ring through my clit and the inside of my own pelvic bone, though more tendrils curled around my torso and distributed the weight evenly across my entire midsection. I followed my Master unthinkingly out of the room, walking into the hall a step behind her before I had even thought about what I was doing.

Then she turned, and there was a tap on the side of my vaginal canal, a tug on the rings on the left, and it was only natural to follow in the direction of her lead. Only then did I process that I was being steered by a vine hooked inside me.

“Oh gods. I’m…” Horror was one way to describe the emotions currently blooming in my chest. 

“Yeah, I saw this coming,” Selene said with a chuckle as she strolled casually beside me. A vine was coiled affectionately around her wrist, but entirely slack. “But good bunnies know their place, isn’t that right, Lynn?”

All I could do was “hmph” at her. This didn’t seem fair. She wasn’t on a leash at all. I was leashed by my sex organs. 

Gaelen picked us both up to go down the stairs, and took the opportunity to make me wriggle in her arms even more by adding the bottoms of my feet to the list of places she was touching. There were no callouses at all now, not even the light ones formed in microgravity, and my sensitivity was ridiculous. 

Thin feelers took joy in the way I tried to escape whenever they ran circles around my arches and dipped between my toes.

Of course that led to tickling me fully and… well, it was a good thing it was literally impossible for me to wet myself currently. But it also kinda felt like I was constantly wetting myself since she was sorta tickling me inside, especially when my whole tummy cramped up from laughing and squirming.

Mommy finally, mercifully set us both down on a pet bed on the counter, and all the vines inside me pulled away, dripping a pink goo I was pretty sure was that color because of her pollen. 

“Later we shall go out to restock, but first let’s get some breakfast into you two.”

I sprawled in my Mate’s lap and watched Mommy quickly compiling a bowl of batter and eggs that she poured into an Affini sized griddle, while Selene seemed to be checking a lot of messages on her tablet, an overwhelming pile of congratulations on her implantation I was sure I would find too whenever I felt like doing that.

I watched as her thumb hovered over a single unopened conversation whose sender was labeled ‘Blaze,’ but she closed her tablet and set it aside.

«Worry about that later, and it’ll be okay. They’ll help me, my family loves me,» She growled to herself in xenrani. 

I snuggled up against her and sighed real cute to help her feel better, but forgot that getting that closer to her mane would make me all dizzy and ended up flopping forward against her boobs. “Woah, titties…”

“That's right, little girl. Keep breathing deeper. Just like that…”

My pinnate was like a big fuzzy teddy bear! She smelled so nice now… and I hoped it wasn’t against the rules to feel all fuzzy tingly about your Daddy cuz I was starting to rub myself against her leg and whining.

The air stunk of sour sweat and hot breath, warm chocolate kisses and squirmy touches under the blankets. I was rocking back and forth without even realizing it, using her body for friction as my flesh lit up with a need she was pumping into me with every sniff.

“I see you've figured out how to control your new pheromones,” Mommy said without pausing from chopping up her special berries and folding them into the pancake batter, “Isn’t she sweet on regressants?”

Every breath I took from around Daddy’s mane was sparkly and dizzying. It was the aroma of scampering down a hallway laughing, exploring and playful and… mixed with desires that felt confusing and hot. “Regreshinins?”

Daddy wasn't confused at all, and pinched my drool-covered chin between her fingers and gave my face a big wet Daddy kiss lick. “Yeah. Just a bit of class-Y musk to keep you little. And an aphrodisiac to make you needy. Mommy got you all worked up, now it's Daddy’s turn.”

Another gasp filled my lungs with that tang of a favorite drink decades-discontinued and the first time I ever touched myself in the shower.

I glanced back at our Affini, who was flipping pancakes, unsure of what I was supposed to feel. “Is that allowed? For real? Am I big enough?”

Daddy tilted my head back so I was only looking up at her. She had such a big snout and three very excited eyes.

“Yeah, you're just right for Daddy, Hope. Oh, sweet little girl. You deserve your Dad’s love just as much as your bunny big sister. You might be my biological daughter, but your Daddy has needs, you understand.” Selene spoke with total conviction, and I giggled up at my Daddy, which was weird cuz I was an elf and she was a xenra! But I guess it made sense if Courage was a bunny girl like Daddy’s old wife.

“Um, okay Daddy. As long as it's okay with Mommy…”

Our Prince mostly just seemed to think something was funny. But then Daddy pulled my gown up around my belly and I sunk back on the chair. All at once her tongue was lapping over my princess parts with eager delight. It felt really good and gooey and I wanted more!

Mommy used her tendrils to unclip the jingly shiny parts and weave into the little eyelets, spreading me open for Daddy to force her long tongue deep inside me. I made a gaspy trembly noise. “It feels so good Daddy, please Daddy please more…”

She growled in eager excitement at my begging, doubling down on her efforts. Her snout butted against my squishy tummy from how big and long her mouth was, but it just reminded me that she was a wolfie spider alien Daddy and that made me feel even more tingles.

I felt a big clenching in my tummy and my thighs smashed into her head. Two pricks from Daddy’s pedi- her mouth horns buried into me. Everything exploded in fireworks. I couldn’t see anything except static, and the more I gasped for air the more her smell filled me with improper feelings.

I was clenching in pumping bursts, sticky cummies spilling out and getting lapped up by her tickly tongue just as fast as I could make em. And then she stung me on the inner thigh and every scent and smell got so much stronger! I could smell the sugar and butter from the stove as Mommy watched me and Daddy playing on the pet bed, the warm citrus and spice of her armpit and tail, and… I was getting so dizzy the room was spinning.

Daddy pulled her skirt down and shirt open, then flipped me around until her boobs were against my back and I was kneeling in her lap. I could feel her… y’know, thingy, pressing against my kitty. She was definitely eager and excited, and so was I, but now for a different reason.

“Pancakes!!!!”

Mommy opened a pull-out shelf and placed down the stack of steaming cakes covered in juicy special berries and whipped creamy cream and, and, and syrup too!

“That’s right, little one. I made you two special pancakes.”

I leaned forward, reaching for the plate, but Daddy pulled me back down into her lap, and gods, I felt so full as my body slowly found itself sinking onto her. 

“Ah ah ah, where are your princess manners!” Daddy chimed in. She held onto my hands, keeping them behind my back.

I whined and whimpered, but she was right. A proper princess knows that she will always get what she needs.

Then I giggled as Mommy started to squirm thick vines in a puddle all around our tummies, curling and twisting their way until they could find very nice feeling spots on both of us. 

The first bite came forward, but I knew not to do nothing until I got the signal. I felt the stroke on my chin, and opened wide. Daddy squished my hips down, and I moaned around the amazing pancake bite as she stuffed me full. I heard her growls muffle for a moment as Mommy fed her eggs and a few bites of pancakes of her own.

Mommy’s wriggly tendrils started to creep up around Daddy’s special parts, and the signal to chew started! I wiggled from how good it tasted, and apparently Daddy liked that a lot.

“Fuck, good little girl, your Daddy’s gonna be a grandparent again if we keep this up. If you’re even big enough for that yet.”

I swallowed down my bite with a moan, and took a few fierce thrusts into my princess parts before the next bite found its way into my mouth. 

Now that Mommy wasn’t cooking anymore she went back to playing with me too, and slipped a few thin vines in around Daddy inside me that were extra slippery and felt really good rubbing between us.

“Eternal beauty carved permanently into artwork is magnificent. But I must say, there is something sacred about the ephemeral joy of my sweet florets in a moment of bliss like this.”

Daddy grunted and pulled back on my arms again. “Don’t ruin the moment fuckin… nerd. I don’t think she understood half of those words.”

“I’m an emphemeral joy.” I stuck out my tongue and giggled.

Mommy stuck a pancake bite right onto it, and I cooed at the juices of a berry morsel as it spilled down my throat. As if my skin could possibly get any better feeling, the berry juices made me desperate for more touches. I pressed myself tightly down, squeezing and twisting.

Daddy’s growl built into a roar, and she bit down into me, pumping faster and faster. My body went so floppy when I felt her swell up. It was so big, and I was so swollen from the knot. 

«Oh…. Fuck, being a floret is better than I thought, huh,» Daddy panted. «Fuck, that feels incredible. Fuck. I love you.»

«I love you too,» I ruf-rufed back, in the best pronunciation I could manage in a language I guess I just magically knew now, but I sounded all squeaky. My tie was the only muscle doing much and it was clenching down on her so hard I could feel the shape of Mommy’s roots being squeezed between us.

Our owner caught us as Daddy pitched to the right, and repositioned me so we were cuddling on our sides with her locked inside me. All that special pear shaping juice was trapped inside me, a thought that made me start twitching all over again. Her panting was slowing, and slowed even more as a mask of flowers closed over her snout. She was snoring when it came away, but she was still swelled up all big and locked inside me. It felt overwhelming but in a good way.

I let her legs curl around me until I was perfectly trapped, the beloved plush pillow of my sleeping Mate. It was so peaceful. The kind of happiness that can only flow from love and safety and home.

Finally, just as I felt the final twitching of her inside me, there was another tap on my lips, and Mommy put a whole berry between my teeth that exploded into sleepytimes and cotton between them. I swallowed the last of my meal and suddenly my eyes felt so heavy. A scent of lavender was coming off Selene’s fur and I was getting so… so…

“Naptime, princess.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          The reading rec this chapter is a new short written by Slyprincess: The Ribbon -  A Short Saga. it is about poetry and connections.

        





  65. Poolside

Summary for the Chapter:
            Last Chapter Recap:

Lynn and Selene got a proper look at thier post-implantation bodies, then had breakfast and sex.

          


    
    “Open wide, princess.”

I fussed away as Gaelen lifted a vine coated in an opaque sap that smelled like spice. I was still feeling a bit embarrassed at just how little I had been all the way through a post-nap bath, and this wasn’t helping.

“I can do it myself, Syr. You aren’t brushing Selene’s teeth!”

My pinnate’s voice answered from outside my field of vision, on the ground, standing below the sink I had been placed on in the bathhouse room. “I’ve got engineered microbes in my mouth that prevent dental decay or whatever, I think? Dunno, I legit thought brushing teeth was just a sex thing until we met.”

I turned back towards my Prince, who towered above both of us. Standing straight, I gave my most pleading face. “Can’t I have those? Surely you make them for humans too!”

“Of course we do. I simply enjoy this process, and will therefore continue to perform it.”

“But that-”

Gaelen tapped my mouth open and my body obeyed, silencing me mid-word. My Owner’s trio of amethyst eyes swirled in violet pools, lulling my eyelids down so she could begin the moan-inducing task.

A vine I didn’t even notice slipped into my mouth, pressing on my tongue to ensure it remained still and flat against the base of my mouth. The tendril covered in opaque sap split at the end into countless tiny bristles and found the back molars, gripping and massaging each one. It didn’t take long for the sublingual drugs to start working, and a tingling spread wherever the stroking caressing toothbrush attached to my alien Owner touched.

Flustering as it was, it did feel really nice. The contact high from the sap amplified all sensation like a more topical version of my berry treat. Unsatisfied with just my teeth, the bristles also gently massaged my gums and tongue. 

I whimpered and squirmed as she attentively worked all the way around, then across the top row of teeth, cleaning and flossing and massaging all at once. Needless to say, I was a panting mess.

Finally, I was directed to spit and rinse. Gaelen wiped the drool off the side of my face with a finger, leaving me blushing furiously as she rebraided the frizz of my hair. “And one last thing.”

Four long, feathery appendages covered in pink dust brushed inside my nose and ears, and I felt a thousand bodily nerve impulses shut down one after another until I was helplessly accepting the eye watering intrusion.

It was soft and smooth, curling and filling, a massage on the inside of my own face and head. I saw stars and static, the inverted hypercolor left over after staring at a light. The expected reflex to sneeze or writhe away failed to manifest, and without my body trying to fight it, it felt incredible. More vines held my head upright as every muscle in my neck and jaw went slack.

The exploring roots started to dance across the side of the roof of my mouth that my tongue wasn't on, and an ocean of pure blissful love dumped into my brain stem and dripped from my eyes in pink tears.

The sound of the feathery feelers sliding in and out of my ear canals drowned out everything else, because no sound outside my body could be louder than one inside. Only the deep, subtle slithering of the one who loved me so deeply, so completely. Perhaps there were swirling collectors rushing between all the most delicate folds of my pointed ears too, or maybe it was just the sparkler of fizzly nerves intercepting non-existent signals like an erogenous tap on the funnybone.

Only once the pollinators were pulled fully out did the expected sneeze finally come, spraying a small cloud of twinkling spores into the air in front of me that swirled in place before dispersing. 

Gaelen seemed very pleased as she wiped the mess off my face. “There, perfect for a princess. If I believed in preordained fate, I would think that the maxillary sinus had specifically evolved to be a part of our pollination cycle.”

I blushed and stewed, still trembling against her grasp. “You’re a pervert, Syr. I feel very confident that even for an affini you are a pervert.”

“She is, yeah,” Selene said with a growling chuckle, then tugged on a vine to get our owner’s attention. “Now gimme uppies, Kiddo. My turn to be the object of your perverted pampering fetishes.”

“Of course, wildflower,” our Prince obliged, setting me down on the washroom tile, then wrapping me in a towel and slipping my cane into my hand. Her tail wrapped around Selene and lifted her to stand on the sink rim next, and she began to brush her coat with bristles that extended in spines from the end of one of her fingertips. “I would never say no to giving you the same adoring attention the princess requires.”

I hmphed and thumped my foot at Gaelen in protest, though I had to look straight up to even see her. “I can do these things myself too you know! Like… going to the bathroom, and brushing my own teeth! Surely miss big space imperialist has better things to do with her time.” I considered adding a reminder I was an adult, but the funny voice I had done while describing her was maybe not going to make that a winning argument.

Selene panted happily as Gaelen’s tendrils started to massage the inside of her ears, and the draconic Affini rumbled in satisfaction before answering. “There is no better use of an affini’s time than their pets, my love. There are other things I will happily grant more autonomy on. I think your needs include some amount of undirected free time, after all. But this is my indulgence. You are far too cute while I tend to your bodily hygiene for me to budge on this.” 

I took a few steps over to one of the chairs beside the pool and sat down, looking at the caustic patterns reflected in the sapphire ceiling against the rippling water. At this rate she was going to make me start begging to be allowed to go to the bathroom at all, and then she might say no, and I might not be able to hold it in…

Princesses get what they want.

I groaned quietly, and steered myself away from that line of thinking as best I could, just staring at the scented candle on the table and contemplating what a strange turn my life had taken. 

“With my dears properly seen to, I will take a bit of a rejuvenating soak myself, I think,” Gaelen pondered aloud. “Ruby, please infuse the water with a nutrient salt and a mild affini-targeted class-A.”

The gushing waterfalls on the side of the bath shifted color slightly, wisps of green and cyan mixing into the water as she finished toweling my pinnate off and moved aside so the xenra could leap down to the floor. She trotted over to me and sank into a pool chair next to me that had a gap for her tail. 

“Here, Lynn. Your vaporizer, and for my dear vixen…” Gaelen set a tray down on the table that had both my phytotoxin inhaler and a bound roll of what looked like red cigarettes, perhaps rolled from her own petals. She then unspooled into a puddle of spaghetti, her core protected by larger branching vines to create something loosely Owner-shaped. She slid into the pool, displacing some of the water in a little splash.

My Prince spread out her vines and succulent leaves, and an entire bouquet of flowers that were usually tucked away inside her opened, orange petals unfurled and blanketed the surface, and the entire room got a little greener as the light from the enormous windows all hit her body before bouncing into the rest of the room. Selene and I sighed happily in unison as our Prince’s relaxing biorhythms resonated in our implants.

My mate reached over a paw and picked up the package, inspecting it. 

“I didn’t know you smoked.”

“Oh yeah, I kinda fell off it when me and Wolffia broke up. Uh, when you were fifteen, I think,” she reminded me with a teasing grin. 

She slid one out and flipped it over, putting it back in the package, then went for another, holding it between her claws. The smoke was made from tightly wrapped leaves folded into a clearly well crafted stick of indulgence. “These ain’t just usual class-E smokeleaves though, huh?”

“Those were created from my own resinous sheddings and petals, infused with my phytotoxin in its xenrani targeted formulation. I thought you might enjoy them.”

“Fuck yeah,” Selene yipped, then lit her cigarette with the candle between us and left it hanging at the end of her snout. “Got a nice spice flavor, sweet, and then… ahhh,” she sighed, and blew a cloud of smoke up into the air. I watched as it slowly pooled in the light, thick rays from the windows that made it dance in fragrant curling spirals.

“I… I’m surprised Syr would give you that, isn’t smoking bad for you?” My mother had been a lifelong smoker, and always told me to never start. It had been a benefit that I didn’t have to quit when I moved off of a watery ice moon where air was relatively cheap to make. 
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Selene looked at me quizzically, taking another puff and exhaling another pink cloud that curled in the air above us. “Bad for me? How do you mean? It feels great.”

Ah, yes. If the affini made it… either it was completely safe, or medical care was so advanced that there would be no consequences from using it. It was hard to internalize that after having another thing I had maintained such strict abstinence around be seemingly fine. Another reminder of how far from truly settled I was in this world.

Contemplatively, I took a long pull on my own vape and felt the calm reassurance soak into every muscle fiber, warm heat of dragonfire that almost glowed on my skin. The exhale of faintly colored smoke was euphoric. 

How long before the very concept of being harmed by the world was as alien to humans as it was to my generations-domesticated Mate? I wondered if I’d live to see it, I was going to live a long time if the implant really halved my natural aging speed. Centuries, maybe.

And I didn’t even know how to spend a few minutes without direction from someone else. I’d never had a reason to imagine any plan that extended further than the age of forty, and even that was the realm of utter fantasy. There were so many things I had never let myself dare want. To be secure, to be safe, to be loved without compromises.

“Uh, you doin’ okay there princess?”

I nodded slowly, but was stopped from responding when a cluster of tendrils moved over from the water, and probed around like a periscope until they found Selene’s paws and my feet, sticking off the end of the pool chairs. I reclined, looking up at the decorated ceiling with a little gasp of relaxation. Pudgy rolling tendrils got to work on my arches, squeezing around them like pressure tubes. 

The smell from Gaelen’s body, fully unfurled in the warm water, was strong and sweet, a rejuvenating fruit basket and crackling fizzle. After a long moment of the three of us just existing in peace, her voice emerged from the distributed mass, seeming to bask as she floated on the surface of the water.

“I think our princess is encountering something many terrans have struggled with. The average xenosophont had so little control over their own circumstance that self determination was a weakened muscle. Often intentionally so, since it meant that the concept of self betterment was rendered impossible, suppressing unrest and revolution before it could begin. Now, with a world of possibility, to have the choice to decide how to be happy is… overwhelming.”

“Um, yes, Syr, that about says it. I’ve only just barely internalized you actually want to keep me, and now I have to think about what I want.”

The massage ran up my ankles and into my legs, swirling rollers no human could ever replicate. I felt so floppy and relaxed, at least physically. It felt good to know, in truth spoken deep into my mind by his implant, that this was something she did for her own joy just as much as ours, a symbiosis so unlike the transactional shades of love I had been taught to expect.

“You technically do not have to choose,” Gaelen mused. “If finding purpose does not bring you joy, one can be provided for you, temporary or otherwise.”

“That… that is perhaps the most alien of all. That to not self-determine is even an option.”

Selene took another long drag from her cigarette and whined happily as the massage made her squirm. “Yeah, can’t relate, this is enough for me. Well, besides some local side bitches but those will come naturally. Like, after I knot them. Unless their owners keep them on a class-N I guess.”

A snort of laughter broke through the soft moans at the feeling of Syr’s tendrils on my skin. “I envy how quickly you seem to have caught up, Selene.”

“Fuck… yeah, I mean, I think there’s not as much for me to adjust to? I’ve had a lifetime to figure out who the hell I am. And it doesn’t seem like that much is gonna change about me. I’ll be more me than I ever was before.”

“It’s funny, considering you resisted more than me.”

She paused to take another drag and enjoy our Affini’s idle massage before answering through another pink exhale.

“Eh, it’s the normal cycle of life to me, my concern was that I was the broken one that normal couldn’t work for. I was afraid being domesticated would mean I would have to fundamentally change, and I suppose I have in some ways? Half my thoughts aren’t devoted to wondering when you’re gonna get bored of me anymore, but I think that’s just an upside.”

I chuckled to myself, feeling almost uncomfortably seen. “You know, it’s crazy how fast we clicked, but then you say something like that and I know why we did.”

“Yup. But you, you’re the rarest of all kinds of florets in the Compact, one who wasn’t born into this world. You’re…” Her eyes glanced to one of the statues our Dragon had made that adorned the bathing room, and her snout curled into a cheeky grin. “...unformed clay. You still gotta figure out who the fuck you wanna be, and sure, our Owner could have a lot of influence on that, but… ahhh. Yeah, fuck, just like that.” 

My pinnate trailed off as even more persistent fingerlings found their way between Selene’s toe beans, and she made a noise of happy tranquility. I made a mental note that I would need to try the same thing the next time I was massaging her. 

“Before the dance, before I… you know. I had notions of trying to make myself useful. And yes, I know, Accord framing, you think I deserve the universe just for existing, but you know what I mean.” I gestured at the twinkling gemstone ceiling, and lush plants and stone busts, at the changing table and wooden drawers filled with enriching surprises. “I’m grateful for all this, and maybe I’d like to think I contribute in some small way. Not out of obligation, but fulfilment.”

Thinking became difficult for a moment as Owner’s thinner roots swirled circles on my soles and toe pad. I didn’t think too hard about those who weren’t here yet or who didn’t make it. Enjoying the moment was important too. Gaelen’s gentle rumble was my anchor. “I would not stop you, as long as it made you happy. Would it?”

I imagined myself maybe going out to axis city to work with Occantalis on cooling, or helping Gaelen on the furnace. Maybe taking care of chickens again. Maybe not. It was hard to imagine what work looked like without necessity. How to untangle the fulfilment that came from the rewards of survival mechanisms and the fulfilment that came from the mastery of skill.

“I don't know.” I replied. “My needs are all met. Like you said, I've been scrambling my whole life for security and stability, and now I guess I have to finally self-actualize.”

To my surprise, a wall fixture next to the window across from me spoke up. “I believe you have a standing invitation from the shipmind to do just that, cutie!”

I frowned for a moment as something clicked into place. I hadn’t heard Ruby talk once since we left for the Cymbidium, and that feeling of home, the Occantalis’s biorhythm, was suddenly glaringly obvious.

“Wait a second. Ruby. You’re one of the Tali facets?”

“Sure am! Ruby Occantalis, just like I introduced myself!”

Hmm. I suppose I had made a few assumptions about the disembodied voice, and that it was probably the same as the smart systems in the Accord, hadn’t I. But that wasn’t all of it…

“Hold on, you also told me you weren’t sapient when I… y’know, asked you not to watch me touching myself.” It seemed almost funny, how concerned I had been with modesty just two weeks ago. “To a um- photo of Daddy’s sheathe,” I added for Selene’s benefit. She made a little ‘heh’ noise, and Ruby continued.

“It was entirely true at the time! Different systems have varying degrees of awareness as needed, and a hab AI doesn’t usually require enough focus to qualify as a full sophont. It typically comes down to how interesting things are, and since then the residents of this castle have become some of our favorites.” 

The digital affini paused for a moment, and the entire castle seemed to thrum with amusement, a ripple buzzing across the bathing pool water. “Also, poor Gaelen was going to go mad otherwise. They kept worrying they had gone too far, that they weren’t fit to be an owner, the usual first-time nerves.”

My dragon made an embarrassed noise over the sound of Selene nearly falling out of her chair laughing. “Ahem. Ruby was sometimes keeping me company during the recovery, yes. I did not expect that rescuing a Terran from a shipwreck would produce a month so interesting my home became a person just to watch. I shall endeavor to make the next month more boring to ensure that we do not have a sentient compiler as well by the end of it.”

