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Summary: 
            Remy Jones, Third Floret, and Shanai Jones, Fifth Bloom, are a happily newlywed human/affini couple. Shanai obsessively adores her little pet spouse to pieces and humors the illusions about their relationship that make Remy happy.

This story is told from Shanai’s perspective, as she gives her pet everything they want. Everything but control of their life.

Toxic resilience, of course, takes more than a few strokes of a pleasure graft to unlearn. For that, you might need a bit of age regression. Fortunately, Shanai meets another affini at the wedding who can help her sort things out!

This story has two versions. In one, Manchild, Remy is a cisgender man. In the other, Princess, Remy is a transgender woman. In both, they are under the misconception they are the one in charge of this relationship. (the actual wordcount is half what ao3 lists due to this doubling)

          







1. Chapter 1

Author's Note:
      This may be confusing at first, so let me explain how the formatting works. I usually make multiple versions of my stories such that they are accessible to all transfemmes. But rather than maintaining two separate versions of the fic, this is one combined version. I am pretty sure that this should still work on Ereaders if you click the jump link, but let me know if it doesn't!

Note that the "Princess" version has diapers in it, though "Manchild" does not.

    


    
    1: Manchild or Princess
Content Expectations: Wedding ceremony. Unexamined internalized misogyny. Foreshadowing.
Manchild:[bookmark: canon_1]

Chapter One
“Do you, Remington Jones, Independent Terran, take Shanai Ternatea, Fifth Bloom, as your Wife and Owner?”

“I do,” he said with a smile, fingers squeezing mine with giddy excitement. “In sickness and in health.”

“And do you, Shanai Ternatea, take Remington Jones as your husband and floret?”

“I do,” I replied, pushing some polyharmony into my vocal tone. “Forever and always.”

The clerk facet of the shipmind Occantalis nodded, her leaves curling with joy around her triangular mask. “Then by the power of the Occantalis commonwealth charter, I now pronounce you husband and Wife, Owner and pet. Remington Jones, Third Floret, and Shanai Jones, Fifth Bloom.”

There was a clamor of applause from those gathered. My pet slipped a golden ring onto the branch I had extended into the shape of a finger, and I clasped the gold chain of my collar around his adorable little neck. It closed, locking with a satisfying permanence.

“I love you, Shanai,” he murmured, tilting his head up to kiss me. Such a curious social gesture, but not an unpleasant one to replicate.

I didn’t answer until he had finished, not that the mouth he was kissing was actually required to speak. “I love you too, sweetie.”

Severing the flower bouquet I had been holding, I tossed the branch into the crowd. It landed in the exact lap of the affini I had targeted, the very vet that would be planting the core sample currently glowing a faint purple on the stone altar beside us tomorrow morning. Perhaps she would look up the significance of the gesture and think to finally make a move on the smaller affini sitting next to her. I turned back to my floret, hugged him tight, and beckoned towards the onlookers. “Come, Remy. I want to show off my husband.”

“Show me off? Damn, I got the prettiest Wife on the whole ship at least, you know,” Remy murmured, eyes locked on the part of my mass I had shaped into a head. He found my face very aesthetically pleasing, which I had refined over the course of our courtship to somewhat resemble his biological mother.  

“You’re a handsome man yourself, love.”

Remy was an attractive specimen for his species, with sparse fur over most of his body, and black hair with a few silver streaks that spilled in curls from around his ponytail. An endearing pouch of soft fat clung to his belly, protecting his vital organs. His laughter echoed in my memory each rest cycle, and his smile lit up my core with joy, helping me forget the weight of the Great Work.

And the suit, oh Everbloom, the suit. I’d chosen it myself, an absolutely adorable little garment my bundle of joy looked so charming in. I had seen him in what terrans called fancy attire before, of course. How could I forget how my little man had dressed on the first date? But he hadn’t worn it again in the weeks since then, and now that I had explored every millimeter of his skin as he slept in my vines I had a proper appreciation for how handsome he looked framed in a tuxedo and tie. Plus, this one was covered in geometric stripes and dot patterns in the infrared that gave it a delightfully playful and innocent look to affini eyes. 

I plucked the core sample container from the altar and stowed it inside my foliage as we stepped down from the raised platform. The curved ocean glittered around the simulated sunset, and explosions of light were projected onto the ring cap sky. It was rather extravagant, but well worth the paperwork to make happen. The air buzzed with the biorhythmic resonance of joy shared between terran and affini alike as we made our way around the gathering, accepting many congratulations for our union.

He eagerly meandered over to his buddies, so happy to show off the perfect little collar. I had gotten used to running my core vines over the smooth metal this past month to soothe me during difficult operations while working, but I could hardly complain, it looked so precious on him.

The few remaining ‘fellas’ from his original Accord social group were supportive to the point of near envy- the ones who seemed even slightly opposed to our coupling had long since been disappeared at my intervention.

I listened in on his conversation with the microphone hidden in the collar while making my way over to socialize with other Affini. It was much higher fidelity than the dust-size surveillance equipment hiding like mites in his hair I had been making do with until today.

“Rimworld Remy finally gettin’ laid, who’d a thought we’d ever see the day.” Mikey, his oldest friend, greeted my little guy with that affectionate ribbing that always seemed to appeal to the inner emotional masochist so many male terrans developed.

“Guys, guys, I got plenty of action back on Hablis-9.” Remy laughed.

Bernard, whose future owner was playing the long game, raised an eyebrow. “Sure you did pal. Let me guess, you were sleeping with those big apple trees down in Heaven’s Hold.” 

Another one of them laughed. “Damn, I wish my wife was a plant. Instead I’ve got the old ball and chain, and she keeps making awooga eyes at our veterinarian!”

“That’ll be you soon enough, heh, the ole core and vine,” teased another, named Kee, though they were clearly more playing along than enthusiastic.

“Hey, don’t talk about my wife like that,” Remy chided his friends with a tone of amusement. “She’s a classy lady.”

“A classy lady who puts out,” Mikey helpfully added. I caught the subtle microexpressions on my special man’s face, as he remembered the last time he said those words.

I’d visited a grafting greenhouse immediately after our first date, and learned very quickly that his expressed interest in me ‘putting out’ was merely a euphemistic term. His uncomfortable huffing at the sight of a phallic genital arrangement on my body had been very adorable though, and I made a mental note of his blushing cheeks and frowny complexion should the desire to deliberately solicit such emotion arise. Once Remy was implanted it would be much easier to convince him to experiment with adding prostate stimulation to our bonding time, of course, but I could simply use vines for that.

“I just think it’s nice to see affini engaging in relationships on human terms,” one of the group I had called three separate wellness checks on added after taking a sip of wine. His wardship collar clashed surprisingly little with his outfit. “Respecting our culture and… role of a man, you know. The collar looks great on you, Remy. Congrats.”

I watched them hug, my core tingling at the sight of my little sweetie rubbing my pollen off on another xenosophont. I had studied the effects of being raised male in the Accord extensively, and an aversion to companionable touch was one of the things the Compact at large were all in agreement needed to go.

“Ain't they just the sweetest things, Miss Jones?” A voice beside me split my focus, and I turned to one of the few affini present that Remy had invited rather than me. I was offered a vine in greeting, and curled my own around it. “We haven’t met properly. Bel Artyioda, Fourth Bloom, they/them. I work with your husband. The sleeping ones are Pyn, Sokn, and Topi.”

The introduction was a formality, I obviously knew who they were. Bel was fairly androgynous, half a meter taller than me, with a mostly humanoid appearance defined by asymmetrical leaf cutouts that shimmered in the ultraviolet. A trio of cloudhoppers slept curled around their upper branches, an adorable avianoid xenosophont species that was quite popular back in Andromeda. 

“Aw, how’s that been going? My husband is always telling me about his little trains.” It was hard to keep a completely straight affect. Bel had a powerful, dominating thrum to their biorhythm and I shivered a bit at the forwardness of their pheromone tags after our vinetouch. Bel was a very attractive affini. I maintained my composure, even as my own corevines tangled a bit at having the attention of such a flirt. I was single, after all. My prior partner and I had split blooms ago, and having a floret again would make me much more attractive to my peers.

“Yeah, he’s a joy to have around. I hope you let him keep working with us,” Bel teased, and offered me a glass of nutrient water, which I accepted. As two of our petals touched I confirmed exactly whose pollen I had been finding traces of in Remy’s hair. “Would be a shame to not see him anymore just because he belongs to a pretty little thing like you.”

“I wouldn’t dream of taking him away from anything he enjoys,” I replied as evenly as I could manage. “Though obviously I’m going to be keeping him close to my core during the recovery for the next week.”

“That’s good. He never mentioned what you do. I mean, Remy said he thinks you’re some kind of clerk, but never more than that.”

“I do…” I paused awkwardly. There was no word for the exact concept that could simply translate in terran. A single whistled trill in an affini dialect would do it, though. «Logistical arbiter for the greater good of xenosophonts.»

Bel shivered slightly, and a thrum of sympathy wavered in the air. “Ah. Let’s not bring down the mood. Anyway, I’m happy that little mister Jones found his match. He’s a real joy, you’re a lucky affini. Speaking of which…”

I looked down to see my husband had made his way back to my side, and was tugging on a vine for my full attention with a grin while waving at Bel.

“Hello, Mx Artyioda, and hello, my darling Wife.”

“He’s always so polite!” Bel giggled, and pet him on the head in a way that made me twitch slightly. “Congrats to you both.”

“Yes, I married quite a refined gentleman. What is it, dear?”

Remy hooked a thumb over his shoulder, pointing behind him. “Dance time.”

I set down my glass of nutrient water, leaving Bel instructions on how to contact me later on its rim in the most flirtatious chemicals I could muster, and offered Remy my hand. “Lead the way, my love.”

Remy strode confidently towards the dance floor, leading me a few strides behind him. He was sober currently, not something I intended to make a habit of in the long run, but for now the only xenodrugs in his system were memory formation enhancers. This was all for him, after all. 

The decor of the wedding venue was a little gaudy for my liking, a bit too anchored in displays that only made sense in the context of material scarcity, but I would have his entire life to cultivate better taste. He hadn’t actually expressed a single preference beyond the food menu, so we mostly just let the experts handle it.

We stepped onto the dance floor, hand in hand, and he did a happy hop in his adorable little suit that I was going to rewatch recordings of later. His eyelids drooped fractionally as he looked into my hypnotic fascinators, even at their intentionally dimmed intensity for this event. We stood, face to face, and it was time. 

Stringed instruments swelled, a fairly simple melody with an easy-to-follow set of movements. I compressed myself down slightly, only half a head taller than him, my faux dress of white petals growing slightly thicker around the thigh and chest area to compensate. 

His eyes flicked down to my hips as we swayed, then back to my face, taking a short pause on the swell I had placed to mimic terran breasts. The whites of the teeth I would be lovingly brushing tonight flashed at me in a display of joy, and his pulse rose slightly in arousal. “Ah, treating me to the real sight now that you legally own me, huh?”

I smiled, a reflexive motion I had originally done manually but eventually configured to happen automatically when I was happy. “I don’t mind. You know I like to look appealing to you, darling.”

“Don’t I know it.” His grip compressed around my posterior as we pivoted, and I didn’t need to analyze the trace chemistry in his sweat to know what he was thinking about. Fortunately, he confirmed my hypothesis as soon as he spoke again. “Fuck, I’m gonna do such bad things to that tight little flower of yours tonight, babe.”

“What else does a husband do to his wife on their wedding night,” I answered with a teasing vocal inflection. We had already extensively engaged in what he defined as sex, of course. It was absolutely adorable how he purred after mating with the graft I used to pleasure him, how his face scrunched up when his body flooded with natural bonding neurochemistry. But at least to his perspective, there hadn’t been a guarantee of lifelong permanence before now. Not that I would have let him go after the first date. He was mine, mine, mine.

I let that possessive muse thrum in my core. As we danced, I ran a few tendrils up his sleeve to stroke up and down his back under the clothes. A stray vine teased at his waistband and slipped inside, coiling around something that belonged to me. I had found it enhanced his experience to tease him intermittently before the act, and this terran courtship ritual did have an expected script for what would come after the party. 

“Can’t even wait for tonight, huh? Grabbing my cock at the wedding? Fuck, you’re hot.” Remy bit his lip, and I watched with fascination as his blood vessels dilated and lit his face in infrared. An absolutely adorable arousal-signalling response that was unique to humans among xenosophonts I had encountered.

“Guilty,” I replied, and added a disarming giggle at the end. It was true, while sex was simply an enjoyable bonding activity I was very excited for the things I had planned tonight, and his implantation tomorrow morning. But Remy was very pleasure motivated, and I would be a fool not to use the tools at my disposal to better my husband’s life as my pet. “But I can wait.”

 

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
Princess:[bookmark: femswap_1]

Chapter One
“Do you, Remedy Jones, Independent Terran, take Shanai Ternatea, Fifth Bloom, as your Wife and Owner?”

“I do,” she said with a smile, fingers squeezing mine with giddy excitement. “In sickness and in health.”

“And do you, Shanai Ternatea, take Remedy Jones as your wife and floret?”

“I do,” I replied, pushing some polyharmony into my vocal tone. “Forever and always.”

The clerk facet of the shipmind Occantalis nodded, her leaves curling with joy around her triangular mask. “Then by the power of the Occantalis commonwealth charter, I now pronounce you pet and Owner, wife and Wife. Remedy Jones, Third Floret, and Shanai Jones, Fifth Bloom.”

There was a clamor of applause from those gathered. My pet slipped a golden ring onto the branch I had extended into the shape of a finger, and I clasped the gold chain of my collar around her adorable little neck. It closed, locking with a satisfying permanence.

“I love you, Shanai,” she murmured, tilting her head up to kiss me. Such a curious social gesture, but not an unpleasant one to replicate.

I didn’t answer until she had finished, not that the mouth she was kissing was actually required to speak. “I love you too, sweetie.”

Severing the flower bouquet I had been holding, I tossed the branch into the crowd. It landed in the exact lap of the affini I had targeted, the very vet that would be planting the core sample currently glowing a faint purple on the stone altar beside us tomorrow morning. Perhaps she would look up the significance of the gesture and think to finally make a move on the smaller affini sitting next to her. I turned back to my floret, hugged her tight, and beckoned towards the onlookers. “Come, Remy. I want to show off my wife.”

“Show me off? Damn, I got the prettiest Wife on the whole ship at least, you know,” Remy murmured, eyes locked on the part of my mass I had shaped into a head. She found my face very aesthetically pleasing, which I had refined over the course of our courtship to somewhat resemble my pet’s biological mother. 

“You’re a pretty lady yourself, love.”

Remy was an attractive specimen for her species, with soft skin and black hair with a few silver streaks that spilled in curls from around her ponytail. An endearing pouch of soft fat clung to her belly, protecting her vital organs. Her laughter echoed in my memory each rest cycle, and her smile lit up my core with joy, helping me forget the weight of the Great Work. So far from the depressed, faux-masculine thing I had met just a few weeks ago.

And the dress, oh Everbloom, the dress. I’d chosen it myself, an absolutely adorable little garment my bundle of joy looked so charming in. I had seen her in what terrans called fancy attire before, of course. How could I forget how my little terran had dressed on the first date? But cute as that suit had been, it didn't match her new gender, and now that I had explored every millimeter of her skin as she slept in my vines I had a proper appreciation for how dashing she looked framed in a wedding dress. Plus, this one was covered in geometric stripes and dot patterns in the infrared that gave it a delightfully playful and innocent look to affini eyes. 

I plucked the core sample container from the altar and stowed it inside my foliage as we stepped down from the raised platform. The curved ocean glittered around the simulated sunset, and explosions of light were projected onto the ring cap sky. It was rather extravagant, but well worth the paperwork to make happen. The air buzzed with the biorhythmic resonance of joy shared between terran and affini alike as we made our way around the gathering, accepting many congratulations for our union.

She eagerly meandered over to her buddies, so happy to show off the perfect little collar. I had gotten used to running my core vines over the smooth metal this past month to soothe me during difficult operations while working, but I could hardly complain, it looked so precious on her.

The few remaining ‘fellas’ from her original Accord social group were supportive to the point of near envy- the ones who seemed even slightly opposed to our coupling or her transition had long since been disappeared at my intervention.

I listened in on the conversation with the microphone hidden in the collar while making my way over to socialize with other Affini. It was much higher fidelity than the dust-size surveillance equipment hiding like mites in her hair I had been making do with until today.

“Remy finally gettin’ laid, who’d a thought we’d ever see the day.” Mikey, her oldest friend, greeted my little girl with that affectionate ribbing that always seemed to appeal to the inner emotional masochist so many terrans developed.

“Guys, guys, I got plenty of action back on Hablis-9.” Remy laughed.

Bernard, whose future owner was playing the long game, raised an eyebrow. “Sure you did, Rem. Let me guess, you were sleeping with those big apple trees down in Heaven’s Hold.” 

Another one of them laughed. “Damn, I wish my wife was a plant. Instead I’ve got the old ball and chain, and she keeps making awooga eyes at our veterinarian!”

“That’ll be you soon enough, heh, the ole core and vine,” teased another, named Kee, though they were clearly more playing along than enthusiastic.

“Hey, don’t talk about my wife like that,” Remy chided her friends with a tone of amusement. “She’s a classy lady. Total bottom though.”

“A classy lady who puts out is one I can get behind,” Mikey helpfully added. I caught the subtle microexpressions on my special one’s face, as she remembered the last time she said those words.

I’d visited a grafting greenhouse immediately after our first date, and learned very quickly that her expressed interest in me ‘putting out’ was merely a euphemistic term. Her nervous huffing at the sight of a phallic genital arrangement on my body had been very adorable though, and I made a mental note of her blushing cheeks and frowny complexion should the desire to deliberately solicit such emotion arise. 

Once Remy was implanted it would be much easier to convince her to experiment with adding prostate stimulation to our bonding time, of course, but I could simply use vines for that.

“I just think it’s nice to see affini engaging in relationships on human terms,” one of the group I had called three separate wellness checks on added after taking a sip of wine. His wardship collar clashed surprisingly little with his outfit. “Respecting our culture and… equal relationships, you know. The collar looks great on you, Remy. Congrats.”

I watched them hug, my core tingling at the sight of my little sweetie rubbing my pollen off on another xenosophont. I had studied the effects of being raised while perceived as male in the Accord extensively, and an aversion to companionable touch was one of the things the Compact at large were all in agreement needed to go.

“Ain't they just the sweetest things, Miss Jones?” A voice beside me split my focus, and I turned to one of the few affini present that Remy had invited rather than me. I was offered a vine in greeting, and curled my own around it. “We haven’t met properly. Bel Artyioda, Fourth Bloom, they/them. I work with your wife. The sleeping ones are Pyn, Sokn, and Topi.”

The introduction was a formality, I obviously knew who they were. Bel was fairly androgynous, half a meter taller than me, with a mostly humanoid appearance defined by asymmetrical leaf cutouts that shimmered in the ultraviolet. A trio of cloudhoppers slept curled around their upper branches, an adorable avianoid xenosophont species that was quite popular back in Andromeda. 

“Aw, how’s that been going? My wife is always telling me about her little trains.” It was hard to keep a completely straight affect. Bel had a powerful, dominating thrum to their biorhythm and I shivered a bit at the forwardness of their pheromone tags after our vinetouch. Bel was a very attractive affini. I maintained my composure, even as my own corevines tangled a bit at having the attention of such a flirt. I was single, after all. My prior partner and I had split blooms ago, and having a floret again would make me much more attractive to my peers.

“Yeah, she’s a joy to have around. I hope you let her keep working with us,” Bel teased, and offered me a glass of nutrient water, which I accepted. As two of our petals touched I confirmed exactly whose pollen I had been finding traces of in my little girl’s hair. “Would be a shame to not see her anymore just because she belongs to a pretty little thing like you.”

“I wouldn’t dream of taking her away from anything she enjoys,” I replied as evenly as I could manage. “Though obviously I’m going to be keeping her close to my core during the recovery for the next week.”

“That’s good. She never mentioned what you do. I mean, Remy said she thinks you’re some kind of clerk, but never more than that.”

“I do…” I paused awkwardly. There was no word for the exact concept that could simply translate in terran. A single whistled trill in an affini dialect would do it, though. «Logistical arbiter for the greater good of xenosophonts.»

Bel shivered slightly, and a thrum of sympathy wavered in the air. “Ah. Let’s not bring down the mood. Anyway, I’m happy that little miss Jones found her match. She’s a real joy, you’re a lucky affini. Speaking of which…”

I looked down to see my wife had made her way back to my side, and was tugging on a vine for my full attention with a grin while waving at Bel.

“Hello, Mx Artyioda, and hello, my darling Wife.”

“She’s always so polite!” Bel giggled, and pet her on the head in a way that made me twitch slightly. “Congrats to you both.”

“Yes, I married quite a refined lady. What is it, dear?”

Remy hooked a thumb over her shoulder, pointing behind her. “Dance time.”

I set down my glass of nutrient water, leaving Bel instructions on how to contact me later on its rim in the most flirtatious chemicals I could muster, and offered Remy my hand. “Lead the way, my love.”

Remy strode confidently towards the dance floor, leading me a few strides behind her. She was sober currently, not something I intended to make a habit of in the long run, but for now the only xenodrugs in her system were memory formation enhancers. This was all for her, after all. 

The decor of the wedding venue was a little gaudy for my liking, a bit too anchored in displays that only made sense in the context of material scarcity, but I would have her entire life to cultivate better taste. She hadn’t actually expressed a single preference beyond the food menu, so we mostly just let the experts handle it.

We stepped onto the dance floor, hand in hand, and she did a happy hop in her adorable little wedding gown that I was going to rewatch recordings of later. Her eyelids drooped fractionally as she looked into my hypnotic fascinators, even at their intentionally dimmed intensity for this event. We stood, face to face, and it was time.

Stringed instruments swelled, a fairly simple melody with an easy-to-follow set of movements. I compressed myself down slightly, only half a head taller than her, my own faux dress of white petals growing slightly thicker around the thigh and chest area to compensate. 

Her eyes flicked down to my hips as we swayed, then back to my face, taking a short pause on the swell I had placed to mimic terran breasts. The whites of the teeth I would be lovingly brushing tonight flashed at me in a display of joy, and her pulse rose slightly in arousal. “Ah, treating me to the real sight now that you legally own me, huh?”

I smiled, a reflexive motion I had originally done manually but eventually configured to happen automatically when I was happy. “I don’t mind. You know I like to look appealing to you, darling.”

“Don’t I know it.” Her grip compressed around my posterior as we pivoted, and I didn’t need to analyze the trace chemistry in her sweat to know what she was thinking about. Fortunately, she confirmed my hypothesis as soon as she spoke again. “Fuck, I’m gonna do such bad things to that tight little flower of yours tonight, babe.”

“What else does a newlywed couple do on their wedding night,” I answered with a teasing vocal inflection. We had already extensively engaged in what she defined as sex, of course. It was absolutely adorable how she purred after mating with the graft I used to pleasure her, how her face scrunched up when her body flooded with natural bonding neurochemistry. But at least to her perspective, there hadn’t been a guarantee of lifelong permanence before now. Not that I would have let her go after the first date. She was mine, mine, mine.

I let that possessive muse thrum in my core. As we danced, I ran a few tendrils over her shoulder to stroke up and down her back. A stray vine slipped under the dress and slipped inside, coiling around something that belonged to me. I had found it enhanced her experience to tease her intermittently before the act, and this terran courtship ritual did have an expected script for what would come after the party. 

“Can’t even wait for tonight, huh? Grabbing my cock at the wedding? Fuck, you’re hot.” Remy bit her lip, and I watched with fascination as her blood vessels dilated and lit her face in infrared. An absolutely adorable arousal-signalling response that was unique to humans among xenosophonts I had encountered.

“Guilty,” I replied, and added a disarming giggle at the end. It was true, while sex was simply an enjoyable bonding activity I was very excited for the things I had planned tonight, and her implantation tomorrow morning. But Remy was very pleasure motivated, and I would be a fool not to use the tools at my disposal to better my wife’s life as my pet. “But I can wait.”

 

[bookmark: end_1]

  



2. Chapter 2

Notes for the Chapter:Last Chapter Recap: Shanai and Remy got married. Shanai met Bel, an attractive affini she's interested in.




    
    2: Manchild or Princess
Content Expectations: Sexual intercourse with a completely detached perspective. Breastfeeding.
Manchild:[bookmark: canon_2]

Chapter Two
Finally, hours later, I half-carried my slightly drunk husband back down the boardwalk to my home, helping him keep the appearance of standing under his own power via a harness around his torso under his adorable little suit. 

I briefly checked my work messages as Remy got distracted with a display in the fairgrounds, and was not pleased to see what my department was recommending. Worse, I agreed with their findings on what had to be done in relation to the situation with the ship that had been lost in hyperspace around Orphan-3 for the last 86 days. But I shouldn’t let that get to me, not on my little man’s special night. I closed the memory partition and immediately felt better.

We slowly walked at a speed his little legs could keep up with. My sweet Remington was a bit on the tall side for a terran born in planetary gravity, just a bit under two meters tall, but once I began making him shorter I would probably carry him when outdoors for the sake of punctuality.

Finally, we reached my hab, nestled into the far end of the jungle backed high street. I had originally located myself closer to the center of operations in a place that was plain, sleek and utilitarian with direct access into the long-range fishnet monitoring array, up at the snowy mountaintop of this island on the second ring, which the terrans had apparently named Anthemoessa due to the Mielyu settlement in its shallows faintly resembling something called a siren.

Once it became clear I was going to be acquiring a sweet little guy like Remy though, I immediately relocated to a far more relaxed part of the ship, down near the forest where a program was being run to determine the ideal habitat for yet another member of the animal kingdom from the planet Terra. Though these were avians, rather than the primates, cetaceans, and cephalopods we had already mastered. 

The choice in design was equally simple, a domestic Terran design inspired by the colony prefab mansions of Hablis-9’s upper class neighborhoods. It was minimally altered to avoid clashing with the seaside stylings of Anthemoessa, but still retained its gaudy charm. My boy wanted to feel like he was moving up in the world, and I was all too happy to oblige.

Remy grinned at me as we crossed the threshold. “Home sweet home, huh?”

“That’s right, darling,” I smiled down at him. He had visited, and stayed many nights, but now he would be mine. I was so happy.

I picked him up fully and stepped around the boxes of toys I had procured for a terran pet as we made our way inside. Books, model trains, assorted gaming devices, plastic building blocks, various hobby tools. The sorts of things a little human might need for enrichment. Especially if I decided his tendency for overcompensatory overwork made my husband’s current job harmful and changed plans to keeping him in the hab as a housepet. I had been too busy to unpack them, but I would have plenty of time in the next week.

As we reached the end of the hallway I set my husband down and swapped places with him. Remy triumphantly carried me though the door to my bedroom, stabilized and aided by a few of my own structural limbs hanging down to lower my effective weight down to something he could lift. I favored a slightly shorter body than most affini at around two and a half meters tall, but a much higher density and a voluptuous construction. A good mass ratio was still very important to be able to care for my husband when he needed to be picked up.

I was almost sad to take his tuxedo off, but I reminded myself as he carefully folded it and set it down on a side table that he was my floret now and I could play dressup with him whenever I wanted. Remy proudly puffed up his chest, trying to look like what he thought was ‘sexy,’ which at least accidentally had the effect of being so precious it made me want to smother him.

“Like what you see, babe?” He flexed his arm to show off his bicep muscle. 

“Of course. You're my husband, silly.”

“What about you, I wanna see my Wife’s naked body.”

I was not technically wearing clothes, so I had little to remove, but I did shed a few of the larger petals that had formed my dress to be decompiled later. It was a replicated response to his peacocking instinct, but one that he seemed to enjoy greatly. 

I would bare my actual core later, but that would have to be after the activity that at least theoretically benefited from his ability to have agency over the physical act.

I lowered the face I had sculpted in the image of his mother, bringing its lips and his together in a loving kiss. Humans, being highly neotenous, tended to have very blurry lines between what they considered mating partners and caretakers. The best behavioral analysts in the fleet were still not in full agreement on why. I personally subscribed to the theory that evolution had built their astonishingly powerful capacity to bond to others- or inanimate objects, even- by repurposing an existing parental imprinting structure in their mammalian lineage.

After all, Remy, consciously or not, imagined his ideal partner was a woman who would cook and clean for him, manage his emotional needs, and generally coddle him and provide structure to his life while remaining sexually available. It did appear to be a sexualized latching onto an idealized maternal figure. And the Terran sex drive was a powerful motivating and bonding tool I had already taken great joy in enabling. It was truly amazing how well suited to florethood the little guy was.

As his mouth was occupied, I allowed a light misting of a potent aphrodisiac to suffuse into the air. It was a fairly blunt xenodrug, carried on a scent of aerosolized sugary compounds that his rather simple nose found irresistibly alluring due to it usually signalling the presence of food. Not that it was strictly needed, since terrans were always in heat. But I wanted to create the greatest need I could.

He yelped and groaned as my vines began to grope and squeeze his soft little body. I was thorough, kneading against the flesh of his neck, shoulders and limbs. The poor thing had performed far too many acts of manual labor in his years pre-adoption, and it left him with so many sensitive bundles of muscular tissue. Still, I made sure it would appear to him I was focusing my attention mainly on his penis, which was the only place he had been trained to see feminine touch as wholly nonthreatening to his masculinity.

A specific tool unfurled from the many engineered tissues around my core as I readied him for the mating ritual, a pleasure graft. It was a specialized bit of biotech designed to simulate the sensation of a terran vaginal canal for Remy to enjoy. I was pleased to see my pet’s corresponding anatomy was engorged and ready as I formed two separate legs for it to go between and held it into position where it poked out from my layered fleshy surface leaves that I folded like a human labia. I was indifferent to the placement, and might even favor it being on something like my hand, but his pleasure response was greatly enhanced by the verisimilitude, so there was no reason not to.

I adjusted the rest of my form to more closely resemble a generously curvy naked human woman, laid down on what would be my back if I was actually a terran, and parted my legs for him to climb on top of me. “Come on, sweetie.”

My little bundle of joy stared for a long moment with his mouth hanging open slightly, before clambering up on all fours to, as he had charmingly put it, ‘climb me like a tree.’ 

“Let me get you ready too…” His fingers fumbled with a location that was not quite where a human clitoris would be if I had one. My floret was so endearing in his clumsiness I had to stop myself from giving in to the urge to squeeze my adorable little man between the boughs that formed my thighs until he was crushed flat. His intimate ineptitude was deeply endearing, and he had only grown less skilled over the weeks of our courtship, as I slowly hypnotically eroded his memory of ever having mated with other humans.

“Just like that,” I encouraged. Remy didn't need to be good at sex, after all, since he would almost certainly only be having it with me. All he needed was to enjoy himself. That was what made me enjoy this activity. My conditioning had worn down his ability to pleasure even himself, since I wanted his orgasms to remain entirely in the domain of social reinforcement than wasting perfectly good conditioning neurochemicals on those black and white comics about step-mothers he liked reading.

In the event I ever decided he needed another human sexual partner in his life, I would obviously enroll him in remedial classes on his own species.

He pulled back, admiring the viscous dripping nectars I had fed into the flower, clearly giddy with excitement. I loved making him feel accomplished. He had set himself to task, and fulfilled a self assigned purpose. I was genuinely an alien whose internality he could not possibly fathom and whose definitions of pleasure he could never meaningfully engage with intentionally, so I already slotted perfectly into how Remy had always seen women. His sexual self-absorption was one of very few places that the Accord had never forced him to grow up too fast, and I would cherish that forever.

“Fuck, you're so wet. That’s gorgeous. And it’s just for me.” He was already sweating as he fell into place, head nestled neatly between the plump breasts he liked to suck on. “Mine. My wife. I’m gonna deflower you, Shanai,” he added with a sweet little nervous giggle. 

Remy had called the relevant tool a ‘pussy flower’ the first time he saw it. It was an arrangement of damp, curling petals that appeared to be white to him with pink spots, though in the fuller spectrum it was covered in serial codes that linked to an intranet resource on the best technique for its use and configuration. It was self-lubricating, and secreted contact euphoriants and bonding enhancers.

“Of course, dear. My needy little flower is just for my husband’s pleasure.” I had no plans to have similar relations with any other terrans, so exclusivity over my imitation genitals had been an easy promise to make. I stroked through his hair with my fingers, and pulled him in closer. “I want you inside me. I want you.”

Remy groaned as the tip of his penis entered the flower, and was immediately coated with contact euphoriants that elevated his enjoyment well beyond what any human woman could ever have accomplished. I was pleased to observe him falling into the familiar loop of thrusting responses. I set a cycle process to repeatedly say his name and tell him I was enjoying myself, and let my thoughts drift as he rutted into the flower. 

The pleasure graft had other configurations, of course. Each designed to simulate one of the other orifices he was interested in sexually. It had been rather charming how excited the idea of being ‘allowed’ to have intercourse with my anus had made him, so I chose not to explain that I didn’t have a digestive system as he understood it, or that I was actually using the same device for each perceived sexual organ. That was generally the nature of our relations- why would I deprive my little guy of a happy illusion? 

The concept of challenge, true challenge, was all but eliminated for pet species. The pets themselves were the only scarce thing left. I could’ve made a dozen pleasure grafts in limitless configurations for him. All that remained was the game, the enriching fantasy of setting a goal and being talented enough to achieve it. Truthfully, only the permission-seeking element of his behavior was a problem in my opinion, and he had been improving rapidly in speaking up about his wants and needs.

I had the option to wire the graft’s sensor suite directly to my own core to experience a simulacra of its pleasure response, but my stamens wrinkled slightly in distaste at that idea. I didn’t judge those who liked that sort of thing, but… no thank you, not with a xenosphont. I wanted to provide for his needs. 

He already gave me so much. So much more than he even knew.

I had… a stressful job. My station was not an office most affini had the cellulose for, as the head of the branch that made the regrettable but necessary choices of who the ship was going to prioritize. We had made large scale calculated calls on the exact optimal speed to approach our rescue operations of the terran species from the Accord, but… I knew the rough number of the poor things that would pass in ways we could have prevented during the next few years, and it was a figure that I sometimes needed to activate the job’s mandatory memory partition to forget.

Not around my Remy though.

My sweet, sweet little terran, dutifully pleasuring himself inside my flower. As far as I cared to burden him, my job was something he’d called a ‘secretary’ and I didn’t see any need to correct that. He was a transit engineer, a hobby I’d let him continue to indulge as long as it brought him joy, and it was a little funny how he seemed to think his was the more important role to the functioning of the Compact.

Oh, he was nearing his climax. Best to focus fully on that. I cut the loop of moans and spoke manually instead. “Please, Remy, cum inside me! I’m yours!” He always responded well to commands to do things he wanted to do anyway.

“Fuck! My woman, my girl… Shanai, fuck, I’m going to-” Remy grunted, twitched, and ejaculated into the flower. I modulated its undulations slightly, squeezing in to heighten his enjoyment. He whimpered adorably, collapsing into me. I writhed in delight at the sight of him covered in the pollen that he had rubbed all over himself while humping, and brought him to drool against my core.

I was very pleased to see that the graft’s chemical breakdown of his ejaculate indicated I was feeding him properly. The class-G I had used to revert the development of his testes to a less developed state that produced significantly less testosterone had gone well. The resulting loss of reproductive viability was both reversible and vanishingly unlikely to ever matter.

Remy lifted a hand with a thumb up, expressing his sense of joy. It was utterly dorky and completely endearing. His pulse slowed, and I wicked off the majority of the saline perspiration clinging to him. I noticed a single mote of pollen on the crown of my floret's head, and shivered at the sight in a way sweet little Remy could never have conjured.

“Fuck. That was fast… I wanted to ask you to call me sir,” he mumbled with a chuckle. I intended to train him to climax even more quickly in the future, of course. His flushed face and flustered disposition over a premature expulsion was driven by silly societal expectation, but it made me want to rebloom on the spot. Besides, it wasn’t just for my benefit. It would be more efficient as a reward mechanism that way, and that was good for him too.

I put on a bubbly, tempting tone as I answered, fidgeting with his collar as I did. “Would you like that, honey? To use a title during sex?”

I had already interrogated him about his deepest preferences extensively while under the effects of memory blockers and a powerful truth serum, but would happily move up the planned implementation schedule if he asked. The question was intentionally phrased to allow him to confess his desire to refer to me as ‘Mommy’ if the little guy was feeling particularly brave.

“Um, I’d like you to call me something kinky like sir, maybe a little,” he lied, fooling himself but not me.

“Of course, sir,” I whispered sweetly, humoring his illusion. 

“Hmm,” he mumbled after a moment. “Maybe it’s less hot than I thought.”

I would hardly mind using ‘sir’ as another alias for floret, as I already did with ‘husband.’ The connotations mattered little if it brought him an iota of joy. There was no word in a terran language I could ever call him that actually represented him being in a position of power over me. I bent my simulacra neck in a way that would be physically impossible with an actual skeleton and planted a kiss on his forehead to reassure him. 

“That’s fine, darling. I’ll always be happy to experiment with what makes my man happy.”

“And that’s why I married you,” he babbled back at me. I curled my tendrils around him, holding him in place. Oh, his smile. All the love in the universe would not be enough.

But now, for the main event of the night.

I hooked a vine fully through his collar and tugged gently sideways, guiding his mouth to the bud at the tip of my breast, and he playfully latched on while making a facial expression like he was doing so jokingly. An application of class-P xenodrugs to force his mouth to repeat a simple action would leave him sucking for several minutes, and was something I had done before to his enjoyment. I would have far more use for that particular xenodrug class after his implantation, of course.

Remy moaned as the first squirt of my xenodrug ‘milk’ hit his tongue, and his eyes drifted shut as the psychoactive mixture caused his muscles to mechanically loop the last second of actions they had received from his brain. He wasn’t ready to lucidly admit how much the idea of nursing from me excited him, but I could simply make him for tonight. It would be the last time, since this was one of many small alterations I would be making soon.

But rather than just the sweet, fruity nectar of euphoriants I had previously let him suckle, I was mixing in a new ingredient.

My phytotoxin. 

Remy was middle-aged for his species, about a sixth of a bloom having passed since his birth, and he showed it in the silver streaks in the roots of the various fur patches on his head. But the trauma of capitalism forced all terrans to mature far too quickly, and my newlywed husband was no exception.

Sweet and rich, the flavor was derived from the canned milk products his family were able to afford growing up. There was a minor course of contact euphoriants in it to ensure that the process of suckling and swallowing was deeply physically pleasurable, satisfying and nourishing. But it was primarily a regressant I had requested his vet develop just for him, technically one that straddled multiple categorizations. 

Being my own bespoke phytotoxin, it was not classed, but its semi-permanence already put it in the Ω superclass, with its signature effect in terrans of staining the irises amber. 

Above all else, it would make him mentally younger. More innocent, carefree, unburdened. My husband deserved only the best, and the childish nature of his deepest desires befit the treatment flowing through my grafted nipple and down his throat. 

Each swallowed drop virulently reduced his mental facilities, and while this round would be fairly subtle, only a decade or so of dematuring, further experimentation would determine how much further I would need to sand away the illusion of his functional adulthood. Perhaps the building blocks in the hab hallway would never be opened, but I was happy to prepare for the possibility.

I expressed the pleasure I felt at his breathing in my intoxicants as a moan he would understand. He seemed quite happy to know how much I was enjoying watching him go limp. Finally, I added a potent class-Z sleeping drug to the mix, and watched my beloved little guy doze off, still sucking.

I stood, disjointing the pleasure graft and nipple from their places on my constructed figure and leaving them connected via trailing vines to the relevant body parts as I carried my husband to the bathroom. I ran a bath for my limp little companion animal as I lovingly brushed his teeth one by one, and he snored quietly as I began to wash every nook and cranny of his skin, coating him in my scent markers like a proper floret should be. 

Finally, I dried Remy off, and flowed like a waterfall of foliage into my bed, encircling him in an impenetrable wall that would shield my prize from anything that entropy could throw at me. No burden would be too great for the sake of my charming little husband. He was so cute when he was unconscious. 

“Good boy,” I whispered against the sensitive shell of my husband's soft little ear, watching him twitch slightly and snuggle up even closer. “Mommy loves you so much. You are the best floret I could ever have asked for.”

He couldn’t register my words consciously, of course. And while I had sculpted his thoughts via soporific subliminals many times before, his implantation tomorrow would render that moot anyway. No, he didn't need to register my words.

This part was just for me.

I pressed my husband tight enough to bruise against my bare core, and a deep purr of satisfaction thrummed in my biorhythm as I began to fill the airtight space with immunosuppressant drugs and a waft of compounds that would guarantee even his dreams were carefree and blissful.
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Chapter Two
Finally, hours later, I half-carried my slightly drunk wife back down the boardwalk to my home, helping her keep the appearance of standing under her own power via a harness around her waist and legs under her adorable wedding gown. 

I briefly checked my work messages as Remy got distracted with a display in the fairgrounds, and was not pleased to see what my department was recommending. Worse, I agreed with their findings on what had to be done in relation to the situation with the ship that had been lost in hyperspace around Orphan-3 for the last 86 days. But I shouldn’t let that get to me, not on my little girl’s special night. 

I closed the memory partition and immediately felt better.

We slowly walked at a speed her little legs could keep up with. My sweet Remedy was tall for a terran woman, just a bit under two meters tall, but once I began making her shorter I would probably carry her when outdoors for the sake of punctuality.

Finally, we reached my hab, nestled into the far end of the jungle backed high street. I had originally located myself closer to the center of operations in a place that was plain, sleek and utilitarian with direct access into the long-range fishnet monitoring array, up at the snowy mountaintop of this island on the second ring, which the terrans had apparently named Anthemoessa due to the Mielyu settlement in its shallows faintly resembling something called a siren.

Once it became clear I was going to be acquiring a sweet little princess like Remy though, I immediately relocated to a far more relaxed part of the ship, down near the forest where a program was being run to determine the ideal habitat for yet another member of the animal kingdom from the planet Terra. Though these were avians, rather than the primates, cetaceans, and cephalopods we had already mastered. 

The choice in design was equally simple, a domestic Terran design inspired by the colony prefab mansions of Hablis-9’s upper class neighborhoods. It was minimally altered to avoid clashing with the seaside stylings of Anthemoessa, but still retained its gaudy charm. My pet wanted to feel like she was moving up in the world, and I was all too happy to oblige.

Remy grinned at me as we crossed the threshold. “Home sweet home, huh?”

“That’s right, darling,” I smiled down at her. She had visited, and stayed many nights, but now she would be mine. I was so happy.

I picked her up fully and stepped around the boxes of toys I had procured for a terran pet as we made our way inside. Books, model trains, assorted gaming devices, plastic building blocks, various hobby tools. The sorts of things a little human might need for enrichment. Especially if I decided her tendency for overcompensatory overwork made my wife’s current job harmful and changed plans to keeping her in the hab as a housepet. I had been too busy to unpack them, but I would have plenty of time in the next week.

As we reached the end of the hallway I set my wife down and swapped places with her. Remy triumphantly carried me though the door to my bedroom, stabilized and aided by a few of my own structural limbs hanging down to lower my effective weight down to something she could lift. I favored a slightly shorter body than most affini at around two and a half meters tall, but a much higher density and a voluptuous construction. A good mass ratio was still very important to be able to care for my wife when she needed to be picked up.

I was almost sad to take her gown off, but I reminded myself as she carefully folded it and set it down on a side table that she was my floret now and I could play dressup with her whenever I wanted. Remy struck a pose, trying to look like what she thought was ‘sexy,’ which at least accidentally had the effect of being so precious it made me want to smother her.

“Like what you see, babe?” She wiggled her rear end at me, and then gestured at her genitals while waggling her eyebrows. I nearly collapsed from how adorable it was. 

“Of course. You're my wife, silly.”

“What about you, I wanna see my Wife’s naked body.”

I was not technically wearing clothes, so I had little to remove, but I did shed a few of the larger petals that had formed my dress to be decompiled later. It was a replicated response to her peacocking instinct, but one that she seemed to enjoy greatly. 

I would bare my actual core later, but that would have to be after the activity that at least theoretically benefited from her ability to have agency over the physical act.

I lowered the face I had sculpted in the image of her mother, bringing its lips and hers together in a loving kiss. Humans, being highly neotenous, tended to have very blurry lines between what they considered mating partners and caretakers. The best behavioral analysts in the fleet were still not in full agreement on why. I personally subscribed to the theory that evolution had built their astonishingly powerful capacity to bond to others- or inanimate objects, even- by repurposing an existing parental imprinting structure in their mammalian lineage.

After all, Remy, consciously or not, imagined her ideal partner was someone who would cook and clean for her, manage her emotional needs, and generally coddle her and provide structure to her life while remaining sexually available. It did appear to be a sexualized latching onto an idealized maternal figure. And the Terran sex drive was a powerful motivating and bonding tool I had already taken great joy in enabling. It was truly amazing how well suited to florethood the sweet thing was.

As her mouth was occupied, I allowed a light misting of a potent aphrodisiac to suffuse into the air. It was a fairly blunt xenodrug, carried on a scent of aerosolized sugary compounds that her rather simple nose found irresistibly alluring due to it usually signalling the presence of food. Not that it was strictly needed, since terrans were always in heat. But I wanted to create the greatest need I could.

She yelped and groaned as my vines began to grope and squeeze her soft little body. I was thorough, kneading against the flesh of her neck, shoulders and limbs. The poor thing had performed far too many acts of manual labor in her years pre-adoption while still under the delusions of masculinity, and it left her with so many sensitive bundles of muscular tissue. Still, I made sure it would appear to her I was focusing my attention mainly on her penis, which was the only place she saw my touch as wholly nonthreatening to her perceived status as my equal.

A specific tool unfurled from the many engineered tissues around my core as I readied her for the mating ritual, a pleasure graft. It was a specialized bit of biotech designed to simulate the sensation of a terran vaginal canal for Remy to enjoy. I was pleased to see my pet’s corresponding anatomy was engorged and ready as I formed two separate legs for it to go between and held it into position where it poked out from my layered fleshy surface leaves that I folded like a human labia. I was indifferent to the placement, and might even favor it being on something like my hand, but her pleasure response was greatly enhanced by the verisimilitude, so there was no reason not to.

I adjusted the rest of my form to more closely resemble a generously curvy naked human woman, laid down on what would be my back if I was actually a terran, and parted my legs for her to climb on top of me. “Come on, sweetie.”

My little bundle of joy stared for a long moment with her mouth hanging open slightly, before clambering up on all fours to, as she had charmingly put it, ‘climb me like a tree.’ 

“Let me get you ready too…” Her fingers fumbled with a location that was not quite where a human clitoris would be if I had one. My floret was so endearing in her clumsiness I had to stop myself from giving in to the urge to squeeze my adorable princess between the boughs that formed my thighs until she was crushed flat. Her intimate ineptitude was deeply endearing, and she had only grown less skilled over the weeks of our courtship, as I slowly hypnotically eroded her memory of ever having mated with other humans.

“Just like that,” I encouraged. Remy didn't need to be good at sex, after all, since she would almost certainly only be having it with me. All she needed was to enjoy herself. That was what made me enjoy this activity. My conditioning had worn down her ability to pleasure even herself, since I wanted her orgasms to remain entirely in the domain of social reinforcement rather than wasting perfectly good conditioning neurochemicals on those black and white comics about step-mothers she liked reading.

In the event I ever decided she needed another human sexual partner in her life, I would obviously enroll her in remedial classes on her own species.

She pulled back, admiring the viscous dripping nectars I had fed into the flower, clearly giddy with excitement. I loved making her feel accomplished. She had set herself to task, and fulfilled a self assigned purpose. I was genuinely an alien whose internality she could not possibly fathom and whose definitions of pleasure she could never meaningfully engage with intentionally, so I already slotted perfectly into how Remy had spent many decades being taught to see women. 

If not for my guiding hand, perhaps that element of her personality would’ve faded as she embraced her own womanhood. But her sexual self-absorption was one of very few places that the Accord had never forced her to grow up too fast, and I would cherish it forever.

“Fuck, you're so wet. That’s gorgeous. And it’s just for me.” She was already sweating as she fell into place, head nestled neatly between the plump breasts she liked to suck on. “Mine. My wife. I’m gonna deflower you, Shanai,” she added with a sweet little nervous giggle. 

Remy had called the relevant tool a ‘pussy flower’ the first time she saw it. It was an arrangement of damp, curling petals that appeared to be white to her with pink spots, though in the fuller spectrum it was covered in serial codes that linked to an intranet resource on the best technique for its use and configuration. It was self-lubricating, and secreted contact euphoriants and bonding enhancers.

“Of course, dear. My needy little flower is just for my wife’s pleasure.” I had no plans to have similar relations with any other terrans, so exclusivity over my imitation genitals had been an easy promise to make. I stroked through her hair with my fingers, and pulled her in closer. “I want you inside me. I want you.”

Remy groaned as the tip of her penis entered the flower, and was immediately coated with contact euphoriants that elevated her enjoyment well beyond what any human could ever have accomplished. I had offered to arrange for bottom surgery for the girl after my truth serum aided inquiries led me to decide she would transition during our first date, but she had seemed uninterested in the prospect. I was pleased to observe her falling into the familiar loop of thrusting responses. I set a cycle process to repeatedly say the name I had picked for her and tell her I was enjoying myself, and let my thoughts drift as she rutted into the flower. 

The pleasure graft had other configurations, of course. Each designed to simulate one of the other orifices she was interested in sexually. It had been rather charming how excited the idea of being ‘allowed’ to have intercourse with my anus had made her, so I chose not to explain that I didn’t have a digestive system as she understood it, or that I was actually using the same device for each perceived sexual organ. That was generally the nature of our relations- why would I deprive my floret of a happy illusion? 

The concept of challenge, true challenge, was all but eliminated for pet species. The pets themselves were the only scarce thing left. I could’ve made a dozen pleasure grafts in limitless configurations for her. All that remained was the game, the enriching fantasy of setting a goal and being talented enough to achieve it. Truthfully, only the permission-seeking element of her behavior was a problem in my opinion, and she had been improving rapidly in speaking up about her wants and needs.

I had the option to wire the graft’s sensor suite directly to my own core to experience a simulacra of its pleasure response, but my stamens wrinkled slightly in distaste at that idea. I didn’t judge those who liked that sort of thing, but… no thank you, not with a xenosphont. I wanted to provide for her needs. 

She already gave me so much. So much more than she even knew.

I had… a stressful job. My station was not an office most affini had the cellulose for, as the head of the branch that made the regrettable but necessary choices of who the ship was going to prioritize. We had made large scale calculated calls on the exact optimal speed to approach our rescue operations of the terran species from the Accord, but… I knew the rough number of the poor things that would pass in ways we could have prevented during the next few years, and it was a figure that I sometimes needed to activate the job’s mandatory memory partition to forget.

Not around my Remy though.

My sweet, sweet little terran, dutifully pleasuring herself inside my flower. As far as I cared to burden her, my job was something she’d called a ‘secretary’ and I didn’t see any need to correct that. She was a transit engineer, a hobby I’d let her continue to indulge as long as it brought her joy, and it was a little funny how she seemed to think hers was the more important role to the functioning of the Compact.

Oh, she was nearing her climax. Best to focus fully on that. I cut the loop of moans and spoke manually instead. “Please, Remy, cum inside me! I’m yours!” She always responded well to commands to do things she wanted to do anyway.

“Fuck! My woman, my girl… Shanai, fuck, I’m going to-” Remy grunted, twitched, and ejaculated into the flower. I modulated its undulations slightly, squeezing in to heighten her enjoyment. She whimpered adorably, collapsing into me. I writhed in delight at the sight of her covered in the pollen that she had rubbed all over herself while humping against me, and brought her to drool against my core.

I was very pleased to see that the graft’s chemical breakdown of her ejaculate indicated I was feeding her properly. The class-G attribute I had used to revert the development of her testes to a less developed state that no longer produced testosterone had gone well. 

Remy lifted a hand with a thumb up, expressing her sense of joy. It was utterly dorky and completely endearing. Her pulse slowed, and I wicked off the majority of the saline perspiration clinging to her. I noticed a single mote of pollen on the crown of my floret's head, and shivered at the sight in a way sweet little Remy could never have conjured.

“Fuck. That was fast… I wanted to ask you to call me mistress,” she mumbled with a chuckle. I intended to train her to climax even more quickly in the future, of course. Her flushed face and flustered disposition over a premature expulsion was driven by silly societal expectation, but it made me want to rebloom on the spot. Besides, it wasn’t just for my benefit. It would be more efficient as a reward mechanism that way, and that was good for her too.

I put on a bubbly, tempting tone as I answered, fidgeting with her collar as I did. “Would you like that, honey? To use a title during sex?”

I had already interrogated her about her deepest preferences extensively while under the effects of memory blockers and a powerful truth serum, but would happily move up the planned implementation schedule if she asked. The question was intentionally phrased to allow her to confess her desire to refer to me as ‘Mommy’ if my princess was feeling particularly brave.

“Um, I’d like you to call me something kinky like mistress, maybe a little,” she lied, fooling herself but not me. “Since you’re such a fucking bottom.”

She had only been immersed in queer terran culture for a few weeks, and yet she had already formed a quite amusingly simplistic perspective of something called ‘topping’ that appeared to at least partially be a recontextualization of prior conceptions of masculinity and femininity with new nouns. It was absolutely precious. 

“Of course, mistress,” I whispered sweetly, humoring the illusion.

“Hmm,” she mumbled after a moment. “Maybe it’s less hot than I thought.”

I would hardly mind using ‘mistress’ as another alias for floret, as I already did with ‘wife.’ The connotations mattered little if it brought her an iota of joy. There was no word in a terran language I could ever call her that actually represented her being in a position of power over me. I bent my simulacra neck in a way that would be physically impossible with an actual skeleton and planted a kiss on her forehead to reassure her. 

“That’s fine, darling. I’ll always be happy to experiment with what makes my wife happy.”

“And that’s why I married you,” she babbled back at me. I curled my tendrils around her, holding her in place. Oh, her smile. All the love in the universe would not be enough.