“I am sure it will happen again,” Tali said with a small laugh. “But maybe not in this home. And yes, Lynn, on the topic of enriching tasks. While your implant could simply synthesize a chemical feeling of fulfilment and purpose, florets generally do best when happiness is natural, and have self direction in what brings them joy. Your friend Suki Salix, for example, who created that bunny frame body for you, does that work because it makes her happy.”

“Would she really call me a… never mind,” I mumbled, never having been particularly sure what qualified me as anyone’s friend in the first place. 

“I’m just- it’s still just so far removed from what I’m used to. In the Accord I was expected to take care of myself at all times, and there was a very finite number of things that were considered acceptable uses of energy I had left over… If I even had energy left over! This new reality- the idea that someone else is physically taking care of every little need I have whether I like it or not, and that I also get to choose to do whatever with my free time, it’s so radically different.”

“It’s the natural state of being for a sophont,” Gaelen said with a tone that sounded like a smile, though it flattened after a moment. “Or at least… it should be. That’s why we Affini do what we do.”

I couldn’t help but smile back at her conviction, how steadfast she was in her viewpoint that her way was the natural default. It still reminded me of the arrogance of the missionaries, but her self assured naivete had grown on me… and it was hard to directly disagree when I could practically feel my own dopamine levels plummeting with each passing moment I tried to seriously doubt her.

“I guess I’m still getting used to the idea of having any autonomy at all. I was a cripple and now I can walk in planetary gravity. Or have a dragon fly me wherever I want if I don’t feel like walking. I sort of have more than I ever had before, despite… also having a mind control implant and literally being something you own.”

“Ownership is… merely the best single-word translation,” Gaelen mused, stirring the water with stray vines. “You are under my guardianship, my dominion. But your language is constructed such that power and control is connotated with the potential to exploit and abuse, more than care and protect.”

“Which is why I’d just call Lynn my «bitch» honestly,” Selene interjected with a grin. 

The knowledge of her native tongue that I had been given while recovering meant I knew the term she used was one of deep affection, if still quite degrading in its connotations. Her way of thinking just didn’t distinguish between humiliating me and loving me. 

«Go knot yourself, asshole,» I yipped at her with a princessly pout on my face.

“Language, young lady,” Ruby chided gently.

The room shook with mirthful, chattering laughter as Gaelen rose out of the bath, water dripping from her enormous mass.

“Yes. What a mouth the princess has developed.”

“Like Daddy, like daughter, I suppose,” Selene chuckled, finishing the last of her cigarette and putting it out on the tray.

There was a spark and a roar of heat, and Gaelen glowed from within, crackling spice filling the air in a gust of steam that dried her instantly. As the cloud cleared and she stepped towards us, I was sure the succulent leaves that wove in layers like reptilian scales seemed just a little thicker and more vitalized. 

“Now, my pets, whatever you may decide to try for your life overall, I have plans for us in the short term. Fernicus and Alder were kind enough to help me arrange certain food storage appliances, and we should really go meet them at the market to fill them. Compiling ingredients as needed was acceptable, but my pets deserve only the best.”

We left the reclining chairs behind, and Selene swaggered over to our Owner's side. A vine helped me stand and find my footing with my cane, and I followed after them, feeling their bubble of reassurance swaddle me.

“I guess it’s okay that I don’t know what I want forever to be like yet… I’m not alone, and that makes all the difference.”

Gigi was sitting on a towel on the floor by the exit to the bathroom, her fluffy beak proudly pointed high. Walking was now within my realm, but bending down to pick something up seemed improper, especially in such a phytotoxically relaxed state. I opted to make a little fussy noise and grabby hand at her until Gaelen picked her up for me.

“You don’t strictly need to carry little Gigi anymore, of course,” Gaelen remarked as she placed my stuffed chicken in my arms. “The resonance of my core sample within your implant means the function as a biorhythmic anchor isn’t strictly needed.”

I squeezed her tight, even if it didn’t leave me with a free hand. She was just a small stuffed animal, named for just one of so many who didn’t get to see paradise. She needed me to carry her.

“I still… wanna carry her with me. She deserves it.”

“Of course, princess.”

I gave her a firm squish and sniffed the fur, laced with Syr’s fresh melon and smokey wooden ember. I might have some of Mommy’s core inside me forever now, but there’s nothing wrong with enjoying a little bit extra too.

We got dressed, then crossed the hall and made our way down the staircase, passing the newly added rectangular appliance, something like a refrigeration unit with wooden accents. I noted with a smile that my macaroni art of a radiator array was on the front. A reminder of the life I’d had before, that I had managed to survive.

Finally we were on our way, through those massive golden doors and out of the castle. Utopia greeted us, a perfect warm day that made the vibrant courtyard and the district below it seem all the more alive for the way they soaked in every ember of another promise of paradise. 

I was one of the lucky ones. I had to make it worth it.

Maybe my purpose was to live for those who didn’t get to.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          The reading rec this chapter is a story that looks at the more coercive, sharp side of the setting: On Domestication Of Masters by 4WheelSword and Sheepwave.

        





  66. Market
Summary for the Chapter:
Last Chapter Recap:
Lynn and Selene talked by the side of a pool, and Lynn realized that Gaelen's hab AI, Ruby, was Occantalis the entire time, then set out to fill a fridge with fresh food.

Notes for the Chapter:
Selene starts using Husband as one of her dominant titles in this chapter. That isn't a mistake.

Large taut fabric canopies loosely ran from rooftop to rooftop just a bit past the familiar neighborhood as we turned the corner and walked into the street. I knew that the mural was just to the left, the pizza place in the alleyway and the cafe where Selene and I went on our first date was nearby too. Still, the covering from the tent fabrics above us decorating the walkway in colorful shade gave the street a very new and unfamiliar energy.
I rode on my Dragon’s shoulders, legs tucked into her mass around her neck. One hand was on Gigi, another clung to a vine that traced little hearts in my palm as she walked. Selene darted about below with her tail wagging through the gap in the back of her skirt. She moved with an agility that I hadn’t noticed she was lacking before, but seemed so obvious now that aged knees were replaced with phytotech replacements. 
Out on the square, lots of stalls were set up. Some were in larger enclosed wooden structures with small kitchens inside, others were more simple stands, fancy tables with rows of goods for visitors to peruse. 
Gaelen’s rumbling warmth resonated through me as she proudly explained the gathering. “Every few days we hold a market where florets and Affini alike can offer their cherished gifts to one another. They were temporarily paused while handling the Losofor crisis, but they have returned now that we have resumed our journey towards Sol.”
I peered down at a table piled high with some kind of green fruits shaped like perfect tetrahedrons, and the proud floret explaining how they had been engineered to Selene, whom I could tell was hitting on him.
“I thought that economic markets were against the Affini values?”
“The economic exchange has been removed entirely from the equation, but the word remains. In time terrans will entirely forget the relationship between a marketplace and a market. It will simply become the word for coming together and sharing the fruits of your craft. Trades of joy and art bring joy to all, and since none are compelled to participate by scarcity, there can exist systems of voluntary artisanal barter as well, though giving and taking freely will still generally be the standard. Now, let’s get something to carry our bounty in.”
Gaelen strode over to a line of large hovercarts in a sort of shed, and retrieved one with one hand. I was lifted up into the air, giggling as I floated, but then, instead of being put on the ground as I expected, I was plopped into a seat with leg holes much like would be on a terran grocery cart for babies.
“Wait wait, a baby cart?” I protested. Gigi was squished in next to me, and I kicked my legs as Gaelen steered us back towards the stalls.
Selene scampered away from the twink she had been flirting with, carrying one of the triangular fruits with a straw stuck in it. She hopped up on the side of the cart, hanging off with one arm.
“Yeah this is good shit,” Selene said with a slurp. “It’s a sweet juice and kinda salty like… like bunny meat.”
“C’mon that can’t be real, you’re just saying that to tease me!” I said with a hmph.
Gaelen chuckled while I stewed, pulling us into the main market once more. “Onwards, my dears!”

[image: ]The gentle humming noise from the giant shopping cart I had been placed inside was pleasant as it floated over the cobblestones at least, and the seat material was quite comfortable, as embarrassing and infantile as it was.
“So… why are we doing this, Syr?” I asked, blushing as the various affini passing us stopped to give me head rubs and cooing words.
“Well, during your rest, I have simply been synthesizing nutrients you needed and infusing them directly into your bloodstreams. Now that you are awake, we simply must give you both the enrichment of a fresh, well balanced meal.”
She ran a ticking tendril across my neck, making me loudly giggle. I could hear others chuckling in adoration as they saw me. 
“Heyyyy! But that- that doesn’t explain why we’re going out like this instead of just compiling everything… And why I’m in a shopping cart like a little baby!”
“The experience is the purpose. It is enriching and enjoyable. The moments of social connection it facilitates are very good for a growing young girl and her pinnate.”
“Her Daddy,” Selene added from the front of the cart, where she had been clinging on with a paw. “Isn’t that right, little baby.”
“Hmph!”
We passed a bakery stand, and a box of black and white cookies landed in the cart.
“So what kinda snacks are we scouting for, Gaelen? I used to eat out for the most part. Never really felt like making my own stuff when it was just dinner for one every night.” She sounded a little sad, and shook it off. “But hey, Terran foods’ real good.”
“A stable assortment of base ingredients is the most important thing, though if you find anything else that strikes the mood do not hesitate to pick it up.”
“Yeah, okay cool. I know the little one is vegetableatarian but I might see if I can find some nice meat to snack on. Eating the same baconeggandcheese for most meals is probly’ not the most optimal diet.”
“Indeed. I am… glad that I will be here to see to your nutrition from now on. A nice loaf of bread will come in handy too if you see one, there is some chatter about a get-together tonight in the castle courtyard.”
Gaelen ran a vine affectionately across my pinnate’s furry ear, causing her to grumble in pleasure as our Dragon continued into a tangent.
“Speaking of which, I have some preparations to make for our upcoming voevia union ritual. I was thinking the courtyard would be the ideal place to do the main ceremony for that as well.”
I loved the way that our three cultures blended together, each of them caring about celebrations of togetherness in different but overlapping ways, a universal constant of affection. Muddling out the ways in which they mapped onto each other though was a little funny. 
“So we are getting… married? Again? Am I already married from the bite? Is Selene my wife?”
“Nah, you’re my wife. I think I vibe with Husband better. Terran genders are weird, but that one seems right for me.”
I stared at Selene with my mouth slightly open, multiple perceptions of reality crashing against each other.
“I’m… your…”
There was so much I had simply accepted, taken as given, gone along with by force of sheer absurdity. Allowed unfamiliar verbiage of mates and pinnates and voevia to mask the emotional importance of a thing I had long ago accepted I would never be. 
I was her wife!
Selene, oblivious to the sheer impact of shock I was now experiencing, went back to pestering Gaelen.
“So anyway, Spitfire, what’s that ritual look like? Is it horny? I’m sure those pretty little piercings on her pussy are coming into play, based on what I know.”
The teasing jolted me free from my dumbfounded stare into the middle distance. “Hhheyy!” I crossed my arms, Hmphed, and then spoke again. “I-I would also be curious about this, Syr. I haven’t had a chance to read those Rudon history books, with everything that’s happened since then.”
She smiled down at me in a tender reassurance that the teases were just teases, and it sent butterflies into my tummy.
“Well, I lived on Rudoe for centuries. The exact traditions were myriad and varied and I considered myself a part of many of them at different times. There is one element that is a nearly universal commonality, of course, which this ritoro represents when the union involves non-rudon members.” She withdrew the glass orb, the ritoro as it was apparently known, from her central mass. We had forged it together, and I admired its web of suspended gold and pink metal that still seemed to faintly glow with heat from within. “You will be the carrier, of course.”
I felt the faintest of twitch in my lower abdomen, imagining how it would feel to have that sculpted symbol inside me, locked behind my tying muscle. “I guess maybe it’s for the best that my Mom won’t be here for this one.” 
I glanced around at the passers by, wondering if any of them had overheard what was planned. If any of them understood, they certainly didn’t seem to be paying us any mind.
“There is nothing to be ashamed of,” my Prince reassured me. “But I suppose it is of a slightly more exhibitionist bent than terrans generally include their close family members in, yes. At least for those born under the Accord, I am sure in a few generations those hangups will be forgotten. When we have liberated the Sol system and therefore your mother, perhaps we could do another ceremony, one more in line with Celtic Pagan Reconstructionist wedding traditions, that included her.”
I pushed the thought of people watching me have a glass egg shoved inside me out of my head as best I could. That was future Lynn’s problem. Still, a part of me was a little overwhelmed at the idea of even holding a celebration regardless of what it contained.
“I already had a party to celebrate my independence and I didn’t even stay independent until midnight!” 
Selene took a long slurp from her triangle shaped bunny meat flavored fruit drink. “So? We already got hitched by my standards too, but why would we not take an excuse to party?”
Gaelen nodded approvingly, tickling at my belly with the smooth back of a clawed finger. “We can do as many ceremonies as you wish, princess. If you wanted to be coronated each morning to honor you, I would move the heavens to make it happen.”
I giggled a little, but the difficulty at expecting others to want to celebrate me was still there. Though, the more I tried to ruminate, the more I could feel a gentle pressure on my own thoughts, discouraging but not wholly disallowing the doubt.
“It seems so indulgent to expect that… But I don’t get it. Why are you letting me think that?”
We meandered past a fresh produce stall, and Selene picked out a selection of eggs from some xeno animal I had never heard of.
“The same reason I would condition you by my own vine or make art with authentic methods. It will mean more, be more satisfying, to conquer those few wisps of doubt yourself.”
I fidgeted with my own pointed ear for a moment, which seemed a lot less firm than I remembered it being, and made me feel a lot squirmier. But it was okay to touch myself, I was a princess. “Um, okay, Syr.”
We passed a stall where an eager floret was holding a flower in a glass jar up to a curious affini, complementing the color and how great it would look grafted onto her chest.
Others had artistic mementos, objects that reminded me of the skilled work Gaelen completed.
We hovered over to a stop at a stand that operated like an open air kitchen, steaming broths and rows of jarred veggies. The centrepiece seemed to be dominated by rows of bowls filled with fresh kimchi, richly smeared in red gochujang. The floret running the stand perked up eagerly at the sight of us. 
“Gaelen! Heyo!”
“Hello little one! I see you have been hard at work on another batch.”
“You know it Syr!” They glanced over to us with a fat grin. “Ha! Told you it would work. Never fails.”
I frowned in confusion. “I don’t…”
“This is Yuna.” Gaelen said with a smile. “They grew and fermented the kimchi I used to make your very first meal in the compact.” 
“Irresistible, just like I said. The key to a Terran’s belly is through their heart. Wait, other way round!”
Gaelen and Yuna chuckled. “I suppose I will have to pick up some more for our first meal as a voevia.” 
They finished their small talk and we continued through the stalls. Every now and then I would point at something and Gaelen would pick it up, or she’d strike up conversation and choose some ingredient for us to eat in the coming week.
I noticed a stone building on the edge of the courtyard that had a big entrance like an open garage door, with tables covered in different artisan breads all across it. The smell was warm and inviting, and I tugged on a vine and gave my Owner my best pleading eyes. “Can I do this one, Syr? Please?”
Gaelen chuckled, took me out of the cart and set me down on the ground. “Very well. Selene and I will be at the stall just across from here with the Stagryn steaks. Pick out a nice loaf for us and remember your manners, little one.”
I clutched Gigi to my side and smiled up at her. “Yes Syr.”
As I approached, cane tapping against the stone path, I saw one floret curiously inspecting a crusty decorated loaf, holding it up as it to find some deeper meaning within it. I picked up a boule of golden bread next to her and inspected the intricate vine design, then looked up at her and nearly dropped it in shock.
It was Marie-Ann, the cotyledon woman I had been introduced to on the same day I met Selene for the very first time. The sight of her then had upset me so deeply that I needed a temporary memory block, and with the benefit of growth and the stabilizing force of Syr’s biorhythm inside me, I recognized why.
She was a mirror of the things I had been terrified to be, dependent on others. I had taken pride in being just barely not disabled enough to hack it on my own without help, proud of how I had calloused myself to my own suffering. Calculating in my minimization of my own needs, and angry in my rejection of those just barely less fortunate than me.
But no more.
The cotyledon suddenly seemed to notice I was there, and slowly turned to me with a sap-stained smile, her own intricate vines overgrowing from the crick of her neck, speaking in a slow, stuttering voice.
“You-you know, Country Living Magazine says the best way to tell if a loaf is good i-i-i-is to give it a little tap. M-m-m-may-m-may I?”
“Sure.”
She gave it a gentle knock like a door, while holding it up to our ears. Sure enough, I could hear a hollow sound. 
“Yep, that’s a-a-a good one! I’d expect no-no-nothing less, all the vendors here seem to be real swell. Marie-Ann, pleasure to meet you.”
“Princess Lynn Echeveria, first floret… We’ve actually met before.”
She smiled, and while the blue, human eye remained staring unfocused forward, the artificial golden one locked onto my face. “Oh, we have? Oh, I-I’m sorry, sometimes things get cloudy. It’s the-th-the darndest thing.”
“No, no it’s fine! I’m…” I peered around for the large affini man who had been overseeing her when we first met. “...Surprised I don’t see your Affini around.”
“Oh Cadill! He’s probably… He’s off-off-off doing, off doing something for work or fetching the wine for dinner tonight, I figure. Love that man to death,” she giggled. 
“I um… I actually wanted to apologize for last time we met. I had a bad reaction meeting you. I think I made some assumptions and really I was just upset about myself and what it means to be dependent on… I’m sorry if I upset you or anything.”
She swallowed, and seemed to steady herself, trembling from the effort of remaining fully present.
“Well a-ain’t that the kindest thing. Think nothing of it, like I said, I sure haven’t! We all have our good days and our bad days. I can hardly blame you for that. Today feels like a good day though. The sun is shining brightly, the bread is…” she tapped the side again. “…nice and hollow, and I get to-to be in- to be in the company of gosh-darn r-royalty!” 
Her eyelids slumped slightly, and her next breath was much slower. I tucked the loaf into a paper bag and gave her a smile.
“Well I better be getting back to my… my Husband Selene. And our Owner. It was nice to meet you on a good day, Marie-Ann!” 
“Have a swell day, sweetie!”
I left the thick aroma of bread behind with my new friend and returned to Gaelen and Selene. My Prince rewarded me with a berry for doing a good job, and we continued walking.
Finally, the cart was quite full, and we had reached the end of the street, where a grand trellis opened up into one of the many parks around the ring. The pathway curved in a way that pulled our attention towards a big open greenspace with fountains as a beacon and trees for shade. It seemed like many sophonts had made picnics out of their selections from the market. 
As we wandered in, I noticed two surprisingly familiar affini were standing near the edge of the thicker trees, both of whom seemed a bit more somber than usual. The imposing dark pantherine mass of Tamai, stood beside the more lithe Wistara, the latter of whom turned to face us with a wave.
“My, what a lovely gaggle we seem to have here! Hello, and congratulations on the completion of such a happy trio, petals!”
“Damn straight,” Selene barked, jumping off the cart and bouncing up and down a little in place. “And next time you have some icy swamp moon to trudge through, I’m helping, thanks to the new knees.”
“You will do no such thing,” Tamai growled. “We were already too careless once.”
“Oh, hello,” I greeted the huntresses, then turned to Wistaria. “Um, I thought you were going back to your own ship?”
“I did, dear. That was almost two weeks ago,” she answered with a smile. “I’m back here since I was involved with this operation… and after passing her wardship, someone needed an escort back to the Occantalis for the remembrance anyway.”
My eyes darted around in the direction Wistaria had vaguely intoned. Curly thick cyan colored leaves that could only be from one place. It was Losofor foliage, poking up and prospering into a varied, exotic treeline further down the path, a berm bisecting the greenspace park. The very top of a smooth stone obelisk poking into the sight line made the reason for Tamai’s bad mood crystal clear. It was the memorial for those who died in the crash. 
“S-someone… else? Who needed to be escorted?”
The affini paused, and Gaelen and Wistaria exchanged a quick flurry of melodic notes in their own language, then the six-eyed hunter pet me on the head. “No one you need ever concern yourself with again, princess. Do not worry yourself with it.”
I heard a strange noise from Selene’s arm, and for the briefest moment I would swear I saw wooden armor plates peeking from under seams in her fur. “Better keep her fucking distance from my mate,” Selene spat.
“Indeed,” Gaelen rumbled, turning my pinnate and I away from the path towards the memorial and back into the center of the happy park half of the space, separated by the treeline. “But yes, I didn’t mention… There will be a remembrance event in a few days, for those who we failed to save during the crash on Losofor. You may attend if you wish, princess.”
I squeezed Gigi tight, and tried to shake off the lingering guilt for being lucky enough to make it. “Of course I’ll go. I owe them that much.”
“You owe no one anything,” Gaelen corrected with a bit of a sharp spark to her tone. She stroked a possessive vine up the burn scars on my leg, leftover from when I kicked a control rod back into place. “Besides, every survivor would have perished if not for your efforts, you have already given more than anyone would ever ask of you”
“On a happier note,” Wistaria interjected, tugging Tamai along and beginning to walk towards the open field, “Your friend Alice is around here… somewhere. She ran off with Natalie at some point. Speaking of which… Someone else to meet you as well.”
I followed where her vine was pointing like a finger, and in the big open area I caught sight of a familiar affini and floret pairing, the armoured rootlike body of Adelira and her beloved puppywife Cassandra. 
But there was something new, a small fluffy golden dog who was running around them with the boundless energy of an excited animal. Adelira brought her arm back, and a twig extended from her wrist, seemingly from the same wood as her body. “Lupin! Fetch!”
She hurled the branch with considerable force, sending it flying like a missile down the rolling grass. The puppy ran after it, panting and barking, and then Adelira gave Cassandra a slap on the butt with a knarled vine.
“Your turn, girl! Fetch!”
Cassandra took off like a bullet, with a powerful form that served as a shocking reminder that the training of a cosmic marine must still be under the soft exterior. 
She full-body tackled the puppy into a grass-stained combat roll, then held it up victoriously before sprinting back to her owner at a shockingly athletic speed with the dog tucked under her arm, using her tail for balance.
The dog, Lupin apparently, wagged alongside her, happily clutching the stick in its mouth. All the affini but the rather forlorn Tamai cheered and praised Cassandra, showering her with pets and attention.
“Good girl,” her owner praised, then looked up to greet the rest of us. “And hello, Gaelen. Good to see you out of the castle.”
My Prince replied with a jovial warmth. “I am happy to be up and about, finding a new routine for our lives. I trust that you have been enjoying a return to normalcy as well?”
“I certainly have. It was just agony being down on that planet, away from my precious prize, even for a very brief window. I’ve been sure to remind her of my love over and over since returning.”
Cassandra smouldered bright red at that, rubbing her backside self-consciously. “Mommy’s very good at reminding.”
The little dog dropped his stick and began to examine Selene, sniffing curiously at her feet before licking her. “Aw, he’s just like you,” my pinnate teased.
“Hhheyyy!” I whined, as Gaelen and Adelira continued talking above us.
“I don’t get it!” Cassandra chimed in, blissfully unaware of the embarrassing foot based innuendo. “Is it because Lupin’s such a good boy, and Lynn is a good girl?” 
“Yes, that’s exactly it,” Selene cackled, flexing her paw pads for my lingering eyes. 
“It’s funny… for a pet to have a pet,” I forced out, changing the subject as hard as I possibly could before I ended up on all fours like I could clearly see Selene thinking about.
Cassandra squealed with delight and hugged her dog close to her chest. “I wanted to be a mommy so Mommy got me Lupin! Isn’t he just the cutest little baby boy!”
She sighed happily, showering his golden curls in little kisses, then dropped him back on the ground. Her tail curled in as she drew back the stick like someone practiced at throwing knives, and gave me a little giggle. “I’m glad you got domesticated, by the way. Daddy was worried that Syr Echeveria would be too much of a pushover.”
Her body moved like an unwinding spring, and she hurled the stick at a somewhat terrifying speed, flying like a javelin through the air. It went clear through an affini whose vines unwound to let the projectile pass untouched, before landing in an explosion of dirt on the far side of the entrance trellis. “Go on, Lupin! Fetch!”
I chuckled to myself, watching as the puppy dashed off, and then she bolted on after him. “I’m not sure I’d call Gaelen a pushover in any sense of the word…”
My attention drifted, and landed upon Tamai watching Cassandra rolling around in the grass with Lupin. She turned back towards the Losofor memorial for a moment. “Enjoy the rest of your afternoon, everyone. I’m going home. I need a drink,” the large cat affini mumbled as she pulled away from the group and began to leave. 
Gaelen put a hand on Tamai’s shoulder, stopping her in place, and something stern and authoritative rose like sparks in her voice. “No, my friend. If you intend to find your way to a durataxin bottle tonight, you will do it with us, surrounded by friends.”
Tamai made a snorting sound. “Ah, the youngbloom has florets now, and thinks they are in charge, hmm?”
My Prince seemed to pause for a moment, her vines weaving around Tamai’s, her grassy fibers hesitantly curling around succulent stems. “I need to bring this food cart up to the castle. Why not come with me? Relax a bit.” She moved closer still, and her tail swished in some kind of anticipation. “Don’t you think you’ve put enough weight on yourself, perhaps I could carry some of the burden tonight.”
Adelira and Wistaria both made a curious rustling noise, clearly amused by something that had just been communicated.
“Yes, love,” Wistaria said with a hint of mirth, as though there was a joke I wasn’t party to. “I think some time to unwind is exactly what you need. Adelira and I can watch the little ones for a bit down here. You two go ahead.”
A strong acidic smell suddenly poured off of Tamai, and the predatory feline affini seemed almost sheepish as she made some kind of noise of growling dispute I didn’t understand.
Heat rose from my Prince, grinning at Tamai. “Ah, so you would rather have unmet needs when Veridia arrives?”
Tamai froze completely, every one of the constant subtle motions of the vines that made up her body going still at once. “I did not know Mulberry was visiting soon. Perhaps I should…” she seemed to shrink slightly, tail swishing back and forth as she nodded, somehow seeming shy despite still being the largest affini present by far. “Yes, that would be lovely, actually. I… my hesitation was not out of a lack of interest, merely… hangups. I should try to have less shame about this sort of thing.”
“It’s settled then.” Adelira shifted, and strong boughs suddenly plucked me off the ground, lifting me into the air and petting us both just like Cassandra currently was with her dog. “I shall protect your treasures, my young friend,” the rootlike affini promised Gaelen.
Wistaria’s face split into a thorny grin, waving at the two as Tamai was led back by Gaelen behind the hovercart. “Have fun, you two!”
“You as well!” Gaelen called back.
I wasn’t really sure what just happened, but then Wistaria’s attention was back on me, and something purple and feathery was tickling under my nose. I sneezed a cloud of pink pollen into the air that seemed to delight her and Adelira both. Cassandra’s Mommy’s roots massaged around my arms, a golden dust of her own mixing with Gaelen’s pink. “Such a little princess pollinator she is.”
A mask of Wistaria’s wet petals sealed over my nose, a vertical slit that drooled nectar and whose stamens already poked at my nostrils. Everything went hazy fast, and over the sound of Selene laughing at my predicament and Cassandra playing with her dog, I hung onto a single thought.
Affini were all such perverts.
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CW: comedic scene involving forced urination in a pool in the first section. Nothing you probably haven't seen before if you made it this far, lol.