But now, for the main event of the night.

I hooked a vine fully through her collar and tugged gently sideways, guiding her mouth to the bud at the tip of my breast, and she playfully latched on while making a facial expression like she was doing so jokingly. An application of class-P xenodrugs to force her mouth to repeat a simple action would leave her sucking for several minutes, and was something I had done before to her enjoyment. I would have far more use for that particular xenodrug class after her implantation, of course. 

She didn’t remember it, but I had used a different class-P to force her to urinate while clothed once already while testing her interests. It had been a fruitful experiment, and was the reason that one of the cabinets she couldn’t reach was stocked with diapers. Only the best for Remy.

The girl moaned as the first squirt of my xenodrug ‘milk’ hit her tongue, and her eyes drifted shut as the psychoactive mixture caused her muscles to mechanically loop the last second of actions they had received from her brain. She wasn’t ready to lucidly admit how much the idea of nursing from me excited her, but I could simply make her for tonight. It would be the last time, since this was one of many small alterations I would be making soon.

But rather than just the sweet, fruity nectar of euphoriants I had previously let her suckle, I was mixing in a new ingredient.

My phytotoxin. 

Remy was middle-aged for her species, about a sixth of a bloom having passed since her birth, and she showed it in the silver streaks in the roots of the fur patch on the top of her head. But the trauma of capitalism forced all terrans to mature far too quickly, and my newlywed wife was no exception.

Sweet and rich, the flavor was derived from the canned milk products her family were able to afford growing up. There was a minor course of contact euphoriants in it to ensure that the process of suckling and swallowing was deeply physically pleasurable, satisfying and nourishing. But it was primarily a regressant I had requested her vet develop just for her, technically one that straddled multiple categorizations. 

Being my own bespoke phytotoxin, it was not classed, but its semi-permanence already put it in the Ω superclass, with its signature effect in terrans of staining the irises amber. 

Above all else, it would make her mentally younger. More innocent, carefree, unburdened. My wife deserved only the best, and the childish nature of her deepest desires befit the treatment flowing through my grafted nipple and down her throat. 

Each swallowed drop virulently reduced her mental facilities, and while this round would be fairly subtle, only a decade or so of dematuring, further experimentation would determine how much further I would need to sand away the illusion of her functional adulthood. Perhaps the building blocks in the hab hallway would never be opened, but I was happy to prepare for the possibility.

I expressed the pleasure I felt at her breathing in my intoxicants as a moan she would understand. She seemed quite happy to know how much I was enjoying watching her go limp. Finally, I added a potent class-Z sleeping drug to the mix, and watched my beloved pet doze off, still sucking.

I stood, disjointing the pleasure graft and nipple from their places on my constructed figure and leaving them connected via trailing vines to the relevant body parts as I carried my wife to the bathroom. I ran a bath for my limp little companion animal as I lovingly brushed her teeth one by one, and she snored quietly as I began to wash every nook and cranny of her skin, coating her in my scent markers like a proper floret should be. 

Finally, I dried Remy off, and flowed like a waterfall of foliage into my bed, encircling her in an impenetrable wall that would shield my prize from anything that entropy could throw at me. No burden would be too great for the sake of my charming little wife. She was so cute when she was unconscious. 

“Good girl,” I whispered against the sensitive shell of my wife's soft little ear, watching her twitch slightly and snuggle up even closer. “Mommy loves you so much. You are the best floret I could ever have asked for.”

She couldn’t register my words consciously, of course. And while I had sculpted her thoughts via soporific subliminals many times before, her implantation tomorrow would render that moot anyway. No, she didn't need to register my words.

This part was just for me.

I pressed my wife tight enough to bruise against my bare core, and a deep purr of satisfaction thrummed in my biorhythm as I began to fill the airtight space with immunosuppressant drugs and a waft of compounds that would guarantee even her dreams were carefree and blissful.
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Chapter Three
I sprawled across the couch, clinging my darling husband to my core as he twitched in his slumber, nearing the end of his recovery period from implantation. I eagerly awaited hearing him speak a full sentence again, but that was only a few days away.

It had been stressful, of course. It always was, no matter how irrationally. We put on such a brave facade when we reassure our pets that their implantation will go off without a hitch. And it was not a lie. To the scale of a xenosophont, reassurances that failures of the biotech were almost unthinkable were enough. The terran haustorium was expected to have a failure rate of less than a hundred out of the hundreds of billions of them we currently estimated to exist. Terrans routinely traveled on ships whose jump engines were so unstable they were known to have one in ten thousand failure rates, and they considered that safe. 

But to an affini, the risk of it even happening once could be too much to bear. To imagine a single loss could be paralyzing. On an infinite scale of time, surely, our number would have to come up eventually. It was not logical, but the affini species was not particularly resistant to catastrophizing.

Fortunately, I had been in the lucky 99.9999999%, the vet had planted the seed in his spinal column as planned, and he was recovering perfectly. I had a live feed of his haustorium data being fed directly into the digital modem installed in my core, bypassing the need for a separate device. Being able to watch Remy’s heartbeat live was soothing.

The little man curled his fingers around a vine as it brushed past, a tree-grabbing reflex inherited from arboreal genetic ancestry. I wondered how he would look with a tail. I could put little branches for him to climb around the hab… It would be devastatingly adorable to watch him play.

I checked the time, and reactivated my memory partition before joining the meeting on the ongoing situation with the missing ship we had encountered just outside the orbit of Orphan-3. Immediately, an ache returned to my vines, and I wasn’t alone in looking harrowed from among those present.

The captain and shipmind each delivered some formalities. The Hablis-9 reconstruction team gave their reports. The survey of the quarantine moon of Losofor confirmed the origin of a xenopathogen we had been aware of since the early cotyledon program. Finally, it was onto the topic at hand, and therefore my turn. I made a sad rustling, and opened the prefiled statement. It was depressing, to say the least. I delivered the main point in a voice outside Remy’s hearing range so I didn’t wake him.

“My department advises that… We must move on from the system. The crew manifest from the missing ship, minus the one who made it to an escape pod, is thirty two terrans. I do not want to share exactly how many terrans we could have saved from easily curable diseases like cancer if we were not hanging back and falling behind schedule, but it is… outside the scope laid out in the Occantalis’ founding documents."

Only my department, the captain, and the shipmind herself knew the exact magnitude of improbability at which we would call a loss unrecoverable. It was not something the average affini could or should handle. And we had long ago exceeded it. It would have been easier if we hadn’t managed to save the thirty-third crew member.

It was a painful argument to make. But after months of the ship being missing following the jump disaster, it was seeming increasingly likely that they were simply gone, flung into the reaches of hyperspace on a trajectory that would never intersect realspace again. My position was that those 32 lives were going to have to be the first terran casualties logged ‘failed to save’ in the Occantalis’s part in this campaign.

Thirty two was not an acceptable loss, it was thirty two potential florets who might never find their homes. Thirty two little ones who were no different than my dear Remington.

All thirty-two of those files were open before me. We didn’t have a lot to go on, but we had pictures and names and the stories that the precociously chatty one that we had recovered from an escape pod had told us. And if we moved on… we were accepting that on the slim, miniscule chance they ever emerged back into realspace unexpectedly, we would not be there to catch them.

But it was my job to argue for the interest of the unknown many against a known few. To battle against our very instinct to do everything we could to a fault, to triage against the hemorrhage of that only resource we could not create more of in our war against entropy itself- time.

The captain sighed, and nodded solemnly. “I don’t like it, but I agree with Miss Jones’s findings. Barring a miracle, their ship… is gone, and the fact that we can’t recover a wreckage is giving us false hopes. We can’t hang here forever. The rest of the terrans need us too, not just this one ship. We can perform a diligent handoff to the local bureaucracy now that they’re established moonside and leave a relay on the off chance the ship emerges anywhere near the system anytime this century, but that’s all we can do.”

The shipmind, Occantalis Actual replied, and some part of me trembled in quiet awe at the vastness of the affini we all lived inside of. “I do not agree, but I am… overruled. We will move on.” 

And then I physically recoiled as the entire ship shook with a microsecond of the pure rage of a being too big for even the average affini to comprehend, and I felt her scream in grief at the cruelty of the universe. It was like nothing else I had ever experienced.

Occantalis Actual was the most sentimental of all of us, a principled transmigrationist who hated to be reminded that we hadn’t yet domesticated physics on this side of the digital divide. She had seen the ship before it managed to slip into hyperspace on the haphazard and unpredictable engines the little things used, and she considered them hers, her responsibility.

My tendrils squeezed between Remy’s toes, and he burbled some little sleep noise that helped me bear my fraction of the shipmind’s pain. The other teams in the meeting chattered back and forth, but I wasn’t really listening anymore, and the vote was unanimous in the end. I had done my job, and wanted to weep.

The «Logistical arbiter» position, a title so abhorrent to the ideal philosophy of the Compact that its true title was considered too offensive to translate to xenosophont languages, was not one that lended itself to pleasant choices. There were strict term limits on this sort of role- having been one for this campaign, I would be barred from the profession for the remainder of this bloom and the entirety of my next. My memories of being on the job would be archived externally, and completely erased locally. It was extreme, but warranted.

Anything else bred callousness.

I was on the young side to take a floret bloom, but needing to take one after serving this role was quite common. We had barely begun this campaign, and I could already feel the exhaustion creeping into my stems. Like a poison seeping from the part of me I wouldn’t remember was me in a few seconds.

“We will come back for you, if you are still out there,” I promised thirty-two lost souls before I swiped the files shut, and closed the partition off for the day.

“Love…” 

My attention snapped to Remy, and I saw that the sound of my voice had roused him, and in that moment of taking in his soft, innocent, beautiful face, I was reminded why this lingering stress was all worth it.

I almost considered keeping him this way permanently as he yawned loudly without a single concern in the world. It wasn’t like he had anything serious to worry about normally, but he did get very invested in his hobbies, scrunching his face into frowny shapes while figuring out what order to put his train tracks down just right. Currently, he didn’t even have that. Just pure reactive bliss on his soft face, uncomplicated adoration for his maternal protector. I used a vine to brush a lock of his silver-streaked hair away from his cheek. 

He blinked a few times, and a marginally more lucid Remy than I expected looked up at my hypnotic fascinators placed where terrans had eyes. Then his gaze wandered lower, and he started drooling again. Ah, of course. Had I realized how effective the relative afterthought of my chest would be at hypnotism to my husband, I might not have bothered with the eyes at all.

It had been known since fairly early on in the cotyledon program that the sight of bare breasts was shown to lower stress levels in terrans regardless of sexual attraction. It was high among the reasons why I had chosen a feminine gender presentation, and many of my ‘female’ peers could say the same, considering how arbitrary the choice was to an affini. 

But until I was directly connected to Remy’s implant feed I did not realize just how much the rounded lumps drew his focus. While I planned to only rarely dip into the truly granular feed that would technically allow me to see a reconstruction of what he was looking at and thinking, the sheer simplicity of his heavily addled state made divining his inner monologue barely take any focus at all.

…Boobs… …Yay…

Since I was still feeding him entirely via nursing during recovery, I had been maintaining the shape of two smooth, uncovered fleshlike breasts by default, and I had become accustomed to maintaining their shape at all times without conscious effort. Currently, his brain was a bit too dulled to distinguish what particular hunger he was feeling, so I could simply address both at once.

The pleasure graft adhered into place, and I shifted my bondage of his limbs to allow him to thrust however he liked. While he had already been under, in addition to reducing his height by twenty centimeters, I had arranged for his genitals to be made significantly smaller. Roughly half the original size in every dimension, creating a far greater density of nerve endings. It was still just barely within normal terran range, and I personally thought the little protrusion looked absolutely adorable at such a size. The implant would prevent him from remembering it ever having been any other size.

It soothed my core to hear his happy burbles and needy whines as I applied a liberal application of oozing euphoriating sap. I squeezed and stimmed at his little appendage with the folds that connected to the ends of my tendrils. A little tap on the tailbone encouraged an optimal loop, and before long he was panting like the sweet little animal he was.

“Mommy,” came a little whine as he climaxed, and the couch creaked as I squeezed it hard enough to bend its frame. Oh, how lovely it was to hear him call me that unprompted.

I drained the reservoir of the flower, reset his refractory with the implant, and did it again. I had to reward that honesty.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Eventually, his screams went ragged, he hit complete neurotransmitter saturation and I stopped, absorbing the overwhelmed tears from his cheeks with a vine and savoring every drop. A quick application of a class-Z returned him to a state of euphoric slumber that allowed every drop of those natural bonding chemicals to soak in.

I wrapped him up in a little onesie, leaned back on the couch, and began to stream a radio play over the hab speakers while Remy continued nursing restfully, suckling a mix of gentle pleasure drugs and the nutrients his implant would need for the final growth spurt. 

The story was an ancient romantic drama from the maelodion domestication era, roughly nine decades long if played continuously. I had been listening to episodes in bursts over the last few blooms, an old guilty favorite I used to share with my ex. Xir floret had once been a viciously mean specimen, utterly adorable once you peeled away the hateful ideology and xenocidial tendencies. I should send them a letter at some point… though this domestication campaign would be long over before it reached Triangulum.

Something in my core ached knowing Remy would never meet either of them.

A chime suddenly sounded, alerting me to an unexpected and unplanned visitor. I pinged the hab for the camera feed, and saw it was Bel Artyioda and their nest of three florets standing outside.

“Come in,” I called out from where I was sitting on the couch, quickly sweeping my leaves to be a bit more presentable. 

I heard the door open, an oversized version of a wooden terran design, and felt the pulses of their rhythm as they made their way through the vestibule and over to the living space where I was resting.

“Hello, Bel.”

“Hey, Shanai,” they greeted with a swell of biorhythmic warmth. “Figured I’d check in on Remy. See how he’s doing.”

I was tired, and a bit more irritable than I would like. I found that explanation unlikely, since I had shared several hundred holograms and videos of my little guy today alone, and I was hardly in the state I most wished for someone so attractive to see me in.

“Why are you really here, Bel? Not that you are unwelcome, but I cannot imagine you are actually here to check up on your department’s mascot animal.”

Bel sat beside me, curling into a facade of that adorable cross-legged pose that humans did so casually that was almost impossible for most body plans. The ceiling was a bit low for them, admittedly, so their core was level with mine up on the couch.

“Oh, obviously not. I’m here because of you.”

I ran little creepers through my spouse’s hair absentmindedly as he fed. “That’s vague.”

Their focus shifted, probing at the curling, wilted edges of a few of my leaves, which I quickly shifted back into my central mass. “Call it a wellness check… of sorts.”

I rose a pattern of thorns in a gesture Remy would compare to ‘flipping the bird,’ but the subtle swirl of chemical tone tags in the air made it clear this was not quite a formal action. It was… more romantic.

“Fine. Check my wellness, then.”

They were quiet for a long moment, then spoke again. “I saw the announcement, and if we are on the move out of the system…” a vine curled around mine in a helix. “Figured my new friend who’s on the committee for that whole situation might be in need of some company.”

I raised a few leaves, showing the external memory block on the side of my core like a little seed. “If it makes you feel better, I don’t actually remember what my professional opinion on that matter is. I assume I was overruled and this all happened in spite of my wishes.”

“Good. Here,” they offered, holding up a flower graft. It was clearly cosmetically altered to match their own vivid petals, but had a standard xenodrug factory module pod at the base. “I got this for you, Shanai.”

I closed my chest, inspecting the unknown flower with trepidation. “What does this produce?”

Bel laughed, an inciting chime that made me want to giggle too. “You don’t trust me?”

I considered the flower, then extended a receptor tendril of the appropriate standardized socket type and fed it the nutrient fluid and low voltage it needed to operate. I gave it a few moments, then probed at what it had manufactured.

…Oh.

It was an affini-targeted drug flower, a potent relaxant by the sensation of weight now settling into my vines. It was… not something I could indulge without another affini around to make sure Remy was watched over fully.

It was also electronically blocking the signal to flush my capillary system. I could just sever the vine, of course. This was a flirt, not a trap. But to do that would be an explicit rejection of Bel’s advances, the implication of giving me a flower in their own colors was quite universally understood. 

I was being courted, and the stated prerequisite was that I needed to be willing to relax a bit. I probed the configuration file on the flower’s firmware and saw it was configured to only trigger if it detected potentially hazardous levels of stress hormones in my system. 

Which it apparently did. 

Oh, that was not a good sign of what was happening on the other side of the memory barrier, was it. Best not to think about that. Easier not to with the class-E flowing though my stems, admittedly.

“You have drugged me.”

“Sure have.”

I was impaired, I was not the primary caretaker here now, Bel was. The implication of the gesture was that they would be here for me if I needed it, because no affini would ever create a void they were not ready to fill. And to remove a graft that had only acted to protect me would be outright feralist of me.

It was permission to let go of control, just a bit, and… Bel had seen clear through me. I needed that permission, badly. 

I let my carefully manicured shape unravel just a little, and shifted the flower to sit directly beside my core, a cherished position. Accepting the dance of romance. I had only ever led before. This was new.

What an utterly devastating flirt. I might be the older affini, but I felt outclassed. 

“There you go, good girl,” Bel teased, and deposited the trio of their florets in my sprawling mass, where they immediately woke up and snuggled up to Remy.

“Sleepy ape!” “We should play!” “Oh, he's implanted now!”

Listening to their little sweet chirping voices as they discussed the weird ape they were climbing all over was dizzyingly cute.

Eventually, my little homo sapien familiaris wriggled in half-slumber before weakly grabbing onto Topi like a stuffed animal, making a little cooing sound that made my core melt to slag. 

“Lil… fluff drag’n,” he murmured, to the absolute adoration of every other sophont present, including the one he had grappled. The other two playfully jumped around my body like a little cliffside nest, and a deep sense of joy sank into my deepest internodes as Remy looked up at the other pets in wonder, golden irises dilating as he tried to track them without object permanence.

It was a wonder anything ever got done, it all seemed so unimportant when faced with the unmitigated joy of watching such a precious and uncomplicated creature unravel before my very eyes. And yet that was the very reason we ravelled up our vines in such complicated conversations. Why we poured over the mitigating circumstances and burdened ourselves with the important work. It was worth it to save even one of the little things. 

Bel’s vines wove into mine, and I let myself have a proper rest cycle, the first real one since that poor terran ship had slipped away. 

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Three
I sprawled across the couch, clinging my darling wife to my core as she twitched in her slumber, nearing the end of her recovery period from implantation. I eagerly awaited hearing her speak a full sentence again, but that was only a few days away.

It had been stressful, of course. It always was, no matter how irrationally. We put on such a brave facade when we reassure our pets that their implantation will go off without a hitch. And it was not a lie. To the scale of a xenosophont, reassurances that failures of the biotech were almost unthinkable were enough. The terran haustorium was expected to have a failure rate of less than a hundred out of the hundreds of billions of them we currently estimated to exist. Terrans routinely traveled on ships whose jump engines were so unstable they were known to have one in ten thousand failure rates, and they considered that safe. 

But to an affini, the risk of it even happening once could be too much to bear. To imagine a single loss could be paralyzing. On an infinite scale of time, surely, our number would have to come up eventually. It was not logical, but the affini species was not particularly resistant to catastrophizing.

Fortunately, I had been in the lucky 99.9999999%, the vet had planted the seed in her spinal column as planned, and she was recovering perfectly. I had a live feed of her haustorium data being fed directly into the digital modem installed in my core, bypassing the need for a separate device. Being able to watch Remy’s heartbeat live was soothing.

The little terran wiggled, ineffectually trying to shed the padding from her sensitive skin. It was all that she wore, but of course it was a necessity during her recovery. She curled her fingers around a vine as it brushed past, a tree-grabbing reflex inherited from arboreal genetic ancestry. I wondered how she would look with a tail. I could put little branches for her to climb around the hab… It would be devastatingly adorable to watch her play.

I checked the time, and reactivated my memory partition before joining the meeting on the ongoing situation with the missing ship we had encountered just outside the orbit of Orphan-3. Immediately, an ache returned to my vines, and I wasn’t alone in looking harrowed from among those present.

The captain and shipmind each delivered some formalities. The Hablis-9 reconstruction team gave their reports. The survey of the quarantine moon of Losofor confirmed the origin of a xenopathogen we had been aware of since the early cotyledon program. Finally, it was onto the topic at hand, and therefore my turn. I made a sad rustling, and opened the prefiled statement. It was depressing, to say the least. I delivered the main point in a voice outside Remy’s hearing range so I didn’t wake her.

“My department advises that… We must move on from the system. The crew manifest from the missing ship, minus the one who made it to an escape pod, is thirty two terrans. I do not want to share exactly how many terrans we could have saved from easily curable diseases like cancer if we were not hanging back and falling behind schedule, but it is… outside the scope laid out in the Occantalis’ founding documents."

Only my department, the captain, and the shipmind herself knew the exact magnitude of improbability at which we would call a loss unrecoverable. It was not something the average affini could or should handle. And we had long ago exceeded it. It would have been easier if we hadn’t managed to save the thirty-third crew member.

It was a painful argument to make. But after months of the ship being missing following the jump disaster, it was seeming increasingly likely that they were simply gone, flung into the reaches of hyperspace on a trajectory that would never intersect realspace again. My position was that those 32 lives were going to have to be the first terran casualties logged ‘failed to save’ in the Occantalis’s part in this campaign.

Thirty two was not an acceptable loss, it was thirty two potential florets who might never find their homes. Thirty two little ones who were no different than my dear Remedy.

All thirty-two of those files were open before me. We didn’t have a lot to go on, but we had pictures and names and the stories that the precociously chatty one that we had recovered from an escape pod had told us. And if we moved on… we were accepting that on the slim, miniscule chance they ever emerged back into realspace unexpectedly, we would not be there to catch them.

But it was my job to argue for the interest of the unknown many against a known few. To battle against our very instinct to do everything we could to a fault, to triage against the hemorrhage of that only resource we could not create more of in our war against entropy itself- time.

The captain sighed, and nodded solemnly. “I don’t like it, but I agree with Miss Jones’s findings. Barring a miracle, their ship… is gone, and the fact that we can’t recover a wreckage is giving us false hopes. We can’t hang here forever. The rest of the terrans need us too, not just this one ship. We can perform a diligent handoff to the local bureaucracy now that they’re established moonside and leave a relay on the off chance the ship emerges anywhere near the system anytime this century, but that’s all we can do.”

The shipmind, Occantalis Actual replied, and some part of me trembled in quiet awe at the vastness of the affini we all lived inside of. “I do not agree, but I am… overruled. We will move on.” 

And then I physically recoiled as the entire ship shook with a microsecond of the pure rage of a being too big for even the average affini to comprehend, and I felt her scream in grief at the cruelty of the universe. It was like nothing else I had ever experienced.

Occantalis Actual was the most sentimental of all of us, a principled transmigrationist who hated to be reminded that we hadn’t yet domesticated physics on this side of the digital divide. She had seen the ship before it managed to slip into hyperspace on the haphazard and unpredictable engines the little things used, and she considered them hers, her responsibility.

My tendrils squeezed between Remy’s toes, and she burbled some little sleep noise that helped me bear my fraction of the shipmind’s pain. The other teams in the meeting chattered back and forth, but I wasn’t really listening anymore, and the vote was unanimous in the end. I had done my job, and wanted to weep.

The «Logistical arbiter» position, a title so abhorrent to the ideal philosophy of the Compact that its true title was considered too offensive to translate to xenosophont languages, was not one that lended itself to pleasant choices. There were strict term limits on this sort of role- having been one for this campaign, I would be barred from the profession for the remainder of this bloom and the entirety of my next. My memories of being on the job would be archived externally, and completely erased locally. It was extreme, but warranted.

Anything else bred callousness.

I was on the young side to take a floret bloom, but needing to take one after serving this role was quite common. We had barely begun this campaign, and I could already feel the exhaustion creeping into my stems. Like a poison seeping from the part of me I wouldn’t remember was me in a few seconds.

“We will come back for you, if you are still out there,” I promised thirty-two lost souls before I swiped the files shut, and closed the partition off for the day.

“Love…” 

My attention snapped to Remy, and I saw that the sound of my voice had roused her, and in that moment of taking in her soft, innocent, beautiful face, I was reminded why this lingering stress was all worth it.

I almost considered keeping her this way permanently as she yawned loudly without a single concern in the world. What good were those fussy grown up thoughts and tedious trips to the bathroom doing for her anyways? It wasn’t like she had anything serious to worry about normally, but she did get very invested in her hobbies, scrunching her face into frowny shapes while figuring out what order to put her train tracks down just right. Currently, she didn’t even have that. Just pure reactive bliss on her soft face, uncomplicated adoration for her maternal protector, shy wettings into her soft squishy padding without a care in the world. I used a vine to brush a lock of her silver-streaked hair away from her cheek. 

She blinked a few times, and a marginally more lucid Remy than I expected looked up at my hypnotic fascinators placed where terrans had eyes. Then her gaze wandered lower, and she started drooling again. Ah, of course. Had I realized how effective the relative afterthought of my chest would be at hypnotism to my wife, I might not have bothered with the eyes at all.

It had been known since fairly early on in the cotyledon program that the sight of bare breasts was shown to lower stress levels in terrans regardless of sexual attraction. It was high among the reasons why I had chosen a feminine gender presentation, and many of my ‘female’ peers could say the same, considering how arbitrary the choice was to an affini. 

But until I was directly connected to Remy’s implant feed I did not realize just how much the rounded lumps drew her focus. While I  planned to only rarely dip into the truly granular feed that would technically allow me to see a reconstruction of what she was looking at and thinking, the sheer simplicity of her heavily addled state made divining her inner monologue barely take any focus at all.

…Boobs… …Yay…

Since I was still feeding her entirely via nursing during recovery, I had been maintaining the shape of two smooth, uncovered fleshlike breasts by default, and I had become accustomed to maintaining their shape at all times without conscious effort. Currently, her brain was a bit too dulled to distinguish what particular hunger she was feeling, so I could simply address both at once.

I slid the vine with a pleasure graft under the folds of her diaper, and used a probing root to confirm that it was still dry. The tendril tickled and curled around the crinkling material in a way she had come to recognize this past week. She knew the stimulus she was about to experience, and fidgeted excitedly in anticipation.

The pleasure graft adhered into place, and I shifted my bondage of her limbs to allow her to thrust however she liked. While she had already been under, in addition to reducing her height by twenty centimeters, I had arranged for her genitals to be made significantly smaller. Roughly half the original size in every dimension, creating a far greater density of nerve endings. It was still just barely within normal terran range, and I personally thought the little girl’s protrusion looked absolutely adorable at such a size. The implant would prevent her from remembering it ever having been any larger.

It soothed my core to hear her happy burbles and needy whines as I applied a liberal application of oozing euphoriating sap and began to grope her soft breasts. I squeezed and stimmed at her little appendage with the folds that connected to the ends of my tendrils. A little tap on her padded tailbone encouraged an optimal loop, and before long she was panting like the sweet little animal she was.

“Mommy,” came a little whine as she climaxed, and the couch creaked as I squeezed it hard enough to bend its frame. Oh, how lovely it was to hear her call me that unprompted.

I drained the reservoir of the flower, reset her refractory with the implant, and did it again, running thick vines around the outside of the padding too. I had to reward that honesty.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Eventually, her screams went ragged, she hit complete neurotransmitter saturation and I stopped, absorbing the overwhelmed tears from her cheeks with a vine and savoring every drop. A quick application of a class-Z returned her to a state of euphoric slumber that allowed every drop of those natural bonding chemicals to soak in.

I carefully retreated and re-taped her padding back tightly around her waist, then wrapped her up in a little onesie and leaned back on the couch. I began to stream a radio play over the hab speakers while Remy continued nursing restfully, suckling a mix of gentle pleasure drugs and the nutrients her implant would need for the final growth spurt. 

The story was an ancient romantic drama from the maelodion domestication era, roughly nine decades long if played continuously. I had been listening to episodes in bursts over the last few blooms, an old guilty favorite I used to share with my ex. Xir floret had once been a viciously mean specimen, utterly adorable once you peeled away the hateful ideology and xenocidial tendencies. I should send them a letter at some point… though this domestication campaign would be long over before it reached Triangulum.

Something in my core ached knowing Remy would never meet either of them.

A chime suddenly sounded, alerting me to an unexpected and unplanned visitor. I pinged the hab for the camera feed, and saw it was Bel Artyioda and their nest of three florets standing outside.

“Come in,” I called out from where I was sitting on the couch, quickly sweeping my leaves to be a bit more presentable. 

I heard the door open, an oversized version of a wooden terran design, and felt the pulses of their rhythm as they made their way through the vestibule and over to the living space where I was resting.

“Hello, Bel.”

“Hey, Shanai,” they greeted with a swell of biorhythmic warmth. “Figured I’d check in on Remedy. See how she’s doing.”

I was tired, and a bit more irritable than I would like. I found that explanation unlikely, since I had shared several hundred holograms and videos of my little princess today alone, and I was hardly in the state I most wished for someone so attractive to see me in.

“Why are you really here, Bel? Not that you are unwelcome, but I cannot imagine you are actually here to check up on your department’s mascot animal.”

Bel sat beside me, curling into a facade of that adorable cross-legged pose that humans did so casually that was almost impossible for most body plans. The ceiling was a bit low for them, admittedly, so their core was level with mine up on the couch.

“Oh, obviously not. I’m here because of you.”

I ran little creepers through my spouse’s hair absentmindedly as she fed. “That’s vague.”

Their focus shifted, probing at the curling, wilted edges of a few of my leaves, which I quickly shifted back into my central mass. “Call it a wellness check… sorta.”

I rose a pattern of thorns in a gesture Remy would compare to ‘flipping the bird,’ but the subtle swirl of chemical tone tags in the air made it clear this was not quite a formal action. It was… more romantic.

“Fine. Check me for wellness, then.”

They were quiet for a long moment, then spoke again. “I saw the announcement, and if we are on the move out of the system…” a vine curled around mine in a helix. “Figured my new friend who is on the committee for that whole situation might be in need of some company.”

I raised a few leaves, showing the external memory block on the side of my core like a little seed. “If it makes you feel better, I don’t actually remember what my professionalf opinion on that matter is. I assume I was overruled and this all happened in spite of my wishes.”

“Good. Here,” they offered, holding up a flower graft. It was clearly cosmetically altered to match their own vivid petals, but had a standard xenodrug factory module pod at the base. “Got this for you, Shanai.”

I closed my chest, inspecting the unknown flower with trepidation. “What does this produce?”

Bel laughed, an inciting chime that made me want to giggle too. “You don’t trust me?”

I considered the flower, then extended a receptor tendril of the appropriate standardized socket type and fed it the nutrient fluid and low voltage it needed to operate. I gave it a few moments, then probed at what it had manufactured.

…Oh.

It was an affini-targeted drug flower, a potent relaxant by the sensation of weight now settling into my vines. It was… not something I could indulge without another affini around to make sure Remy was watched over fully.

It was also electronically blocking the signal to flush my capillary system. I could just sever the vine, of course. This was a flirt, not a trap. But to do that would be an explicit rejection of Bel’s advances, the implication of giving me a flower in their own colors was quite universally understood. 

I was being courted, and the stated prerequisite was that I needed to be willing to relax a bit. I probed the configuration file on the flower’s firmware and saw it was configured to only trigger if it detected potentially hazardous levels of stress hormones in my system. 

Which it… apparently did. 

Oh, that was not a good sign of what was happening on the other side of the memory barrier, was it. Best not to think about that. Easier not to with the class-E flowing though my stems, admittedly.

“You have drugged me.”

“Sure have.”

I was impaired, I was not the primary caretaker here now, Bel was. The implication of the gesture was that they would be here for me if I needed it, because no affini would ever create a void they were not ready to fill. And to remove a graft that had only acted to protect me would be outright feralist of me.

It was permission to let go of control, just a bit, and… Bel had seen clear through me. I needed that permission, badly. 

I let my carefully manicured shape unravel just a little, and shifted the flower to sit directly beside my core, a cherished position. Accepting the dance of romance. I had only ever led before. This was new.

What an utterly devastating flirt. I might be the older affini, but I felt outclassed. 

“There you go, good girl,” Bel teased, and deposited the trio of their florets in my sprawling mass, where they immediately woke up and snuggled up to Remy.

“Sleepy ape!” “We should play!” “Oh, she's implanted now!”

Listening to their little sweet chirping voices as they discussed the weird ape they were climbing all over was dizzyingly cute.

Eventually, my little homo sapien familiaris wriggled in half-slumber before weakly grabbing Topi like a stuffed animal, making a little cooing sound that made my core melt to slag. 

“Lil… fluff drag’n,” she murmured, to the absolute adoration of every other sophont present, including the one she had grappled. The other two playfully jumped around my body like a little cliffside nest, and a deep sense of joy sank into my deepest internodes as Remy looked up at the other pets in wonder, golden irises dilating as she tried to track them without object permanence.

It was a wonder anything ever got done, it all seemed so unimportant when faced with the unmitigated joy of watching such a precious and uncomplicated creature unravel before my very eyes. And yet that was the very reason we ravelled up our vines in such complicated conversations. Why we poured over the mitigating circumstances and burdened ourselves with the important work. It was worth it to save even one of the little things. 

Bel’s vines wove into mine, and I let myself have a proper rest cycle, the first real one since that poor terran ship had slipped away. 
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Chapter Four
“I’m a lucky man. Just one pancake this good woulda cost you a whole week’s wages back on Hablis,” Remy explained through a concerningly full mouth, crumbs and syrup spilling down onto his chest. “And I’m gonna eat six and a half of them.”

A warm flutter filled my stems as I watched my husband eat the breakfast I had made for him. He fit perfectly in my vines, still a little clumsy, but I had sorely missed his adorable little anecdotes while he was too drugged from recovery to speak. “Only six and a half, dear?”

“Yeah. Seven would be too much, I think.”

“I see.”

He took a final, mighty gulp of his coffee, one that made me glad I had opted for the feature in his implant that would allow him to oxygenate through his pores in the event of choking. Remy turned back and looked up to face me from his seat in my lap with a big grin. “They were really sweet, too, what did you use?”

I gestured at the twin mounds on my chest. “Human breastmilk. Or the bioidentical equivalent I now produce.”

His precious little eyes widened, and lingered on my chest as he made little flustered stammering noises. It made my tendrils wiggle. 

Technically, the chemical factory I had now grafted to my own body was no less a machine than the compiler was. But there was a certain satisfaction in knowing it was my own internal nutrient supply being used to manufacture some fraction of his, in the same way that compiling a meal was less satisfying to me than cooking from compiled ingredients. 

I set Remy down on the floor, cleaned up after his breakfast in a flurry of vines, and slithered over to the living room so I could see to some work forms. Nothing too stressful, fortunately, the partition would be remaining closed today. Since Remy seemed unsure of what to do now, I hooked a vine through the chain around his neck and tugged him along behind me.

“Come dear, I want to pet you while I watch TV.”

My little floret blushed, but followed me to the couch. “Well, I guess you can pet me. Happy wife, happy life, they say!”

Despite his pretending to be neutral to the idea, he immediately nuzzled into me as I picked him up and laid him on his side with my leg as a pillow. His little moaned sigh of happiness calmed me every bit as much as the flower Bel had given me did. He was such an affectionate little animal, rubbing his face against my thighs while I stroked his scalp. 

I instructed the implant to raise his class-A level a bit higher, and was amused to notice he was now rubbing his crotch against me as well. I briefly opened the feed to his thoughts to peer into his simple little mind.

Fuck. I love her so much. Maybe she’ll say we can have sex later… 

Adorable, if misguided. I had his haustorium configured to translate its best interpretation of his thought patterns to me directly. I had quickly discovered that far more of his thoughts were devoted to mating with me than I had initially estimated. However, having also learned that he perceived pleasurable intimacy as something scarce to be granted or withheld, I had decided not to prompt it until he asked. I hoped he would develop an association between speaking his needs and the predictable guaranteed rewards. It would be best for him to learn I had truly meant my wedding vows, to always see to his needs fully. I assumed he would learn to be more assertive about what he wanted soon.

And it was so cute when he begged for sex.

Often, my readout of his feelings did not quite take the shape of words, but simply an appreciation for the sensations of his nerves and skin and adorable muscles and gut and millions of nerves hooked up to the inefficient little computer he called a brain. Humans were like many xenosophonts in that way, mind and body constantly engaged in a dance of mutual discovery, since the little things had so little time to fully embed themselves within a mortal frame.

I could watch his cheek muscles scrunch up like that forever. The little whine on his breath, how utterly silly his mating instincts made him… I should increase his libido more. Unless that caused him distress. Maybe he needed more toys.

Right. Work. It was so easy to just focus on my little guy instead.

I turned the TV on to a show he liked and turned my attention inward towards my digital modem. I often pretended to use a tablet around him, but I didn’t want to explain that I was working. Opening the interface to the central bureaucracy, thankfully, did not currently fill me with the dread that it had just a few days ago. There had been joyous news, so good I was even able to remember it when not working. 

The Occantalis was enroute back to the vicinity of Orphan-3, because the Everbloom itself had granted us a miracle. The lost ship had resurfaced and our relays indicated it had emergency landed on the moon of Losofor. We would, if nothing else, be getting closure on the fate of the lost crew, but remote scans indicated some ingenious little cutie among them had managed to stabilize their ship’s reactor and use it as a stable heat source, which meant someone had made it. It had been a badly needed morale boost to every affini on the ship. 

A little voice and a tug on a vine pulled my thoughts back to the present. “So uh, are we doing anything today?”

Remy was panting now, a wet spot spreading across his pajama bottoms. I kissed him gently on the forehead. “You have plans with Bernard and Mikey later, dear. For the game?” 

His eyebrows rose, and he fumbled out his handheld, sure enough seeing his little groupchat had social plans in it. “Oh right! I forgot about that… gotta get the place presentable!”

“If you like, dear.”

I had sent the invitations from his account yesterday, but he rarely remembered his own appointments and didn’t question not remembering having sent them. He hopped down from the couch, wobbling slightly until I carefully steadied him, then strode forward with a determined air.

“Hab? Put on my chores playlist!”

A sting of violins over a synthesized bassline began to play, and Remy wandered out of the room wiggling his arms excitedly. I wasn’t entirely sure what he meant by chores, but he probably wouldn’t make it very far before the class-As made him seek out somewhere comfortable and he ended up napping.

I went back to working, confident his implant would alert me if he needed me. Between the security of his haustorium, the miracle of the lost ship, and of course Bel’s flower currently cheekily releasing single drops of relaxants into my system every once in a while, I was feeling much less stressed. I would have to see a proper stylist for a few wilted roots before my first proper date in blooms. 

I indulged in a little squirm at the thought of what Bel might want to do with me before returning my attention to work.

It wasn’t strictly my department, but I had been following a proposal by the rinan community on the ship we had rescued from horrific living conditions on Hablis. They had voted internally to convert the fifth ring into a nothoculture where they could live with their interactions with the Terran Accord completely erased from their memory and history, rolling the clock back a few decades to before the rinans and humans had met.

The motion had passed, and now it was up to the Office of Transitional Neoxenoveterinary Archaeobureaucracy to determine what that would actually look like. Since the two species had come into contact just a few decades prior, it would not be difficult to reconstruct an initial template of an undisrupted culture, especially once we reached their home planet and had more to work off.

While this level of historical revision was quite an undertaking, it was hardly unjustified. I was fond of my little boy, but not the things his species had done to other xenosophonts. 

As predicted, a few minutes before his friends were expected to arrive, I found Remy snoozing in one of the many little soft nooks around the hab. He rubbed his eyes and yawned adorably as I helped him up.

“Wow, I got kinda tired after those chores, huh?”

Remy tried to take a step and immediately toppled over. I straightened the little thing up, unable to resist petting him as I did. “Of course. What did you do, dear?”

“I put some trash in the decompiler!” He seemed very proud of himself. I was unsure what he could mean by that, because the atomic compiler was far too high up for him to reach easily, and I rather doubted he had been coordinated enough to find a stepstool, but a few of the scattered snack wrappers and toys he had been playing with yesterday were indeed missing… 

“That’s lovely, thank you for helping, my love. Now let’s get you ready.”

I dialed down his xenodrug level and dressed him in a colorful, loose button up shirt that showed off his cute little belly fur and put on a pair of cute little swim shorts that were adorned in a fractal stripe pattern that matched my own foliage. 

A few minutes later, Remy and I went out front to greet his guests. Two of his ‘buds’, Mikey and Bernard, made their way down the road, stepping over the stones that marked where I wanted to try a small terran vegetable garden when work was less draining. A third invitee, the one that had been wearing a wardship collar at the wedding, was still recovering from his implantation and hadn’t been able to make it. Kee and their wife were avoiding being around Mikey entirely, since they preferred to remain independent and could, as Kee had privately messaged, 'see the writing on the wall'.

“Hey, Mrs. Jones,” Bernard offered politely. “Good to see you again.”

Mikey eyed me with poorly disguised suspicion. “Shanai looks less human than she did before.”

My husband glanced up at me, then shrugged and continued walking to the back garden area. “Suppose so! I did marry an alien, I’m not complaining. Come on guys, let’s get the barbecue going! Can you be a dear and get my sauces, Shanai?”

Remy was not a particularly skilled cook, but he compensated with unlimited enthusiasm, and the grill I had gotten for him- technically classified as a toy- was specifically designed to be nearly impossible to cook things incorrectly. He had an entire array of specialized sauces and very particular opinions on which was the correct one for a given job, so even if I already knew which he would pick for this I opted to bring the entire collection outside so he got to make the choice. 

I opened the fridge to retrieve the sauces, and finally realized what Remy had done during his ‘chores’ earlier as a pile of terran toys and snack wrappers fell out of the lower portion of the freezer. I nearly unraveled in cuteness aggression on the spot. 

Oh, Everbloom, what did I do to deserve such a sweet creature?

By the time I managed to fully contain my desire to simply throw a gas pod and drug all three of the adorable little terrans into a wriggling stupor so I could pet them without having to deal with Mikey’s feralism, they were already whooping over a game being broadcast to the television display in the back.

“Fuck yeah! Come on, push the payload! It’s not overtime yet!”

Bernard frowned, then shook his head solemnly. “Oh, they have a nest up on rocks… I don’t think blu is gonna make it…”

Remy threw his hands up in mock defeat from beside his toy grill as the camera shifted perspectives. “Noooooo! Come on! He’s flanking, turn around, turn around!”

“Fuck, man. This is it.” Mikey shook his head in despair, his stoic facade cracking entirely with passion at the drama unfolding on the display. “They just lost the medic to a pick, it’s so over. It’s so over.”

It was lovely getting to see the three terrans jabbering in jargon about the game being played, authentically excited. Their gender presentation so often robbed them of excuses to be playful and unserious, and the ritual of a sports game was one of very few situations where caring about ‘trivial’ things was not frowned upon.

“Fuck, man. We lost…”

Remy loved rooting for the ‘blu’ team. Not red, whom he insisted were ‘phonies’. I was not entirely sure what the difference was beyond the texture files of the player models, but it was apparently a very meaningful distinction. I knew from Bel that this was very important, as they had told me about an early terran study while we were messaging late last night as I fidgeted with their flower.

Early on in the cotyledon program, we had learned that terrans engage in the cultural practice of organized competitive sports, both as participants but more interestingly as spectators. Obviously, once we discovered this, researchers had provided several florets with a feed where they could watch simulated games. Generally, it was found they enjoyed when a team they liked won- even when the only difference between teams was the color of their character models.

So the researchers had created a feed where the little ones could always watch their favorite team win. 

This produced a seemingly paradoxical outcome: the Terrans would generally stop rooting for the winning teams. From this, we discovered that the narrative experience of sports viewing is what they value. Not merely desired outcomes, but the experience, no matter how fabricated, of overcoming adversity.

 


 

It was good to be able to watch Remy playing in the water again. Following the game, I had packed the trio a lunch and sent them down to the beach. I was still in the living room at my hab, watching him and his friends via the Occantalis’s monitoring network and his implant. He did not realize I was watching him, of course. 

Droplets flew through the air as he leaped into the oncoming current, his long hair slicked back in the water as he shouted with joy and ran into the waves. The other two were enjoying themselves as well, if less exuberantly since they were not being nursed on regressants nor yet imbued with the vitality of Compact biotech in their spines.

“Good to see you’re still yourself, Rem,” Mikey called out into the deeper water, only standing ankle deep. “We never could keep you out of the damn river.”

Remy poked his head up, grinning with unrestrained joy. “Who else would I be?”

“Well, I was worried you’d end up like one of those florets. It’s still weird she made you shorter, but at least now nobody will think you’re a Moonie.”

“I think it suits him,” Bernard said as he raised a silver eyebrow at Mikey, picking up a beer from the floating stand between them. “You look great, Remington.”

Remy paddled over to the other two, sitting in the shallows and grabbing his own drink. “I just have so much energy, man. I feel better than I have in decades. You should ask one out like I did. Best decision I ever made.”

Mikey chuckled, rolling his eyes. “We can’t all be lucky enough to get one who lets us boss them around like yours does.” 

Bernard nodded. “Knowing my luck I’d get the meanest bear on the ship and I’d be calling some tree daddy for the rest of my life.” Bernard was gay, but had very specific preferences towards feminine men, as well as a deeply repressed feminine personality himself. I had chatted with his future owner about it, and she had a fascinatingly ambitious plan to address that particular contradiction.

Remy scratched his adorably scruffy little chin thoughtfully for a moment before answering. “Yeah, I mean, I dunno about saying I’m the boss of the house, but I sure am loved, and I’m definitely in charge of, you know. The bedroom.”

Mikey took a long sip of his beer, and grunted his agreement. “Affini sure are women in the end huh? Give em a good dicking down and they know the score. And Bernie will find his twink eventually, I’m sure. Twig? Bundle of sticks?”

Bernard seemed uncomfortable, but excused himself from having to answer by picking up a sandwich from the floating basket and taking a large bite that occupied his mouth. It was a fascinating maneuver, to leverage the limits of using the same structure to eat and communicate as an advantage.

Immediately, several flags went off as multiple other affini observing nearby on the beach contacted me with an offer to intervene for my pet’s comfort. I thanked but dismissed them all. This was a needed moment of discomfort for my darling pet. 

He needed the illusion of adversity.

Focusing on my husband, I was pleased to note that Remy’s eye twitched in a distaste at his companion’s unexamined bigotry. It was hardly of any importance how my pet or his ‘buddies’ perceived our relationship, but misogyny and homophobia could be applied as a lens to mistreat other xenosophonts and that was unacceptable. I began writing a report on the exchange, peering into Remy’s inner monologue as I did as a relevant witness.

That’s not right, man… maybe I should tell him to knock that shit off.

Despite his inner thoughts nearly reaching the point of him speaking up, Remy sputtered out, and he merely changed the subject. “But uh, yeah. It’s been great. I was totally plastered for the whole recovery and she’s been spoiling me like a prince ever since…”

Even if social bravery wasn’t my husband’s strong suit, I was still proud of him for getting close, especially since strict conformity to the interests of patriarchy was so rigidly enforced in his culture. Despite their cultural narratives, men were generally not trained to be courageous, mostly being socialized to uphold existing power structures they benefited from, or imagine those less fortunate than themselves as aggressors that they could do justified violence to in the name of protecting others. Mikey was the alpha of their social group’s pecking order, and Remy was disinclined to disrupt that. I triggered a small dispense of reward chemicals in his brain to encourage him next time, then mostly tuned out the rest of the conversation as I filed the form advising that Mikey be put up for an immediate compulsory wardship. 

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Four
“I’m a lucky lady. Just one pancake this good woulda cost you a whole week’s wages back on Hablis,” Remy explained through a concerningly full mouth, crumbs and syrup spilling down onto her pajamas. “And I’m gonna eat six and a half of them.”

A warm flutter filled my stems as I watched my wife eat the breakfast I had made for her. She fit perfectly in my vines, still a little clumsy, but I had sorely missed her adorable little anecdotes while she was too drugged from recovery to speak. “Only six and a half, princess?”

She blushed slightly at the term of endearment, but nodded. “Yeah. Seven would be too much, I think.”

“I see!”

She took a final, mighty gulp of her coffee, one that made me glad I had opted for the feature in her implant that would allow her to oxygenate through her pores in the event of choking. She turned back and looked up to face me from her seat in my lap with a big grin. “They were really sweet, too, what did you use?”

I gestured at the twin mounds on my chest. “Human breastmilk. Or the bioidentical equivalent I now produce.”

“O-oh.” Her precious little eyes widened, and lingered on my chest as she made little flustered stammering noises. It made my tendrils wiggle. 

Technically, the chemical factory I had now grafted to my own body was no less a machine than the compiler was. But there was a certain satisfaction in knowing it was my own internal nutrient supply being used to manufacture some fraction of hers, in the same way that compiling a meal was less satisfying to me than cooking from compiled ingredients. 

I set her down on the floor, cleaned up after her breakfast in a flurry of vines, and slithered over to the living room so I could see to some work forms. Nothing too stressful, fortunately, the partition would be remaining closed today. Since Remy seemed unsure of what to do now, I hooked a vine through the band around her neck and tugged her along behind me.

“Come dear, I want to pet you while I watch TV.”

My little floret blushed, but followed me to the couch. “Well, I guess you can pet me… gotta hold up my end of the bargain for my sexy alien Wife.”

Despite her pretending to be neutral to the idea, she immediately nuzzled into me as I picked her up and laid her on her side with my leg as a pillow. Her little moaned sigh of happiness calmed me every bit as much as the flower Bel had given me did. She was such an affectionate little animal, rubbing her face against my thighs while I stroked her scalp. 

I instructed the implant to raise her class-A level a bit higher, and was amused to notice she was now rubbing her crotch against me as well. I briefly opened the feed to her thoughts to peer into her simple little mind.

Fuck. I love her so much. Maybe she’ll say we can have sex later… 

Adorable, if misguided. I had her haustorium configured to translate its best interpretation of her thought patterns to me directly. I had quickly discovered that far more of my little princess’s thoughts were devoted to mating with me than I had initially estimated. However, having also learned that she perceived pleasurable intimacy as something scarce to be granted or withheld, I had decided not to prompt it until she asked. I hoped she would develop an association between speaking her needs and the predictable guaranteed rewards. It would be best for her to learn I had truly meant my wedding vows, to always see to her needs fully. I assumed she would learn to be more assertive about what she wanted soon.

And it was so cute when she begged for sex.

Often, my readout of her feelings did not quite take the shape of words, but simply an appreciation for the sensations of her nerves and skin and adorable muscles and gut and millions of nerves hooked up to the inefficient little computer she called a brain. Humans were like many xenosophonts in that way, mind and body constantly engaged in a dance of mutual discovery, since the little things had so little time to fully embed themselves within a mortal frame.

I could watch her cheek muscles scrunch up like that forever. The little whine on her breath, how utterly silly her mating instincts made her… I should increase her libido more. Unless that caused her distress. Maybe she needed more toys…

Right. Work. It was so easy to just focus on my little princess instead.

I turned the TV on to a show she liked and turned my attention inward towards my digital modem. I often pretended to use a tablet around little Remedy, but I didn’t want to explain that I was working. Opening the interface to the central bureaucracy, thankfully, did not currently fill me with the dread that it had just a few days ago. There had been joyous news, so good I was even able to remember it when not working. 

The Occantalis was enroute back to the vicinity of Orphan-3, because the Everbloom itself had granted us a miracle. The lost ship had resurfaced and our relays indicated it had emergency landed on the moon of Losofor. We would, if nothing else, be getting closure on the fate of the lost crew, but remote scans indicated some ingenious little cutie among them had managed to stabilize their ship’s reactor and use it as a stable heat source, which meant someone had made it. It had been a badly needed morale boost to every affini on the ship. 

A sweet little voice and a tug on a vine pulled my thoughts back to the present. “So uh, are we doing anything today?”

Remy was panting now, a wet spot spreading across her pajama bottoms. Perhaps I had been premature about putting the padding away. I kissed her gently on the forehead. “You have plans with Bernard and Mikey later, dear. For the game?” 

Her eyebrows rose, and she fumbled out her handheld, sure enough seeing her little groupchat had social plans in it. “Oh right! I forgot about that… gotta get the place presentable!”

“If you like, dear.”

I had sent the invitations from her account yesterday, but she rarely remembered her own appointments and didn’t question not remembering having sent them. She hopped down from the couch, wobbling slightly until I carefully steadied her, then strode forward with a determined air.

“Hab? Put on my chores playlist!”

A sting of violins over a synthesized bassline began to play, and Remy wandered out of the room wiggling her arms excitedly. I wasn’t entirely sure what she meant by chores, but she probably wouldn’t make it very far before the class-As made her seek out somewhere comfortable and she ended up napping.

I went back to working, confident her implant would alert me if she needed me. Between the security of her haustorium, the miracle of the lost ship, and of course Bel’s flower currently cheekily releasing single drops of relaxants into my system every once in a while, I was feeling much less stressed. I would have to see a proper stylist for a few wilted roots before my first proper date in blooms. 

I indulged in a little squirm at the thought of what Bel might want to do with me before returning my attention to work.

It wasn’t strictly my department, but I had been following a proposal by the rinan community on the ship we had rescued from horrific living conditions on Hablis. They had voted internally to convert the fifth ring into a nothoculture where they could live with their interactions with the Terran Accord completely erased from their memory and history, rolling the clock back a few decades to before the rinans and humans had met.

The motion had passed, and now it was up to the Office of Transitional Neoxenoveterinary Archaeobureaucracy to determine what that would actually look like. Since the two species had come into contact just a few decades prior, it would not be difficult to reconstruct an initial template of an undisrupted culture, especially once we reached their home planet and had more to work off.

While this level of historical revision was quite an undertaking, it was hardly unjustified. I was fond of my little pet, but not the things her species had done to other xenosophonts. 

As predicted, a few minutes before her friends were expected to arrive, I found Remy snoozing in one of the many pet beds scattered around the hab. She rubbed her eyes and yawned adorably as I helped her up.

“Wow, I got kinda tired after those chores, huh?”