Vines, petals, a waterfall, smears of verdant green, rich violets, and peach pink. Flirty chuckles, laughter upon warm sand. 
Floating weightlessly, I could hear the sound of other florets all around, a joyful party of voices both familiar and new. I sneezed the pollen out from my nose, and giggled as the glittering cloud of technicolor dust swirled in the air above me. Gods, I was fucking zonked.
Eventually, a faint mote of curiosity made its way to the front of my mind. Where was I? Oh. The backside of Castle Echeveria’s towers pointed into the curved sky near the edge of my vision, breaching a cloud of multicolor mist that swirled with the currents of the florets and affini moving around inside it. 
I was… in a pool, one of the outdoor ones that was inset into the grassy hill gardens I had yet to properly explore. Someone’s vines were keeping me supported, floating faceup in warm fluid that tingled and sparkled, an entire rainbow of pollen washing off my naked body, and mixing into the swirling bubbles.
Gigi was still clutched in my arms, perfectly dry despite being underwater, little air bubbles clinging to her fabric. The more engineering-oriented part of my mind managed to unearth the term ‘hydrophobic material’ before giving up and thinking it was really quite cool to have a pool-safe stuffie. 
Above the surface of the water, a blonde floret squirmed in an elaborate red rope bondage, as if faced with a villainous predicament. I made eye contact with the girl, remembering her from somewhere. She winked, and suddenly every knot came loose, her body splashing into the pool below. Bobbing to the surface, she swam over to me.
“Hey Lynn! Hey Miss Occantalis! Wow, you’re high as fuck huh princess?”
I blinked, and recognition of both my friend I hadn’t met in person yet overlapped with realizing that the three-eyed wooden mask of Daria Occantalis was the one connected to the vines holding me. “Hello, Alice,” the socialite shipmind facet greeted with the sound of a smile that her face didn’t have the articulation to actually produce.
Vines plucked me up into the air, and she dangled me midair, tickling me like a squirming little animal she had caught. Which I suppose I literally was. “Hhhhey! What gives…”
“There’s a show coming up I wouldn’t want you to not remember.” She tapped the back of my neck with a vine. “Boop!”
Suddenly, the haze over my vision vanished, the majority of the intoxicants flushed out of my bloodstream by my implant, and then… emptied in liquid form directly into the pool water. Fizzling sparks ran out of me until only the topical effects remained around the… exit point. It was a hypersensitive sensation of release on par with any pre-implantation orgasm, all the more mortifying for the sensation being paired with my capacity for embarrassment about my own fetishes returning in full force.
“Why… why do you have the ability to make me pee out all the drugs in my body,” I managed to warble out after a few seconds of stewing in shock.
Tali laughed. “Oh, not all, I would never subject you to total sobriety. But Syr Echeveria gave all of my sister facets elevated access to your implant, dear. Think of us as your… fairy God-mothers.”
As if to prove her point, a vine swirled and squeezed across the fuzzy branded tendril marks on my arms, teasing my shoulders and replacing the pollen that had been washed away by the water. I gasped at how good her drugged touch felt, how permanently needy for the ministrations of an alien species my skin had become. More and more gripped on, finally helping me stand with the aid of my cane. I heard Alice chuckling, and watched as she floppily swam back and forth.
“Woah, this is the good stuff, like… the kind of good you feel from a vine in your ass after a long day, but all over my skin…” Alice’s splashes were getting more and more clumsy, and her pupils were completely blown out. 
Vines dipped back through the pool towards her and extracted the other floret that had just been blasted with a massive secondhand dose of xenodrugs. After a moment of weightlessness she was set down on the tile beside me, and soon enough both of us were wrapped up in fluffy towels.
Alice’s bunny-covered bikini was straightened by a few of Occantalis’s lingering vines, causing her to get a bit flustered. After she finished, a little stuffed rabbit was placed into her arms, just like Gigi.
“Hey girls! Who wants Bellinis!” The ever-jolly voice of Cassandra sung out behind us. She bumbled forward, tail wagging, arms filled with glasses that were topped up to the brim to an orange slush drink, though the lids were all sippy-style so they didn't spill. Her little puppy was happily following.
“Just don’t drink em’ too fast or you might fall in love with the glasses. It’s got some of those bondy lovely kissy ones in them. Oooh and Mommy is making grilled cheese on the bbq with that yummy bread you picked!”
True to her word I could see Adelira was running a bbq station a little ways off, chatting with Wistaria and several other affini I didn’t recognize. There were at least a dozen florets, some familiar, some unfamiliar, having fun in the space around them. Laying out blankets, making out, playing games, or pestering the rootlike affini for bites of cheese.
“Thank you for the drink Cassie!” I relieved her of a glass and took a big sip. The flavor was incredible, one of the best drinks I had ever sipped. I actually felt sad that there was less of it the more I drank.
Alice grabbed a drink of her own, and unsteadily hooked her arm around my waist. It seemed like she had been meaning to wrap an arm around my shoulders, but she was not nearly tall enough to pull that off.
“Sup, petal, how you doin? I know you don’t fuck humans but I flirt for fun, and nobody’s stopped me so I know you don’t actually mind.” Her dilated eyes flicked down to our stuffed animals. “Maybe we can hook up Miss Bun and your duck on a date. Wait, that’s not ducky, sorry, I’m kinda high from what was inside your body five minutes ago being dumped on my face.”
I giggled at Alice, and made Gigi give Miss Bun a little friendly beak peck. “You are surprisingly coherent considering what just happened in the pool.”
“Oh, I’ve got a tolerance, elf girl. I’ve been a floret since ‘53.”
I blinked at her in confusion. “But… it isn’t that year yet?”
“Oh, it’s not? Oh well.” Alice downed half her drink and lost her balance, falling into a pile of limbs on the grass. “Fuck, okay, maybe that one had hands.”
“I put extra in yours,” Cassandra said with a beaming grin.
“It looks like Natalie will be joining us for the show,” Tali commented as she helped Alice stagger back to her feet, and led all of us towards the hill.
“Yo bitch! Where’s my puppygirl at?” I heard the gregarious voice before I could see faer. Swaggering over in a near nonexistent outfit of rainbow ribbons, Natalie grabbed Cassandra by the tail and pulled her in for a hug. “Now we can start the party. Good to see you awake again, Lynn. I mean, not that I’m averse to watching you sleep but- fuck, sorry, Ferny put me on a fucking tattle flower as a prank, I’ll try to behave.”
I waved goodbye to my empty drink glass as Tali took it away.
“How you doing?” Nat said to Alice.
“How am I- how you doing?”
“No how yuo doin”
“Horyoudoin”
“Howdjdking”
“Howowo-this is getting weird,” Nat finally broke.
“Yeah let’s just sit down I’m way too fuckin… high for this.” Alice replied. Cassandra was giggling hysterically, and Natalie grabbed onto her hand, leading the way.
Blankets had been set out along the grassy hillside facing the ring cap, and Natalie pulled faerself and Cassandra down onto one. It was big enough to fit many of us, but I wasn’t sure if I should. I vaguely wondered where Selene was, but knew no matter what she was surely having fun. “Um, you two are dating, right? I don’t want to get in the way.”
Natalie snorted, releasing Cassandra’s breast from faer grip. “Dating? You think I'm being tied down? Fuck that, I go where the winds blow, baby.”
“What about Mx. Fernicus?”
The girl rolled faer eyes. “What about Fernicus? I'm not gonna fuck my therapist, that's unethical.”
I couldn’t help but giggle. “Wait, but your therapist owning you is fine?”
“Well yeah, that’s normal, obviously. I had a real fucked up life in the Accord, Lynn. I vaguely remember that it was pretty rough for us trans women, I don’t know if you can relate, but I need to keep a therapist on hand 25/8.”
Cassandra nodded in agreement, then patted the blanket next to her for her dog to sit in. “Mommy says I'm monogamous, so it’s also no from me.”
I carefully sat down, and vines from a nearby affini whose name I didn’t even know stabilized my bad leg as my balance faltered and set me down with a pat on the head.
I glanced at Alice, who was being put back into a maid outfit by a stern looking affini, then back at Cassandra.
“But… I saw that video of you having sex with Alice… and her owner?”
“No, Mommy says it's only really sex if she has it with me, everything else is just cuddling with extra steps.”
I chuckled, and decided to take a long drag from my phytotoxin vaporizer, which had found its way into my hand.
“So you said, Natalie- you only vaguely remember the Accord?”
“Uh, yeah, been hitting the class-Bs lately. Why bother with what doesn’t make me happy, right? I know you were real nice to me, but I forget where… we were coworkers maybe? Same college?” Fae shrugged, then laid down over Cassandra’s lap and started to pet behind Lupin’s ears. “I know you’re my friend and you saved me from some explosion or something, princess, and I’m very grateful for whatever it was. That’s all I need to hold onto. I don’t owe anyone else shit.”
I clutched Gigi close to my chest, a little shiver running down my spine. 
I guess Natalie wouldn’t be going to the funeral.
Suddenly, the sky dimmed to almost pitch black, and the booming voice of Occantalis Actual cut us off entirely, echoing over voices that fell silent in awe as soon as she spoke.
“Hello, little ones. Our current travel path is about to intersect with a Terran Cosmic Navy ship! We hope you enjoy the show of your future friends being rescued!”
“I dibs the egg!” Natalie leered.
“No fair, you got the last one.” Alice replied as she flopped down on the blanket beside me.
“I was the last one.”
“Oh yeah!”
Daria chuckled from above us. “Now now, dears, there will be plenty of new girls to go around.”
The stars on the projection began to move, and suddenly we could see the Occantalis as though we were outside, watching The Affini ship approach one of the biggest we had ever seen overhead being assembled in the Jovian shipyards back on Ganymede. I had even had a toy of one as a kid.

[image: ]Some old propaganda-laced video I’d once watched on the thing flashed up from memory. It was an Ultraheavy Cruiser, one of the titans of imperial power that the Terran Accord had imposed upon all, a force ready to crush unionists, protect the interests of the megacorps against the pirate syndicates, and always prepared to fight the xeno threat that must always be assumed to be out there.
And I remembered, the main railgun pointed directly at the main bulb fired a 0.73 ton mass at a significant fraction of the speed of light. Enough power to wipe out a city. I knew, as I watched its external capacitor banks glow with discharge waste heat in the pre-fire sequence, that there was no way that any material properties in the known laws of physics would prevent the projectile from penetrating any hull it hit. It didn’t matter how strong Affini engineering was, that energy had to go somewhere.
And the Occantalis had enough jump fuel stored on it to blow a sizable hole in the Orion Spur. 
By all logic, we were about to die in the biggest hypermetric explosion any human had ever seen.
And yet, nowhere in my heart was fear as the lights on the battlecruiser flickered and the railgun activated. 
Because I didn’t live in the world dominated by the Accord anymore. Whatever laws of physics they had taught me to turn me into a cog in their miserable machine were incomplete shadows of the truth anyway. The projectile wouldn’t hit, and I knew that because if it had ever stood a chance of landing a hit on a ship full of florets, a Compact ship would have moved.
I took a casual hit off my vape as one of the largest weapons humans had ever built fired on us.
The magnetic discharge cast oscillating halos of prismatic light across the projection. As quickly as it was fired, a rainbow-tinged fractal blade made from what I recognized was a hole in spacetime simply swallowed the railgun slug in its entirety. I imagined the tiny humans inside, how flabbergasted they surely were at this first expression of the infinite power that would sooner do everything it could to protect them than ever retaliate with a gunshot of its own. 
Incomprehensibly big glossy vines, at least as large as Martian skyscrapers extended from the Occantalis. They grabbed the flying monument to the Accord’s might like a child snatching her favorite spaceship toy from the air as it spun through the air in a moon’s gravity, tossed by her loving father.
I watched sputtering arcs of distortion as the Terran ship tried and failed to jump to hyperspace- clearly, the River of Reason managing to get away where four of its crew could perish was a mistake they would never let happen a second time. 
Then it was over, and everyone around me whooped and clapped in celebration. I smiled, and joined in everyone else cheering, still holding Gigi tight to my chest.
Finally, the projection dimmed to pure black, and Occantalis Actual’s voice delivered another booming announcement.
“We hope you little ones found that entertaining! And now our feature presentation for the evening, our first movie by the recently founded film studio of the independent settlement here on ring four! Enjoy, cuties!”
The movie, which seemed to be a romantic comedy, projected onto the sky, and immediately I realized I had never changed my floret cut settings. Every character was still replaced by some kind of anthropomorphized animal person, several of which were devastatingly attractive. 
“Oh, I forgot I added a floret cut setting to remove terrans. Whoops,” I said, opening the menu on my tablet, considering removing it, then giggling and leaving it on. “Nah, never mind, the tiger lady has a nice ass.” 
“Furry,” Natalie teased.
“Hey, let a girl have her preferences,” Alice retorted, shoving Natalie.
Curious, I leaned over until my head was practically touching Alice’s, and the lenticular display broke. When I was looking at the angles meant for her eyes, Alice’s floret cut settings replaced all the romance-relevant male characters in the show with female actors, clearly a more intentionally made dedicated version than my live-edited one.
How amusing, to have a dedicated version of the same media made where that was the case. But clearly, it was desired. I took another hit off my vape, laid back into Cassandra’s lap, and relaxed, giggling like an idiot at the antics of my friends getting distracted in their flirts and bickering. 
 

 
The movie had ended long ago, and after wandering in and out of various groups, meeting new people, finding and losing Selene multiple times, I had finally gotten tired, grabbed a wine bottle, and sought a bit of solitude. I half-dozed on a bench in one of the succulent gardens, a bit of a buzz on my skin and a calm smile on my face as the artificial sun set overhead. 
I was safe, loved, home. 
How ironic that to sleep drunkenly under the stars was the most horrifying thing the Accord could imagine.
A soft crunch of sandy gravel betrayed footsteps approaching me, definitely heavier than human, but not the sound of vines. “Hello there, my name is Varis, and I have adopted xe/xir pronouns in this language. I hope I am not bothering you?”
“Of course not,” I answered graciously before even looking up at who had spoken. My eyebrows shot up as I realized who exactly I was speaking to.
Varis was a rudon. 

[image: ]Xe was about Selene’s height, bipedal, with a slightly hunched posture balanced by a thick tail and a build I would almost call twinky on a human. A mane of vivid feathers spilled down the top of xir head like hair and down into two folded wings with a broad shape that would probably be perfect for gliding on thermal updrafts. 
The length of xir slender draconic form was predominantly of a bluish green complexion, flesh gleamed with a soft texture not quite like skin, but not quite scales either. A set of painted horns swept back behind a pair of strong eyebrows in a way that made me swoon a little. Xe wore something a bit like a tunic, and was covered, snout to tail, in elaborately patterned body paint and jewelry. 
A low level rustle built in xir throat, the verbal equivalent of a fidget. “I hope I am not disturbing your rest cycle?”
“No! Um- just a little heavy on the wine is all. Hello, I’m Lynn Echeveria. First Floret… She and her,” I said shyly.
“I recognized your piercing patterns and knew you must be Echeveria’s. It is always a pleasure to see another species adopt the voevia tradition, carrier,” xe said, with a chest rumble I had learned from my Prince was a positive signifier but never realized until now was inherited from the species Gaelen had modeled herself after. “I am rolefluid myself, though unlike you I have not found my trio yet… still exploring what comes. May I sit with you?”
A pair of cerulean eyes swept down my body, clearly lingering on the scars that adorned my skin and then on what I realized were my fully visible piercings.
I stammered a few times, trying and failing to not drool over the sexy alien dragon who might be flirting with me? I had forgotten I wasn’t wearing underwear while sprawling in a pose that spread my dress quite wide. If not for the fact that I could literally see Selene fucking Alice over by the fountain in the main courtyard, it would be quite an embarrassing degree of exposure. Clearly, Varis didn’t mind.
“Of course you- um, you’re more than welcome, ma’am,” I finally managed to babble out, shifting over so xe could take a seat. 
“Wonderful.” Xe curled his tail around my waist and spread xir arm over my shoulder, then pulled me in close enough that my nose was pressed against the soft feathers that spilled down around xir neck. They smelled sharp, smoky gunpowder and nutmeg. 
“I’ve never actually met a rudon yet,” I mumbled. 
“Hope I can leave a good impression, then!” Xe smiled, a moment later than would be natural, clearly making an effort to mimic human expressions in the way I took for granted when affini did it so naturally.
"Do all rudon use neopronouns in terran? I know Gaelen doesn't care much, and used xe and xir for all her old flames."
“Oh, I am nontrinary,” xe said with a repeated clicking sound I took to be a laugh at my clumsy pun. “I use a different term of address in my own languages, but I don't see much reason not to adopt something simple for a simpler tongue, and the vibe seemed right.”
“That makes sense! So what brings you to a floret party? I’m not seeing a- you aren’t giving off a particularly Owned energy, I mean not that there’s any particular way to be a floret, just… y’know.”
Xe clicked again in that obviously-chuckling way.
“I supported the local district on their movie! It was great fun to explore the Terran art form known as the two partnered romantic comedy. Although who am I to lecture you on Terran art forms.”
“Oh! So, you live in the independent district, then?”
“Not quite, but it has been wonderful to visit. I live on the first ring, the city is a good place to be if you have wings,” xe remarked. “I’ve been quite interested by your species since the ship entered your space, and even among a very adorable phenotype… You are quite pretty, Lynn. Only more so for how your owner has decorated you.”
“You’re very um, handsome yourself, miss,” I managed to warble out. Varis was leaning closer, and I certainly wasn’t pulling away…
“Did you know both of our cultures practice kissing?”
Princesses get what they want.
 

 
I traced my fingers along the ridge under Varis’s chin xe had told me was pleasant, deep in conversation about the kind of vulnerable topics one apparently finds themselves in with near-strangers in the Compact. “And like, getting married is so much to take in. I never thought that would be me. I never thought I could have that.”
“It is so unjust that you had to experience that sense of devaluing,” xe said softly.
The two of us were still in the rudoe cactus garden, basking in a sex-adjacent afterglow that the me of just a month ago would have found incomprehensible, but the me of today found almost tame. Xir tail curled comfortingly around my torso, and the places where xir body paint had transferred onto me caught the artificial moonlight above.
“Yeah. It was wrong. But where I was from… power was a measure of the ability to hurt others.” I looked up at the glittering stardust overhead, wondering if the twinkling afterimage of Occantalis’s many eyes was my own imagination or an intentional touch. “The affini aren’t like that. I truly understand that they mean the things they promise. But I- sometimes I still wonder why. They have the whole universe and they spend all this time on some broken little girl like me… Why do they do this?”
Varis made that noise I had learned was a laugh. “It’s how they work, Lynn. They need us.”
“They… but they don’t need us. This ship has enough exotic matter in it to wipe my entire civilization out of existence. They don’t need anything any of us could ever offer them. It doesn’t make logical sense. It’s just something I have to take on faith. And that bothers me.” 
Varis ran a claw through my hair, a slightly unique feature to humans xe apparently found quite attractive, pausing to think before answering. “We are not lesser beings and them grander, we are each simply different.”
“It’s hard not to see it that way, from my perspective. Like nothing I ever did matters anymore.”
“I have never been among an undomesticated species before, so I believe the best translation for my conception of what the affini are is… Gods. They are risen from a faraway place, a heaven vastly beyond our comprehension, animated by the fact that sophonts like you or my ancestors needed them. Gods given purpose by our love, for without us they wither. We give the Gods meaning.”
I fidgeted with the tip of Gigi’s wing as I considered that framework. “That’s a lot to think about. That would bring them… pretty much entirely in line with what I think my Gods are. Just…” I swallowed. “Provably real. There’s no faith required anymore.”
“I am sure it is a lot to think about.”
I chuckled a bit, and took a long hit off my vape, breathing embers of reassurance out into the warm air. “I have barely had a moment to think in a month. And I slept through the last week or so. Maybe I’m losing who I was. Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe Lynn Walsh effectively died of radiation poisoning on that miserable moon, and I’m just… what was left over, embers burning into something new.”
Varis made an awkward gesture that was clearly an attempt at a shrug, made by a body that didn’t have the correct muscle arrangement to pull it off. It was actually pretty cute. 
“Well, I know there was very little that terrans had control over under your cruel leaders’ self-imposed rule, and that yet so many of you I have met also were able to find joy even in an environment of hardship. If you worry about your continuity with your past… What warmed your heart before? What did you do only for yourself?”
“There was a board game called chess. I loved to play it. My father taught me when I was a child.”
Xe smiled. “A game?”
“Yes. It’s the sort where the rules are simple but the interactions are very complicated. I used to like teaching people how to play, back on the…” 
Gigi’s fur compressed as I remembered a half-melted chess board left as a hollow memorial on Losofor. I shook away the memory and focused on the present. “…Syr Echeveria made me a set. It’s inside somewhere.”
“Curiously, despite Syr Echeveria’s affinity for my homeworld and being on the same ship for many years, I have never had a chance to meet them in person. I would love to see their work before I need to head out for the night.”
I found my forgotten cane already waiting for me as I went to stand up, an animate statue skittering back into the garden foliage almost imperceptibly. 
“Thanks, Ruby,” I said with a fond smile as I stood. I tucked Gigi under my arm and pulled Varis along towards the side entrance to the garden that led into the kitchen.
“Oh wow,” Varis remarked as xe surveyed the glittering golden text on the molding of every room, chittering with laughter. “Your owner hasn’t been back home in centuries, I take it. I haven’t seen decor like this outside a neotraditionalist enclave in ages.”
“Oh? Syr has talked a lot about the ancient rudon art traditions she follows… she has a whole forge upstairs, has a pottery kiln and refuses to use better thermal management technology,” I added with a little giggle. “Is that not typical?”
“Yeah, that’s funny. She must have been from the north desert region that stayed low tech. I’m an artist too, but… you know, holographic cinematographer.”
“You’ll have to show me your solo work,” I said with a smile. “The stuff made for like, your own eyes.”
“Perhaps I’m looking at one right now,” xe answered flirtatiously. 
As we wandered through the hall, I could hear what sounded like sizzling, and there was a faint smell of something burning on the air. I rounded the corner to the main living room that it seemed to be coming from, where I could feel my Prince was.
“Syr?”
Tamai was bound in golden chains, anchored directly to the roaring fireplace, and my Dragon was holding up a poker as she heated it with her own flaming breath. I felt her attention split to focus on me as I peeked inside, but she didn’t turn or slow down as she approached the other affini with the white-hot metal and a radiating sadistic intent. I was clearly welcome to watch… but this also wasn’t really for me. 
“On second thought,” I mumbled, turning back to the kitchen, “Maybe we can play chess some other time.”
“I’ll have to shoot you a message,” Varis said with an amused tone, watching the scene before us for a moment before following me. “Thank you for inviting me to a game nonetheless, Lynn.”
We made our way to the door, quickly added each other on messaging, and xe kissed me again. Then my new friend crouched low, and leaped into the air, gliding until xe reached a sufficient height that the belt xe was wearing started to glow, and xir momentum was altered by some invisible force that carried xir up towards the cap that led to the first ring. 
I gave a final wave goodbye, then turned back inside to find the nearest cozy nook to rest.
What a strange life I led.
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    The sound of sizzling oils and smell of frying breakfast foods greeted me as I groggily stumbled out of the little side room I had slept in the next morning. A lingering of scents and pillows that had not been in the room when I went to sleep suggested I had been joined at some point by Selene and Gaelen, but they had also apparently both woken up before me. There was also no sign of Tamai, other than a single purple flower that had been put in a vase on the side table level with my head.

"Good morning, princess," Ruby greeted from overhead. "Your owner and pinnate are in the kitchen."

"Good morning, Miss Occantalis," I mumbled back with a yawn and a stretch.

It was lovely not to have any of the aches and dizziness of a hangover, and I assumed that my implant was why I hardly felt groggy at all. But, bioengineered human subspecies or not, I definitely was hungry. I followed my nose with the aid of my cane, into the kitchen where my Mate and Prince were cooking together with our haul from the market yesterday. 

A flat top grill had been installed into one of the countertops near the compiler, and a datapad on a stand with a recipe was resting within the xenra’s view.

Selene stood on a raised bench made from Gaelen's own tendrils, running up from her paws to her thighs for additional support.

"…and so you see, Wildflower, they add the pepper before the egg gets fried, and the salt afterwards. Pepper is not water soluble, so it requires the heat and oil to activate. Salt on the other hand is soluble, so it tightens proteins and-"

"Cool cool. Yeah, I just know when it tastes good from the smell, and this is gonna be fuckin good."

Selene flipped the fried eggs with a spatula, sending the oil crackling into the ambience of the room. I wandered over to the table, and my Prince turned her head to face me while keeping most of her body focused on my Mate.

"Good morning, Princess! I trust you had an enjoyable evening?"

"Yes Syr…" I blushed, thinking about the fun I had with Varis. "I met a rudon last night. Varis."

"Yes, I saw! Did xe find my home pleasing?"

I stifled a giggle. "Xe said you are very old fashioned, actually."

"Ah," Gaelen mumbled, almost sheepishly, and recovered with a joke. "Well, perhaps I'll have to press xer on what xer intentions are with my princess, daughter, petwife, or whichever term strikes joy in the moment. And extend xer an invitation to our upcoming voevia ceremony, obviously."

My Affini extended her arm out a few meters to help lift me up into my seat, and I swung my legs while the two of them finished making breakfast.

"So, Selene, How long has it been since you last cooked for yourself? Your old hab was not equipped with much beyond a compiler for such tasks, and I know that you frequented the cafe where they make this particular sandwich on a near daily basis."

"Ya got me. Too long. I'm a little rusty. I got good at cooking back on… yeah. Well, I gotta be able to feed the bunnygirl. And teach her what a good «sweet cream savory flatbread» is, with the crumbs on the bottom and the right crisp thickness. But that's more of a lunch thing."

I swiped through my tablet as they chatted, and saw hundreds of photos had been sent in the group chat of my escapades last night. Alice had added a filter that highlighted the pollen marks of various affini, and I was both flustered and giddy at the glowing rainbow of tags on me in every picture. More than any other present… as though I had been some sort of designated pollinator floret for the party.

I supposed that did explain why they had all been so inclined to pet me so much. Though affini had been petting me like that since the day I arrived on the ship… oh. 

Yes, right, perverts. How could I forget.

"Indeed… I'm sure she will revel in the experience. The way our princess squirmed and whined upon experiencing her first meals here are memories I will treasure for many blooms to come."

I perked back up at my mention. "Heyyy, c'mon, I can't be that cute. I was just eating food." My halfhearted protest was only met with chuckles and a treat berry, and then sandwiches were laid out on a plate. Before serving, Selene held up one paw.

"Here, lemme practice… cutting."

Gaelen steadied her arm for a moment, which seemed odd until I noticed that the tool she was using was not a knife, but a gleaming, mineralized blade that had emerged from her prosthetic as the hand opened on hinges. 

"Fuck," Selene growled with a dark hunger, before licking the ketchup off the blade and retracting it back while making full triple eye contact with me. "Can't wait until I can fully control the rest of them, huh?"

Ah. Good. Yes, my deeply sadistic lover had weapons hidden in her arms now. Wonderful. Perfect, this would be completely fine actually. It was fine. Cool.

Princesses get what they want.

"Yes, I am quite pleased with how both of your implants have been settling in, Lynn's broad spectrum pheromone biomods came online last night as expected, as I am sure her new friend Varis appreciated." A chuckle rumbled warmly through my Prince as she teased me. Selene hopped up onto her shoulder and the two of them came over to the table with completed sandwiches. "And we could experiment with your newly active remote sensorium as well, perhaps. It will be good to start small, with something inanimate. A small, docile doll, perhaps."

An indignant warble was all I could muster. "Please, Syr, can you feed me before melting me into a puddle?"

"Of course, princess." She gave me a tap on my chin.

I took a single, gesture reliant bite and whimpered from how incredible the complex blend of flavors was, egg crispy bread and aged cheese and mariner peppercorn all blending into something greater than their component parts.

Selene ran a paw down my throat, and I swallowed, panting a little at the heat of the meal. The xenra chomped down a quarter of her own sandwich in one bite and her tail wagged happily.

"Aw, it's like she's trying to breathe fire too! Silly girl, that's not what bunnies do!"

"Hheeey, I-"

She gave me a tap on the lip and left my mouth hanging open for a moment, silencing me while she ignored me, taking another bite. "Yeah, Fuck. I gotta take you two to a proper grill den next time we visit the xen ring. They got all kinds of stuff, drinks, fresh fruit… they have a big griddle where they cook like, eggs and stuff for the sandwiches. Even better than the stuff at the local cafe. More authentic. Just something about the atmosphere. I bet she'll make all kinds of faces trying that stuff."

Gaelen rescued me from my drooling agape with a bite. I chewed as guided, then swallowed and squinted at my Mate. "Wait a sec, isn't that just a corner store?"

My Husband shook her snout side to side and huffed. "No, hold on. A grill den is not just a corner supply depot with a flat top. It's part of a damn community."

Gaelen gave me a cup of coffee that I began to sip down.

"Oooh, okie okie yeah that sounds totally different! It reminds me of- in Ganymede we um, had this place where you could use company credits to pick up essential goods, but there was also a spot for selling coffee and synthcubes and a lot of them had a cat in them…"

Selene cleared her throat, having finished her own sandwich in record time. "Oh bunny, no. What you’re describing? That just sounds like a normal corner store from what I know. Anyway, I'm gonna go take a stroll down the hill and check up on the independent’s village. I might not live there anymore, but gotta make sure whoever's taking over didn't ruin everything."

After a few more guided bites the last of my breakfast had vanished, and I settled back into Gaelen's grasp as my coffee was carefully fed to me in perfect sips. Her vines grasped hungrilly at the scar-tissue grooves of tissue where I knew from Alice's photography that the dust of other affini surely still lingered.

Her perversion aside, the feeling of being massaged was wonderful, and after a long while of relaxation, Gaelen roused me from the post meal stupor with a berry treat.

"I was actually going to be working in my studio today. Would you like to join me, princess?"

"Of course, Syr."

Gaelen swept me up into her arms and ran her protecting tendrils all around my body, petting my head and nestling me in as we ascended the spiral staircase from the entry hall towards the upper landing. The hall that greeted us was lit as always by the rainbow light of the stained glass ceiling that had been shaped into a massive blooming tree. Statues lined the pedestals dotted all around the space, and of course her beloved vase.

It was warm. It was grand. It was safe. It was home. And I loved it just as much as it loved me.

"You know. I don't know I fully appreciated how wonderful the castle was before."

"Hmm?"

"Until your implant, Syr… I was so focused on the idea I was taking up space, and that I couldn't get attached. I just hope I never came off as ungrateful."

Gaelen came to a stop, where the light glittered down upon us. Purples and reds and blues, murky browns and soft green ambience shone across my Owner’s face. 

She held me higher and conformed her face into the shape that was able to kiss me, and did exactly that. Soft sweet citrus and fresh melon, cracking fire and astringent sedatives melted me in oozing gooey love as our lips met. I whimpered and wiped away a single warm tear of love, overflowing from me.

"My sweet, brave pet. I am so happy to be able to give you the stability you deserve."

“I love you, Syr.”

“I love you too, Lynn.”

We continued through an archway on the right, into the familiar dome. Gaelen's workshop was as inviting as ever, the warm smokey smell that reminded me of my Owner clinging to every part of the dome shaped space. She extended her arm with me inside it and looked over one of the various crafting stations, picking up bits and pieces with her vines.

"What are you making today?"

"I was going to work on some decorations for the Voevia ceremony. Sculptures, in particular."

A rectangular prism of clay extruded from the open compiler, producing an object far larger than would have fit inside the cavity by having newly made material pushing the already compiled mass out. It was a soft red and brown color, smooth and pliable. She let it come to rest on the surface of the table, and turned her attention to other areas.

The sight of the ancient, outmoded cooling racks made me wince a little. "Syr… are you sure I can't convince you to incorporate more modern thermal management solutions?"

"You did not seem to have any complaints the last time you watched me work." Gaelen took a moment before producing the phallic glass toy we had created together and waving it around tauntingly. "I think there were no complaints on my technique at any point that morning, in fact."

I made a flustered warble and hid my face behind Gigi for a moment. "W-well, that was before I saw just how advanced this ship truly is! I had barely left the castle at that point." I steeled myself against the teasing with a puff off my phytotoxin vaporizer and then spoke at the ceiling. "Ruby, is there a design on file for a superconductive aluminum nanofoam pipe that could link between the cooling rack to the compiler directly so it can absorb the heat into your main coolant loop at a controlled rate? I propose that the compiler simply make a cold metal extrusion, equalize it to the temperature of the coolant loop, then immediately decompile it, absorbing the energy at a rate that can be controlled exactly."

A ripple of amusement shuddered through the castle, and then Ruby answered from the walls. "That would work, yes. Decompiling mass releases waste heat into my main radiator artery! Such a clever terran you are, dear."

Gaelen chuckled, and shook her head dramatically. "I am surrounded by engineers. None of you has any respect for artistry." My Dragon made a little joking huff, and put the glass dildo away, instead lifting a vial that contained what looked like a very fine iron powder. "Perhaps this can convince you, princess."

"What is that?"

Gaelen tilted the container so I could see the metallic glittering substance within. It had a very slight prismatic sheen to it. "Sensor dust. A more high tech solution to diagnostics in suspended semifluids. I can use it to teach you more directly why a sculpture of my beloved must be made my way. And we wanted to test your haustorium's ability to receive data as well. Perhaps it will enhance your intuitive understanding of the thermodynamic systems you find so fascinating."

I perked up at the idea of getting to use the sensorium interface for the first time, and hadn't even thought of using it for more practical purposes. "Oh! That sounds fascinating. I would love to try that. How does it work?"

Gaelen bared her own core, and I saw a new flower nestled among those she kept inside her chest. It had broad, metallic petals with a raised mesh that glinted faintly gold. "I will act as a relay, as I have what might be called a modem graft. It attunes me to the Occantalis's encoded local biorhythmic… something?" Gaelen chuckled. "Admittedly, I am a ceramics and glassware artist, not a hypermetric computer technician, I have no idea how it works. But it allows me to begin to step into the parts of the Compact that exist in our computer systems, and is a requisite for my acting as an intermediate layer as you stream your sensorium to other bodies wirelessly."

I blinked a few times to clear my head from seeing her core directly, and wiped the faint line of drool off my chin. "Where's the antennae on my body?"

"No, my doll, for you it will be a wired connection."

Tendrils slipped up my cheeks, making the tiny hairs stand on end as they approached my pointed ears. I impulsively twitched and tried to move away as they curled around the back of my lobes like glasses, and she paused for a moment.

"Careful, little one." She laid a thumb on my chin and a finger on my cheek, and gently but firmly held my head in place so I couldn't move at all.

The tendrils continued their movement, dry and cool to the touch as they explored my hypersensitive ear canals. I whimpered in pleasure as they probed, deeper and deeper, swirling and pressing against the skin in a way that was both deeply erotic and extremely soothing.

Then, they kept going, beyond what felt like it should've been reasonable or possible, and then slid down a path that evolution had never intended. My vision started to crackle with static fuzz, rainbow smears like oil on black and white. Every nerve became tingly and euphoric, and then suddenly numb with a pop that tasted like polyhedral green. Finally, there was the tiniest of wet clicks as the two vines seemed to plug into place, and then everything went black.

Sight. Taste. Sound. Touch. Smell. Even my own proprioception and vague sense of what direction I was facing and a hundred other tiny streams of data I normally did not even notice.

My senses were simply… gone. It was comparable to the nothingness of floating in zero-g, but not even the little microsensations of air or clothes against the hairs on my skin were there to remind me of a physical body. Without the contextless comforting thrum of Gaelen's biorhythm reminding me that I was safe, it might even be a bit scary.

A stream of hissing static crossed my vision with infinitely fractal fidelity. Random hissing noise that somehow also contained random words I did not recognize flowed through me. Gibberish on every sense. Twisting, body flexing impossibly, tasting patterns not within the-

And then with a feeling like an abrupt snap of a vine, everything cleared up.

I had… the strangest perspective. Observing as though I was a floating pair of eyes, watching as my own body was lifted and tucked inside my Master's loving embrace. Echoes of touch glimmered on the edges of my awareness, and felt a distinct sense of disjoint as the part of me more inclined to call my lovers Mommy and Daddy stayed tucked within my physical body. The technician burst forth from the datastream running through my Master, and I began to analyze the situation.

Clearly some kind of digitized alteration to my consciousness had occurred, and I was likely observing the environment through one of Occantalis’s near limitless visual arrays that were hidden throughout the room. Sure enough, there were hundreds, even thousands of external connection points, all pointed not at me, an abstracted entity of thought, but my limp physical body. Curiously, as soon as I reached out for them, they began to flicker out, as though I had gotten a brief glimpse of something I had not been meant to, with only the connection to Ruby in the hab AI system remaining. 

Attempting to turn my attention in the direction of her led me to experience her like a vast three-eyed inky spider without physical form, manipulating subsystems with harpstring plucks on abstracted golden threads, and that was only the small part of a vaster being that surrounded everything. My attempt to peer up the source left me feeling gently pushed back like a child wandering out of her bedroom. Further probing was a bit firmer, though no less loving. Occantalis Actual's full shape was being blocked from my awareness for some reason. Some sort of technical limitation, perhaps. 

Perhaps I just wasn't ready to understand it yet.

"Focus, princess," Gaelen's voice rumbled. It was not something I heard with my ears, instead simply transcribed directly into my being. I appreciated the direction. It was quite clear that the digital spaces that existed invisibly around us was a strange universe with rules you could lose yourself to. With intense concentration I focused on a point that was obscured by my Owner’s body, where her large clawed hands were hard at work on… something.

Suddenly, I was viewing the scene from another angle, my mind wooshing from one visual apparatus to another. The vertigo was intense, but not sickening, and I steadied myself as best as possible without a body. I could faintly hear a whirring sound like an aperture or motor, and realized that I did have a corporal form of some sort - I was the very camera I was looking through. The intuition of trying to move my eyes allowed me to turn the angle of the lens, though it was really only a guide, and after a moment I found I could do so with fully abstract thought alone.

Syr looked up in my direction with a smile. “Very clever, my love. Too clever for your own good perhaps. You have taken to this far more naturally than I expected. But today’s intended exercise is not focused on hab-ai camera hopping. I had something more intimate and restricted in mind.”

She turned back down to the block of clay on the table, opened up the vial of glittering powder she had called sensor dust, and began to pour it out. As she did, I felt a massive inertial rush through my body, as if falling off a cliff. My senses expanded, and then collapsed from uncountable vistas of formless information to a very finite and tactile range. Every scent was magnified, awareness of color breaching beyond my human limits. A full map of my body spaghettified and then reformed over and over.

And then I was shunted, with the conceptual equivalent of a gentle thump, into an object.

I was… the clay on the table, or rather, a thin layer of dust stuck to it. My proprioception fizzled like static, attempting to find some topological mapping for the blob. Inside and out were smeared across it in space, shifting through projections before settling into something that was strangely flattened and more than a bit lumpy.

Very funny, I tried to say to Gaelen, but… clay doesn't have a mouth. 

Clay can't move.

Clay simply has a form.

Clay takes the form it is given by its Artist.

"I will have to knead you further, to ensure the sensor dust is evenly distributed through the medium," came vibrations that were encoded into speech as they traveled through the table and into me. The base-y subtonals of my affini's rumbling biorhythms resonated in the soft medium of aluminum silicate mineral suspension.

Touch. 

I was lifted, bent, and folded in half. Some instant of terror about being injured flashed through me, but the clay had no bones to break. My surface was smushed, smeared, wrapped in and out of itself, turned 90 degrees, then folded again. Over and over, a simple action whose micro-imperfections created a complex entropic system of gaussian motion, slowly converging on a completely even distribution of my nervous map through the material.

Up, down, over, and the sense of me was mixed and molded, softening from my Artist’s hands.

"Yes, nice and mixed."

The clay was happy. 

And then Syr began to give it shape. Purpose given with pure physicality, not obedience but simply becoming what the Artist wanted it to be. 

Tendrils slid around the clay, pressing and kneading it into a ball. A secretion of liquid allowed me to flow with minimal friction from one clawed finger to another in an elegant dance.

“Good little clay ball. Let the Master Artist work.”

I sagged at the edges as she cooed and praised me, admiring the smooth silt that made up my everything. 

“We start with something soft and formless. Moisture is important at this stage. I have to keep you wet and malleable.”

Another splash, and parts of me became liquid, only to find themselves collected back up into the greater form. 

“Vision is important too. Some compositions are entirely outlets for feelings. You are a piece of great emotion. Love, care, responsibility, passion. In equal measure comes aesthetic. Beauty. The grand design of your form. That is the artistic vision. I know exactly how you should look, I see it within my core's internal visual memory, and I intend to inflict that vision upon your soft flexible self.”

The Artist’s claws wrapped around me, and in an act of premeditated violence she ripped the ball of clay in two. There was no pain, but certainly a disorientation of being phased in multiple, fully discontiguous topologies.

“Some sculpting is subtractive, removing that which is not needed.”

Part of me was left on the counter for a moment, all of her focus bent towards a single blob. Gently, it was formed into a single foundational structure.

“Some sculpting is additive. Careful placement of vital parts into their proper places.”

The waves of heat from my Master's touch softened me, floppy and malleable. Little pieces put back onto the larger form one by one in smooth intimate molestations of clay. At one point, a warm vine penetrated deep into the mass, and was followed by a sturdy metal support rod whose rigidity gave me inescapable form.

"Gold and gems are pretty, but not rare, nor truly precious. They exist in inexhaustible quantities even without a compiler. But there are two things that are truly unique: a person, and the shape of the mark they leave on the universe. Art. Memories. Love."

As I was assembled, bit by bit into a humanoid structure, the awareness of my complete inability to move only grew. It is easier to ignore a body being paralyzed when its normal context simply doesn't exist, but as my Artist made a cut of wire and sculpted five fingers, the petrification became more unavoidable.

More and more of the self that was placed aside became reincorporated into my full squishy self. The clay was human shaped, but the clay still had no functional muscles to move.

Gaelen took a shaping tool and carved a gash down my back where her vines had already branded me, parting the outer layer and letting cool air settle on the inner clay. She seemed to pause, then lovingly sculpt the scars in the leg where it jutted out from the billowing cone of material that was shaped like a dress. Capturing me in my essence, as a beautiful object that belonged to her. What my Artist saw in me.

As the form drew closer and closer to the life-size reimagining of me she was creating, the more my body map lined up and sealed me in my helpless embodiment of her vision.

"And of course, form must also be adorned…"

I would have screamed with stimulation if I was able, as the first stroke of a wet brush started on the curling brand around my left breast. I loved my Master. I served her with my beauty.

The glaze dripped as it was painted on, each scar filled with a golden liquid that bonded quickly to the clay, spreading little roots in a faint chemical reaction that formed channels that expanded and parted me satisfyingly.
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“Exquisite. Absolutely beautiful, if I may say so myself.” She chuckled. “Perhaps a little perspective so you can appreciate yourself.”

My vision was split into two streams, and I was able to see once more through the camera systems, simultaneously the art and the appraiser. I was a delicate statue, rendered from her precise touch. It was me- the full me, but smaller. A sweet defenseless doll. 

I wasn’t just the marks on my skin from the accident that brought me here. I wasn’t just the frail leg or the softened body. And there was no spot in this doll for the fleeting guilts of a survivor who made it out alive when others didn’t. No, from this place above it all I was able to see myself not for the scars I had accumulated but for the adorable object I had become.

“A masterpiece.”

Finally, there was a shift of inertia. Gaelen held me tenderly and opened the furnace. The air around my being was hot and dry, and stifling in a thrilling way like a paw wrapped around my throat. Gone was the second visual perception. I was the clay. The clay was a statue. And the statue was me.

Minute by minute, my Artist's flames licked at my surface, then more heat grew and grew. Moisture boiled off of me in the blaze, particles fused, and I slowly began to solidify to rock.

I was truly a statue. Beautiful, still, sculpted and loved. Shaped with intent, and given purpose by that form. I was to be admired. Nothing was expected of me but my aesthetic shape. 

The inferno of transformation sank into embers some time later. I was complete, but still hot. The lid of the furnace lifted, and cool air rushed to greet me.

Microfractures within my core built, and built, and built, as the rapidly cooling material contracted unevenly. Imbalance built. A bubble was trapped in the glaze, temperature boiling steam in a tiny inner pocket with nowhere to go. 

If only I were not a statue, I could warn my Artist what was about to happen, but it was not my place. If I was to shatter on her cooling rack, then that was hers to decide.

Finally, the inevitable happened. My potential energy reached an apex and spilled over in a broiling heat that burst from my form in a cracking bolt of stiffness that expanded exponentially. The tension exploded in a storm of kinetic instability, and it was too late.