Remy tried to take a step and immediately toppled over. I straightened the little thing up, unable to resist petting her as I did “Of course. What did you do, dear?”

“I put some trash in the decompiler!” She seemed very proud of herself. I was unsure what she could mean by that, because the atomic compiler was far too high up for her to reach easily, and I rather doubted she had been coordinated enough to find a stepstool, but a few of the scattered snack wrappers and toys she had been playing with yesterday were indeed missing… 

“That’s lovely, thank you for helping, my love. Now let’s get you ready.”

I dialed down her xenodrug level and put on a cute little swimsuit that was adorned in a fractal stripe pattern that matched my own foliage, then put a colorful, loose dress with a midrif cutout that showed off her soft little belly over that. 

A few minutes later, Remy and I went out front to greet her guests. Two of her ‘buds’, Mikey and Bernard, made their way down the road, stepping over the stones that marked where I wanted to try a small terran vegetable garden when work was less draining. A third invitee, the one that had been wearing a wardship collar at the wedding, was still recovering from implantation and hadn’t been able to make it. Kee and their wife were avoiding being around Mikey entirely, since they preferred to remain independent and could, as Kee had privately messaged, 'see the writing on the wall'.

“Hey, Mrs. Jones,” Bernard offered politely. “Good to see you again.”

Mikey eyed me with poorly disguised suspicion. “Shanai looks less human than she did before.”

Remy glanced up at me, then shrugged and continued walking to the back garden area. “Suppose so! I did marry an alien, I’m not complaining. Come on guys, let’s get the barbecue going! Can you get my sauces, Shanai?”

Remy was not a particularly skilled cook, but she compensated with unlimited enthusiasm, and the grill I had gotten for her- technically classified as a toy- was specifically designed to be nearly impossible to cook things incorrectly. She had an entire array of specialized sauces and very particular opinions on which was the correct one for a given job, so even if I already knew which she would pick for this I opted to bring the entire collection outside so she got to make the choice. 

I opened the fridge to retrieve the sauces, and finally realized what Remy had done during her ‘chores’ earlier as a pile of terran toys and snack wrappers fell out of the lower portion of the freezer. I nearly unraveled in cuteness aggression on the spot. 

Oh, Everbloom, what did I do to deserve such a sweet creature?

By the time I managed to fully contain my desire to simply throw a gas pod and drug all three of the adorable little terrans into a wriggling stupor so I could pet them without having to deal with Mikey’s feralism, they were already whooping over a game being broadcast to the television display in the back.

“Fuck yeah! Come on, push the payload! It’s not overtime yet!”

Bernard frowned, then shook his head solemnly. “Oh, they have a nest up on rocks… I don’t think blu is gonna make it…”

Remy threw her hands up in mock defeat from beside her toy grill as the camera shifted perspectives. “Noooooo! Come on! He’s flanking, turn around, turn around!”

“Fuck, man. This is it.” Mikey shook his head in despair, his stoic facade cracking entirely with passion at the drama unfolding on the display. “They just lost the medic to a pick, it’s so over. It’s so over.”

It was lovely getting to see the three terrans jabbering in jargon about the game being played, authentically excited. Their culture so often robbed them of excuses to be playful and unserious, and the ritual of a sports game was one of very few situations where caring about ‘trivial’ things was not frowned upon.

“Fuck. We lost…” She sighed mournfully.

Remy loved rooting for the ‘blu’ team. Not red, whom she insisted were ‘phonies’. I was not entirely sure what the difference was beyond the texture files of the player models, but it was apparently a very meaningful distinction. I knew from Bel that this was very important, as they had told me about an early terran study while we were messaging late last night.

Early on in the cotyledon program, we had learned that terrans engage in the cultural practice of organized competitive sports, both as participants but more interestingly as spectators. Obviously, once we discovered this, researchers had provided several florets with a feed where they could watch simulated games. Generally, it was found they enjoyed when a team they liked won- even when the only difference between teams was the color of their character models.

So the researchers had created a feed where the little ones could always watch their favorite team win. 

This produced a seemingly paradoxical outcome: the Terrans would generally stop rooting for the winning teams. From this, we discovered that the narrative experience of sports viewing is what they value. Not merely desired outcomes, but the experience, no matter how fabricated, of overcoming adversity.

 


 

It was good to be able to watch Remy playing in the water again. Following the game, I had packed the trio a lunch and sent them down to the beach. I was still in the living room at my hab, watching her and her friends via the Occantalis’s monitoring network and her implant. She did not realize I was watching her, of course. 

Droplets flew through the air as she leaped into the oncoming wave, her long hair slicked back in the water as she shouted with joy and splashed in the currents. The other two were enjoying themselves as well, if less exuberantly since they were not being nursed on regressants nor yet imbued with the vitality of Compact biotech in their spines.

“Good to see you’re still yourself, Rem,” Mikey called out into the deeper water, only standing ankle deep. “We never could keep you out of the damn river.”

Remy poked her head up, grinning with unrestrained joy. “Who else would I be?”

“Well, between the collar and gender… I was worried you’d end up like one of those florets. It’s still weird Shanai made you shorter, but at least now nobody will think you’re a Moonie.”

“I think it suits her,” Bernard said as he raised a silver eyebrow at Mikey, picking up a beer from the floating stand between them. “You look great, Remedy.”

Remy paddled over to the other two, sitting in the shallows and grabbing her own drink. “I just have so much energy, dude. I feel better than I have in decades. You should ask one out like I did! Best decision I ever made.”

“And get made into a woman too?” Mikey chuckled, rolling his eyes. “Not that you look bad down there, hell, if I didn't know you were my old drinking buddy I’d be hitting on you. I just think I’ll be fine where I am.”

Remy paused for a moment, and my tracking of her eyes revealed she had noticed the fact that Mikey’s crotch was roughly at her eye level. She stood up before answering, looking up at her friend as she did. “Um, I think I was always a woman inside, Mike…”

“Sure, fine. But you know what I mean, right? We can’t all be lucky enough to get one who lets us boss them around like yours does.” 

Bernard nodded. “Knowing my luck I’d get the meanest bear of a plant on the ship and I’d be calling some tree daddy for the rest of my life.” Bernard was gay, but had very specific preferences towards feminine men, as well as a deeply repressed feminine personality himself. I had chatted with his future owner about it, and she had a fascinatingly ambitious plan to address that particular contradiction.

Remy scratched her adorable little chin thoughtfully for a moment before answering. “I mean, I dunno about saying I’m the boss of the house, but I sure am loved…” her voice trailed off, and she looked up at her taller friend with a clear approval-seeking tone. “A-and I’m definitely in charge of, you know. The bedroom. Shanai’s such a bottom, I can’t keep her off my cock.”

Mikey took a long sip of his beer, and grunted his agreement after leering at my floret’s cleavage for a few moments. “Affini sure are women in the end huh? Give em a good dicking down and they know the score. Like, present company excluded obviously. And Bernie will find his twink eventually, I’m sure. Twig? Bundle of sticks?”

Bernard seemed uncomfortable, but excused himself from having to answer by picking up a sandwich from the floating basket and taking a large bite that occupied his mouth. It was a fascinating maneuver, to leverage the limits of using the same structure to eat and communicate as an advantage.

Immediately, several flags went off as multiple other affini observing nearby on the beach contacted me with an offer to intervene for my pet’s comfort. I thanked but dismissed them all. This was a needed moment of discomfort for my darling pet. 

She needed the illusion of adversity.

Focusing on my wife, I was pleased to note that Remy’s eye twitched in a distaste at her companion’s unexamined bigotry. It was hardly of any importance how my pet or her ‘buddies’ perceived our relationship, but misogyny, transphobia, and homophobia could be applied as a lens to mistreat other xenosophonts and that was unacceptable. I began writing a report on the exchange, peering into Remy’s inner monologue as I did as a relevant witness.

That’s not right, man… maybe I should tell him to knock that shit off. But I’m already lucky he let me keep being one of the guys…

Despite her inner thoughts nearly reaching the point of her speaking up, Remy sputtered out, and she merely changed the subject, looking anywhere but at the man looming over her. “But uh, yeah. It’s been great. I was totally plastered for the whole recovery and she’s been spoiling me like royalty ever since…”

Even if social bravery wasn’t my wife’s strong suit, I was still proud of her for getting close, especially since strict conformity to the interests of patriarchy was so rigidly enforced in her culture. And it was not a small aversion to overcome. While the point of this was to teach her to see Mikey as someone she need not fear, it was expected that she would.

Despite their cultural narratives, men like Mikey were generally not trained to be courageous, mostly being socialized to uphold existing power structures they benefited from, or imagine those less fortunate than themselves as aggressors that they could do justified violence to in the name of protecting others. Mikey was the alpha of their social group’s pecking order, and Remy was disinclined to disrupt that. I triggered a small dispense of reward chemicals in her brain to encourage her next time, then mostly tuned out the rest of the conversation as I filed the form advising that Mikey be put up for an immediate compulsory wardship. 
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Chapter Five
I stepped out of the stylist’s, admiring myself in the camera feed of the local Occantalis monitoring network as I swiftly moved towards the transit engineering center on the spinward side of the island. A few stray buds had been groomed, vines cleaned, and my core’s surface fibers trimmed into a short-fur look that was popular in this sector. 

It was all very stylish. All but the slightly concerning dark root pattern now spreading along some of my inner vascular tubing, extending from the memory partition pod. I had needed to bud a new electrochemical noise filtration stalk as soon as I noticed, since the old one had been fully annexed by the partition’s escalating processing needs.

At least the vascular structures weren’t externally visible. I didn’t need to be needlessly worrying anyone about me because of a job whose risks I’d known when I volunteered for it.

It was faster to move in a more natural arrangement, of course. Bipedalism was far from efficient when you had so many limbs to work with. Sometimes, I would even slow down to the point of being able to properly enjoy the beautiful gardens on this sea-ring island on the vessel I called home. But today the small amount of focus required to maintain arms and legs sculpted from a vastly more complex topology was a blessing of sorts. Slightly fewer computational threads dedicated to fretting unproductively on the situation with the lost ship was an Everbloom’s blessing at times like this. 

And what a situation it had turned out to be.

Terran jump drives were wildly unpredictable things, little exotic matter devices they barely understood, built on a mix of poorly laid first principles, misunderstood stolen rinan technology, and whatever an ‘intellectual property patent’ was. Exotic matter was far simpler than they realized, simply trapped particles that were repelled by the same fifth force whose attractive force on what we considered normal matter was responsible for compressing the three non-complex dimensions of spacetime into the brane we called realspace. 

Like a buoyant object held under the surface of water, these particles punched their way out of our reality rather spectacularly when raised above absolute zero, and in ways that could be carefully controlled if you knew what you were doing.

Terrans did not know what they were doing.

This did make each of their ships potentially a devastating bomb that could easily kill every xenosophont on board. While the Terran Accord fortunately lacked the technology to use hypermetric weapons intentionally, it made every ship encounter a far more delicate procedure than we let on, and was a major reason that we tended to use capture vines and broad spectrum knockout gas rather than negotiations. A few adverse allergic reactions that required more intensive medical care per hundred or so terrans was vastly preferable to an entire ship being damned to oblivion by a single panicking engineer.

I missed when my job had meant making decisions on policy like that.

The undulating maw of torn spacetime around Losofor where the ship we had emerged mid-explosion was a reminder of why the Occantalis, when encountering terran ships of any kind or level of outward hostility, disabled first and talked later. We had emerged into the system, and immediately run into hypermetric turbulence, warped by the damage done by the fractal rainbow twisted around the moon, curling like a comet’s tail behind Losofor’s orbit. 

The scarring was slowing matters down massively, forcing us to take a slow path via traction engines. Occantalis Actual had compared it to the nearly irreparable state of spacetime after the hypermetric wars in Maelodion space, which after centuries of war was so warped that even basic radio signals could no longer communicate uncorrupted messages.

Even if we could confirm some survivors thanks to the glowing reactor’s heat signature visible on long range scans… It was highly unlikely that all 32 missing crew members had survived such a violent crashdown uninjured.

Two days until we would reach them. 

Another week before a larger nearby ship, the Cymbidium, would arrive as backup. 

Every hour passed was another hour the survivors spent on a planet whose biosphere harbored a xenopathogen so virulent that even the Terran Accord had considered it too dangerous to try colonizing.

If only we had waited just a few more days before we left the system.

I shivered as I noticed the root-tendrils spreading from the partition seemed to have crept another millimeter deeper into my core. I felt a little drip of Bel’s anti-anxiety medication enter my circulatory system, reminding me what I was supposed to be focusing on right now.

I gave a little glance towards the telecommunications hub as I continued my walk. The glass and elegant metal tower where they had been attempting to contact the little things failed to pull the strongest depths of my emotions up. I found my vines tugging me along instead, in the direction of the Affini who had calmed it. and of course, my adorable husband who was currently under Bel’s supervision.

The lobby doors opened automatically as I approached, and I was greeted by the far more relaxed thrum of a building in which not a single sophont life was truly at stake. It was nice. Bel was waiting for me in the warm cozy lobby, their asymmetrical elegance looking down with a constructed smile.

“Good to see you, Bel.”

“Hey, Shanai. Nice to see you in the foliage. Looking great!” 

“I saw a stylist. I wanted to look good.” We entwined vines, and a single left turn down the hall brought us down the path to Bel’s office, where they and their co-workers watched little Remington during most of the day. Of course, as affini, the first topic of conversation was my floret. “How has Remy been since returning?”

Bel pulsed a little pleased subtone into the air as they guided me down the hall. “He’s doing great, really excited to show you what he’s been working on, been talking about it nonstop.”

Bel opened a door for me and I was instantly hit by the sight of the office of the local bureaucracy that managed transportation around and between the various rings of the ship. It was a place of great comfort for a clerk of my experience. 

Reams of paperwork flowed like a waterfall, each train ride documented, examined, and catalogued. The choices made here would better the lives of thousands of sophonts, few of which would ever notice the tiny, incremental improvements that this branch of the great work existed to facilitate. Many affini took pride in such jobs, valuing the invisibility of the contribution.

I did sorely miss having a proper office and coworkers I could actually remember when not inside it. I supposed my work was the most invisible of all.

A few familiar affini waggled their antennae at me in greeting, all of whom I knew from when I had familiarized myself with early in the courtship. Speaking of the little pet, I could see him hard at what he called work.

A scale model of the island was projected holographically onto the wall, floor, and sometimes ceiling of a little area designated for Remy, carefully aimed at the terran’s fairly simple eyes such that it would always appear fully solid. It was a rather interesting perspective trick, and my little guy loved to interact with it. He turned to wave at me though the glass door before we even entered, of course, fully attuned to my own biorhythm approaching him.

“Hey, Shanai! I’m working hard right now, but I’ll tell you all about it when I finish running these simulations…”

Upon reaching his designated area, which was marked by padded corners in case he tripped at my instruction, I lowered myself to a kneel so the part of me that resembled a human face was level with his. I overlaid the model the simulation was rendering onto my own perception so I could watch too. The illusion was far too simple to work on sight constructed from millions of eyespots this close. Remy was currently placing train stops on a line that curled somewhat nonsensically around the island in a large spiral, with a large loop that seemed a bit more like a roller-coaster than a functional mass transit system for an island habitat with hundreds of residents.

It was so sweet watching him play. And he looked so much cuter now than those old stuffy white ‘work shirts’ he used to wear. I had dressed Remy myself, of course. He had surrendered the right to choose his own clothes on our wedding day, a point so important I had symbolically enshrined it in a specific clause in our contract.

He moved freely in loose companion garb over black shorts with a single pocket for his tablet. The outerwear was formed from flowing semitranslucent fabrics in layers that left his adorable little belly quite visible, stronger than steel and lighter than paper. The sleeves were looser at the wrists than the shoulders, and the torso was covered in almost invisible loops that, if a vine applied a simple tug, would tighten the loose inner layer into a firm harness for wrangling the little guy. The fabric itself, designed by an acquaintance on ring four, also evoked my own natural flowers in the aperiodic patterning. Not particularly adventurous for terran floretwear, but charming, and he looked absolutely adorable in it.

Last but not least, there was an unexpected addition to his look. I didn’t know where he had possibly acquired it, but sitting on the top of his head was a crumpled piece of blue and white striped fabric.

He was very intently focused on the careful placement of a final piece, and once it was there, Remy removed the little thing from his head and clutched it against his chest with a smile, letting those long black locks of hair fall out around his shoulders. “Well? What do you think?”

“It looks wonderful. Where did you find that accessory, sweetheart?”

“Oh this old thing? It’s a historic engineer's hat! They wore them on terra way back in the day. Helps me think! The boss compiled it for me. Oh, that’s Bel. Bel’s the boss, but also a buddy.”

Bel leaned over towards the two of us and chucked in a way that shook the branches their florets were sleeping in. “Made sure to let him know just how good it looks with his… what was the name you used for your outfit, Remy?”

“My funky poncho.”

“That’s it! His poncho.”

I stood up straight beside Bel again, smiling down at my little man so he knew I was happy. “Well, I think he looks very handsome with his little hat.”

“Great to have him back around now that you collared him. Little guy brings such a warmth to the office.” Bel paused, and switched to an affini dialect. “We weren't sure you’d even let us have him back!”

“I can handle my pet needing a bit of day-care while I work, as long as he has a suitably capable overseer.” I leaned in against my taller companion, letting Bel’s biorhythms naturally wash over mine slightly, and fluttered a few petals at them flirtatiously. “Your little trio does prove your capacity…” 

There was definitely something a little arousing about the idea of Bel taking care of my floret during the day without me present. 

“Good to see you aren’t going completely terran-crazy,” Bel replied with a pulse of amusement. “Seen it enough times already. We weren’t made to handle these adorable little things.”

It was true, this species had absolutely taken the galaxy by storm since we discovered them, and I was far from immune to their charm. “If you had told me half a bloom ago that there were xenosophonts out in the universe that managed to naturally evolve social grooming, had visible veins, bonded to inanimate objects, and erogenous responses to touch on their entire body I would have thought you were daydreaming fetish erotica.”

“Can’t forget, despite the vulnerability of their skin, having these long, beautiful patches of hair fibers that have such wonderful static properties… Such natural show pets.” Bel ran a vine over Remy’s head, and the roots growing in pure black where silver had previously been were coated in a thin dusting that glowed like a beacon in the 230sm wavelengths. I shivered slightly at the sight. “Makes me almost want one of my own, but maybe some sweet clerk I know has one she can let me petsit sometimes.”

Remy, who could hear very little in the range Bel and I were currently speaking in and was entirely oblivious to the implications of the gesture, grinned up at us and stuck his engineer hat back on directly over the glittering spot where Bel had touched his hair with a pollinator vine.

“Yeah yeah, I know you think I’m adorable, now quit whistling at each other and watch this, you two. It’s gonna rule.”

The little guy made his way over to a control panel, and hit a large green play button. The first of several warnings began to stream onto the far walls in Affini script, ensuring that any person who read them would realize it was missing break runs for appropriate segmentation of the tracks. He was, of course, oblivious to all of that.

A train icon moved up the track, bypassing all the stops he had just carefully laid around the perimeter of the island. Admittedly, he had shown an adorably good sense of node-place balance, bringing to life some communities while also exercising an authority as a connectivity tool. Then it began going through the inversions and dive rolls… finally, it launched off an embankment and flew through the air to splash-land in the ring’s ocean.

Remy whooped, pumping a hand in victory and knocking his hat off by mistake. “Fuck yeah! That was awesome!” 

Everbloom, I needed to give him more regressants. His simple joy was utterly irresistible.

Bel’s imitation face split into a broad grin, kneeling down to give my husband a hug that rubbed even more pollen on the little man. “Aw, that’s wonderful, Remy!”

“We won’t do that every time, but it’s important it can do that, I think. They never used to let me do cool stuff like this down on Hablis.”

Adorable. Simply adorable.

No one would ever allow Remy to directly design a transit system again, of course. A tram designed by the firm he was employed by on Hablis-9 had failed to brake and struck and injured an affini and terran during our initial setup on the colony, a fact he would never be informed of. Whether or not he was directly involved was a matter for the xenohistorians, but as far as we were concerned there would be no second chances taken- and the fact that Remy had failed to account for his model train’s splashdown zone being directly on top of a Mielyu habitation reef was evidence this was a good idea. 

But perhaps we could arrange for a VR experience of a train that did such a jump anyway and use hypnotics so he believed it was real. I pet him myself, pointedly leaving a contrasting mark on an area Bel hadn’t touched.

“Shame we haven’t invented a train that floats on water yet, perhaps I’ll have to put my magic to work on that next,” Remy babbled while nuzzling sweetly against me.

“A floating train, what a novel concept! I’m sure you’ll make something amazing.” I made a mental note to erase all knowledge on the existence of ferry boats from his memory and those of his entire friend group to avoid any chance of spoiling this precious and pure hearted joy. It would be easy, as his extended circle would be entirely florets soon. Bernard had already been domesticated, and Mikey’s wardship was going about as expected. 

“Okay, now that I did that I wanna show you some other stuff, Shanai!”

His presentation was a joyfully pleasant expression of information in the Terran auditory range. The room babbled alongside him, little bells and whistles from the transportation themed toys humming around the semi-organic pseudo-hypnotic space where Remy spent his days. 

Oh, it was a simple joy. Perhaps I would transfer here when my duties terminated at the end of the terran campaign. 

As I watched him continue to play, I started to idly scan the room, and noticed I was not the only visitor today. One of the realspace manifestations of the shipmind was hovering near one of the displays of a proposal for the planned rinan nothocultural transitory overhaul. I sent her a greeting ping, and the pulsing bundle of life filed in triplicate shifted over to stand before me, her three glowing fascinators trained in the direction of Bel and I.

Occantalis spun those three imitated eyes in a way that indicated pleasantries, subtle vibratos in the carved wooden structure that would make her desires more easily known to the pets without requiring a mouth. “Lovely to see you again, Shanai,” she offered kindly. “How has married life been going?”

“Good to see you too, Daria,” I replied, petting Remy’s shoulder happily with the hand that the tiny little gold band he had given me was woven through. “Quite happily. Remy’s presence soothes me like nothing else has in a long time.”

Facets of the shipmind were hardly an uncommon sight, though most humans probably just took them for normal affini. They were fairly easy to identify on biorhythm alone, feeling both larger than most affini and barely there at all, since the resonance of the ship itself was the local default.

Each facet was focused on a particular matter of life on the ship, and this one, Daria, was in charge of social matters and passing connections. Bel was the head of this office, but Daria was the head of the grander trunk upon which the department of intraship transit branched. The main reason affini generally abhorred microjump teleportation around ships, despite being relatively technologically trivial, was the intentional forcing of sophonts down slower bottlenecked lanes where they would have chance meetings they might not otherwise, and that meant that it was of great interest to an affini whose primary interest was passing encounters and social groupings.

“It’s good to see you out and about rather than just working, we’ve barely seen you doing anything fun since the wedding!”

Bel’s mouth split into a thorny grin as they curled a limb tighter around mine. “I’ll make sure she has fun later, don’t worry, Tali.”

“Good! You show this clerk a good time, Bel. That’s an order,” the Occantalis facet replied with a mirthful lilt before turning back to what she had been working on.

Daria was a bit of an oddball compared to the other Occantalis facets that oversaw xenosophont related matters on the ship. While many of them were methodical and calculated to an unsettling degree, Daria was anything but. Spontaneous, disruptive, very fun at parties. Prone to giving xenosophonts rather large doses of drugs and pushing them out of their comfort zone in the general direction of a shy firstbloom to nervous to file paperwork. 

A bit of a messy gossip, to be entirely honest. But Daria was, at the very least, a reminder that Occantalis Actual was just another affini like the rest of us, even if she did exist on a larger order of magnitude of physical scale.

“Guess this date just became a matter of official department policy,” Bel teased as we continued on. “We should fill out some forms about it…”

“Later, you flirt,” I retorted with false annoyance, though I did have a few tendril-curling thoughts about filling out forms together, committing whatever it was Bel had been teasing me about doing tonight to the ship’s main social archive. “And I do mean later. Get them printed before we leave.”

I was not a counterexample to stereotypes regarding my chosen profession’s bent for bureaucratic exhibitionism.

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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I stepped out of the stylist’s, admiring myself in the camera feed of the local Occantalis monitoring network as I swiftly moved towards the transit engineering center on the spinward side of the island. A few stray buds had been groomed, vines cleaned, and my core’s surface fibers trimmed into a short-fur look that was popular in this sector. 

It was all very stylish. All but the slightly concerning dark root pattern now spreading along some of my inner vascular tubing, extending from the memory partition pod. I had needed to bud a new electrochemical noise filtration stalk as soon as I noticed, since the old one had been fully annexed by the partition’s escalating processing needs.

At least the vascular structures weren’t externally visible. I didn’t need to be needlessly worrying anyone about me because of a job whose risks I’d known when I volunteered for it.

It was faster to move in a more natural arrangement, of course. Bipedalism was far from efficient when you had so many limbs to work with. Sometimes, I would even slow down to the point of being able to properly enjoy the beautiful gardens on this sea-ring island on the vessel I called home. But today the small amount of focus required to maintain arms and legs sculpted from a vastly more complex topology was a blessing of sorts. Slightly fewer computational threads dedicated to fretting unproductively on the situation with the lost ship was an Everbloom’s blessing at times like this. 

And what a situation it had turned out to be.

Terran jump drives were wildly unpredictable things, little exotic matter devices they barely understood, built on a mix of poorly laid first principles, misunderstood stolen rinan technology, and whatever an ‘intellectual property patent’ was. Exotic matter was far simpler than they realized, simply trapped particles that were repelled by the same fifth force whose attractive force on what we considered normal matter was responsible for compressing the three non-complex dimensions of spacetime into the brane we called realspace. 

Like a buoyant object held under the surface of water, these particles punched their way out of our reality rather spectacularly when raised above absolute zero, and in ways that could be carefully controlled if you knew what you were doing.

Terrans did not know what they were doing.

This did make each of their ships potentially a devastating bomb that could easily kill every xenosophont on board. While the Terran Accord fortunately lacked the technology to use hypermetric weapons intentionally, it made every ship encounter a far more delicate procedure than we let on, and was a major reason that we tended to use capture vines and broad spectrum knockout gas rather than negotiations. A few adverse allergic reactions that required more intensive medical care per hundred or so terrans was vastly preferable to an entire ship being damned to oblivion by a single panicking engineer.

I missed when my job had meant making decisions on policy like that.

The undulating maw of torn spacetime around Losofor where the ship we had emerged mid-explosion was a reminder of why the Occantalis, when encountering terran ships of any kind or level of outward hostility, disabled first and talked later. We had emerged into the system, and immediately run into hypermetric turbulence, warped by the damage done by the fractal rainbow twisted around the moon, curling like a comet’s tail behind Losofor’s orbit. 

The scarring was slowing matters down massively, forcing us to take a slow path via traction engines. Occantalis Actual had compared it to the nearly irreparable state of spacetime after the hypermetric wars in Maelodion space, which after centuries of war was so warped that even basic radio signals could no longer communicate uncorrupted messages.