The wild and old fashioned heating burnt around me, pumping higher and higher, and every little part of my body ran stiff. The tension was let loose, and in the briefest of moments I went from delicate artistry to crumbling mess in a mighty shattering smash.

My pieces hit the hot coals, chunks spread all across the furnace. I was panting, sweltering, and spent completely. Still more aftershocks rumbled, brittle pleasure crackling against an uneven heat gradient.

I was crumbling into the crucible, the soft mud of my body returning to the base molecules from whence it came. The dust that all things are born from in the broiling heat of a system powered by forces of physics far beyond my control. Nothing remained but sparkling embers of that dust that had been incorporated into the clay at the very beginning of our whole adventure. 

I was stardust. Stardust, floating in the cosmic eddies left in the wake of the gods themselves, be they the ancestral folklore of my faith or the bizarre new pantheon I lived among.

Vision returned to me slowly, pangs of burning hot white light giving way to the glowing purple of Owner’s core. With a few wet blinks I was back in her arms in the room, looking out over the smouldering remains of myself, fetched from the furnace and lying on the table. 

I narrowed my eyes, and gave my Prince a withering princessly glare. "Next time, we are doing the cooling my way. Hmph."

She chuckled sheepishly, and pet the crown of my head.

"Of course, princess."

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          The reading rec for this is an entire spin off of FPTP, My Pet Spouse. It is a pure affini POV story that follows a clerk named Shanai who handled the full stress of the Losofor crash incident. Shanai has a view on Lynn's life and the plot of FPTP that Lynn does not, and her story will explain several things about the mystery of Ruby and Occantalis's nature that were hinted at briefly in this story.

        





  69. Nice
Summary for the Chapter:
Last Chapter Recap:
Lynn woke up after a party and hooking up with a Rudon named Varis, had breakfast with Gaelen and Selene, and got turned into a statue for a bit.

Notes for the Chapter:
Before reading, you should be reminded of a side story that expands on the events of FPTP, My Pet Spouse. It is from the perspective of an affini on ring two handling the ship crash crisis, and reveals many things about Lynn’s time before she was domesticated that she was not aware of!
Anyway~ this chapter has some unabashedly crass furry scentslut nonsense at the very end, though it’s only “normal” sex acts like facesitting and oral sex for once. If you find it too much, theres nothing plot relevant after it in this chapter.

It was getting into the late afternoon, and the gaming pavilion that Selene and I had chosen to meet as while Gaelen was back at the castle preparing was fairly busy. It had clearly become something of a fixture of the area during our implant recovery, placed right on the outskirts of the independent district just where I had suggested one might go, back when I first met the Xenra who had become my husband. 
Built onto a slope, the upper floor had been filled with bookcases, each one scattered with board games and books of strategy, and pages of imagination for anyone who was interested in discovering them. But the weather the ship had scheduled was a perfect heat with a gentle breeze today, and so I had selected a spot for us outside.
The wooden gazebos were located on the back side of the building, connected through a series of sloping promenades. Each one played host to a nice comfortable table and a set of chairs. Some of them were bigger so large groups could enjoy recreation with views of the athletic gardens. Ours, was a more intimate smaller gazebo, with space for the two of us, a table, a compiler, and of course, the chessboard Gaelen had made me.
Selene was not winning.
“I just noticed that you put all your guys on the squares my only bishop left can’t attack. Clever bunny.” Selene took a drag from her phytotoxin cigarette, exhaled, and blundered a knight into an unprotected square, noticing her mistake a moment after taking her paw off the piece. “Fuck. Can I take that one back?”
“Of course, love.” I answered with a small laugh, kicking my feet happily under the table. Selene had picked up the basics fairly easily, and her competitive nature had led her to make some bold claims about a game with so few pieces being easy, claims she was currently eating. Of course I didn’t expect her to stand up to me on her first attempt, I just appreciated that my interest in the game ignited such enthusiasm in my Mate. “I love you, dear. You’re very cute for a big mean stinky wolf alien.”
“Damn right I am. Love you too, babe. You’re adorable too, even by the standards of a neotenous prey species like Terrans. Very victimizable. Definitely can’t get away from me on foot. I could go on.”

I snorted, capturing her knight on the square she had moved it to in the end with one of my own. 
“I’m only running if you're chasing me anyway.”
She took a long drag from her cigarette as she considered the board. 
“It’s so weird trusting that. I spent a long time thinking of myself as transient… disposable. Especially after I fucked up things with Wolffia. When my ex adopted my daughter I kind of just accepted all I was good for was getting other sophonts to their forever homes.”
“Well, when they arrive for the ceremony you can be reminded that they all still care about you.”
“It’s what I get for trying to play affini. I was decent on Ralin, but there was always a wall between me and them. Once it was my own flesh and blood, I did a shit job raising the three of them.”
“Wait, three? There’s more than Blaze and Tsundra?”
Selene winced.
“Yeah, uh… There’s a middle triplet who doesn’t want anything to do with me. They were the growl of reason for so long. I don’t know if they’ve even picked a name or pronouns in a terran language.” She sighed. “Without them keeping us levelheaded… Blaze and I were fighting constantly, and I decided to take off and do some work on another ship, designing this village based on the 600 year old broadcasts the Affini’d managed to scrape together from reconstructed noise in hyperspace or some shit I don’t understand. I got to have it just be my vision. It was fantastic.”
“And… your family didn’t like you leaving?”
Her ears folded back in guilt. “I stopped keeping in touch. Then I came back after a year, and… Tsundra was my ex’s floret. Not that I blame Wolffia. She’d been there for decades. She was basically their parent, when I wasn’t. I’ve spent the last few years retreating even further, least until you kids ripped me back.”
Selene shifted a rook, shutting down my knight’s retreat, then winked at me. She was definitely improving quickly.
“I feel blessed by the gods that we happened to meet, at exactly the moment we did.”
“Must have been fate. Though I think that word means something different to you than me. You believe in gods that aren’t the affini, yeah?”
The phrasing of the question was a cause for pause, but I nodded, inhaling gently, appreciating the subtle hints of scent that she carried with her, even outdoors. “Yes. I think? Examining my spiritual beliefs has not been on the forefront of my mind.” 
“Guess we’ve never talked about that, huh? Got anybody in particular, are they cool guys?”
I chuckled at her phrasing. “Sort of. My parents’ bedroom had a shrine to Brighid, though I’ve always seen them as more… metaphors or stories than literal forces, I suppose. Poetry, healing, metalwork… the fire of home.”
“Huh. Sounds kinda like our absolute fuckin’ dork of an owner.”
My eyes unfocused for a moment, as the notion that surely I must have died and met the real immortal equivalent in the otherworld percolated in my thoughts.
“I suppose so,” I mumbled, then changed the subject, not wishing to linger on those thoughts. “So much has changed in my life. I’ll have to figure out how I feel about a lot of things, things I haven't even thought to rethink yet.”
I paused pensively, looking up from the board. A bit up the road, Cassandra, Natalie, and Alice appeared to be stoned out of their minds, bouncing with a gaggle of other florets on a giant trampoline that had been dragged out into the pathway. “Change, it… it’s good, and I’m glad it happens, but it’s strange too… and even good change can feel bad sometimes.” 
“Any particular changes that have been extra difficult for you?”
My eyes lingered on Natalie, who was laughing uproariously, and stripped quite naked in Fernicus’s grasp before the affini tossed faer back onto the trampoline.
“It’s… how different things have become. Like Natalie for example. Fae is so adventurous and confident. But when I first knew Natalie, I was worried that fae was going to be just another statistic to me. Another girl I wasn’t enough to save.”
“You know what literally everyone would say about that. You saved how many lives? And you’re still fixated on the few you couldn’t?”
I waved her off dismissively.
“Not the point. T-the ch-choices when I was younger were just… you stayed in the closet, or you toughened up, or you died. And I could tell that ‘tough’ wasn’t the likely outcome for faer. The sacrifices I made. The pain. It made me into someone, and sometimes I wish I didn’t have to become the person I am now. And I don’t mean that I hate myself, and I don’t mean I’m jealous of faer either, but just… The Natalies I knew before Natalie… died out quietly. Disappeared one day like stars going out. Or they toughened up and hardened into something that could survive like me. And fae has the audacity to get away with so much, to exist so fearlessly because fae’s never had to worry that being too cocky or confident would kill faer.”
I swallowed, staring blankly at the messy pile of pieces Selene had captured, contrasted against the neat order of mine.
“Fae’s never had to conform to any particular vision of womanhood and seen how that permanently changes your psyche. Would I be just as carefree and- would-would I be as outgoing as faer if I had gotten to just decide one day I was a woman and then, boom, it happened? I dreamed of getting bottom surgery my whole life, and then I not only got it, but I have a tying muscle, and I got to customize it on a tablet app and recover in a weekend. Would I be a swaggeringly carefree sexual force of nature like you or faer if I had never had to use my sexuality as a currency to survive off the scraps of rich and powerful men?” I took another pull from the vaporizer, and then a third, my words ending in a mumble. “…I don’t know.”
“Yeah, that’s… it’s a lot. I know there’s shit you went through that I couldn’t really understand. I don’t think anyone would blame you if you asked Gaelen to just vault it. Let your life begin when you met Syr, or even just blur the things that hurt.”
I glanced again at the trampolining florets. There was far too dense a cloud of sparkling pollen now to identify anyone in it. 
“Maybe. Maybe none of it matters in the end. Because I do love me. I do. And the me that I get to be, she’s amazing. Even if it’s not always as wild and carefree and presumptuous as someone like Nat. But I do think about the ones who didn’t make it here though.”
My thighs tightened around Gigi in my lap.
The light was waning into a raspberry glow, and there were gentle sounds from other games around us. Tales of adventure rang out from nearby gazebos, athletic contests filled the courts that made up the sporting portion of the pavilion behind the core structure. Some were vaguely familiar from Ganymede, others could only exist in this alien melting pot I called home.
There was a shadow in that looming sunset, a literal flickering of leaves just beyond the buildings of the markets. Trees that I knew had been planted for a memorial to those who had died on Losofor.
“I see them in faer eyes every time fae cackles in laughter. Or in Cassie’s wagging tail. I see them in the rippling reflection of the water when I get all blissed out in the bath. The ones who didn’t make it. I wonder what they would do with the opportunity I’ve been given. What they would make from their happily ever after. And I hope that the legacy of my suffering- of all the suffering that happened…”
Selene squeezed me for a moment. “Why do you want to hold onto it? No one would begrudge you if you just let go, little hero. You already did so much.”
“I-I suppose I find myself wanting it to have meant something. Suffering feels meaningless in a place like this… If I just laid low and didn’t get hurt and if I just stayed in the closest and managed to live until the Compact arrived I would be just the same as I am now, maybe even better off.” 
Selene was quiet, and took a hit of Syr’s phytotoxin from my vaporizer before continuing. Sweet smoky fruit filled me with reassurance. 
“But that’s not true, is it. Because the fight for my dignity and my inner truth was worth it. It was a noble and necessary aspiration. And I just hope that the erasure of suffering does not include the memory of that suffering, or the value that it brought, the cultural legacy of transness that I carried here on broken legs and in weary hands. I trust our Master to know what to do with that legacy. It’s hard.”
I tried to lean back, and it felt just a little delayed. Gaelen’s implant was definitely keeping me level. I was so glad for the gift of space to process things and think without it just shutting my feelings off entirely as seemed to be best for others like Cassandra.
“Yeah,” Selene finally answered. 
I didn’t blame her for not knowing what to say to all that.
The sunset finally peaked through the row of eclectic buildings that Selene had so perfectly arranged. It burst along the avenues that she had set to allow for people to find each other and bond, the places where love happened. The bright citric glow of an unreal star projected on a planned out street soaked across the florets on the trampoline, warming their skin every bit as well as the real thing, and infinitely safer.
“So. you said, about our meeting, that it must have been fate earlier. What does the word mean to you, Selene? Like, specifically. It’s an interesting thing for someone born in the Compact to believe in.”
“Fate is…” She paused, and switched to the growling xenrani language. «Lotta funny coincidences led us together, omega. The idea of randomness isn’t quite so random when you live inside affini ships. Affini aren’t the biggest things in the Compact. You saw the grand bureaucracy on ring one during your hearing and even that is kinda just a small local branch. Some say the greater system, the whole Compact, is supposedly an affini, though it isn't operating on a scale we can see. Loves us though. Isn’t that kinda exactly what the affini…» She switched back to Terran standard. “Isn’t that kinda exactly what gods should be?”
«I do feel very loved. From every direction,» I yipped back.
It confirmed what I suspected… her definition of fate was still one of mortal intervention. Well, immortal, but reblooming didn’t make affini any less mundane beings made of matter. Even if I obviously felt the presence of the god-like being we lived inside, she was still an affini, a creature made of the same elements I was, not a god. 
Even if the xenrani language I had been taught in my sleep apparently had no distinction between the two, I did.
Selene moved along, returning her attention to the forgotten chessboard with a smirk. “But yeah, I think the ship has a crush on you, Lynn. She hasn’t taken me out on a date yet. But hey, I’m not the shiny new xenospecies everyone is perverts about. I’m just appreciative to be kept around.”
She smiled, and my implant oozed a warm gooey feeling that enhanced my own natural affection. It wanted- no, it succeeded at plunging me deeper in love with her. I understood as only another implanted floret could the difference between appreciating something and feeling like I didn’t deserve it. I was getting there, at least. 
I finally moved a pawn to the fifth row, and reached across the table and squeezed her paw in mine. It was time to end the game. “I don’t know how I could feel complete without this. Gaelen saw it before I did, but you needed us just as much as I needed you. I appreciate it too. Everything.”
Selene saw I had left an en passant opportunity and gleefully took it. “Ha! Told you I could get the hang of that one.”
I moved my long-castled rook down the board through the gap her pawn had just vacated, and set it down on the back row.
“Checkmate,” I teased Selene with a smile. “Maybe that confidence earlier was misplaced. Or do you want a best of… fifteen?”
My mate’s snout curled in annoyance. “Okay, in my defense, I’m used to more easily broken turn based games that assume the floret playing them is high as a kite. This thing is so rigid.”
“Well, it’s two thousand years old, they didn’t have realtime games when it was invented.”
“Uh huh. Couldn’t an affini solve this game? There’s no politics or manipulation, how am I supposed to influence you to lose?”
“Y-you’re not! It’s just a game of open information with no manipulation!”
She grinned, her fluffy brown tail flapping in the afternoon sun.
“I’d be winning easily if we were indoors. Then I could use musk to make you stupider. At least as dumb as I am. See, maybe I should make a version where you just have a king and I start out with like, twenty queens. And then I chase you around.”
A little giggle escaped me. “Not much of a chase. There is no way to arrange twenty queens that would not put me in mate in one almost as soon as the game started.”
“Mating you in one? Damn, sign me the fuck up, kiddo.”
I cleared my throat, feeling a sort of tingling on my own neck like a muscle not usually present. Taking a sniff, I expected the warm yeasty bread smell of my Mate flirting. Instead, I noticed an aroma not too far off from the one that might linger under my arms after exertion. It was hovering in the air around us, mixed with something floral that was definitely not typical for me… It reminded me a bit of the aphrodisiac perfume I had used the night she became my Mate.
“Um… do I smell different to you?”
She grinned at the invitation I had inadvertently given her, and in a smooth swoop Selene leaned over the table, eagerly burying her cold nose against my neck, taking frantic inhales as snout twitched. 
“Fuck. You’re going into heat soon. You smell like a bitch scenting that she needs to be knotted.”
“O-oh. Okay. Cool,” came the nervous warble from my throat. I had almost forgotten about those particular body mods… and their impending consequences.
“Yeah. We should go inside.”
“Well we don’t have to do it um- it doesn’t have to be now. Like right now, now- we were having a deep conversation earlier!”
“Yeah, and now we can have deep other things.” 
Selene casually picked me up bridal style, carrying me into the enclosed space of the pavilion, past a group playtesting a board game on handmade cards, and towards one of the cuddle alcoves. I kicked my legs in the air helplessly, playfully, signaling my disapproval but not a serious rejection.
“No no nooo!”
“Yes yes yes!”
She kicked a button to raise a privacy curtain on the way in, and before I had a chance to feign more protest, she had already stung me on the shoulder with her pedipalps. All I could do now was gargle and moan.
Venom swept through my system, smearing my vision into a haze of sparkles, and my mind left my body entirely until I landed, now naked, on a long beanbag chair in a convulsing pile of my own limbs. The surface felt so nice and soft…
Her jeans were gone by the time I managed to regain control of my focus. Oh, she was standing over me now. Woah.
“Here, bunnygirl, your prize for beating me so many times at your favorite game.”
Her haunches dropped and tail curled in as she sat on my face, creating an enclosed airtight space that gave my nose and tongue an intimate and immediate introduction to the hairless strip under her tail. I didn’t have a single moment to be embarrassed, the hotbox of sour citric stink of her balls and everything behind them sent me licking in an animalistic frenzy.
Her body was drenched in a salty fungal pepper funk, heavy with the sweet sweat of fruit left to ferment in the sun. It wasn’t the flattering courtship that Gaelen had wooed me with, or the playful teases of domination that had fulfilled the unfulfilled corners of my psyche. This was a tantalizing miasma of suffering that I had never organically sought out, an overstimulating stink that chemically compelled me to lap it up.
I heard her teasing, a deep growl I felt in my throbbing nethers. «Good bitch, you love it down there huh?»
Somehow I managed to hold my breath long enough to gain my senses, and with the final pocket of musk-laced oxygen in my lungs I gave a half-hearted plea into her furry butt. 
“No nonooo! Let me up!!! I don’t like it- it’s just- it’s the musk making me…”
I gasped for clean air as she flopped to the side, and never had I appreciated the scent of her cock more. It, at least, was familiar, peeking out from the sheathe and beading something pink and irresistible. I was overwhelmed by an arousal that roared like Gaelen’s flame, burying my face in her sheathe immediately. Her musk overpowered my thinking mind. I wanted to please my Husband, make her feel good…
Her paw pressed against the back of my hair and I opened wide, and the textured ridges on the top of her cock that drove me crazy every time she fucked me rubbed along my tongue as she started to batter my throat. When my lips closed around the pulsing spots that would expand into her knot, I got a noseful of the scent of her balls, and that well-trained pleasure response made me see stars.
Selene grabbed the backs of my knees, so much stronger than they had been before implantation, and bent them towards my chest. My caged privates dripped sideways down the back of my thighs, teased by her hot breath against the inaccessible slit. A yelp of embarrassment was blocked by her facefucking me as a cold snout pressed against my asshole and lapping tongue made the piercings holding my labia shut jingle. That animalistic, frantic licking that drained the shame out of my body like noodles in a centrifugal strainer.
Muffled moans became muffled screams as her bruising, aggressive, forking assault on my tonsils, nose and bunnyhole drove me to the edge, and as I went limp she rolled up and on top of me and plunged as deep down my throat as she could go. How was I even still breathing? Air flowed through my nose and reached my lungs, no matter how ludicrously I could feel my throat being violated for her enjoyment. I didn’t know. I didn’t care. It was past me to solve such puzzles. My Mate was enjoying me, and that was all my xenodrugged, endorphin-soaked brain cared about.
I knew she was done when her claws dug into me, and she pulled back out, dripping all over my face before the thing flopped lazily onto my forehead and left more psychoactive smear. Her cum was splattered all over my tongue and throat, oily and tangy and salted with a deep musky bottom to it that would stick around long after I’d refreshed myself. 
She had been merciful not to put the knot behind my teeth, though I supposed if it had been allowed to happen at all, I would have been fine. Two clawed digits pressed into my mouth, collected a few drops of the sticky substance, and then smeared them on my face.
“Hhhey!”
“Sorry, princess, gotta mark what’s mine.”
“But you already…” I gestured at the scar on my shoulder shaped like her teeth. “Must you do such a humiliating form of it?”
She raised a brow at me with a cocky grin. “I’ll piss all over your face too later, unless you manage to convince me not to.”
Princesses get what they want.
“Hmph!”
She repositioned us into a spooning position, and planted her throbbing knot between my thighs. I crossed my ankles and tensed, squeezing out a husky hitch in her breath with the teasing. Her fur enveloped me, like a big heavy blanket that loved me deeper than I ever thought anyone who was sexually interested in me would.
The backs of my Mate’s claws ran up and down the skin scarred by Gaelen’s brands. An act of love, of devotion, even if the context was utterly degrading and humiliating, I was hers, hers to degrade and humiliate, and that fact still made my heart flutter. Finally, she drifted off, and I followed shortly after, basking in blissful afterglow.
Notes for the Chapter:
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  70. Homesick
Summary for the Chapter:
Last Chapter Recap:
Lynn had a date with Selene, played chess, reflected on her feelings about Natalie, and then 69'd with her mate.

Notes for the Chapter:
for once, the only CWs are for feels. there are feels, there are ugly sore spots about mismanaged breakups, about people who didnt make it, at this point you should know that we are dumping the trauma on the page and letting the blorbos figure it out

My halls rang, with footsteps braced by the clack of my royal staff. Something was amiss, swirling, whispering. I looked to the far wall, fractals with prismatic glows and glossy frigid bursts. A barrier to another world, cast by my Prince's purple magic, where I had traced a wall in lines of ice.
Some shade of a forgotten lover flickered against the wall. Shadows strewn in twisting angles. Not just them, but all the ones before. All the systems that twisted against me and my kind.
“I don't even remember your names, wretched bastards,” came the frosted crystalline twinkling of my voice against the floor, followed by the heat of a crackling “Hmph!” 
The thing finally lurched from behind the pillar, misshapen, melting, many faced and yet faceless. An avatar of extraction, of cruel calculus, of rationed pills and broken promises. The lightless visage of a hand reached close, threatening in shadows to impose upon my peace. One voice emerged from the whispers.
“You really think you’re free of me? You’re nothing, Walsh. Nothing. Just some whore with a degree I picked up from a truckstop to fill a shift.”
I raised my walking stick, and in a flash it had transformed into a glowing blade, a sword of my patron’s will. A flame roared in my spine, my chest, my soul, carrying me up in the air. I ascended, gravity nothing compared to the dragonfire that drenched me. 
“I am a hero.”
The glowing purple marks of my patron's brand crackled and rippled the air, a static that pulled on the edges of my hair follicles. A twirling spear of my very own ice inferno, arcana forged into shape by flames from my mouth as I willed it into being. Supercooled steam exploded below, and the echoing, formless invasion from my past was blown away. Scattered to the four winds like the very empire they embodied.
“And I am a princess.”
I soared on wings of flame and ice to a grand meadow, landing in the otherworld where I belonged. Sprouting flowers in periwinkle and citrus grew into a grove of comfort. A majestic tree beckoned overhead, thin limbs splitting into branches and subsections then hung down under the weight of a gravity that felt more comfortable than the one that made me who I am. 
Paper lanterns swung from the canopy under the gentle warm winds, each unique if not for the three-dot sigil, shaped in such a way that reminded my pattern seeking brain of a face. There was so much more to her than I could take in at once, the one who wore that face, but she was my kingdom, and I would have plenty of time to devote myself to it.
Resting in the meadow, enjoying the comfort of the shade, I lay against my great dragon in a languid sprawl, intertwined with my beloved roguish outlaw. 
None of those from my past could hurt me anymore.
But, as I curled and rested, there remained one weight I could not shed.
Those whom I could not save.
 
Things slipped into the abstract shapes and colors of comfort, the smell of my Mate and the softness of her fur. I fell asleep in one world, and woke up in another, still nestled into a comfortable spot to the edge of the gaming pavilion.
Tingly pulses of biorhythm let me know that there was an Affini very close by, and sure enough I noticed Fernicus was sitting down right next to us. 
“You did an excellent job today, Lynn!”
“An excellent- I- what’s going on? I’m still all sleepy and liquid from my nap…”
“We just finished up a therapy session while you were resting. You made some excellent progress.” Fernicus beamed a smile, a feeler giving me a reassuring pet on the head.
Selene was starting to wake up too, shuffling around to cuddle me in a sitting position. “Wow babe, I’m so proud of you,” she murmured in my ear, her voice still croaky from our rest.
“Heyyy it wasn’t exactly hard work, alI I did was sleep…”
“Yeah, but you fell asleep before I did,” my Mate teased, flirty even without being fully awake. “Never know what liberties I might take with my girl.”
“In any case,” Fernicus interjected over my flustered whine, “now that your implant has mostly integrated to your neocortex, your therapy sessions will be continuing like this, utilizing your sleeping mind to process memories.”
I didn’t think that I always liked the idea of someone being able to adjust my brain while I slept, but thankfully my brain had been adjusted already to be okay with it. I smiled to myself. From a certain perspective, wasn’t everyone adjusting everyone else’s minds every time they spoke to them? It was all just a matter of framing.
“Thank you Fernicus, for all your help.”
There was a stomping sound from the room just beyond our current resting spot, and then a blur of nearly naked girltwink.
“Fernyyyyy, are you done with the therapy? I won my game and the other guy is getting real pissy, it’s time to blow this dumb joint.” Natalie sauntered around the tables and resting spots to hop into Fernicus’s arms.
“Petal, I told you at least a dozen times there are no winners in a jigsaw puzzle. You are merely supposed to put the pieces together and make friends.”
“Damn, that explains why he got so mad when my guys ate all of his guys.”
“You’ll have to excuse me, my floret needs some rest and perhaps a touch of discipline. We’ve been working on cooperative socialization, but alas.”
Fernicus sank an injector vine into my rambunctious friend, and she quickly began to lose awareness. “Fuck baby, take me out to dinner first…” 
“I’ll see you at the memorial tomorrow, Lynn,” Fernicus offered with a little bow, taking xer leave. “Assuming you are there.”
My fingers found Gigi and squeezed, as though the fluff of a stuffed animal might somehow contain the guilt and lingering doubts of my deserving of paradise. 
“Of course. I can’t… not be there.” I swallowed, fished my vape out of the pillows, and steadied myself with soothing opiate heat. A tingling along the back of my spine suggested Gaelen’s implant was helping too, and for that I was appreciative.
Warm waves of peppercorn firecracker soothed and calmed my jittery nerves, the waves of melon and sweet fruits ushering it along.
Returning to the moment, I saw Selene had slowly contorted herself away from our cuddle and was now hunched over her tablet, clearly messaging someone, and smelling quite annoyed about it. 
“What’s up?”
“Nothing much, just… nothing. I have to go talk to someone.”
“Oh- do we? Should we head out?” I stood up, wiggling the sleep out of my muscles. 
“Nah babe I need to, fuckin-” Selene got distracted for a moment typing. “Uh- go take care of this. It’s fine, I’ll catch up with you later.”
She gave me a kiss goodbye, which could more accurately be described as several long slobbery licks on the face, and strolled out, leaving me to decide what to do with the rest of the afternoon.
With the aid of my cane, I walked down the stone promenade, past the various shops and recreational stops, habs teeming with life built into their upper floors. The ceremony was on my mind, a mix of excitement and curiosity. Many of the details had been kept from me as surprises. I knew that whatever it entailed it would be fluster inducing, and likely emotional. More than my own role though, I was excited to participate in something that was so meaningful for my Owner and the culture she was uplifted from. 
She was my everything, my love, my keeper, and my savior. I wanted to know her in that way, understand the things that meant so much to her before I came into her life. I was so grateful for her, thankful to even be able to walk this far alone at all. 
To the indies I was walking by, I surely looked the perfect image of a dopey floret obsessed with her owner. They were right. 
The castle revealed itself in the distance of the horizon, a beacon pulling me towards home. But as I turned onto a street that would start to take me there, I heard a voice calling out.
“Hey! You there, you’re hungry!”
Pausing to see who was causing the fuss, I was met by the sight of a very enthusiastic looking older man. He was wearing a well-loved apron, with silvery-white hair pulled back in a semitransparent mesh under a flat brim cap. He was definitely a moonie too, given he was only an inch or so shorter than me.
I turned to check behind me, to see who he was shouting at, but as soon as I looked away, he continued. “Hey, no no- you in the purple dress! With those fancy ears! You're hungry. Come on, let’s get you some food.”
He stood outside of a small, octagonal wooden building tucked inside an alleyway with ivy crawling up the side, a foot-worn gravel path leading off the main walkway to his little spot between the storefronts. 
“I suppose I might be,” I replied, amused by his insistence.
He clapped his hands together in excitement and strolled up to meet me, interlocking arms to take a little weight off my weaker leg. 
“Course you are. Got one of them implants right? Probably takes a lot of calories, let's getcha something.”
“I suppose I haven't had dinner yet,” I answered with a small shrug. It occurred to me for a moment that if this were in the Accord and not here, I would have every reason to assume I was being mugged or conned or worse. “But my Owner might already have plans…”
He squinted, peering at me for a moment, eyes sweeping from the scars on my leg to the cane, and before I could worry he might be judging my carrying around a stuffed chicken, his face split into a grin of recognition.
“Oh shit, you’re that engineer lady, who saved that crashed ship a few weeks back! Hero of ring four! Then you have to eat, because heroes eat free at my restaurant!”
“I don't know if I'd say I'm a hero. I think I'm a princess now.”
“Ah, wonderful, wonderful, princesses eat free too. Come on in, I'll make you something delicious. And your collar is gorgeous. I hope that’s appropriate to say. Your affini must love you a whole lot.”
“Why thank you! She does, yes.” I couldn't help but giggle, as the pushy chef led me into the little wooden shack, if one could call it that. It was a single room, dominated by a modest table that sat in the center. The ceiling was just an orange fabric awning, steam billowing up out of it to condense against the stonework wall of the store that it was built into. 
After adjusting to feeling small in every space, it was odd to be in something so human-scale and intimate. It was surrounded on all sides by cookware and shelves of raw food ingredients, jars, and spices stacked haphazardly on shelves that I assumed he had assembled by hand. 
A small tiny speaker set was playing some ancient pop song about Jovian girls I faintly recognized from my mom’s era. It felt very like… home. Like the old stands back on asteroids that turned synthcubes and other ration pack ingredients into a fried base for street foods. Slices of the world where the Accord could not fully take the joy of cooking from humans in the name of efficiency.
“Doesn’t look like most restaurants around here.”
“That’s because they're all still mimicking high-end capitalist styles, where it was about scale. To the devil with scale, I say. It's familiar, sure, but I don't need to pay rent, so I serve one customer a day. Today's your day, princess.”
I took a seat on the long bench at the table, setting my purse and cane down next to me as he continued. It was odd, to feel so thrust back in time by an environment that felt so like the city I grew up bussing into and out of.
“See, I always wanted to open a restaurant. Loved cooking, loved having people around. But then I did it. And you know what? It sucked. I wasn't cooking, I was managing, advertising, trying to skimp on ingredients, doing my hardest to pay employees right while keeping the lights on… eventually I gave up when I realized I didn't even like cooking anymore, and had to eat a lot of debt as a result. But this?”
He gestured around the small room. “It's perfect. Welcome, welcome, to my little slice of heaven, Abe’s Retreat. Any dietary restrictions?”
“Um, I don't eat meat.”
“Wonderful. Okay, I’ll just swap the beef for tofu. I know just the thing, just what you're looking for. The name’s Abe, by the way. You probably guessed that. He and him, also, I’m still getting used to everyone doing that…” 
“I’m Lynn,” I offered. “She and her.”
As he cracked open a small refrigerator and opened a package of tofu, he continued to make conversation.
“Can I just say, love to see another Jovian?”
“Yeah. I’m from Ganymede. You too?”
“Yep. Callisto-orbit station. You got that icer accent, knew I heard it under the prim and polite tone. You grow up by Galileo City?”
I relax my throat, and drop nearly an octave. It’s not a tone one would expect from a princess in the stories we were raised on, but my life didn’t have to be like those stories. “Yeah. From, um. Not Galileo, but just a bit west. The Pagan colonies.”
Mom had taught me to mask the accent around anyone who wasn’t one of us. It felt good to drop the Respectable Voice. While those of us who grew up in lowgrav weren’t unheard of outside of the core systems, the vast majority of moonies in the Accord were from Sol, either Lunarians, Statters, Saturnians, Belters, or Jovians like me. 
“Ah, no shit, I had an auntie from there.” He began to hum along to the old tune, tapping his foot to the beat while gathering various root vegetables and stacking them on a cutting board.
The fragrance of fresh produce filled the tent, joining the pleasant aroma from all the spice.
“It wasn’t the um- the easiest place to live, but that struggle made for close bonds with the people you trusted.”
Something was steaming in a stoneware pot, and it smelled faintly like rice. Potatoes, carrots, onions were expertly chopped and poured into a lidded container with a heating oil. “Ok, now here’s the real secret. Bit of cardamom, turmeric, cumin… and the real thing too, not compiled. I’m lucky to have a supplier, but I wanna start growing this myself. Apple slices, got that nice sweetness…”
“F-forget compiled, half of those spices I only ever had synthetic substitutions for until a few weeks ago.”
“You ever seen the farms on the lower levels? More fresh food than you’d see in a damn lifetime back home. Free off the stalk if you want it. I tried a fresh apple off the damn tree for the first time the other week. I got to see a cow! It’s further down from the axis so gravity is a bit higher, but worth the workout if you can do it.”
Visiting a farm could be nice… I was sure Gaelen wouldn’t mind carrying me if I got tired.
“Walking is weird, isn't it? Like, I-I-I got hurt during the ship crash, but even before that, my own mass used to crush me. All I need is a cane to walk in planetary gravity now and I’m pretty sure my owner could fix even that if I wanted it.”
Abe chuckled, with an edge of dark humor. “Yeah. We aren’t supposed to be able to do this, Jovians is rich folks, just ignore the ones who can’t afford the steroids or to live in a spinning tube. Then the affini roll up and just have a pill that means I could walk on Terra when we get there. I want to, when the Compact gets there. I wanna put my feet down on the planet our ancestors came from.”
I couldn’t help but smile fondly, the lighthearted class commiseration and historical awarenessness so familiar to my mother’s way of speaking. “You remind me of my parents.”
“I’m probably their age, if I’m guessing right that you're about thirty. They still on Gany?”
My eyes unfocused, and started to blur, tears forming unrelated to the cut onions now cooking. My world had changed in ways that defied even my wildest fantasies. The culture that had taken me in was such a profound context shift, and I had changed to meet the moment I found myself in. But the Accord didn’t disappear. Not yet. The expansion was relentless, but not immediate, and out there people were still suffering, possibly worse off than ever before. 
Home was a long ways away from the outer rim where I was plucked up. There was no way of knowing how Mom was doing. Or how long it would be before I would find out.
“I haven’t thought about it. I couldn’t afford to send messages back to my mom while on cargo hauls, and Dad passed when I was young. And now the world has gone and changed on us.”
“Yeah, that’s fair.” The scents of toasting spices were already filling the air, warm and fragrant. Abe checked the taste, and seemed satisfied, then turned and sat down across from me at the table. “I dunno what gods you believe in, but I’ll pray to mine that your mama’s weathering the storm before salvation comes.”
“I’m terrified of what I’ll find,” I whispered. I thought to try to cover my tears, but rejected the fear. “That in the time I was gone, something happened. That my mom got sick, or ratted out to the cops, or that she’s going to be so scared as the Accord gears up for war without knowing about me being safe…” A hit of my inhaler fills me with the exact kind of chemical comfort Mom always warned me against. 
“I know the Affini have their reasons for the approach they’re taking. We will be there before you know it. Maybe your owner can help you send a message to her.”
Abe’s smile was kind, and the suggestion was helpful. I paused to send Gaelen a message to that effect, and saw Selene had pinged my location too and was apparently on her way here to talk.
“Um, yes, how long will this take to cook? My Husband is outside and she’s probably a bit too big and smelly to be in here.”
“Oh, probably ten minutes. I’ll wait!”
He stood, cranked the music, and continued tapping along while stirring the pot, singing along with something that was almost but definitely not quite the correct words.
I found Selene sitting outside, eating a roasted fish off of a stick while glaring at her tablet with a tail whose rapid swishes through the gap in the bench betrayed her agitation long before her scent did. I took a seat beside her, leaning my head on her shoulder.
“Hey, um, what’s wrong, Selene?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” she answered with a grunt.
“Dear, I can tell that’s not true.” I felt a tingle in my neck as my body automatically amplified a sweet scent in tune with my desire to soothe her, and she turned back to me with a bashful grin.
“Oh, am I that easy to read?”
“I don’t think I would need to be your mate to figure out that whatever you're typing about has you grumpy. What’s up?”
Her frown deepened. “The district expansion layout. They found an indie to be in charge. Or, well, co-in-charge. We’re gonna be working together.”
“Oh! Isn’t that a um- good thing? Gaelen always talks about how art is about bringing the influences of other people into yourself!”
“It’s Blaze. She followed me here, moved while we were recovering from the implant.”
“Your… daughter?” I frowned, confused.
“Yeah, wonder how long before she rips up everything I made,” Selene grumbled. “Can’t have shit.”
“What are you worried about her changing? I’m sure Syr could mediate. Mark whatever you need to stay yours.”
“I don’t… I don’t know! It means something to me, kiddo. Something specific. And others… they bring their own ideas that I might not agree with. And it’s great, until it suddenly isn’t.  And then the place I made for me isn’t for me anymore. It’s happened before. Being a floret won’t change that. Like, imagine if she demands we rip down the gaming pavilion. She could do that. The one I made for you.”
I found it odd that she could have such a strong emotional response without any specific issue she could even name, and even beyond that her argument made no sense. “But… I asked for that building to be built, not you. I guess I’m not an artist like you, but I don’t understand how you could expect total control when others are contributing too. Couldn’t you just lay out what’s important to you? Did you ever… talk to people about it?”
Her snout wrinkled, and she dodged the last question entirely.
“Well, I shouldn’t have to do that. They should listen better. Obviously it was fine when you did it. Or hell, when the girls were still kits, I used to love their ideas. We were a proper pack, the four of us. They actually listened to me then. Before I… before I had to leave.”
Sitting in the miasma of her fears, I lovingly constructed my pushback.
“I-I, um. Selene. From what Blaze and Tsundra said back on the other ship… It sort of sounds like you pushed them away?”
I looked up at my Husband, and saw something ugly for the first time, not in the features of an alien, but a recognition of something far more pettily human than I expected. “Do you want my honest thoughts? You might not like them.”
She sighed, and painted half a smile onto her snout. “Always, kiddo.”
“I think your passion is a treasure, but it also seems like you’ve destroyed relationships with people you love over nothing but your own ego and your… Your need to feel important.”
Selene made a whine of discomfort. “You don’t get it, kiddo. You couldn’t. If you want things to go well, the affini do it. That’s how it works here. What are we supposed to do?”
“You’re being… childish, love. Especially for someone always acting like you're more experienced than everyone around you. This isn't a world where one person’s joy must come at the expense of another’s. You could have stayed with Lazila, but you chose to leave rar behind instead in a dramatic gesture because you couldn't be the single most important thing in rar life. You almost left me behind because you assumed Gaelen and I would forget you.”
I didn’t let myself look at her, knowing I might lose my nerve. A puff off my vaporizer and an infusion of our owner’s dragonfire in my veins steadied me as I continued.
“I-it-it seems like you’ve managed to invent a scarcity of joy in a place where there didn’t need to be any. Look where trying to be in absolute control got you. If Blaze came here to work with you, it’s because she loves you, Selene. It’s because your daughter is trying to connect with you.”
The streets were quiet, and I took a moment to admire their complex structures. Lights were starting to illuminate the upper floors as people returned to their homes from days of recreation. Some of the shops on the lower levels were closing, and others just opening up for the late afternoon and evening. Spots for dancing or playing.
I let Selene absorb my words in the quiet, and refused to listen to the voice that told me I should try to minimize or defuse, fearful embers that worried about pushing her away. I needed to lead by example and show her that I would remain right by her side, honest but loving.
Her ears tucked back, and a sharp acid of shame spilled from her pheromones, until she finally replied.
“You weren’t kidding about being honest. Fuck.”
“S-sorry,” I mumbled, then shook my head. “No, not sorry. Um, I say that because I love you. I-Is what I mean.”
Selene’s pawpads returned to her tablet for a moment, starting to type, deleting a message, and then finally putting it away and standing up. 
“Yeah, I think I needed to hear that. I’m gonna go ask an affini for a massive dose of class-E and go talk to my daughter face to face.”
The air shifted, a tone of shame, but also… determination.
“Hey, babe? I’m proud of you. You’re a good… fox. Wolf… alien? Lady?”
A bark of a laugh escaped her, releasing a bit of the tension. “Damn right I am. I’ve been a terrible father, but you make me feel like the best wolf lady. Let me go live up to what «Alphas» are supposed to be.”
She helped me up and put my cane back in my hand, and gave me a gentle kiss on the forehead before turning her own tail to stride towards the village center.
I crossed the thoroughfare back towards the tent in the side alley where my meal and friend were awaiting me. Abe was serving a golden thick soup of veggies as I entered the dining hut, a rich, savory, warm aroma filling my nostrils.
“Your curry’s ready, princess! Now, for a toast.” He cracked open a wine bottle, and poured the plum wine into two classic steel mugs that were carefully held in a single hand.
“To a taste of the old home, here in the new one. And to everyone waiting for our return.”
I squeezed the stuffed animal in my lap. “And those who didn’t make it.”
“Amen, sister.”
We clinked mugs, and took a long drink before digging in.
The sauce was rich and creamy, smoother than I ever thought possible. “This is incredible Abe, not a single lump.”
“The milling on the curry power and flour, Affini can get it into the microns. Goodbye grainyness.”
I let the warmth of the spice bloom on my tongue, instinct driven by the tingling presence of my Owner in my spine holding it there so I could appreciate all the unique sources of spice and sweetness that permeated it. 
I swallowed, and instantly went for another bite, feeling the nerves light in the way they do from gesture feeding. Even from afar it seemed she could control that part of me now. I picked up a cube of tofu and some fluffy white rice this time, and enjoyed it while the chef continued talking.
“So, I lied when I said the food was free, there is a cost. I’ve talked enough. You gotta tell me a story, and from before the Affini. The past should be remembered too.”
“Oh, I know the one,” I answered through a mouthful of absolutely delicious potato. “So on our haul before last, there was this crazy pirate captain we kept running into, thinking we had some corpo failson in our cargo hold…”
 