Even if we could confirm some survivors thanks to the glowing reactor’s heat signature visible on long range scans… It was highly unlikely that all 32 missing crew members had survived such a violent crashdown uninjured.

Two days until we would reach them. 

Another week before a larger nearby ship, the Cymbidium, would arrive as backup. 

Every hour passed was another hour the survivors spent on a planet whose biosphere harbored a xenopathogen so virulent that even the Terran Accord had considered it too dangerous to try colonizing.

If only we had waited just a few more days before we left the system.

I shivered as I noticed the root-tendrils spreading from the partition seemed to have crept another millimeter deeper into my core. I felt a little drip of Bel’s anti-anxiety medication enter my circulatory system, reminding me what I was supposed to be focusing on right now.

I gave a little glance towards the telecommunications hub as I continued my walk. The glass and elegant metal tower where they had been attempting to contact the little things failed to pull the strongest depths of my emotions up. I found my vines tugging me along instead, in the direction of the Affini who had calmed it. and of course, my adorable wife who was currently under Bel’s supervision.

The lobby doors opened automatically as I approached, and I was greeted by the far more relaxed thrum of a building in which not a single sophont life was truly at stake. It was nice. Bel was waiting for me in the warm cozy lobby, their asymmetrical elegance looking down with a constructed smile.

“Good to see you, Bel.”

“Hey, Shanai. Nice to see you in the foliage. Looking great!” 

“I saw a stylist. I wanted to look good.” We entwined vines, and a single left turn down the hall brought us down the path to Bel’s office, where they and their co-workers watched little Remedy during most of the day. Of course, as affini, the first topic of conversation was my floret. “How has Remy been since returning?”

Bel pulsed a little pleased subtone into the air as they guided me down the hall. “She’s doing great, she’s really excited to show you what she’s been working on, she’s been talking about it nonstop.”

Bel opened a door for me and I was instantly hit by the sight of the office of the local bureaucracy that managed transportation around and between the various rings of the ship. It was a place of great comfort for a clerk of my experience. 

Reams of paperwork flowed like a waterfall, each train ride documented, examined, and catalogued. The choices made here would better the lives of thousands of sophonts, few of which would ever notice the tiny, incremental improvements that this branch of the great work existed to facilitate. Many affini took pride in such jobs, valuing the invisibility of the contribution.

I did sorely miss having a proper office and coworkers I could actually remember when not inside it. I supposed my work was the most invisible of all.

A few familiar affini waggled their antennae at me in greeting, all of whom I knew from when I had familiarized myself with early in the courtship. Speaking of the little pet, I could see her hard at whats she called work.

A scale model of the island was projected holographically onto the wall, floor, and sometimes ceiling of a little area designated for the little princess, carefully aimed at Remy’s fairly simple eyes such that it would always appear fully solid. It was a rather interesting perspective trick, and my pet loved to interact with it. She turned to wave at me though the glass door before we even entered, of course, fully attuned to my own biorhythm approaching her.

“Hey, Shanai! I’m working hard right now, but I’ll tell you all about it when I finish running these simulations…”

Upon reaching her designated area, which was marked by padded corners in case she tripped at my instruction, I lowered myself to a kneel so the part of me that resembled a human face was level with hers. I overlaid the model the simulation was rendering onto my own perception so I could watch too. The illusion was far too simple to work on sight constructed from millions of eyespots this close. Remy was currently placing train stops on a line that curled somewhat nonsensically around the island in a large spiral, with a large loop that seemed a bit more like a roller-coaster than a functional mass transit system for an island habitat with hundreds of residents.

It was so sweet watching her play. And she looked so much cuter now than those old stuffy white ‘work shirts’ she used to wear. I had dressed Remy myself, of course. She had surrendered the right to choose her own clothes on our wedding day, a point so important I had symbolically enshrined it in a specific clause in our contract. Oh, she looked so adorable when padded so she was free to focus on joy and let me tend to every need. It was a good thing Bel found changing her to be as fulfilling as I did.

Remy moved freely in loose companion garb over black shorts with a single pocket for her tablet. The outerwear was formed from flowing semitranslucent fabrics in layers that left her adorable little belly and breasts quite visible, stronger than steel and lighter than paper. The sleeves were looser at the wrists than the shoulders, and the torso was covered in almost invisible loops that, if a vine applied a simple tug, would tighten the loose inner layer into a firm harness for wrangling her. The fabric itself, designed by an acquaintance on ring four, also evoked my own natural flowers in the aperiodic patterning. Not particularly adventurous for terran floretwear, but charming, and she looked absolutely adorable in it.

Last but not least, there was an unexpected addition to her look. I didn’t know where she had possibly acquired it, but sitting on the top of her head was a crumpled piece of blue and white striped fabric.

She was very intently focused on the careful placement of a final piece, and once it was there, Remy removed the little thing from her head and clutched it against her chest with a smile, letting those long black locks of hair fall out around her shoulders. “Well? What do you think?”

“It looks wonderful. Where did you find that accessory, sweetheart?”

“Oh this old thing? It’s a historic engineer's hat! They wore them on terra way back in the day. Helps me think! The boss compiled it for me. Oh, that’s Bel. Bel’s the boss, but also a buddy.”

Bel leaned over towards the two of us and chucked in a way that shook the branches their florets were sleeping in. “Made sure to let her know just how good it looks with her… what was the name you used for your outfit, Remy?”

“A slutty poncho.”

“That’s it! Her poncho.”

I stood up straight beside Bel again, smiling down at my little princess so she knew I was happy. “Well, I think she looks very pretty with her adorable little hat.”

“It’s great to have her back around now that you collared her. Brings such a warmth to the office.” Bel paused, and switched to an affini dialect. “We weren't sure you’d even let us have her back!”

“I can handle my pet needing a bit of day-care while I work, as long as she has a suitably capable overseer.” I leaned in against my taller companion, letting Bel’s biorhythms naturally wash over mine slightly, and fluttered a few petals at them flirtatiously. “Your little trio does prove your capacity…” 

There was definitely something a little arousing about the idea of Bel taking care of my floret during the day without me present. 

“Good to see you aren’t going completely terran-crazy,” Bel replied with a pulse of amusement. “Seen it enough times already. We weren’t made to handle these adorable little things.”

It was true, this species had absolutely taken the galaxy by storm since we discovered them, and I was far from immune to their charm. “If you had told me half a bloom ago that there were xenosophonts out in the universe that managed to naturally evolve social grooming, had visible veins, bonded to inanimate objects, and erogenous responses to touch on their entire body I would have thought you were daydreaming fetish erotica.”

“Can’t forget, despite the vulnerability of their skin, having these long, beautiful patches of hair fibers that have such wonderful static properties… Such natural show pets.” Bel ran a vine over Remy’s head, and the roots growing in pure black where silver had previously been were coated in a thin dusting that glowed like a beacon in the 230sm wavelengths. I shivered slightly at the sight. “Makes me almost want one of my own, but maybe some sweet clerk I know has one she can let me petsit sometimes.”

Remy, who could hear very little in the range Bel and I were currently speaking in and was entirely oblivious to the implications of the gesture, grinned up at us and stuck her engineer hat back on directly over the glittering spot where Bel had touched her hair with a pollinator vine.

“Yeah yeah, I know you think I’m adorable, now quit whistling at each other and watch this, you two. It’s gonna rule.”

The little one made her way over to a control panel, and hit a large green play button. The first of several warnings began to stream onto the far walls in Affini script, ensuring that any person who read them would realize it was missing break runs for appropriate segmentation of the tracks. She was, of course, oblivious to all of that.

A train icon moved up the track, bypassing all the stops she had just carefully laid around the perimeter of the island. Admittedly, she had shown an adorably good sense of node-place balance, bringing to life some communities while also exercising an authority as a connectivity tool. Then it began going through the inversions and dive rolls… finally, it launched off an embankment and flew through the air to splash-land in the ring’s ocean.

Remy whooped, pumping a hand in victory and knocking her hat off by mistake. “Fuck yeah! That was awesome!” 

Everbloom, I needed to give her more regressants. Her simple joy was utterly irresistible.

Bel’s imitation face split into a broad grin, kneeling down to give my wife a hug that rubbed even more pollen on the little girl. “Aw, that’s wonderful, Remy!”

“We won’t do that every time, but it’s important it can do that, I think. They never used to let me do cool stuff like this down on Hablis.”

Adorable. Simply adorable.

No one would ever allow Remy to directly design a transit system again, of course. A tram designed by the firm she was employed by on Hablis-9 had failed to brake and struck and injured an affini and terran during our initial setup on the colony, a fact she would never be informed of. Whether or not she was directly involved was a matter for the xenohistorians, but as far as we were concerned there would be no second chances taken- and the fact that Remy had failed to account for her model train’s splashdown zone being directly on top of a Mielyu habitation reef was evidence this was a good idea. 

But perhaps we could arrange for a VR experience of a train that did such a jump anyway and use hypnotics so she believed it was real. I pet her myself, pointedly leaving a contrasting mark on an area Bel hadn’t touched.

“Shame we haven’t invented a train that floats on water yet, perhaps I’ll have to put my magic to work on that next,” Remy babbled while nuzzling sweetly against me.

“A floating train, what a novel concept! I’m sure you’ll make something amazing.” I made a mental note to erase all knowledge on the existence of ferry boats from her memory and those of her entire friend group to avoid any chance of spoiling this precious and pure hearted joy. It would be easy, as her extended circle would be entirely florets soon. Bernard had already been domesticated, and Mikey’s wardship was going about as expected. 

“Okay, now that I did that I wanna show you some other stuff, Shanai!”

Her presentation was a joyfully pleasant expression of information in the Terran auditory range. The room babbled alongside her, little bells and whistles from the transportation themed toys humming around the semi-organic pseudo-hypnotic space where Remy spent her days. 

Oh, it was a simple joy. Perhaps I would transfer here when my duties terminated at the end of the terran campaign. 

As I watched her continue to play, I started to idly scan the room, and noticed I was not the only visitor today. One of the realspace manifestations of the shipmind was hovering near one of the displays of a proposal for the planned rinan nothocultural transitory overhaul. I sent her a greeting ping, and the pulsing bundle of life filed in triplicate shifted over to stand before me, her three glowing fascinators trained in the direction of Bel and I.

Occantalis spun those three imitated eyes in a way that indicated pleasantries, subtle vibratos in the carved wooden structure that would make her desires more easily known to the pets without requiring a mouth. “Lovely to see you again, Shanai,” she offered kindly. “How has married life been going?”

“Good to see you too, Daria,” I replied, petting Remy’s shoulder happily with the hand that the tiny little gold band she had given me was woven through. “Quite happily. Remy’s presence soothes me like nothing else has in a long time.”

Facets of the shipmind were hardly an uncommon sight, though most humans probably just took them for normal affini. They were fairly easy to identify on biorhythm alone, feeling both larger than most affini and barely there at all, since the resonance of the ship itself was the local default.

Each facet was focused on a particular matter of life on the ship, and this one, Daria, was in charge of social matters and passing connections. Bel was the head of this office, but Daria was the head of the grander trunk upon which the department of intraship transit branched. The main reason affini generally abhorred microjump teleportation around ships, despite being relatively technologically trivial, was the intentional forcing of sophonts down slower bottlenecked lanes where they would have chance meetings they might not otherwise, and that meant that it was of great interest to an affini whose primary interest was passing encounters and social groupings.

“It’s good to see you out and about rather than just working, we’ve barely seen you doing anything fun since the wedding!”

Bel’s mouth split into a thorny grin as they curled a limb tighter around mine. “I’ll make sure she has fun later, don’t worry, Tali.”

“Good! You show this stuffy clerk a good time, Bel. That’s an order,” the Occantalis facet replied with a mirthful lilt before turning back to what she had been working on. 

Daria was a bit of an oddball compared to the other Occantalis facets that oversaw xenosophont related matters on the ship. While many of them were methodical and calculated to an unsettling degree, Daria was anything but. Spontaneous, disruptive, very fun at parties. Prone to giving xenosophonts rather large doses of drugs and pushing them out of their comfort zone in the general direction of a shy firstbloom to nervous to file paperwork. 

A bit of a messy gossip, to be entirely honest. But Daria was, at the very least, a reminder that Occantalis Actual was just another affini like the rest of us, even if she did exist on a larger order of magnitude of physical scale.

“Guess this date just became a matter of official department policy,” Bel teased as we continued on. “We should fill out some forms about it…”

“Later, you flirt,” I retorted with false annoyance, though I did have a few tendril-curling thoughts about filling out forms together, committing whatever it was Bel had been teasing me about doing tonight to the ship’s main social archive. “And I do mean later. Get them printed before we leave.”

I was not a counterexample to stereotypes regarding my chosen profession’s bent for bureaucratic exhibitionism.
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Chapter Six
Remy ran ahead of us as we strolled down the boardwalk towards Bel’s hab, stopping occasionally to speak with one of the vendors who had set up home within the various vividly colorful structures that lined the wooden walkway. Everyone was happy to speak with my little guy, eager to give away their food or crafts to such an enthusiastic sweetheart.

Remy scurried back to show me a very large icecream with a chocolate flake sticking out the side. “Can you believe it honey? She gave me this whole thing and it only cost a forehead kiss. Like I wasn’t about to offer her one in the first place!” He cackled, took a mighty crunch out of the frozen treat, and went back to his jogging pace.

Bel and I followed slowly behind, making idle conversation about the project to build a so-called 'Jurassic’ park on one of the smaller islands on the ring. I thought the name was rather odd, since the reconstructed organisms were more accurately from across the entire Mesozoic Era. But apparently the name carried some historical significance, and I wasn’t going to challenge the experts. 

The local bureau of Public Recreation and Xenoinstinctual Fulfilment had more than proven they knew what they were doing, after all. 

I had been particularly impressed by the Anthemoessa boardwalk and fairgrounds that ran along the ocean when I relocated my hab to a more coastal location. Parks and outdoor play were a vital part of many sophont’s enrichment, and this was one of so many places that the true artistry of the Compact’s attention to every detail of public and private life was put on display.

Bel listened as I explained the history of how I had once worked as a clerk in various branches of Xenoinstinctual fulfilment, the unique challenges posed by each species, and how I had once specialized in utilizing the infinite possibilities of digital space to meet the needs of less typical sorts. 

My date thrummed casual approving pulses as we strolled, asking prompting questions. Their natural inclination to casually lead the flow of conversation was relaxing, to say the least. I supposed it was a needed skill when one was so vastly outnumbered by their florets. Speaking of which… It was time for a flirt I had prepared in advance.

I exhaled a tiny, targeted sample of aerosolized cloudhopper-targeted euphoriants into the air from a disguised flower on my temple, and was pleased to feel Bel’s slight fluster as they detected them, then fluttered a few leaves so their pets inhaled them in their slumber.

“Didn’t realize you had one of those,” they purred.

I flared the flower, and then a few blushblooms beside it. “I didn’t until yesterday. I visited a nursery.”

Another wave of interest hummed through the air between us. “Ever seen the cloudhopper homeworld? Beautiful sunsets.”

“I haven’t, no.” My ex and I had passed through that arm of Andromeda, but never visited Gnuitra itself. “It has a very dense atmosphere, if I remember correctly?”

“Yep. When the weather is just right, the sky shimmers as the light refracts through the phase layers of ozone and other oxides. Almost like being underwater, and with how strong the magnetic field is you get some spectacular light shows near the poles. Speaking of which, these little rascals have slept enough for one afternoon.”

Bel plucked a trio of gleaming berries from their shoulder branches, and dangled them over the nest where their snoozing florets clung together in a tiny ring, each covering another with their colorful feathers.

“Topi! Pyn! Sokn! Wake up, little ones!”

The sweet little xenosophonts perked up from their nest at their owner’s whistle, chirping in excitement at the promised morsels.

“Owner!” “Treat!” “Hungry…”

Bel stroked each of them on the head feathers between their ears as they dropped the berries into the nest. The precious little cuties gobbled up their meals and immediately began investigating Remy, jumping down to glide over the terran. Remy, clearly well-acquainted with Bel’s florets, greeted them with a grin and outstretched arms as they circled over his head.

“Hey, little guys! Landing zone ready!”

The trio swooped down with excited chirps. Pyn perched atop Remy’s head, Sokn and Topi clinging to his shoulders. They kept bantering in adorable squeaks far outside of the range of little Remy’s hearing. 

“Pollen in his hair!” “Carry us over there! That way!” “Owner’s girlfriend should teach the ape to hear us now!” 

Sokn had a point. If things progressed with Bel, I would have to get Remy an auditory range mod so they could communicate. Remy skipped ahead, flapping his arms and making wooshing noises as the tiny avianoids chittered and steered him with little taps. “Come on little fellas, let’s go to the beach!”

As Remy stepped onto the sand his trio of passengers leaped into the air and banked up in the thermal updrafts, chasing each other while bantering playfully. A tide pool outcropping had been built from smooth stone to naturally push out from waves, and it made for the perfect spot for Bel’s little ones to splash and preen their feathers once they found it.

We hung back, plunging structural roots into the enriched sand under us, watching our beloved pets playing on the beach. Bel extended a finger with an elastic fiber, pulling it back like a slingshot to shoot small berries into the air for the cloudhoppers to chase. 

“More!” “Too easy!” “Do the hard ones!”

Bel chirped a laugh up at them and switched to more aerodynamically complex treats with folded ridges that made them twist and twirl through the air unpredictably, providing more of a challenge for the little things to track. Below the vortex of motion, Remy seemed to have found a shovel, and was gleefully digging a hole in the wet sands while belting a song he barely remembered the words to.

I let the joy of the moment fully wash over me, like the waves of the waters that would slowly erode rock into the sandy beach. A deep, subsuming calm, something within me fulfilled by this peace. I felt Bel’s rhythm rise in adoration.

“You know, it’s fascinating to watch the tensions in your stems relax a bit when you watch him. Even now.”

The blushblooms flashed as I flustered. “I wasn’t even aware I was carrying visible tension.”

“Yeah, you hide it well. That’s why I’m under strict instructions from Occantalis herself to show you a good time, remember?”

 

 

As we entered Bel’s hab, the rambunctious trio soared up into a false cliffside tower over a central thermal shaft that spilled slowly rising air for the winged florets to bask in. The lower area had clearly been remodeled since the ship entered terran space, with a crescent shaped couch suited to the bipedal configurations Bel and I currently maintained. It was surprisingly well furnished, as though Bel had been planning on taking a terran of their own at some point.

“Woah, this place is tall, I wonder who thought of that one,” Remy commented with golden-irised wonder as he looked up at the artificial cliffside overhead. “If you turned this place on its side I could run up there!”

Pyn, Sokn and Topi chittered down, teasing Remy.

“Climb, human, climb!” “Come on, tree boy!” “You might fit on a branch!” 

“Sorry, dears,” I chirped up in amusement up at them. “Maybe another time.” Arboreal as his distant ancestors might be, I was not about to let my clumsy little man follow them up unsupervised without a proper mounting plate for a safety harness installed.

Bel smiled at Remy, and reached up for a little box they had prepared for him on a high shelf. “Have a little present for you, actually, for being such a help around the office.”

Remy opened the gift excitedly. Inside was a popular toy for terrans- a small portable gaming console with two colorful controllers on each side that could optionally disconnect. 

“Aw, thanks boss! I wonder how it-” The screen lit up with a somewhat rudimentary puzzle, rendered with realtime graphics using the same simple graphical engine from our local floret cut system to make it seem as though a cartoon version of himself was walking around the abstract space. “Hold on. There’s a little Remy in there? I’ve gotta figure this out…”

I set my husband down in a small armchair with his gaming console while Bel and I reclined together on the couch, intermingling our vines flirtatiously. My rustling kept getting higher, especially as Bel began playing with my blushblooms. Remy was a bit too focused on the device to look at us, now playing some kind of open world puzzle combat game. I peered into his thoughts for a moment.

This is so cool. And Shanai seems so relaxed. What a great day.

It was adorable to watch, and I was pleased to observe he was responding well to Bel’s biorhythm dominating mine. I spoke to Bel in affini.

“Goodness. He really does seem to like you.”

“Yeah, total sweetie.”

“I’m glad he invited you to that little wedding ceremony. I wasn’t sure if he wanted to have his work friends there…”

“Hmm?” Bel’s creeping advance into my thickets slowed to an almost frustrating crawl. “You told him to invite me, Shanai. At least that’s what he said at the time.”

“I… don’t remember that.” Suddenly, the class-E flower dripped automatically, and I got just a bit less steady in the vine. “I must have just done it while the partition was active. Silly me!”

Being dosed with a relaxant made it easier to not overthink things. I turned my focus back to Remy, and was a bit surprised by what I found when I dipped into his inner thoughts again.

I want to fuck Shanai… I hope we go home soonish.

It was a bit surprising. Remy had not prompted sexual activity since regaining lucidity from his implant, and I realized with an embarrassed shudder why it was suddenly present in his mind. Bel had sneakily run an activation fiber between a blushbloom and my terran aphrodisiac perfume emitter control pathway. The more they flustered me, the more I was putting out scent tags that my little guy would respond to with arousal.

Which was rather flustering by itself.

“Oh, you rot-choked-”

They squeezed harder. “Noticed, have you?”

“-pervert,” I squeaked back, feeling another waft of the xenodrugged scent escape my leaves.

Bel stroked a tendril though my body, teasingly up the trimmed bushy fibers around my core. “Come on, let Remy sit with us. I’m fine with xenosophonts on the couch.”

Admittedly, I wanted Bel to see how good I was at caring for my pet’s needs… and the easiest way would be to accelerate the timeline of when Remy cracked and asked for intercourse. I directed Remy’s implant to dispense more cuddle drugs and bonding enhancers into his bloodstream, as well as a bit of an intoxicant that would lower his inhibitions.

He was squeezing the gaming console rather hard now, squirming in his seat. 

“Do you want something, dear?”

“Nah, just… thinking about stuff, you know.”

Perhaps I was overdoing it. I reached over, and curled a vine up his leg to get his attention.

“Are you sure, love?”

I ran the tendril higher, stroking the little bulge of his adorably tiny genitals through his shorts, delighting a bit in how it made him shiver- trying to keep my composure as Bel continued to grope me inside my own foliage.

“Shanai! In- in front of my boss? Is that… appropriate?”

“Of course, dear. I was just playing. I suppose I shouldn’t assume you’re interested in my advances.” 

God, she’s insatiable… But we haven’t fucked in a few days, she must be desperate!

His little eyes flicked back at Bel, then me, then down at the vine teasing him. “I mean, as long as it’s fine! I know you aliens got different rules and all.”

The cloudhoppers above seemed to find the events unfolding extremely entertaining.

“Sex ape! Sex ape!” “They really are like that huh.” “She’s dosing him, Topi.”

Remy, oblivious to the squeaking chatter above us, avoided my eyes. “Maybe we could, um. If you were in the mood, I mean. Doesn’t have to be now. As long as you wanted to…”

His paralyzing fear of rejection, no matter how cute it made him act, was something I eagerly looked forward to breaking into pieces on the end of my vine.

“I meant my vows to see to your needs,” I purred at him, sending another waft of perfume into the air. “No matter when they may arise. Just say the word, my love, and I would move the stars for you.”

I followed with a pulse of my own biorhythmic hum through the vine, resonating with the peripheral roots of his implant grown all the way through the nerves of his penis. Oh, I suppose that was currently also being bent by Bel’s rhythm subtly shaping mine.

Something finally cracked in my husband, and he hissed a plea through gritted teeth.

“Please, please can I fuck you, Shanai? Please, I want it so bad!”

I pulled the vine away, leaving him whining and squirming. “Want?”

His eyes went wide with desperation. “No, okay, fuck. Need! I need it! I need to fuck you. I’m so fucking horny!”

Bel chuckled, shifting over just a little so there would be a place for him to sit between us. “I’d never begrudge you having your needs seen to, little guy.”

My husband made an embarrassed huff that was cut off swiftly by me plucking him from the armchair and pulling his clothing off.

Remy’s penis, freed from his underwear, flopped adorably to one side before I coated it in a pink nectar. I had adjusted the implant so that he was not capable of a full erection without first being soaked in the fluids of my graft to reduce the chance of him injuring himself somehow, but the blood vessels quickly engorged and stiffened to a size just a little larger than his thumb. It was very cute… perhaps I should make it smaller still, though. He certainly hadn’t noticed the first round of shrinking.

I don’t wanna make Bel feel inadequate… They really seem to like Shanai…

“Oh, he’s noticed you’re courting me,” I whispered to Bel in affini.

How precious. I had slightly adjusted Remy’s definition of our marriage and hypnotically removed several insecurities to avoid distressing the little guy with fears of being replaced if my courtship with Bel proceeded. He apparently understood interaffini relationships as inherently platonic… which by human definitions of sex and romance, I supposed they technically were. 

I arranged my mass to create the appearance of legs, though since his drooping eyes were locked on my hypnotic fascinators I didn’t bother with anything beyond the valley of petals that would draw him in towards the yonic tool he would be penetrating. Finally, I shifted my core down and wrapped a set of vines around his wrists and ankles to pull him into place.

“I just want to be… sure this is allowed,” Remy babbled, looking back at Bel with adorably dilated blood vessels on his cheeks.

“Make yourself comfortable, Remy.” Bel soothed the nervous terran, petting him on the head encouragingly. “I don’t mind as long as you have fun.”

“Fuck,” my floret whined as his genitals were engulfed in the wet petals. 

The quivering little terran’s gluteus muscles tensed, leveraging the large muscles needed for bipedalism to thrust forward. I ran my fingertips gently over the sensitive base of his spine, where the column of bones curled inward into a fused vestige within his pelvis, dimpling the skin on either side adorably. A tail really would be adorable, and I could wrap my tendrils around it to keep him steady while doing our little bonding ritual with his mating instincts.

A little tremor of enjoyment resonated in my core as Bel watched the skill with which I tended to my floret’s needs. I opened each of my pollination nodules and let his rhythmic motion coat his sweat-glistening skin in a layer of my sex material thick enough even Remy would almost be able to see it. He was, of course, focused on his own pleasure, as trained.

“I needed this so bad, Shanai… I love you, I love you!”

Words were replaced with moans as I snaked a slick tendril deep until it was massaging his prostate from inside his body. 

“I love you too, sweetie,” I spoke back in a voice procedurally disrupted by moans based on the inputs from his motion. Bel’s thrum grew hungrier as the dripping sticky fluid and oils that terran bodies coated themselves in ran vivid with my mark of possession and care. Little saline streaks dripped down my leaves and splattered onto the couch, a practically pornographic sight.

Finally, Remy made an adorable little squeal, and clenching muscles acted as a pump that emptied a spurt of clear fluid into the flower. A swirl of natural euphoriants and bonding chemistry erupted into his brain, and I directed the implant to enhance the feeling even more with a dispense of corresponding xenodrugs.

Three little voices cheered above us, congratulating the little guy.

“Good boy,” I murmured. “Mommy loves it when you beg. I’ll always give you what you need. You deserve the universe.”

“Woah, yeah… I guess so,” The terran panted, nodded, falling forward against me. “Yipee,” he yawned, then promptly fell asleep.

Everbloom, his little resting noises were so cute.