 
I waved goodbye to my new friend, stepping out into the gentle starlight and street lamp glow with a full belly and a warm feeling. 
Before I could make my way to the castle, I was caught in a flutter of falling russet petals that swirled in a warm breeze dancing around the walkway. It built into a swooping sound rushing through the air, and I looked up at the sky just as Gaelen began a landing glide.
“Syr! I wasn’t expecting to- Are you done with preparations for the day?”
While Gaelen’s implant could let me go out in the world without her and still feel the warmth of her rhythm, my Dragon’s vines on my skin simply felt right. I mewled in pleasure as she possessively ran them across my body.
“Various works are currently cooling or drying. But none of that matters when faced with the most valuable and precious elements involved in our ceremony.” My Prince’s voice rumbled through my body. “That is to say, my floret needs me.” 
She picked me up, and I nuzzled into her chest with a little giggle. “I’m not complaining Syr, but I was actually doing fine!”
“Ah. Indeed you are. However, that is not quite what I meant,” she said with a chuckle. “Your pinnate.”
Long strides carried us down the street, until we arrived at the storefront of the Monster Factory. A multilegged creature that could only be Suki bounded up to us with a mouth split wide in a grin.
“Hello, Suki,” I greeted my friend with a wave, still very confused as to what Gaelen was doing. “Why are we here?”
Then I saw the bunny body slumped against the counter, and it all came together. Suki was expecting me. Gaelen needed to support Selene. Which meant Selene needed to… my face split into a grin for a split second before Syr pulled me into her chest. Vines slipped into my ears, and my awareness of my human form was redirected.
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  Chapter 71
“Lynn?”
Synapses collapsed into a rushing slide of electrical sensory input. Turbulent choppy waters of binary that grew into a graphical processing capability. I was nothing but information flowing at impossibly fast speeds in a cosmic network, and then all of it coalesced into visual perception. 
“Lynn? Lynn, princess, are you in there?”
The ceiling of the Monster Factory squirmed and moved, a thousand vines gripping onto a roof trellis that seemed much taller than it did a moment ago.
I blinked, brushing my ear out of my face and twitching my whiskers. Gaelen and Suki were both standing over me, the latter of which being in a body shaped like a giant centipede making for a slightly creepy wakening from what must have been a mid-afternoon nap.
“Are you feeling alright, little one?” 
“Yes? Why wouldn’t I?”
“No reason,” came my protector’s rumble, tinged with an amusement that I didn’t quite understand but did make my tail twitch. She was holding what must be one of the frame bodies Suki made, a chubby elf with brown skin, freckles, and ornate brands that wrapped around her body. Tendrils invaded her ears, mouth, and nose, pink drool running down her chest and onto her naked chest. Something stirred in my bunnyparts at the sight of how Gaelen was holding her, almost like how he held me. 
If I was a human and not a bunny, I think I’d like to look like her, she was really pretty as far as hairless apes went. 
I hopped down from the table, and then had the strangest feeling as I landed. For some reason, I had reflexively worried my right leg would buckle, but no, why would I think that? I shook my head side to side, then brushed the ear that had flopped forward out of my face. 
“Why was I lying on this table? A-and why are you two looking at me like that?”
Suki started giggling, and Gaelen smiled down kindly. My Prince finished tucking the elf doll into her breast. “Nothing that you need to concern yourself with, my pet. It seems you have the energy and inclination to stretch your legs!”
I thumped a foot repeatedly as Gaelen stroked her claws through my fur, affectionately pressing and massaging across every part of my body. Tendrils danced across my orifices, inspecting me from tip to tail.
Obviously, it was the usual kinds of inspections a little bunny like me should expect from her Mommy, but that didn’t mean it didn’t make my ears stand on end! I let out a “heyyy!” As one of them probed my bunnyhole under my tunic, stuffing itself deeply into me. My voice wavered as it wriggled inside my belly, tickling me from the inside. 
Finally all capacity for speaking was removed as the vine pushed its way up my throat. I coughed and spluttered, the heat of the molestations tingling in skewered bliss. Finally it pushed out through my lips, and I was left wiggling on his limb like a plant stuffed puppet. 
“Good, it seems everything is working just fine.”
“hhhheyyy!”
My eyes wobbled in their sockets as Gaelen finally dropped me down to the ground. “I expect you have a lot of energy!”
My legs stretched out as I shook my body back into its proper shape. Come to mention it, I did feel quite well rested and energized. I peered down to see if there was something different, but no, just the normal fur-covered footpaws I’ve always had. I looked back up at her quizzically. “You’re being very strange, Syr.”
“I suppose I am, little bunny. Come, let us go! Say goodbye to your friend, princess.”
I shrugged, and did a little hop before continuing after my Owner.
“Um, okay. Goodbye, Suki!”
“See you around, and have funnnn~!” She was bearing a mischievous grin, and waved goodbye with several paws. The Salix waved goodbye from the ceiling with a vine as well as Gaelen led me outside. 
“What did she mean by all that?”
I stole a peek at my own reflection in the mirror, and saw nothing out of the ordinary. My outfit was cute, I was wearing a tunic that covered most of my torso fur, with loose white undergarments and a few gold bangles around my wrists.
“There are more things that I must tend to, little one. Perhaps I could meet you back at the castle later?”
I looked for my tablet, but oddly, it wasn’t in my pockets. Oh well.
“Um- sure! Say, did everything go okay with Selene and her daughter, do you know?”
“I suppose you could say so,” Syr chuckled warmly. “I imagine she will be eager to fill you in on that when next you see her. And with that, I must depart, dear princess. Enjoy yourself.”
Owner took to the skies, leaving me to enjoy the rest of the evening. I skipped happily along the road, a satisfying bounce to my step. Things were fairly quiet, and many of the stores were closed, the florets and Affini who ran them nowhere to be seen. 
Letting my senses lead me, I hopped towards the side alley with the pizza place. Turning the corner, I was hit by the warm aroma of food, but there was something else on the wind too. Something familiar.
I bounced forward, taking a kick off the corner to gain a little more height, and spun around to face the road that led towards my castle home.
My nose twitched, sniffing the air.
The non-pizza smell was stronger out here on the cobbled path, sour wine and fermented rye bread. Predatory hunger, and musky fur oils.
“Selene?”
A gentle breeze circulated, brushing little tremors against my whiskers. I sniffed the air again. I could smell her, somewhere nearby. That familiar musk from my mate, but sharper.
This street was quiet too. It was strange, but at least it meant that my keen sense of smell was able to focus without any distractions.
She was getting closer, slowly and deliberately moving through a passage, though I couldn’t figure out exactly where. 
I bounded in her direction.
“Selene, where are you?”
A faint, low noise was all I got in response. Almost a rumble, partly a scraping, and a rapid breath.
Then, a sudden flash of movement.
Spilling out in my direction, a flurry of fur and flesh made itself known, a long shadow casting jagged edges on the alleyway. I stopped still.
Three purple eyes locked onto mine, and suddenly my awareness narrowed to a point.
Selene was huge. Or, no. I was small, the size a bunnygirl always was. Her size was normal, but for some reason she felt larger than she ever had before.
“…Daddy?”
She replied not with words, but with a snarling noise, hungry and invigorated. It was not the sound of my Husband recognizing me, but a predator recognizing prey.
I started to walk backwards nervously.
“Stop! This isn’t funny, Selene! Daddy, please!” 
A feral monster, lumbering towards me on all fours. Nostrils flared, and a panting maw drooled onto the cobblestones underfoot. I turned, and started to move faster. I looked back in terror, and saw she was chasing. “Gaelen! Syr! Occantalis! Anyone! Something is wrong with Selene!”
There was nothing sapient inside my mate. She was an animal, and all she saw in me was food. Her sclera were aglow, burning orange and yellow with Syr’s phytotoxin, and two realities intertwined in my mind at once, contradictory and yet both true.
I was absolutely safe.
And I was in real, mortal danger.
Selene leapt into the air, and adrenaline flooded my system. I had to run, I knew it in my bones. I had to evade her, and doing so would require more than just speed. I would need to use every ounce of wit I had. 
Instead of a simple 180, I ran towards her at an angle, and just as she tried to recalibrate her landing, I jumped into the air. A roaring snarl shook my chest as I made a break for the alley I had just walked through, soaring past the pizza place. 
Four augmented limbs crashed from behind as she chased me. There were alleys and cul-de-sacs and rooftops all throughout the independent district, if I could just make it there I would be able to find a spot to hide.
Pathways and roads blurred past me, familiar and unfamiliar until I emerged into a tiny spiraling boulevard with a mismatch of building scales.
I tucked myself in beside a closed drink stand and stopped for a second to catch my breath. Then, I made a final dash into the district proper.
That single moment was all it took.
A bladed slash across my back tore my tunic, green tatters stained red left behind as I came crashing down to a skidding halt on the walking path. A second of pain from the impact was obliterated in an instant as her venom took hold. Pleasure exploded across my senses, the wet gash oozing erogenous sensation as I frantically weaved out of her range. I avoided a followup bite, diving into a gap under a railing too small for her to follow, ducking under a bench and sprinting as fast as I could towards a fork in the path, feinting that I was going left.
She was stronger, but that strength required energy, and the momentum of mass would be her weakness. My paws thundered against the window of a hab as I performed a rebound, channeling all of my speed into a sharp right turn. My pursuer sailed past, crashing into a streetlight with a howl of bloodlust. I didn’t look back, but the sound of rending metal told me she was currently revising the design of her own arena.
I sailed under the inertia of my own legs into the alleyway, scrambling through the back street until I found a crack in the fencing between the streets. The streetlight she smashed was on the other side. Quietly I hopped over and looked through the wooden panels to try and spot the predator hunting me down.
There was a flurry of limbs, burning energy dangerously, musk drenched fur picking up matted parts that only furthered her mindless appearance.
And then she was gone.
My heart was pounding, panic rising. I raised both ears to listen for her. Where was she?
Motion on the rooftop tiles overhead sent me running the other way before I had a chance to see what caused it. Oh, fuck, I had made a massive mistake by coming into the independent area.
Selene had every advantage, she designed the village to be a maze that slows you down, and even with her thinking mind gone, she would surely intuitively remember her own work. I leaped onto a vine-covered trellis and tried to ascend, silently apologizing to a summer squash that was sent tumbling to the stone path below by my frantic scramble.
I broke into the layer exposed to the sky, and began taking long, leaping jumps across the many mismatched rooftop styles. My dash was focused in the direction of the castle towers that rose on a hill above it. 
My feet had just left the lip of a rooftop for a flying leap across a wide canyon of buildings when I saw the figure waiting for me.
All I could capture in my periphery was a giant figure, standing strong. It was carefully drawing back a bow, the string taut, notched with a glowing tipped arrow.
Whistling through the air in an instant.
It felt like time slowed to a stop as the arrow struck me dead center in the chest, then exploded on contact, into a cloud of rainbows that glitters in the starlight. There was no flame, but a massive release of compressed potential energy that knocked the air out of my lungs and turned an agile jump into a flailing flying ragdoll. With my momentum cut, I hit the wall of the building whose roof I had been aiming for, and came crashing down into a garden plot on the ground level with a thud.
My ears rang, it took a moment to register the impact, and then a shrieking squeal of arousal burst from my snout. My head was pounding, every drop of blood leaking from my battered body aroused me more, but I had to keep going. No time to stop, had to keep moving.
Fuck, my leg was not working right anymore. Sprinting wasn’t an option, so I stood and limped towards the shadows, desperately trying to find cover from the archer. Come to think of it…
Who just shot me?
My mind raced as fast as my heart, but produced nothing I could work with but more adrenal panic. There was no way Selene was mentally present to be landing midair arrows on me. But if someone else was hunting me too, with ranged projectiles, I just had to stay low to the ground.
A growling chuckle echoed hauntingly around the buildings, and as I rounded the next corner, I realized why.
I’d just come into a complete dead end. Sheer brickwork with no real handholds for my little paws to grab onto.
I’d been corralled into a trap.
My heart pounded, the rush of every padded footfall of my hunter pounding with every terrified twitch of my tail. This was it. I was going to be eaten by my own Mate. Good bunnies know their place. 
My place was as an herbivore in a food chain, and my time was due.
The monster’s shadow rounded the corner. Left, right, forward, there was no escape, but finally, I looked up, and saw the orange light of salvation.
Hovering on rippling clouds of superheated air, a dragon’s wings beat overhead, and something dropped from above with a clatter. My old cane, but the handle was longer than before, and decorated in gold. A proper regal scepter.
A gift from my Prince, my protector.
I picked up the tool that had been given to me, some unknown energy of hot determination and cold passion intertwined, and a spark of something unlike either jumped from the tip of the walking stick as I turned down to face the beast.
Her clothes had been torn, mane ragged, blood already dripping from her lips like she’d been diverted hunting someone else.
Running had failed, begging had failed. Flight and fawn crumbled away, and what was left was determination.
A differential of potential energies gathered in my cane, no, my…
The seam under the handle lit, glowing until it split, then shattered into a glass blade flecked with metals and orange petals. An icy blue and glowing orange helix ran up the length, before fusing into one core at the tip.
Some spark lit within my core, and my Owner’s pride surged. 
Good prey fights to the very end.
I screamed, and charged at Selene with the sword held high.
My Monster’s arms rippled, splitting down seams covered by fur, and hardwood armor plates unfolded out. Her paws were swiftly enclosed with spike-knuckled bracers, deflecting an overconfident blow aside and knocking me back for a counterattack.
Her first blow, animalistic and savage, hit the wall beside me where I had been a moment before dodging, sending shards of brickwork flying.
She was strong, but I was swift. A piercing strike to the side managed to break skin despite a parry, and the monster collapsed, steam rising off her body. The smell was hot and pungent, pure tangy predator. 
I pulled my sword back, sending a small spray of blood out.
Her claws swiped out from her prone body, slicing at the lower half of my body. The mania of a killer bright in her eyes, illuminated by my weapon.
Gaelen took a perch overhead, impartially judging the duel between his pets, and I found the reserve of ferocity buried in my heart by years of fear of being too big and too loud, old instincts honed by the viper hiding under the soft bunny. The woman who knew how to survive when all else failed.
A screech left my mouth, pleasurable pain from the gouges giving her just enough time to scramble back up. It was time for her next attack, but I had a plan.
I twisted, and feinted a kick to her knee that used to be bad, causing her to flinch away, directly into my foot catching her in the jaw from the other direction.
Rapid bunny paws caught her next swing and pivoted, slamming her by her own weight into the wall, sucker punched Selene in the face, kicked her in the balls, and she went down howling.
“Like some old bitch born in the Compact could beat me in a fair fight,” I spat down at her, raining blows down on her armor that left cracks in the wood. “You grew up in a world with padded edges, try taking a real bunny in a fucking scrap you old punk-ass-”
And then, just as I was about to bring the glowing blade down against her head, another exploding arrow hit me in the back and sent me flying against the wall. The side of my head erupted into raw pleasure as the brickwork rushed to meet it with a crunch. I crashed in a giggly pile of limbs onto the cobblestones. My neck was definitely not supposed to bend like that, but it felt so good to be twisted like this.
A tall, lanky figure approached, her bow pulled back, another arrow already notched. Black and red fur, three eyes, sharp and full of wit. Her leather vest gleamed in the moonlight, and her tail swished menacingly behind her as she approached.
“Go away, Blaze! I was winning fair and square!”
“Hunts ain’t fair, omega! Now you’re part of the family, and blood’s gonna run!”
Despite the sheer absurdity of knowing I was probably about to be eaten, the exact cadence of her delivery of the one liner prompted some spark that completely broke my hypnotic immersion for long enough to realize I’d heard it before on some 25th century crime drama that I’d seen years ago.
“Did you two literally learn to talk from old terran gangster movies? Is that why you have those stupid accents?”
Blaze was suspiciously silent, but I didn’t have time to think about it before the hypnotic overlay reestablished itself. Selene was up now, and her jaw came down on my arm, wrenching it to the side until something broke, triggering an explosion of orgasmic pleasure that blacked out my vision and made me see stars.
I was flung to the side in a moaning, bleeding heap, shivering with sensations no bunny before the Compact could have experienced and lived to invent words for. The missing arm was still there on my body map, the place where it had been ripped away oozing orgasmic pleasure into my body. That was how good it felt to be caught?
A gurgling, blissful scream rang out as Selene pushed me facedown and drove a blade through my shoulder. I felt it burst through the front, and dig into the bloodsoaked ground under us. My moans became limp wheezes with only one lung not filling with fluid.
Once I was properly pinned like a proper hunting trophy, the snarling, feral monster sat on my face so that her sheathe was pressed directly against my snout, then pulled my hips up by the tail between her teeth, presenting my bunnyhole to Blaze. 
Even with her capacity for reason gone, my feral lover provided for her daughter.
Blaze kneeled, grabbed Selene, and the pair of them stung each other in some ritualistic manner I was too impaled through the ground to properly see.
«It's disrespectful not to fuck your prey before eating them, I suppose,» the daughter growled darkly.
In seconds, my entire body was being deformed by Blaze’s cock, and if not for the sight of Gaelen watching from above, I might even worry it might actually kill me. Crimson dripped from the orifice stretched past the point of breaking, spurts that painted Selene’s purple fur red to match her daughter’s. Blaze’s cock, like the rest of her body, was smoother and lankier than her mother’s, and my mouth made a horrifying cracking noise as Selene shoved herself into my throat
The two xenra devolved into a frantic rutting, growling, licking orgy of carnivorous carnal carnage. Chunks of my body were ripped off and split between their mouths, making out and licking at each other’s faces and horns.
The ground ran red and black as each limb was ripped off, my bunny body going from animal to meat in visceral chunks that splattered grey bricks in crimson. Tubes ripped out, wooden joints snapped, coolant leaking, tolerances exceeded. 
Finally, with a knot engaged on either side of me, they started to pull apart, and it was my spine that gave way, splitting my abdomen down the middle to be properly enjoyed in an explosion of gore, every severed nerve ending singing in hyperorgasmic rapture. 
As more and more of my body map vanished to static, the gap was filled with pride, and finally my eyes woke up back in my human body in Gaelen’s arms as we watched the two xenra devour and defile my broken phytotech body before Selene pinned Blaze and reminded her daughter of the pack hierarchy with her still-thick knot.


-----


«Come on, omega,» Tsundra sneered down at me as he sheathe reeked musk into my face. «Let’s see that hero open wide for her stepdaughter, huh?»
The many drunken voices present cheered as an acrid stream hit me in the face, and I obediently let her fill my throat with her disgusting piss. My only real sense of time was the thudding of the music in the background.
«Thank you,» I yipped pathetically up at Tsundra, cunt clenching as the vine buzzing between my legs made sure I remained topped up on my natural bonding accelerant through every minute of my debasement. It was not the first time this night I’d swallowed piss, and I doubted it would be the last considering Blaze and Selene were taking breaks from mother/daughter bonding time makeout-argument-fights to down more drinks that would certainly end up on or in me once it made its way through their bodies.
I was lovingly tied to a post in some bar full of aliens in the city on ring one. I was extremely high, splattered in dust, hickeys, and fluids, my princess gown torn open, and a tingling ache lingered in just about every part of me that could be utilized for pleasure by one of the dozens of unique xenos in the room.
Mercifully, Gaelen had given me an injection that blocked the worst of the smell and taste after the first time I threw up. My Prince was all around me, of course, but his attention hovered at a higher bar overhead, where she and Wolffia were sharing an enormous jug of durataxin and getting increasingly tangled in each other’s bodies as they watched the festivities unfold.
Gaelen’s biorhythm thrummed reassurance deep into my bones where his vines bound me. The absolute safety of her touch, holding me stable. Letting me indulge the part of me that screamed in cathartic bliss at every drop of humiliation. The part of me that needed this. 
Past Selene and her daughters, I didn't know the names for most of the rest of the aliens who had used me like a sex toy tonight. Both of my inner elbows were covered in splotchy bruises and red marks from injections of phytotoxin. My nose was bleeding slightly, covered in bruises, kisses, drool, pollen, and alien goop. My ears drooped like a domesticated dog’s, and FЯEE TEЯЯAN had been written on my tits in some waxy marker.
Some large, feathered dinosaur was inspecting my ankles. At this point, that was normal to me.
I was too gone to care, just existing, mind a little lost to a tune. A maelodion had stuck their tentacles in my ears at some point, and my sense of the sequence of events was kinda fuzzy after that as everything was absorbed into a hypnotic song I was still humming under each drooling, dripping breath.
“Lynn?”
“Hmmm?”
The haze of experience resolved to a moment. Someone was talking to me? The blue-green scales and pink feathers of a familiar rudon face adorned with piercings gradually came into focus.
“Hey there again, princess. I can see why Selene said I had to come see you. Looks like you’ve been having fun.”
“Hi, Varis,” I mumbled, knowing I probably should be utterly mortified.
“This is a good look for you. Hold that pose for me, will you?” Xe knelt down, and fumbled in xir bag for a moment, before pulling out what was clearly an advanced filming camera and pointing it at me.
“Hey, um… what are you doing?”
“Taking an incredible shot, obviously. Smile, Lynn, this is gonna get broadcast to the whole Terran Accord.”
Oh. Right. Varis was a cinematographer. That was what xe did, just like how my job was to be the vessel that smeared her Owner’s pollen on every other floret in the room for her. 
Wait. 
“Why would this be… broadcast?” 
“For propaganda, obviously.”
I took a long look at myself in the mirror. An obviously trans body, defiled and adorned like a conquered prize. A little giggle burst out of me. It tasted like acid.
“I don’t think this is going to convince the average terran of much, if I’m being honest.”
“Oh yeah, the main purpose of propaganda in the Terran campaign is to convince them the Compact is evil and incompetent, since you guys have like, nuclear weapons and stuff and are way more dangerous to each other without a shared enemy. It’s kinda cool, like a whole story arc! You gotta tell them how it happened!”
I blinked slowly, barely remembering how I’d gotten here. “Huh?”
“Yo, Syr Echeveria, can we get her somewhere with better lighting?”
My Prince disentangled from the other affini, and looked down at us with a slowly reforming smile on her face.
“Ah, a pleasure to properly meet you, Varis. Of course. Let’s walk her.”
The vines holding me to the pole unwound, other than the ones around my weak leg. A vine with a very particular attachment lowered into view, each of its squirmy little tendrils already wriggling.
“Oh, no, Syr, that’s quite- nghhh, heeeyyyyy!”
The graft latched on between my legs, attaching like a leash to the piercings around my sex organs. Squirming tentacles wound inside me and steered me as Gaelen walked me around, violating my bladder and asshole, and kept me on an orgasmic edge. 
Gaelen was clearly showing me off, using the brushing motions inside my own aching pussy to guide me on a path that took a full loop around the room to be groped again by everyone. The first times hadn’t been on camera, after all. She was making sure everyone would see what she had turned me into.
Varis scouted the bar for a spot with better lighting, and gestured for us to follow. “How’d you end up looking like that, anyway?”
“Uh… I forgot,” I giggled, and tugged on a vine. “Mommy, can I remember a little?”
“Of course, princess.” A mask latched onto my face for a moment, and my bladder rapidly filled and drained into the leash catheter as my implant cleared some of the many foreign agents violating my bloodstream. With it, came some vague memory of how I had ended up here in the first place.
Selene and Gaelen had unlocked my chastity piercings, and had been inviting more and more people over as the night grew longer. Blaze’s knot had been allowed to be the first thing to defile me after my Mate, then Tsundra shortly after.
Eventually, the non-xenra clientele had wanted to play with me too, starting with some squirming furry worm creature with bunny ears and holes full of wet tentacles that had wrapped her tail under and between my legs and up my back while flooding my tonsils and cervix with her pink goop. Following that was her partner which looked like a giant spider and had forced me onto the ground and stuffed my belly with what felt like gelatin eggs as they went down my throat. Those had made me hallucinate giant rays of light and fractal mountains made of drifting sand while they broke down, and half the other florets in the room took advantage of me while I babbled about how everything was really just one grand being, if you thought about it.
Then I had a puking fit that felt like orgasming, and after a quick care break from Syr, a beeple had spent a while just petting me and pouring booze down my throat while doing a standup routine. The sight of me coughing and retching was what had given Selene and her daughters the idea to start marking me with their piss… and that had eventually led to me standing above a drain, objectified beyond whatever shreds of dignity might have still resided in my broken soul.
Princesses get what they want.
“Um,” I finally said with a small cough. “Long story.”
Varis’s feathers ruffled with excitement as he set up a tripod. “Well, this is your chance to tell it. Come on. What do you have to say to the rest of your species?”
“Hello, humanity. The affini are very nice, hi mom, I’m alive, um. Can I be too high to think again please?”
“Come on, spice it up. How do you really feel about this? Remember, whole Accord, looking at a hero stripped of her dignity?”
I started cracking as soon as Varis called me a hero.
“What’s so funny, princess?”
“Fuck the Accord. They won’t see me as a hero. To them I’m a traitor and I have been since before the Compace. I have more dignity as a warm hole for every xeno that wants me than my own species ever gave me.”
I snorted a little, and then Gaelen tickled me in several places inside my body to keep making me laugh. 
“Good girl, princess.” She released me from the hold around and inside my pelvic region, instead wrapping a vine each around my wrists and ankles, coiling up my limbs and holding me up right. A few drops of my own urine and sex fluids dripped from between my legs for my entire species to see.
Varis wiggled xir wings with excitement. “Yeah? Yeah, is that so? Come on, tell us!”
“I-I'm a filthy, traitorous xenofucker and I'm proud!Fuck humanity!”
A sophont with four eyes and what looked like a mustache made of shells whooped in agreement. Another that looked like a fluffy centaur dumped another drink on my face. Hands, paws, vines, mouths and claws touched me everywhere, and my ability to speak was lost to overstimulated squeals.
“Yeah! Humanity good fuck!” 
Selene strolled over casually, wiping Blaze’s drool off her balls, then slapped my breast, making me whine in arousal and pain before turning to Varis and hamming it up for the recording. 
“Lemme tell ya, kiddo. She's so compatible, an easy little homo sapien familiaris. Literally just drown her brain in pleasure and she turns into the happiest little submissive «omega» you can imagine.” Selene turned back towards the camera. “Lynn might be my Mate, but we’re open poly. I can’t wait to personally break a few dozen more of you funny little apes on my knot.”
Everyone cheered. I contributed a little “Hmph!”
The wax marker came out again, FЯEE TEЯЯAN was removed, and replaced with more personal writing by my many lovers of varying degrees of time elapsed and consensuality. 
Conquered. Cute. Helpless. Pet. Mate. Easy. Adorable. Brilliant. Pervert. Baby. Fat. Voevia. Toy. Prey. Autistic. Loved. Little. Addict. Hero. Slut. Plush. Genius. Needy. Wife. Hole. Pathetic. Doll. Bunny. Floret. Princess.
Finally, as every gap between the scars on my arms and torso were covered in that sticky pigmentation, they all backed off. Gaelen leaned down, and kissed my forehead.
“And you will always be loved for all of them,” whispered a rumbling voice only for me. I craned my head up to look at him, and uttered a grateful prayer.
“Thank you, Master, for breaking me. I burn for your light.”
“Do you really?” Something mischievous flickered behind his eyes, some dark impulse finally winning out that Gaelen had kept so well controlled. He plucked me up into the air, and exhaled fire that ignited every waxy word that was not the sole property of my Master. Brands joining those left before, lances of pleasure immolating like opiate dragonfire.
I screamed with delirium, ignoring every heat equation telling me the temperature of the glowing plasma searing my skin like my Artist’s fresh canvas. I was safe. If it would harm me, Gaelen would never have allowed it to happen at all. And if anything did happen, it would be made right.
Here, the protection of the Gods was real.



  Chapter 72
Mother’s shadow was cast upon the snowdrifts beside a miner’s grave, melting away at the seeping warmth of my approach. I took another step closer and a ghostly image flickered, the uncertainty of fate rippling in the puddles.
My magic was useless in divination, and even the great triclopean worldtree upon whose branches I traveled could not aid me. It was too far, too distant, beyond even the reach of a god beyond my understanding.
None of the opiate tinctures of my patron could truly dispel the aching uncertainty, only delay it. Here, in the shadows of twilight it managed to echo across my mind, held in the places that were most obscured from her dragonic influence. 
All that I could cling to was uncertainty. Discovery would have to wait. The shadow faded, pulled through the veil, a lingering dread that could not resolve.
Only time would answer if she was still here, or if my mother had missed her chance to be saved like so many others.
I could not have true peace until I knew.


-----


I slowly came awake, floating in the heated waters of the bathtub, dreamscape peeling away to be buried in tactile comforts. I looked up, past the sapphire tiling, until my eyes met Gaelen’s violet orbs. 
“I’m… wet?” I mumbled, catching myself by surprise in a way that can only happen when you’re still half asleep, in the arms of a caretaker who loves and supports you regardless of whether or not you are conscious to experience it. 
She smiled, all the love of the universe in her expression as she leaned down, pausing just before our lips met. “Indeed you are. Good morning, princess.”
“Good morning, Syr.” 
We kissed, bubbly and affectionate, and hot, molten love flowed in my heart as my Prince’s seed reinforced our bond. There were others, gods know there had been others, but nobody else could quite compare to my Owner. Gentle padded feelers ran over my body in long lines of hot soapy water, her devotion to me, a devout follower of demigods I could touch. A vine that was almost a tongue rolled across my mouth, dancing with my lips, painting my palate in the taste of burning cinders and sweet berries. 
Finally, we had to break. Nothing could last forever, not even that.
“How is your body feeling, princess?” Her voice was filled with affection, water spilling across skin that had gone through a lot.
Bursts of memory crossed my mind like smears on an abstract painting. Rabbit legs colliding with brick walls to ricochet away. Being backed into a corner, smaller than ever. Selene and Blaze devouring me in a carnal and carnivorous ravaging. Then later, stronger memories with a filter of intoxication. A procession of erotic humiliation recorded and transmitted across enemy lines, not to put me to shame, but all of humanity.
Inspecting my arms as my Owner lifted and washed them, I saw that the words that had been branded in flaming wax last night were fading rapidly, not that the more degrading ones didn’t still elicit a fluster in my heart. An obvious conclusion settled into place. If I was healing from new scars so quickly, then clearly, my body was going to be marked again, over and over.
“I-I suppose it is for the best some of these terms are not permanently etched onto my skin,” I warbled quietly as Gaelen ran a sponge up my scarred leg.
“Indeed. Your body is a canvas, and your pinnate is a brush. Art is never truly completed, there will always be iterations to make. Though some… shall be left as is, of course.”
A teasing tendril brushed flirtatiously through the slight valleys in my skin where Syr had branded me on the night I had signed my domestication contract. Up and down it wound and squeezed, sending shivering sparks up my spine that spurred drool to leak from the corner of my mouth.
“Hhhheyyy…”
“But enough about the marks left on the outside. How is my princess feeling on the inside?”
“Good, I mean I think. I was in touch with a part of myself that I haven’t fully embodied since I arrived here. Not fully. I don’t mind what happened last night, it was a kind of cathartic that’s difficult to describe. It caught me by surprise though. I know that Selene mentioned hunting to me on our very first date, but I never expected to find myself in it like that without even knowing it wasn’t real. You’ve spent so long trying to whisk that kind of feeling away.”
“Have I?” Syr replied with a kind smile.
“I would say so. My survival instinct. My fear of death. They were constant companions in some form or another for so long.”
The soap level in the water settled down, replaced with a fresh current of warm perfumed aromatic water. Thick tendrils rolled through my muscles, pressing a softening oil into my skin. Gaelen let me bask for a moment, then asked a followup.
“Did you enjoy it, though? Divorced from the danger of an unkind and uncaring world, sweet thing? Did you relish a dose of controlled hardship?”
“I…Yes I did. I-I would happily do it again.” A sly smile curled on my lips. “Especially because I won before Blaze joined.”
Gaelen chuckled proudly. “Yes, you did. I cherish the frail, beautiful thing in my arms, but you were a sight to behold in a more even battle.”
I pressed my head into her chest, sighing deeply and soaking in the smokey cinders of her scent. Smaller vines slipped around my piercings, cleaning between my legs. I whimpered slightly, enjoying the embrace of a cuddle with my Owner. “It was- I found it truly difficult in the moment, but now I feel more grounded and more like myself than I have in a couple days.”
“Indeed, my love. To you, domestication is an adventure. Something you experience in the moment, and then digest into memories of the past as a transformative action. I, on the other hand, experience your domestication in all senses. You are my treasured memories. My precious companion. But you are also my greatest craft. I must manage your encounters with the world on a longer span of time than any floret should ever be troubled with.”
“You’re not just thinking about how I’ll feel, but how those feelings will affect me in the um- long term?”
“Good girl.”
“And sometimes, when you’ve gone through hard things, it can be healing to experience them safely?”
She chuckled with that fire of comfort. “Precisely, precious. Elective adversity is a philosophy that has many virtues. There is the therapeutic masochism that you describe, but also the desaturating effects of a state change. Have you ever wondered what happens when you have everything you’ve ever wanted, for a long, long time?”
I laughed a little. “I know what happens. We hauled cargo for a trillionaire brat or two. They never seemed as satisfied as the family merchants receiving little imports from their home worlds. I remember one time, a client when I was doing sex work gave me an entire sleeve of gourmet macarons from her business meeting the night before, like they were worthless. Stars, I ate so many of them I puked.”
My Dragon winced. “It is particularly easy to eat too many macarons when you spend a lifetime with a compiler. I believe it was you who remarked to Selene yesterday while waiting for your curry, that she had entirely lost perspective. She suffered, in a way, from hedonic saturation. A life that had been undisturbed to the point that any amount of interpersonal conflict, any fractional degree of rejection, any sharing of her perceived status, would be the worst thing she had experienced in recent memory. Selene maladapted terribly, pushing away so many she loved out of fear of tiny ripples that felt like calamitous tsunamis to her.”
Gaelen paused, running a vine up and down my scalp ponderously before continuing.
“That is the tricky thing, of course. It is so tempting to simply allow a xenosophont’s emotional reality to be treated as her material reality as well, but we may do them harm by enabling that. Yet, the core arrogance of my people is our steadfast belief that our own sentimentality should bend reality as well. For all the time you have known me, I have struggled with this, and I expect it will be a long time before I am entirely comfortable with the role I have occupied.”
I squeezed a tendril lovingly. “You’re still the best thing that has ever happened to me, Syr. So that’s what that philosophy is, then? Controlling and taming negative experiences as well, making them safe, to… cool off excess heat so there’s still a gradient of experiences?”
“Precicely. My clever little engineer.” 
There was a crackling swell of pride at my demonstration of comprehension, and I happily gobbled an offered treat berry. “Perhaps you should speak more with Esper Occantalis, the shipmind facet you played that hypnotic roleplaying game with before your implantation. She is the head of the branch that manages such things for the ship as a whole, and was involved with the planning of your hunt.”
As Gaelen ran massaging feelers and shampoo over my scalp, I thought back again, to the chase, the sword duel, and the exhilarating bloodshed. The visceral sense that I could really die at any moment, and then did. The adrenaline, the excitement, the fear. 
Yet, I felt no dread looking back on them as memories. It was nothing like the many moments of fawn-inducing panic I had been through so many times with people whose climax reminded them of the disgust my trans body made them feel. Even my first meeting with Gaelen, shooting at her in a panic, made me feel a bit uncomfortable to remember, because I hadn’t known it was theatrics then. 
“It was so real. On the one hand, I’m glad to have experienced it. It was exciting, exhilarating, and… erotic, in ways I did not know I would find being eaten to be. On the other, I can’t help but think of other florets like Cassandra. She doesn’t remember her past. And she doesn’t get chased and gored either, as far as I know. Why was this the path you’ve chosen for me?”
She laughed at that, deep and rumbling. “I can assure you, Cassandra has her fair share of humiliating adventures with her owner too! But you are right to see the tapestry of experiences in all of their complexity. Your implant could take away much of your capacity for suffering. But it is difficult to say if the sophont left would still be you. Such a change would entirely redefine your personality, as was hers. As a matter of… personal taste, I prefer to be less invasive. Sorin was given such a regimen. I do not know that I could bear to do such a thing to you, princess.”
There was a ripple of discomfort in Gaelen’s silent rumble, but there was mercy to that kind of choice too. Cassandra was changed, but she was also unburdened.
“Will it always be a surprise? These… elective hardship games?”
“Sometimes. Today, there may be more, but it is significantly less… intentioned, and of much greater weight. Do you remember what is happening today, princess?”
A shudder passed through me, entirely divorced from the heat of the bath. Yes, I did remember. The memorial to the four members of the crew who did not survive the crash.
“Yes. The memorial.”
Gaelen took a long moment to luxuriate in rinsing my hair, braiding it with the intention of someone who needs something physical to focus on to maintain their nerves. It was always endearing, to peek through my owner’s fearsome facade, and see a nervous artist who was, for all her ability, was another sophont with insecurities and anxieties too.
“You are not required to go, Lynn. I am somewhat inclined to suggest you not do so, but I would not deny you the opportunity to honor those you knew with the rest of the crew who wish to.”
“I’m going to elect to engage in this, then.”
Gaelen leaned forward, and kissed me again. Sweet, gentle, soft fibers clinging to my own wet lips and rumbling a harmony of love and our mutual devotion to each other.
“Then I am proud of your courage, sweet floret. Now, I think your bath is done. We should get out of it, before the tremendous temptation to make you forget this conversation, make the choice for you, and instead spoil you all day wins.”
I giggled as I was submerged in her arms, and the suds were washed away. The water gently cooled until it was almost at room temperature, so when we stepped out it was a seamless transition. Wrapped in the folds of her succulent leaves, Syr began to blow warm fragrant air all across my naked form, drying me out. 
We took the passage through the bathroom, and emerged in the space that was once my bedroom, back when I had the ridiculous idea that my stay here would only be temporary. I’d gone through so much since the first time I stepped foot in here, it was almost as if I was a completely different person then. So timid and afraid, so unprepared to imagine that I was worthy of love.
The ceiling glimmered with the old beautiful gemstones swirling in a familiar galaxy shape, casting light into a space that was just as inviting as ever. Gaelen paused, inspecting her tablet’s messaging application and slipping Gigi into my arms as a comfort.
“Just a moment, little one… Veridia will be arriving on the ship later today, it seems.”
I was set down with my cane near the bookcase, and scanned the texts. Some looked familiar from my time here, others were blurry now. Some, like ‘What to expect (when you’re expecting a Terran)’ made me giggle.
A chessboard was sitting just as it was when I first arrived in the Compact a lifetime ago, in exactly the same spot and at the precisely imprecise angle. Now, it was the beautiful glass set that Gaelen had presented me with on our date when I almost asked to be hers. 
Several of the objects I had gathered that day on our shopping expedition sat on the shelves as well, though the VR headset seemed rather quaint of a concept compared to what my implant alone was now capable of. Beside it, the tiny, modest xenodrug berry tree. I was fairly confident I could eat every fruit on it now at once and barely notice.
A faint snoring from the four poster bed announced the presence of my pinnate, still asleep, curled around her lankier daughter. Both fur-covered chests rose and fell slowly, resting and peaceful. While perhaps their particular relationship was not one I wanted with my own biological mother, it was undeniably sweet to see the fearsome duo that had torn my artificial body to bits last night looking like a pair of sweet cuddly furballs.
I certainly hoped to hug her again soon. If I could.
A warmth spread from the outermost node of the desert seed nestled just under the skin on the back of my neck, fizzy like an electrical hum that flooded me with comfort. I could tell that my Owner had returned without needing to look. She paused to puff a cloud of purple mist over the pair, then turned back to me.
“I’m going to give them some time to rest, and space to reforge their bond without Blaze needing to fear I am going to be adopting her next. Now, come, let’s get you dressed and fed before we go out.”


% -----


The sky was bright and sunny above us out in the pavilion just across from the market district. It was unexpected. When you imagine a funeral, you think that it will be grey and rainy and that the entire world will be sad alongside you. That was more true than ever now that I lived in a place where my protectors controlled so much of the environment.
But it was sunny. 
“If this gets to be too much, I will feed you a berry, and everything will become warm and safe. Understood?”
“Yes Syr.”
I wasn’t sure who it might be too much for, her or me.
A song of sorrows played from the chorus of rhythms around us as we walked, my hand encompassed in hers, up the hill. 
The last time I saw the people I knew were buried under this mound, every part of my body screamed in pain, out in the frigid wastelands of Losofor. I felt nothing of the sort today.
A crowd of sophonts stood in a ring around the four gravestones. Massive obelisks, monuments to those who didn’t make it. Each was larger than even the largest affini present, towering over the assembled crowd, drawing all attention like a deep gravity well.
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Despite all the vines tightly packed around me, I was treated with something like reverence. If I wanted to move in a direction, the bodies would simply flow up and around me, creating a bubble where I could pass through the crowd. Many of the affini talked to me using vibrating leaf speakers at their waist height, to save me from craning my neck.
“If it may say, princess Echeveria. It is an honor to meet you. My pet, she was one of the crew members you saved. A few hours longer without heat and… Everbloom, she…” the faceless Affini didn’t need to finish her sentiment. Those interred below us said it all. I squeezed the vine of the nervous bloom in my hand and smiled.
“I’m just glad that everyone made it.”
I felt the seed of my Owner blunt the worst of my survivors' guilt. I had done what I could. Now it was in the Affini’s hands to finish the job and rescue the rest of us. Their burden, that they had chosen.
More small talk buzzed, from those around me. Apparently the entire ship’s axis had been pointed towards the planet Terra, so that one of the four’s religious burial rites could be observed in accordance with alignment towards a specific holy site on its moon Luna. Since we were 476 light-years away, I had asked one of the affini if the ship was pointed towards its current relative position or its position observed by light traveling from 476 years ago. They called me clever and gave me a berry treat, which was better than an answer, probably.
I had been present and showered with attention for about an hour before the space started to clear out and an old crew from an old life started to filter in. 
A period had been designated where the whole riverside park area would be cleared for only those who had a direct connection of some kind to the four lost. A raised platform with a human sized refreshment bar and comfortable seating was assembled by drone and mechanical implements.
As Gaelen elevated me and set me down on one of the chairs, I saw why the platform was a full two meters off the ground. Using the same lenticular technology that Occantalis had used to alter the sky to specific positions, the four obelisks were each revealed to be covered in text plaques that were invisible from terran eye level. They had built it so that the humans that would frequent this park needed to be lifted up to be able to read them. We would only be able to engage with the human loss with the protection and guidance of our guardians.
This memorial wasn’t for us humans. 
It was for the affini. 
Their atonement for not having done the impossible every single time, for those who had managed to slip through the cracks before they could seal them. Their blemish they couldn’t let themselves forget. 
I wouldn’t argue, that was their choice to make. It would probably be pretty hypocritical anyway.
After all, I was the one still clinging to Gigi.
But I took my place anyway, among the terrans gathered before the memorial on the platform. My cane and vaporizer helped with standing until it was time to sit, not that there was any specific ceremony happening. The plush sofas were certainly more comfortable than the cold iron folding chairs we’d had at dad’s funeral ceremony.
Examining those around me, it seemed not everyone had shown up. Jieun hadn’t. Luis hadn’t. Natalie obviously hadn’t. Most who did appear had dressed in something like black formalwear. 
And about half of the crew had now been domesticated, by the looks of it. 
Nobody was expected to say anything. There were no big speeches planned. I was never particularly suited to talking with crowds, or attempting to affect others emotionally, unless it was in a situation with life or death consequences. This was of course a situation where those consequences had already come and gone. But that’s the thing about funerals. They’re not for the deceased, they’re for the living. I knew that I would look a bit ridiculous talking with a stuffed animal in my arms. But I did it scared. Hesitantly, I lifted myself with the aid of my cane, took a step forward, and all eyes turned towards me. 
“They deserved better,” I spoke clearly, fighting against the lifelong stutter. “Be-better than to die of random happenstance. I am alive because a pipe burst closer to Sarah than me. There isn’t any sense to be found in it, even as I have struggled to find one. It was bad luck that took four of us. Like so many before them, and so many who might still. We all deserved better.”
Deep in my chest, I felt so aware that I had been on the older side for the crew even at thirty as I looked over the other terrans present.
“I-I harbor no doubt that the Affini are remarkable protectors. But there is a difference between skilled and experienced. I imagine that many of those present, terran and otherwise, have never confronted loss like this. I have. My father was… L-loss has a way of defining us. For those of us who are mortal, it serves as a reminder that this too shall pass, and one day we will leave nothing but a legacy. It has a way about it. It galvanizes us.”
Eyes shut, I took a breath of phytotoxic bravery that glowed through my veins. It was absolute silence as I lowered my vaporizer, every human and affini present focused on me, absolutely motionless.
“For my mom, that meant finding some spiritual hope in the old ways. For me, it-it-it was also a reminder that I better get living while I can. I hope that it… um…” 
Tears blurred my vision. So many times since my arrival in this strange new world, I had shed tears of joy, emotions so extreme they overwhelmed me. 
How few times had I let myself cry in sorrow, rather than defaulting to letting numbness win? Whatever the case, I wiped my face, and pushed for one last burst of stoicism for those present whom it might still help.
“I hope that it defines you in good ways. I hope you carry the legacy of these people in a way that empowers you instead of damaging you. I hope you hold those you love close, and that you fight to save those who are still waiting. Like my… like those who need you the most.” 
I felt myself occupy the title I had been granted by my Prince. I became the monarch they treated me as. Nobody clapped as I sat back down. It wasn’t that kind of speech. I was never good at affecting emotions intentionally. But I had a gift for doing it when I spoke from the heart.
We broke off into little social clusters and reminisced over wine that affini hosts brought up to the platform for us. The tone was somber. Someone called me a hero for how I had prevented the reactor meltdown, a human this time. The polite clapping happened then. I accepted it graciously, but didn’t really think about it much and just took the following toast as an excuse to down the rest of my glass and get a refill.
The gathering was starting to split down the middle, between the two groups, humans and pets. I didn’t feel very connected to anyone here anymore. The florets were closer, perhaps. The indies were hopeless, but some of them were definitely seeds. 
Watching them. I felt some mortifying self awareness, how obvious it must have been to everyone how poorly suited to anything but the life of a floret I was going to be in this world. So I sat, and listened, and had more wine than would have been wise in a world where I needed to do anything important tomorrow, or ever again for that matter.
My wandering eye landed on a wandering stranger. 
Clad in a blue blouse and walking around with a distinctly nervous look on her pale face, with blonde hair and sharp blue eyes. Attractive, in a generic movie star sort of way. I had no specific memory of ever seeing her before, but some present seemed to know her. She seemed averse to catching my eye, probably because of the pointed ears or the fact that I smelled a bit like xenra… The morning bath could only do so much. 
Still, watching the woman, I had the vaguest uncanny feeling I might have known her from somewhere. Maybe she was a relative of one of the four that had passed. Was she wearing a collar? I couldn’t tell. Yet, the idea of talking to her just bored me to the point I found it impossible to even bother trying. 
The blonde mystery didn’t stay long anyway, escorted away by Valencia before the third wine bottle even opened. As soon as she had vanished from my sight, I entirely forgot I had ever seen her.
Eventually, more affini began to fill in to the clearing, and the other humans started to drift off down the stairs or be excused by their owners.
I caught a glance at Gaelen in the crowd and gave her a knowing look. She approached the elevated stage with a look on her own constructed face that expressed more than words. Pride, love, compassion, and a questioning of my comfort.
“I don’t need to head home yet, I think I just want to wander in the park, Syr.”
“If that is what you wish.”
I was deposited down on the grass, and given a sandwich slice to munch on as I explored the vicinity. A peculiar golden flower was set in my hair, and no vines dared touch me unprompted after that.
As I meandered, I came across a trio of the shipmind’s presence, observing from a long bench near the edge of the clearing. Fyrina, the stern bureaucrat archivist that had advocated for my independence, Daria, the unpredictable partier that had given me the hope and courage to ask for what I needed, and Esper, the metallic mastermind who made sure even paradise could always be appreciated. Seeing the three together was a funny reminder that they were, in a sense, different people.
Esper was sitting beside her ‘sisters’ on a bench, shared with another affini I didn’t recognize with a quite well-maintained human appearance. Both were petting a sleeping human floret in the latter’s lap, curled around a dinosaur plushie.
I walked past them with my cane, not knowing what to say. In their somber gathering, I felt some great gravity to their presence. Each of the Occantalises had sculpted my time on the ship, adjusted my trajectory without me even noticing. Watched over me, steered my fate like my mother had always said Brigid’s trio of sister gods of the same name had.
Perhaps it was the wine in my belly, or my Prince’s implant massaging my thoughts, but I didn’t reject the divine comparison quite as much as I might once have. 
Gaelen, I still believed, was fundamentally made of the same stuff as I was. 
The ship herself, I was less certain.
As my path meandered outward and past the thinning crowd, I found myself encountering a familiar affini near the outskirts of the pavilion. The large panther of a plant looked especially out of place sitting as she was, hunched on the bench lip of a decorative water fountain. 
“Hello there,” I offered with a wave of a half-eaten sandwich towards Tamai.
“Ah, hello, dear.” the catlike huntress mumbled as she turned to face me. She seemed to have several empty jars scattered around her feet, which I could only guess had contained durataxin.
“Are you okay, Miss?” 
Tamai made a rustling noise I took to be her laugh. “Not particularly, but I am here, I am alive. More than those the Compact failed can say.”
I understood the feeling, and tried to give her the advice I had so often failed to accept myself. “It’s okay. You did what you could.”
“Perhaps. Immortality is a pathway to many regrets,” she mused aloud, a sorrow bitterness on her whiskers. “So many past friends to miss. So many mistakes compounding. All the regrets.”
“Would it help to share some? I sometimes feel a little better after speaking about what’s getting to me.” I leaned slightly onto my cane, appreciating the little sprays of water from the fountain from its proximity. 
“Nothing I would bother you with, little one.” Her gold lips split in a forced smile. “Just considering taking up day drinking again for a decade or two, I think.”
No one expected anything of me, but my place in the world I inhabited was clear. There was a purpose I could bring to those who had saved me. I was a comfort creature, an emotional companion, and Tamai, fearsome looking as she might be, was clearly hurting. 
I took a step forward, and hugged as much of her lower spilling vines as I could. She wrapped around me, stroking affectionately. We remained in that space for a while, her slowing rhythms calming me, my slowing heart rate calming her. 
The sun warmed my skin as she shifted into a more tightly formed posture, freeing me from the shadow that her body had once created. I gobbled the last of my sandwich, humming an old lullaby Father had once sang to me as a child.
These affini, they were such innocent, naive creatures, in their way.
Tamai chuckled, and played with the tip of my ear between two massive fingers. “I wanted you too, you know. Gaelen is a very lucky owner. After that hearing… I would have snatched you if they had let you slip.” 
A little giggle escaped me at her touch. “I’m sure you could have been a good owner, Miss.”
“Perhaps. I have instead thought of volunteering for the opposite.” She gazed back at the memorial contemplatively for a moment. “The domestication center doors swing open for all kinds.”
“It’s nice to know that I can let go and rest without all the weight of things being on me at the end of the day. Is that what you’re after?”
“I’m not sure. I was right to assume you would understand better than many of my peers why the thought might be tempting. It feels I might do the universe better by keeping one of my own company as a pet than fruitlessly toiling at this infinite task. The inherent shame of being an affini that yearns for domestication ends once you have become a floret. No actual floret would ever be shamed, no. Never.”
Tamai was quiet, and a bitter acidic aroma started to circulate around her. I nuzzled in against her more. I wasn’t as attuned to her as my Owner, but I could tell it still made her feel a bit better.
“In a way, I envy you there, as well. I cannot continue to play my little games with your owner now that they have real xenosophonts that need the attention far more than I do. I had my little fancies, after my old mate left…” Tamai sighed. “It wasn’t meant to be. I am never anyone’s first choice.”
“I doubt Gaelen would… break off an arrangement with you just because of having florets now.” 
“No, but…” Tamai drifted off, mumbling something in an affini language I didn’t understand.
I thought back to what I had seen Gaelen and Tamai doing at the party a few nights ago. It seemed so foolish, that I had never thought about their relationship before, but it seemed obvious in retrospect that they were close. A mote of anxiety at the thought that I had somehow damaged Tamai with my existence was banished by a sharp interference from my implant. I was just a floret, and this slightly drunk affini’s feelings were something I could help comfort, but she wasn’t my responsibility.
“Miss Tamai, if I may… There’s so many more humans that need your help. None of them have ever known anything as close to perfect as even the most flawed among affini. You could be their whole world.”
She let her paw slip into the fountain, flicking a floating glass bottle away idly. I noticed the water level lowering, and realized she was drinking through her hand, perhaps to sober up a little.
“You may be right. It is easy to doubt, and I think I have had much longer to learn my flaws than Gaelen has. Perhaps it seems quaint to you, someone who has known what it is like to have so little, that those of us born into the Compact still miss only the few things we cannot have.”
“Gaelen told me about that this morning. I think I’ll understand one day, maybe.”
“Thank you, little one. I will consider what sort of terran needs me most, and keep my eyes out for one who needs me as you need your Prince.”
Her vines squeezed me one final time, and Tamai stood to leave, still disheveled and staggering.
I glanced back at the greenspace, the crowds having returned back to their habs or out to lunch, or to have floret dates, to enjoy the day and each other. Life is for the living, after all. 
The familiar warmth in my chest bloomed as I turned back, and saw my world standing in the middle of the street, her russet petals fluttering. It was true that I felt burdens stretching longer in my soul than those occupying the minds of other florets. There was a weight I carried that others like me didn’t need to lift. The remembrance of my own pet still hung at my side, an icon of guilt I could not shed without losing a part of who I was. 
But Gaelen would know how to help me. Princess get what they need, after all. I just needed to figure out what I wanted so I could say it.
But for now, I just wanted to go home.
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