Bel was, as Remy might have phrased it, ‘bricked up’ after watching me dust Remy. A thin dribble of solvent nectar was drooling from several of the buds on their shoulder, and it was clear what they wanted before they spoke, a deep warbling want hidden in a higher register than terran speech used. 

“May I hold Remy?”

I curled my vines around my sleeping pet in a mock show of bratty possession. “I don’t know… maybe I should keep him to myself. You already have three florets, after all.”

“Shanai, be reasonable,” Bel practically growled, little thorns quivering. “Let me touch. He’s so cute like this.”

I guided Remy’s mouth to my chest, and a release of class-P quickly had him suckling at the solution of sugars, fat, and Ω-classed regressant phytotoxin my artificial mammary glands produced.

“You see him so much during your work day… I’m not sure.” I pulsed my teasing intentions into the air, and exhaled a chemical tag that indicated I was comfortable with Bel being assertive. Our audience above jeered.

“Oooh!” “She’s being bratty!” “Owner, she wants you bad!”

“Yeah, yeah, I got the message,” Bel chuckled up at their pets above, pausing to throw them each a treat. 

And then they lunged, flowing on top of me like a wave of plant matter, squeezing Remy against my core as their pollen reception feathers danced up and down his glistening back. The massage lit his nerves up in pleasure, leaving the sweet little floret moaning through a mouthful of phytotoxin milk and twitching inside the graft he had pumped full of his fluids.

My ability to hold a coherent humanoid form faltered quickly as Bel invaded the puppet I maintained mostly for Remy’s sake. My head fell to the side in a lolling tangle, collapsing into a bundle of vines that splayed out from my thinly covered core, only remaining firmly wrapped around the terran who was engulfed between us.

“Woah, what in the-” Remy jolted back awake from the sudden motion, and I swiftly silenced him to happy gurgles by pushing his mouth back to where he had been suckling.

Bel joined me in abandoning the bipedal form, allowing the face woven from plant fibers to come apart and reform into a more relaxed, flowing shape covered in millions of tiny eyespots and surprisingly sharp thorns. A body made of tens of thousands of thin tentacles has an enormous surface area, and we sought to match every part of ourselves to each other, roots tangling in the kind of knot one imagined in her most hedonistic fantasies. Bit by bit, my leaves were crunched flat against the couch until my ability to thermoregulate was noticeably compromised.

I bared myself fully, and Bel’s damp corevines twisted around mine, lending me their own foliage’s circulatory loop instead of mine. I bashfully plunged a connection port into an offered stem and pulled like a nervous firstbloom. Each of my flowers opened for theirs, and we squeezed tighter into a ball coiling in a thermochemical exchange of pure ecstasy.

Remy’s little moans rumbled against us as we filled the hollow inside our fused domed maw with powerful euphoriants, and then, three fuzzy little chirping avianoids were plucked from their nest above and stuffed in alongside him, creating a hyperactively bouncy intoxicated chamber of sophonts rubbing against our most sensitive inner fibers. 

It was the feeling of absolute closeness to another person, our biorhythms fusing into a single ecstatic song that would last until our shared stamina ran out. And the thorn-curlingly smooth flow of coolant pouring through my vascular system revealed that Bel had thermal stamina that would put terrans to shame.

No wonder they could so easily handle that many florets.

I grabbed my squirming terran, tickled the side of Remy’s nose, and a quick reinforcing signal to his implant triggered a powerful sneeze. A cloud of pollen that the implant’s filters had gathered shot out into the enclosed space, coating both of our extended receptor feathers. A buffet sample of the particles of any affini who my pet had drifted by and offered his curious nose a pleasant scent today mixed into our pleasure, the reinforcing gift of the Compact itself. Our grand, shared chemical tagged approval. Utterly intoxicating in the most literal sense. 

I sang, resonating in the implants of our pets, Pyn, Sokn, Remy, Topi, all rubbing together in writhing pleasure. Bel choked my coolant flow for a moment and I overheated almost immediately. Dripping pools of our mixing phytotoxin steamed into cloudy vapors against my glowing core, and the squealing and chirping grew higher still in pitch as the air thickened. Movements became more frantic and clumsy with every desperate breath.

It was pleasure. It was wholeness. It was sex from the Core Worlds before the Compact’s limbs extended to the stars. Dripping and sticky, swirling and instinctual, raw and primal.

Everbloom, it had been too long.

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Six
Remy ran ahead of us as we strolled down the boardwalk towards Bel’s hab, stopping occasionally to speak with one of the vendors who had set up home within the various vividly colorful structures that lined the wooden walkway. Everyone was happy to speak with my little lady, eager to give away their food or crafts to such an enthusiastic sweetheart.

Remy scurried back to show me a very large icecream with a chocolate flake sticking out the side. “Can you believe it honey? She gave me this whole thing and it only cost a forehead kiss. Like I wasn’t about to offer her one in the first place!” She cackled, took a mighty crunch out of the frozen treat, and went back to her jogging pace.

Bel and I followed slowly behind, making idle conversation about the project to build a so-called 'Jurassic’ park on one of the smaller islands on the ring. I thought the name was rather odd, since the reconstructed organisms were more accurately from across the entire Mesozoic Era. But apparently the name carried some historical significance, and I wasn’t going to challenge the experts. 

The local bureau of Public Recreation and Xenoinstinctual Fulfilment had more than proven they knew what they were doing, after all. 

I had been particularly impressed by the Anthemoessa boardwalk and fairgrounds that ran along the ocean when I relocated my hab to a more coastal location. Parks and outdoor play were a vital part of many sophont’s enrichment, and this was one of so many places that the true artistry of the Compact’s attention to every detail of public and private life was put on display.

Bel listened as I explained the history of how I had once worked as a clerk in various branches of Xenoinstinctual fulfilment, the unique challenges posed by each species, and how I had once specialized in utilizing the infinite possibilities of digital space to meet the needs of less typical sorts. 

My date thrummed casual approving pulses as we strolled, asking prompting questions. Their natural inclination to casually lead the flow of conversation was relaxing, to say the least. I supposed it was a needed skill when one was so vastly outnumbered by their florets. Speaking of which… It was time for a flirt I had prepared in advance.

I exhaled a tiny, targeted sample of aerosolized cloudhopper-targeted euphoriants into the air from a disguised flower on my temple, and was pleased to feel Bel’s slight fluster as they detected them, then fluttered a few leaves so their pets inhaled them in their slumber.

“Didn’t realize you had one of those,” they purred.

I flared the flower, and then a few blushblooms beside it. “I didn’t until yesterday. I visited a nursery.”

Another wave of interest hummed through the air between us. “Ever seen the cloudhopper homeworld? Beautiful sunsets.”

“I haven’t, no.” My ex and I had passed through that arm of Andromeda, but never visited Gnuitra itself. “It has a very dense atmosphere, if I remember correctly?”

“Yep. When the weather is just right, the sky shimmers as the light refracts through the phase layers of ozone and other oxides. Almost like being underwater, and with how strong the magnetic field is you get some spectacular light shows near the poles. Speaking of which, these little rascals have slept enough for one afternoon.”

Bel plucked a trio of gleaming berries from their shoulder branches, and dangled them over the nest where their snoozing florets clung together in a tiny ring, each covering another with their colorful feathers.

“Topi! Pyn! Sokn! Wake up, little ones!”

The sweet little xenosophonts perked up from their nest at their owner’s whistle, chirping in excitement at the promised morsels.

“Owner!” “Treat!” “Hungry…”

Bel stroked each of them on the head feathers between their ears as they dropped the berries into the nest. The precious little cuties gobbled up their meals and immediately began investigating Remy, jumping down to glide over the terran. Remy, clearly well-acquainted with Bel’s florets, greeted them with a grin and outstretched arms as they circled over her head.

“Hey, little guys! Landing zone ready!”

The trio swooped down with excited chirps. Pyn perched atop Remy’s head, Sokn and Topi clinging to her shoulders. They kept bantering in adorable squeaks far outside of the range of little Remy’s hearing. 

“Pollen in her hair!” “Carry us over there! That way!” “Owner’s girlfriend should teach the ape to hear us now!” 

Sokn had a point. If things progressed with Bel, I would have to get Remy an auditory range mod so they could communicate. Remy skipped ahead, flapping her arms and making wooshing noises as the tiny avianoids chittered and steered her with little taps. “Come on little fellas, let’s go to the beach!”

As Remy stepped onto the sand her trio of passengers leaped into the air and banked up in the thermal updrafts, chasing each other while bantering playfully. A tide pool outcropping had been built from smooth stone to naturally push out from waves, and it made for the perfect spot for Bel’s little ones to splash and preen their feathers once they found it.

We hung back, plunging structural roots into the enriched sand under us, watching our beloved pets playing on the beach. Bel extended a finger with an elastic fiber, pulling it back like a slingshot to shoot small berries into the air for the cloudhoppers to chase. 

“More!” “Too easy!” “Do the hard ones!”

Bel chirped a laugh up at them and switched to more aerodynamically complex treats with folded ridges that made them twist and twirl through the air unpredictably, providing more of a challenge for the little things to track. Below the vortex of motion, Remy seemed to have found a shovel, and was gleefully digging a hole in the wet sands while belting a song she barely remembered the words to.

I let the joy of the moment fully wash over me, like the waves of the waters that would slowly erode rock into the sandy beach. A deep, subsuming calm, something within me fulfilled by this peace. I felt Bel’s rhythm rise in adoration.

“You know, it’s fascinating to watch the tensions in your stems relax a bit when you watch her. Even now.”

The blushblooms flashed as I flustered. “I wasn’t even aware I was carrying visible tension.”

“Yeah, you hide it well. That’s why I’m under strict instructions from Occantalis herself to show you a good time, remember?”

 


 

As we entered Bel’s hab, the rambunctious trio soared up into a false cliffside tower over a central thermal shaft that spilled slowly rising air for the winged florets to bask in. The lower area had clearly been remodeled since the ship entered terran space, with a crescent shaped couch suited to the bipedal configurations Bel and I currently maintained. It was surprisingly well furnished, as though Bel had been planning on taking a terran of their own at some point.

“Woah, this place is tall, I wonder who thought of that one,” Remy commented with golden-irised wonder as she looked up at the artificial cliffside overhead. “If you turned this place on its side I could run up there!”

Pyn, Sokn and Topi chittered down, teasing Remy.

“Climb, human, climb!” “Come on, tree girl!” “You might fit on a branch!” 

“Sorry, dears,” I chirped up in amusement up at them. “Maybe another time.” Arboreal as her distant ancestors might be, I was not about to let my clumsy little princess follow them up unsupervised without a proper mounting plate for a safety harness installed.

Bel smiled at Remy, and reached up for a little box they had prepared for her on a high shelf. “Have a little present for you, actually, for being such a help around the office.”

Remy opened the gift excitedly. Inside was a popular toy for terrans- a small portable gaming console with two colorful controllers on each side that could optionally disconnect. 

“Aw, thanks boss! I wonder how it-” The screen lit up with a somewhat rudimentary puzzle, rendered with realtime graphics using the same simple graphical engine from our local floret cut system to make it seem as though a cartoon version of herself was walking around the abstract space. “Hold on. There’s a little Remy in there? I’ve gotta figure this out…”

I set my wife down in a small armchair with her gaming console while Bel and I reclined together on the couch, intermingling our vines flirtatiously. My rustling kept getting higher, especially as Bel began playing with my blushblooms. Remy was a bit too focused on the device to look at us, now playing some kind of open world puzzle combat game. I peered into her thoughts for a moment.

This is so cool. And Shanai seems so relaxed. What a great day.

It was adorable to watch, and I was pleased to observe she was responding well to Bel’s biorhythm dominating mine. I spoke to Bel in affini.

“Goodness. She really does seem to like you.”

“Yeah, total sweetie.”

“I’m glad she invited you to that little wedding ceremony. I wasn’t sure if she wanted to have her work friends there…”

“Hmm?” Bel’s creeping advance into my thickets slowed to an almost frustrating crawl. “You told her to invite me, Shanai. At least that’s what she said at the time.”

“I… don’t remember that.” Suddenly, the class-E flower dripped automatically, and I got just a bit less steady in the vine. “I must have just done it while the partition was active. Silly me!”

Being dosed with a relaxant made it easier to not overthink things. I turned my focus back to Remy, and was a bit surprised by what I found when I dipped into her inner thoughts again.

I want to fuck Shanai… I hope we go home soonish.

It was a bit surprising. Remy had not prompted sexual activity since regaining lucidity from her implant, and I realized with an embarrassed shudder why it was suddenly present in her mind. Bel had sneakily run an activation fiber between a blushbloom and my terran aphrodisiac perfume emitter control pathway. The more they flustered me, the more I was putting out scent tags that my little girl would respond to with arousal.

Which was rather flustering by itself.

“Oh, you rot-choked-”

They squeezed harder. “Noticed, have you?”

“-pervert,” I squeaked back, feeling another waft of the xenodrugged scent escape my leaves.

Bel stroked a tendril though my body, teasingly up the trimmed bushy fibers around my core. “Come on, let Remy sit with us. I’m fine with xenosophonts on the couch.”

Admittedly, I wanted Bel to see how good I was at caring for my pet’s needs… and the easiest way would be to accelerate the timeline of when Remy cracked and asked for intercourse. I directed Remy’s implant to dispense more cuddle drugs and bonding enhancers into her bloodstream, as well as a bit of an intoxicant that would lower her inhibitions.

She was squeezing the gaming console rather hard now, squirming in her seat. 

“Do you want something, dear?”

“Nah, just… thinking about stuff, you know.”

Perhaps I was overdoing it. I reached over, and curled a vine up her leg to get her attention.

“Are you sure, love?”

I ran the tendril higher, stroking the subtle little bulge of her adorably tiny genitals against her padding, delighting a bit in how it made her shiver- trying to keep my composure as Bel continued to grope me inside my own foliage.

“Shanai! In- in front of my boss? Is that… appropriate?”

“Of course, dear. I was just playing. I suppose I shouldn’t assume you’re interested in my advances.” 

God, she’s insatiable… But we haven’t fucked in a few days, she must be desperate!

Her little eyes flicked back at Bel, then me, then down at the vine teasing her. “I mean, as long as it’s fine! I know you aliens got different rules and all…”

The cloudhoppers above seemed to find the events unfolding extremely entertaining.

“Sex ape! Sex ape!” “They really are like that huh.” “She’s dosing her, Topi.”

Remy, oblivious to the squeaking chatter above us, avoided my eyes. “Maybe we could, um. If you were in the mood, I mean. Doesn’t have to be now. As long as you wanted to…”

Her paralyzing fear of rejection, no matter how cute it made her act, was something I eagerly looked forward to breaking into pieces on the end of my vine.

“I meant my vows to see to your needs,” I purred at her, sending another waft of perfume into the air. “No matter when they may arise. Just say the word, my love, and I would move the stars for you.”

I followed with a pulse of my own biorhythmic hum through the vine, resonating with the peripheral roots of her implant grown all the way through the nerves of her penis. Oh, I suppose that was currently also being bent by Bel’s rhythm subtly shaping mine.

Something finally cracked in my wife, and she hissed a plea through gritted teeth.

“Please, please can I fuck you, Shanai? Please, I want it so bad!”

I pulled the vine away, leaving her whining and squirming. “Want?”

Her eyes went wide with desperation. “No, okay, fuck. Need! I need it! I need to fuck you. I’m so fucking horny!”

Bel chuckled, shifting over just a little so there would be a place for her to sit between us. “I’d never begrudge you having your needs seen to, sweetie.”

My floret made an embarrassed huff that was cut off swiftly by me plucking her from the armchair and pulling her clothing off.

Remy’s penis, freed from her padded panties, flopped adorably to one side before I coated it in a pink nectar. I had adjusted the implant so that she was not capable of a full erection without first being soaked in the fluids of my graft to reduce the chance of her injuring herself somehow, but the blood vessels quickly engorged and stiffened to a size just a little larger than her thumb. It was very cute… perhaps I should make it smaller still, though. She certainly hadn’t noticed the first round of shrinking.

I don’t wanna make Bel feel inadequate… They really seem to like Shanai…

“Oh, she’s noticed you’re courting me,” I whispered to Bel in affini.

How precious. I had slightly adjusted Remy’s definition of our marriage and hypnotically removed several insecurities to avoid distressing my little lady with fears of being replaced if my courtship with Bel proceeded. She apparently thought of interaffini relationships as inherently platonic… which by human definitions of sex and romance, I supposed they technically were. 

I arranged my mass to create the appearance of legs, though since her drooping eyes were locked on my hypnotic fascinators I didn’t bother with anything beyond the valley of petals that would draw her in towards the yonic tool she would be penetrating. Finally, I shifted my core down and wrapped a set of vines around her wrists and ankles to pull her into place.

“I just want to be… sure this is allowed,” Remy babbled, looking back at Bel with adorably dilated blood vessels on her cheeks.

“Make yourself comfortable, Remy.” Bel soothed the nervous terran, petting her on the head encouragingly. “I don’t mind as long as you have fun.”

“Fuck,” my floret whined as her genitals were engulfed in the wet petals. 

The quivering little terran’s gluteus muscles tensed, leveraging the large muscles needed for bipedalism to thrust forward. I ran my fingertips gently over the sensitive base of her spine, where the column of bones curled inward into a fused vestige within her pelvis, dimpling the skin on either side adorably. A tail really would be adorable, and I could wrap my tendrils around it to keep her steady while doing our little bonding ritual with her mating instincts.

A little tremor of enjoyment resonated in my core as Bel watched the skill with which I tended to my floret’s needs. I opened each of my pollination nodules and let her rhythmic motion coat her sweat-glistening skin in a layer of my sex material thick enough even Remy would almost be able to see it. She was, of course, focused on her own pleasure, as trained.

“I needed this so bad, Shanai… I love you, I love you!”

Words were replaced with moans as I snaked a slick tendril deep until it was massaging her prostate from inside her body. 

“I love you too, sweetie,” I spoke back in a voice procedurally disrupted by moans based on the inputs from her motion. 

Bel’s thrum grew hungrier as the dripping sticky fluid and oils that terran bodies coated themselves in ran vivid with my mark of possession and care. Little saline streaks dripped down my leaves and splattered onto the couch, a practically pornographic sight.

Finally, Remy made an adorable little squeal, and clenching muscles acted as a pump that emptied a spurt of clear fluid into the flower. A swirl of natural euphoriants and bonding chemistry erupted into her brain, and I directed the implant to enhance the feeling even more with a dispense of corresponding xenodrugs.

Three little voices cheered above us, congratulating the little human.

“Good girl,” I murmured. “Mommy loves it when you beg. I’ll always give you what you need. You deserve the universe.”

“Woah, yeah… I guess so,” The terran panted, nodded, falling forward against me. “Yipee,” she yawned, then promptly fell asleep.

Everbloom, her little resting noises were so cute.

Bel was, as Remy might have phrased it, ‘bricked up’ after watching me dust Remy. A thin dribble of solvent nectar was drooling from several of the buds on their shoulder, and it was clear what they wanted before they spoke, a deep warbling want hidden in a higher register than terran speech used. 

“May I hold Remy?”

I curled my vines around my sleeping pet in a mock show of bratty possession. “I don’t know… maybe I should keep her to myself. You already have three florets, after all.”

“Shanai, be reasonable,” Bel practically growled, little thorns quivering. “Let me touch. She’s so cute like this.”

I guided Remy’s mouth to my chest, and a release of class-P quickly had her suckling at the solution of sugars, fat, and Ω-classed regressant phytotoxin my artificial mammary glands produced.

“You see her so much during your work day… I’m not sure.” I pulsed my teasing intentions into the air, and exhaled a chemical tag that indicated I was comfortable with Bel being assertive. Our audience above jeered.

“Oooh!” “She’s being bratty!” “Owner, she wants you bad!”

“Yeah, yeah, I got the message,” Bel chuckled up at their pets above, pausing to throw them each a treat. 

And then they lunged, flowing on top of me like a wave of plant matter, squeezing Remy against my core as their pollen reception feathers danced up and down her glistening back. The massage lit her nerves up in pleasure, leaving the sweet little floret moaning through a mouthful of phytotoxin milk and twitching inside the graft she had pumped full of her fluids.

My ability to hold a coherent humanoid form faltered quickly as Bel invaded the puppet I maintained mostly for Remy’s sake. My head fell to the side in a lolling tangle, collapsing into a bundle of vines that splayed out from my thinly covered core, only remaining firmly wrapped around the terran who was engulfed between us.

“Woah, what in the-” Remy jolted back awake from the sudden motion, and I swiftly silenced her to happy gurgles by pushing her mouth back to where she had been suckling.

Bel joined me in abandoning the bipedal form, allowing the face woven from plant fibers to come apart and reform into a more relaxed, flowing shape covered in millions of tiny eyespots and surprisingly sharp thorns. A body made of tens of thousands of thin tentacles has an enormous surface area, and we sought to match every part of ourselves to each other, roots tangling in the kind of knot one imagined in her most hedonistic fantasies. Bit by bit, my leaves were crunched flat against the couch until my ability to thermoregulate was noticeably compromised.

I bared myself fully, and Bel’s damp corevines twisted around mine, lending me their own foliage’s circulatory loop instead of mine. I bashfully plunged a connection port into an offered stem and pulled like a nervous firstbloom. Each of my flowers opened for theirs, and we squeezed tighter into a ball coiling in a thermochemical exchange of pure ecstasy.

Remy’s little moans rumbled against us as we filled the hollow inside our fused domed maw with powerful euphoriants, and then, three fuzzy little chirping avianoids were plucked from their nest above and stuffed in alongside her, creating a hyperactively bouncy intoxicated chamber of sophonts rubbing against our most sensitive inner fibers. 

It was the feeling of absolute closeness to another person, our biorhythms fusing into a single ecstatic song that would last until our shared stamina ran out. And the thorn-curlingly smooth flow of coolant pouring through my vascular system revealed that Bel had thermal stamina that would put terrans to shame.

No wonder they could so easily handle that many florets.

I grabbed my squirming terran, tickled the side of Remy’s nose, and a quick reinforcing signal to her implant triggered a powerful sneeze. A cloud of pollen that the implant’s filters had gathered shot out into the enclosed space, coating both of our extended receptor feathers. A buffet sample of the particles of any affini who my pet had drifted by and offered her curious nose a pleasant scent today mixed into our pleasure, the reinforcing gift of the Compact itself. Our grand, shared chemical tagged approval. Utterly intoxicating in the most literal sense. 

I sang, resonating in the implants of our pets, Pyn, Sokn, Remy, Topi, all rubbing together in writhing pleasure. Bel choked my coolant flow for a moment and I overheated almost immediately. Dripping pools of our mixing phytotoxin steamed into cloudy vapors against my glowing core, and the squealing and chirping grew higher still in pitch as the air thickened. Movements became more frantic and clumsy with every desperate breath.

It was pleasure. It was wholeness. It was sex from the Core Worlds before the Compact’s limbs extended to the stars. Dripping and sticky, swirling and instinctual, raw and primal.

Everbloom, it had been too long.
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Chapter Seven
One terran rescued, critical condition. 

Twenty-seven terrans missing.

Four terrans confirmed… gone. 

It was, to say the least, a gloomy debriefing on the situation now that we had reached the crash site. 

Glimmering ocean light flickered through the kitchen window in the periphery of my true vision, a far brighter sight than the glum artifice of a perfectly polite bureaucratic meeting branch that was being overlaid onto a visual modem through my partition.

Seemingly everything that could have possibly gone wrong with the poor terrans had done so. Being forced to rely on traction engines meant that the misguided little things had several minutes of advance warning to our approach. They had managed to scatter in all directions, in electric vehicles we hadn’t been aware the survivors had access to, vanishing into the dense forests and unmapped cave systems of the frigid moon. 

Worse was the effects of the hyperspace damage. Many of our most precise instruments were useless at this proximity to the exploded jump drive, meaning that we were stuck with the most rudimentary of manual search techniques and basic realspace telemetry.

Remy, bless his cardiovascular system, was still oblivious to it all. He was seated across from me at the dining table in real space, kicking his little legs happily as he watched his sports game, a video of bouncing vegetables in a smaller window on top of that, and continued to play the puzzle adventure game Bel had picked out on the gaming device. I was absentmindedly feeding him a hot grain dish, but neither he nor I was paying much attention to that.

It was so lovely watching his attention span melt with each passing day, and each repeated application of my phytotoxin…

The captain’s voice pulled me back to the meeting. “Miss Jones?”

“Sorry, I got distracted, my floret was being cute.” It was one of the more common words uttered at meetings, a single vowel sound that carried an entire sentence of meaning. “Yes, we have elected to consider the news of the lost four a class-two adhesion risk, temporarily restricting knowledge of the advice given by this council to only the department heads of relevant…”

I continued droning mechanically from a pre-prepared statement. It was fairly obvious advice to give. People didn’t need to be aware we had guessed wrong, and we would apply affini-targeted memetohazards to smooth over this event in memory. The archives would remember everything, but it need not exist in active discussion. It was, as Remy would say, ‘a bummer and a half’.

One of the ring coordinators nodded. “I think, until we build the memorial, that would be for the best. Hopefully it’s only for four of them…”

I felt a drip. Ambrosia soaking into addled stems. The class-E flower Bel had given me had activated automatically, as programmed, responding to me being harmed by stress. The honeyed temptation to just let it mellow me out yawned, but no. I needed to prioritize the situation.

A serrated blade flashed inside my chest, carefully snipping the flower from its stem. I compiled a glass of nutrient fluid and put it out on the dining table. I would regraft it as soon as I was done working. It was not romantic, but Bel would understand that my duties came first.

Yet another thing to be guilty about that pooled in my core.

But at least we had saved one.

Lynn Walsh’s file sat open on the false desk I maintained in the digital meeting room, and like all the others it was now quite populated with information. She had been left behind by the rest of her packmates, and was in dire condition. She had apparently prevented the crashed ship’s reactor from melting down to save her compatriots by physically crawling inside it to kick a reactor control rod into place, and radiation burns covered much of her body as a result. 

She had been lucky. Despite everything, the xenopathogen endemic to Losofor had not done more damage to her body. The poor creature had only barely not needed to be given a generic implant on the table to save her life, and would absolutely have died before the end of the day if we had not arrived when we did. No matter the case, she would be cared for now, never again allowed to be such a preciously brave hero. 

The affini that had rescued her, a second bloom named Gaelen Echeveria from the fourth ring, was expected to be the lucky affini. If they allowed such a precious thing to slip through their vines… the number of Notices of Intent to Domesticate that had already been filed on the girl was estimated to be between the sixteenth and eighteenth powers of two. If not for already having my vines full with Remy, I would be among them.

The feed from the cameras in miss Walsh’s hospital room wavered with distortion as the feed struggled to keep up with the demand. Hundreds of thousands of affini on other ships were attempting to peer in on the heroic little thing, after her story and the footage of her pleading for help went viral on the internship network. I was faintly reminded of a similar video of a cotyledon whose desperate plea to save humanity was the reason the residents of the Occantalis had voted to move into terran space in the first place.

“I also wanted to inquire…” I looked across the false room, at the form that Occantalis Actual was currently present in, the very facet that had pronounced Remy and I husband and Wife, Fyrina. She was my own overseer, the grand clerk of the entire ship. “If we might want to create space to discuss your well-being, Occantalis. How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” She replied tersely. Fyrina looked fine outwardly in more conventional xenosophont senses, but any affini present could feel how much pain she was in. “I flew through Maelodion Space before we rebuilt their homeworld. It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

Coasting atop the turbulence caused by the hypermetric explosion was wreaking havoc on the ship. She was in what could be compared to physical agony every moment she spent anywhere near the scarred spacetime. I had briefly looked at a five dimensional projection, and seen roiling spikes of corrupted realspace puncturing clear through her, with a maelstrom of jagged blades grating against the tendrils that normally basked freely in hyperspace. She was under an assault like no weapon terrans could ever have intentionally wrought, and unable to move away without potentially losing what scant traces of the missing twenty-seven we had.

I was not sure I would have the tenacity to handle such a thing, but perhaps that was why Occantalis was a shipmind and I wasn’t. 

“How are you feeling, though?”

“I would compare it to, in terms that more materially oriented affini are familiar with, the sensation of having core samples taken… perhaps roughly one trillion per second.”

Ouch.

The captain turned to her, concern visible in kind blue eyes. “Is this a safe position for you to be in?”

Occantalis hissed back at him in undisguised annoyance. “It is not pleasant, but I will hold this position indefinitely. Until every single one of them is accounted for.” Something rippled under her voice, determination sharpening like a firebreak’s subatom blade. “I will peel the surface of that frost-bitten moon, rock by rock if I must. I was overruled into giving up on them once. None of you will convince me to leave until we are certain to the fates of all of them.”

There was a shudder among the projected attendants as the full force of Occantalis Actual’s conviction was briefly channeled through the voice of a deceptively small facet body. Fyrina slumped to the side… and I realized that she was actually in the same physical room as the captain as he wrapped his vines around her tightly, murmuring soothing words in a Triangulum tongue so ancient I barely understood its basest structure.

Just another affini like the rest of us, I supposed.

Not much else of note was said at the meeting, and I had little else to say until we had wrapped up. We all knew it was busywork anyway. The real work was being done down on the planet, by search teams braving the bitter cold to rescue the sophonts I had doomed.

I stayed in that overlaid meeting room, watching the Walsh feed and anxiously flipping through files for a while, all alone.

And then, the miserable silence was disrupted as Remy burped loudly. “That sure was a funny drink… and tasted terrible! But I guess I was pretty thirsty.”

I shut the partition, and raised a sculpted eyebrow at him. “What drink?” I hadn’t brought him his coffee yet.

“The one you gave me a minute ago?”

I focused back on the table, fully reintegrating myself into real space, and saw the glass vase had been emptied entirely of its contents. Little drops of water led in a trail directly to the culprit, who had a confused awkward look on his tiny face.

“You drank… phytotech nutrient slurry?” It must have tasted terribly bitter, though there was nothing in it he couldn’t digest. I couldn’t help but laugh, terran-style. The little guy and Bel had been rubbing off on me. “Where did you put the flower I put in there?”

“Oh, that was a flower? I thought it was a garnish like when they put a fried pickle on a stick on a martini back on Hablis…” Remy chuckled, rubbing his belly. “It was kinda salty, too!”

Oh, frost.

I sent a signal to his implant to disable his gag reflex, grabbed him by the collar, and immediately plunged an emergency evacuation vine down his throat. I quickly grabbed what I could, then retracted the primary appendage a few moments later, with most of the chewed up petals and crushed stem fibers pulled clear. Thank the Everbloom I had opted for the implant option that let him breathe through his pores.

The drooling little terran’s golden eyes hung heavy as I put what remained of the flower into a sealed container for disposal. He was making a warbling noise I had never heard him produce before. Had I traumatized the poor thing? I should probably erase the last minute of memory just to be sure… I took a quick peek into his thoughts for insight.

Fuck. Oh fuck. That was the hottest kiss she’s ever given me. And she didn’t even use her mouth.

…Oh. 

Well, perhaps that aspect of this situation was fine then. I would have to explore options for developing erogenous zones within his larynx and epiglottis. If this was his response without encouragement, I needed to see how he would look with assistance.

Remy, for his part, sprung back quickly, wiping the drool from his chin on his sleeve and blushing a deep red. He wobbled a bit, and I steadied him in his seat. “Uh, gosh, that’s one way to wake up in the morning, I guess.”

“Yes, here, drink your coffee,” I murmured as I put the mug down in front of him, frantically trying to identify the flower in a toxicology database.

Unfortunately, a bespoke graft designed for use with other affini did not have the standardized identification stripes identifying what xenosophonts it might be poisonous to. Remy’s implant should be able to filter anything, but I had already made one mistake, better not to risk further ones.

“Ah, fuck, I think I got, uh, goop on my shirt. Dear, I might need to be changed before work!”

“You are not going to work today.” It would be sort of pointless anyway, since every affini in the department other than Bel was currently down on the moon’s surface, trying to rescue the remaining terrans.

“But I had an idea for an aboveground trolley on ring four I wanted to pitch!”

Rot, I had no idea what this flower was. I opened a direct audio call to Bel, though I did silence Remy’s babbling with a euphoriant sap-dripping hollow mesh gag first and flood his lungs with class-Æ. 

Bel fortunately picked up immediately, voice emerging from the hab speakers. “Shanai?”

“The flower you grafted onto me. Harmful to terrans if consumed?”

“Oh, nope. I made sure of that before I gave it to you. Might get a bit of a tummyache as it breaks down if they aren’t implanted, but that’s all. Can I ask why?” 

For the sake of certainty, I reached back down Remy’s throat, using a vine with more sensitive chemical nodes to ensure that nothing remained in his sensitive little digestive system. I didn’t detect any stray petals, fortunately. The poor little guy’s aroused struggling noises got even cuter as I did. “Remy ate your flower.” 

“He ate…” Bel snorted with amusement, their voice choking up as they mimicked having a diaphragm that could not speak and laugh simultaneously. I was less amused. “Course he did. Must have known it was mine.”

“It’s not funny!”

“Shanai. It’s hilarious.”

I made a rustling sigh, continuing to poke around his gurgly little tummy. “Okay. It’s a little funny. I already extracted as much of it from his stomach as I could detect.”

“Should be fine then. Maybe I’ll swing by to replace the flower later?”

Warmth bloomed in my core at the thought of having Bel around. “I would like that. Thank you.”

“Anything else going on? How you holding up with… you know.”

I looked down at the moaning, squirming little stress toy whose tonsils were currently squeezing my vine, overcome by bewilderment and barely-contained cuteness aggression. 

“Well enough.” I lashed a vine to each of Remy’s wrists and ankles, and lifted him into my lap, retracting myself fully from his throat once he was seated properly. I switched back to speaking in terran before continuing so Remy could hear. “My husband won’t be coming in to work, I am keeping him for myself today.”

Remy squirmed in surprise, hiccuping adorably before he was able to speak. “C’mon honey, they need me for project aqua-rail, and what about that streetcar I mentioned!”

I resumed exploring the inner surface of his esophagus, replacing his chatter with moaning. It wasn’t even really for the sake of clearing his throat anymore, I just thought the noises were cute.

Bel laughed again. “By the sounds of it you two are gonna have a nice morning in. See you later!”

The speaker played a small chime to mark the end of the call. I extracted my appendage from my husband’s throat, and turned him around to face me. His cheeks were burning hot, golden eyes watery, nose dripping that signature pink and gold of a heavily pollinated floret.

“What’s going on, Shanai?”

I pushed my sculpted nose against his until both were flat, babbling sweetly in affini, forehead to forehead.

“You, cutie, are such an adorably, delightfully stupid creature. Yes you are, you’re the biggest little dummy to ever live. I adore you, my sweet little idiot child.”

Remy giggled happily. He didn’t understand a word of it, other than that the xenosophont tense of ‘you’ was something I called him, and knowing I was talking about him caused a dopamine release in his brain. Yes, this was exactly what I needed. I would bury him in dopamine. “Okay, well, you seem worked up… Maybe we can have some morning sexy times…”

“Aw, good boy, I’ll always give you that if you ask.”

I carried Remy to the bedroom, pressed him facedown onto our shared nest, then paused for a moment to secrete a thick, lubricating contact euphoriant onto the vine I was about to be using to press my biorhythm into his prostate as I extended the pleasure toy out to latch onto his genitals.

“Fuck, Mommy,” Remy whined. “I want… boobie!”

The false nipple of my breast unfurled into a long appendage, and I brought that to my floret’s mouth to suckle at the same moment that I began to stroke the sensitive tissues inside his digestive tract that would make him climax repeatedly even without me switching his refractory period off.

I was going to rip every adorable little moan out of my sweet little manchild that I could.

 

-----

 

Hours later, Bel and I strolled down the boardwalk together. Pyn was dozing in my branches currently, while Sokt and Topi each perched on Bel. We were keeping an eye on a few of the more outdoor pets whose owners were on the active rescue teams down below as well, who appeared to each be styled after various terran cultural theological figures. Fortunately, they were far too busy kissing to get into much trouble.

Remy was watching sports again on the beach, smiling and laughing with his silky black hair flowing in the breeze on a picnic blanket with a very annoyed-looking Mikey sipping a beer beside him. The rather grumpy human’s wardship collar was quite visible, but he seemed to be behaving himself a bit better with Bel and I being visibly present. Two other friends who had been at the wedding, Kee and their wife Jane, sat on the other side. Bernard and his new ramet were both invited but apparently not quite ready for social events yet.

There was a certain chill in the air only us affini could detect, not in the warm air that flowed around the contours of the islands mountain peak, but in the rhythms of our tones. Finally, after a long silence, the question I had been dreading was asked.

“So Shanai. How’d Remy manage to eat a flower that was grafted against your core?”

I clung tightly to Bel for support, holding our sculpted hands like we were a human couple. “I… temporarily snipped it to work. Sorry. It was not an intentional gesture of rejection.”

“Oh, I’m not worried about that.” Bel was not angry, of course. Concern was what dripped in their tone. “But that thing was just… a flirty overture. Never thought the safety mechanism would ever activate enough to be a problem. Can you tell me why?”

“I don’t know, exactly. I remember that I did it. Not what caused it.”

We stood in companionable silence, watching the perfect waves as they formed in the depths of the subaquatic communities, pressure building in a way that mimicked the gravitation pull of lunar bodies until it rolled across the horizon towards us. In that moment it was just us, and our beloved pets, and the sounds of the pristine unreality all around.

“I know I said at the wedding I didn’t want to dampen the mood. But after getting to share in the joy of my work… I’d love to hear about what your department does, even if it is burdensome. As much as you’re willing to share.”

“It’s just work. If I didn’t have this job it wouldn’t make any difference,” I rustled unconvincingly. “I have the option to pretend it’s not happening.”

“But you do and it is. I think I’d like a chance to meet all of you. That little closed memory partition is sounding more like it is becoming a person with her own feelings who is hurting, badly.”

Maybe Bel was right. At current progression, the roots had overtaken a full 27% of my core’s volume. I needed to try or I was going to undergo an unplanned branch split. I felt an ache return to my vines as I hesitantly disabled the memory block.

Each crash of wave on stone, and every drag of water through sand was a sympathetic discord that mirrored the sensation inside me. I became full, and in doing so I didn’t just allow myself to remember the grave anxieties I had been ignoring. I also allowed that manic tragedy to breach the surface of my living experience, and in doing so, become real. It was painful saltwater in an infected cut I had been ignoring. All the thoughts that were easiest to deal with in a concentrated silo allowed to bleed into my otherwise perfect day with Bel and Remy. 

Everbloom. 

I felt so… 

Small. 

Just one tiny, powerless piece of the greater Compact, doing her best.

Helpless in the face of a universe whose basest laws were uncaring and cruel.

“Fuck.” 

I had never sworn in terran before. Somehow, it felt fitting in this moment.

“You okay, Shanai?”

There was no answer that I could will myself to say for a while. Just an uncomfortable non-verbal tension as I tried to run and rerun the modulations in my understanding of the decisions we had all made that led me here. Finally I came to the conclusion that I wasn’t okay. And it was okay to not be okay. And I should probably let them know.

“I… I don’t think so. I’m not sure anyone could look at the Compact from the angle my job forces me to and make it through unscathed.”

“Seems like you might be, at minimum, depressed. I know that isn’t uncommon for this job…”

Yes, perhaps… but it was more.

“I don’t like myself,” I confessed quietly. “Who I feel I am becoming. This role grants a perspective I feel wholly unprepared to internalize. It is my job to compromise. How can anything less than perfection be acceptable?” 

“We do what we can. We move as fast as we can. It’s not pretty that we have to choose, but remember… this is the frontier. These terrans are the last generation that will ever know true suffering or struggle.” Bel glanced down at the avianoids perched on us. “They were once the same. There are so many generations that lived and died before we could reach them, and we care for those we can.”

“And yet… we have made zero progress towards the goal of universal domestication. Literally zero percent of all xenosophonts have been saved.”

“Not sure I’d say zero,” Bel remarked after a moment, gesturing at the terrans currently passing a joint between them, though Mikey appeared disinterested. “We’ve almost finished with the entire Local Group. Before we know it, we will have new hyperspace lanes to other galactic clusters, too. We keep getting faster, too.”

“But we can’t save the infinite cosmos. Acceleration does nothing. No finite speed will ever complete an infinite task.” I looked out over the curving waves, at this little bottled illusion of control we called the Occantalis. “Maybe we are all on a fool’s errand. An infinite war against the laws of physics themselves.”

“Then why do we try at all?” Bel hummed, soothing themselves by petting Topi for a moment. “We can’t be perfect. But we are better than the universe without us. All anyone can do is our best for those we can.”

I was silent for a moment, focus drifting until it latched onto Remy. Giddy, intoxicated, laughing with his friends. 

My sweet little pet. I… this side of me, the thing growing through the rest of me like rot, spent so little time with him. 

But he was the whole point.

“Him. I can make him happy. I can make his finite time the best it could ever be. And… I like who he makes me. His… Wife, Owner, Mom, whichever word. They’re all the same.” 

“Well put. When they look at us, like how he looks at you. Like to think that’s the universe choosing to love us too.”

Bel snaked their roots through where our wooden hands met, warming mine with a tight squeeze. Finally, I felt a new relaxant flower slide into place… but this one, I could turn off if I wanted to, I noticed.

“I should close the partition.”

They made a rustling noise, and started to hum an old, old song. “Stay as long as you can, little bureaucrat. Lean on me when you are weak. You already carry too much alone.”

So I did. I breathed in the saltwater air, stroked a tendril through Pyn’s feathers, as we watched in harmonized silence, the other two florets joined the picnic down on the sand, and I listened in as Remy and Kee began explaining the rules of the game they were watching to the newcomers, Mikey still sulking quietly.

I chose to reject the notion that only serious sad things were important. This was important. It mattered.

“So they only play four of the cartoon guys? Even though there are nine to choose from?”

“Well, I think eight of them are viable for occasional use. The sniper has some gross sightlines on some maps.”

Remy laid back with his head in Kee’s lap, sighing contentedly and nuzzling into the casual touch. He continued to babble in those sweet tones that reminded me a floret’s biorhythm could be just as addictive as an affini’s. How precious.

“The real fun starts when they get the cart to C, this one always has stalemates on this small chokepoint…”

As I peered into Remy’s thoughts, I was intrigued to observe he was apparently attracted to Kee, despite them having what terrans would consider a mostly masculine presentation. 

Damn. Kee is kinda handsome… is that gay? I’m too high to figure this out… Smells good too… I’m pretty sure they have pronouns now… They've always been hot though! And their wife has a smoking hot girlfriend too…

“Speaking of small, It’s cute how your affini made you shorter, Remy,” Kee teased as they ran their fingers through his jet-black hair.

Remy looked back at me with a look that seemed to be a mix of panic, excitement, and confusion. I gave him a ‘thumbs up’ gesture and had the implant dispense a hefty dose of disinhibitors. His cute little forehead fur patches rose as he came to a sudden epiphany.

Wait. It would be fine if it was gay! I don’t have to be scared anymore. Mikey won’t say anything with Mom and D… Bel… around anyway.

A few murmurs and the giggling encouragement of Kee's wife and the demon girl floret later, Remy and Kee were kissing on the sand. Mikey appeared furious, but remained quiet, staring at the polygonal sport game on the display screen. Ah, blu was winning, Remy would be happy about that. Though his mind seemed elsewhere as Kee pulled him towards a slightly more secluded spot under a fluff and they pinned him against a wall.

Wait a second! It was really fun to have a vine in my mouth earlier… What if I tried…

As I observed Remy attempt to perform fellatio, I determined that perhaps those remedial classes on human sexuality would be warranted after all. 

 

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Seven
One terran rescued, critical condition. 

Twenty-seven terrans missing.

Four terrans confirmed… gone. 

It was, to say the least, a gloomy debriefing on the situation now that we had reached the crash site. 

Glimmering ocean light flickered through the kitchen window in the periphery of my true vision, a far brighter sight than the glum artifice of a perfectly polite bureaucratic meeting branch that was being overlaid onto a visual modem through my partition.

Seemingly everything that could have possibly gone wrong with the poor terrans had done so. Being forced to rely on traction engines meant that the misguided little things had several minutes of advance warning to our approach. They had managed to scatter in all directions, in electric vehicles we hadn’t been aware the survivors had access to, vanishing into the dense forests and unmapped cave systems of the frigid moon. 

Worse was the effects of the hyperspace damage. Many of our most precise instruments were useless at this proximity to the exploded jump drive, meaning that we were stuck with the most rudimentary of manual search techniques and basic realspace telemetry.

Remy, bless her cardiovascular system, was still oblivious to it all. She was seated across from me at the dining table in real space, kicking her little legs happily as she watched her sports game, a video of bouncing vegetables in a smaller window on top of that, and continued to play the puzzle adventure game Bel had picked out on the gaming device. I was absentmindedly feeding her a hot grain dish, but neither she nor I was paying much attention to that.

It was so lovely watching her attention span melt with each passing day, and each repeated application of my phytotoxin…

The captain’s voice pulled me back to the meeting. “Miss Jones?”

“Sorry, I got distracted, my floret was being cute.” It was one of the more common words uttered at meetings, a single vowel sound that carried an entire sentence of meaning. “Yes, we have elected to consider the news of the lost four a class-two adhesion risk, temporarily restricting knowledge of the advice given by this council to only the department heads of relevant…”

I continued droning mechanically from a pre-prepared statement. It was fairly obvious advice to give. People didn’t need to be aware we had guessed wrong, and we would apply affini-targeted memetohazards to smooth over this event in memory. The archives would remember everything, but it need not exist in active discussion. It was, as Remy would say, ‘a bummer and a half’.

One of the ring coordinators nodded. “I think, until we build the memorial, that would be for the best. Hopefully it’s only for four of them…”

I felt a drip. Ambrosia soaking into addled stems. The class-E flower Bel had given me had activated automatically, as programmed, responding to me being harmed by stress. The honeyed temptation to just let it mellow me out yawned, but no. I needed to prioritize the situation.

A serrated blade flashed inside my chest, carefully snipping the flower from its stem. I compiled a glass of nutrient fluid and put it out on the dining table. I would regraft it as soon as I was done working. It was not romantic, but Bel would understand that my duties came first.

Yet another thing to be guilty about that pooled in my core.

But at least we had saved one.

Lynn Walsh’s file sat open on the false desk I maintained in the digital meeting room, and like all the others it was now quite populated with information. She had been left behind by the rest of her packmates, and was in dire condition. She had apparently prevented the crashed ship’s reactor from melting down to save her compatriots by physically crawling inside it to kick a reactor control rod into place, and radiation burns covered much of her body as a result. 

She had been lucky. Despite everything, the xenopathogen endemic to Losofor had not done more damage to her body. The poor creature had only barely not needed to be given a generic implant on the table to save her life, and would absolutely have died before the end of the day if we had not arrived when we did. 

No matter the case, she would be cared for now, never again allowed to be such a preciously brave hero. 

The affini that had rescued her, a second bloom named Gaelen Echeveria from the fourth ring, was expected to be the lucky affini. If they allowed such a precious thing to slip through their vines… the number of Notices of Intent to Domesticate that had already been filed on the girl was estimated to be between the sixteenth and eighteenth powers of two. If not for already having my vines full with Remy, I would be among them.

The feed from the cameras in miss Walsh’s hospital room wavered with distortion as the feed struggled to keep up with the demand. Hundreds of thousands of affini on other ships were attempting to peer in on the heroic little thing, after her story and the footage of her pleading for help went viral on the internship network. I was faintly reminded of a similar video of a cotyledon whose desperate plea to save humanity was the reason the residents of the Occantalis had voted to move into terran space in the first place.

“I also wanted to inquire…” I looked across the false room, at the form that Occantalis was currently present in, the very facet that had pronounced Remy and I wife and Wife, Fyrina. She was my own overseer, the grand clerk of the entire ship. “If we might want to create space to discuss your well-being, Occantalis. How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” She replied tersely. Fyrina looked fine outwardly in more conventional xenosophont senses, but any affini present could feel how much pain she was in. “I flew through Maelodion Space before we rebuilt their homeworld. It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

Coasting atop the turbulence caused by the hypermetric explosion was wreaking havoc on the ship. She was in what could be compared to physical agony every moment she spent anywhere near the scarred spacetime. I had briefly looked at a five dimensional projection, and seen roiling spikes of corrupted realspace puncturing clear through her, with a maelstrom of jagged blades grating against the tendrils that normally basked freely in hyperspace. She was under an assault like no weapon terrans could ever have intentionally wrought, and unable to move away without potentially losing what scant traces of the missing twenty-seven we had.

I was not sure I would have the tenacity to handle such a thing, but perhaps that was why Occantalis was a shipmind and I wasn’t. 

“How are you feeling, though?”

“I would compare it to, in terms that more materially oriented affini are familiar with, the sensation of having core samples taken… perhaps roughly one trillion times per second.”

Ouch.

The captain turned to her, concern visible in kind blue eyes. “Is this a safe position for you to be in?”

Occantalis hissed back at him in undisguised annoyance. “It is not pleasant, but I will hold this position indefinitely. Until every single one of them is accounted for.” Something rippled under her voice, determination sharpening like a firebreak’s subatom blade. “I will peel the surface of that frost-bitten moon, rock by rock if I must. I was overruled into giving up on them once. None of you will convince me to leave until we are certain to the fates of all of them.”

There was a shudder among the projected attendants as the full force of Occantalis Actual’s conviction was briefly channeled through the voice of a deceptively small facet body. Fyrina slumped to the side… and I realized that she was actually in the same physical room as the captain as he wrapped his vines around her tightly, murmuring soothing words in a Triangulum tongue so ancient I barely understood its basest structure.

Just another affini like the rest of us, I supposed.

Not much else of note was said at the meeting, and I had little else to say until we had wrapped up. We all knew it was busywork anyway. The real work was being done down on the planet, by search teams braving the bitter cold to rescue the sophonts I had doomed.

I stayed in that overlaid meeting room, watching the Walsh feed and anxiously flipping through files for a while, all alone.

And then, the miserable silence was disrupted as Remy burped loudly. “That sure was a funny drink… and tasted terrible! But I guess I was pretty thirsty.”

I shut the partition, and raised a sculpted eyebrow at her. “What drink?” I hadn’t brought her her coffee yet.

“The one you gave me a minute ago?”

I focused back on the table, fully reintegrating myself into real space, and saw the glass vase had been emptied entirely of its contents. Little drops of water led in a trail directly to the culprit, who had a confused awkward look on her tiny face.

“You drank… phytotech nutrient slurry?” It must have tasted terribly bitter, though there was nothing in it she couldn’t digest. I couldn’t help but laugh, terran-style. The little princess and Bel had been rubbing off on me. “Where did you put the flower I put in there?”

“Oh, that was a flower? I thought it was a garnish like when they put a fried pickle on a stick on a martini back on Hablis…” Remy chuckled, rubbing her belly. “It was kinda salty, too!”

Oh, frost.

I sent a signal to her implant to disable her gag reflex, grabbed her by the collar, and immediately plunged an emergency evacuation vine down her throat. I quickly grabbed what I could, then retracted the primary appendage a few moments later, with most of the chewed up petals and crushed stem fibers pulled clear. Thank the Everbloom I had opted for the implant option that let her breathe through her pores.

The drooling little terran’s golden eyes hung heavy as I put what remained of the flower into a sealed container for disposal. She was making a warbling noise I had never heard her produce before. Had I traumatized the poor thing? I should probably erase the last minute of memory just to be sure… I took a quick peek into her thoughts for insight.

Fuck. Oh fuck. That was the hottest kiss she’s ever given me. And she didn’t even use her mouth. Fuck. Maybe I’m not exclusively a top…

…Oh. 

Well, perhaps that aspect of this situation was fine then. I would have to explore options for developing erogenous zones within her larynx and epiglottis. If this was her response without encouragement, I needed to see how she would look with assistance.

Remy, for her part, sprung back quickly, wiping the drool from her chin on her sleeve and blushing a deep red. She wobbled a bit, and I steadied her in her seat. “Uh, gosh, that’s one way to wake up in the morning, I guess.”

“Yes, here, drink your coffee,” I murmured as I put the mug down in front of her, frantically trying to identify the flower in a toxicology database.

Unfortunately, a bespoke graft designed for use with other affini did not have the standardized identification stripes identifying what xenosophonts it might be poisonous to. Remy’s implant should be able to filter anything, but I had already made one mistake, better not to risk further ones.

“Ah, fuck, I think I got, uh, goop on my shirt. Dear, I might need to be changed before work!”

“You are not going to work today.” It would be sort of pointless anyway, since every affini in the department other than Bel was currently down on the moon’s surface, trying to rescue the remaining terrans.

“But I had an idea for an aboveground trolley on ring four I wanted to pitch!”

Rot, I had no idea what this flower was. I opened a direct audio call to Bel, though I did silence Remy’s babbling with a euphoriant sap-dripping hollow mesh gag first and flood her lungs with class-Æ. 

Bel fortunately picked up immediately, voice emerging from the hab speakers. “Shanai?”

“The flower you grafted onto me. Harmful to terrans if consumed?”

“Oh, nope. I made sure of that before I gave it to you. Might get a bit of a tummyache as it breaks down if they aren’t implanted, but that’s all. Can I ask why?” 

For the sake of certainty, I reached back down Remy’s throat, using a vine with more sensitive chemical nodes to ensure that nothing remained in her sensitive little digestive system. I didn’t detect any stray petals, fortunately. The poor little lady’s aroused struggling noises got even cuter as I did. “Remy ate your flower.” 

“She ate…” Bel snorted with amusement, their voice choking up as they mimicked having a diaphragm that could not speak and laugh simultaneously. I was less amused. “Course she did. Must have known it was mine.”

“It’s not funny!”

“Shanai. It’s hilarious.”

I made a rustling sigh, continuing to poke around her gurgly little tummy. “Okay. It’s a little funny. I already extracted as much of it from her stomach as I could detect.”

“Should be fine then. Maybe I’ll swing by to replace the flower later?”

Warmth bloomed in my core at the thought of having Bel around. “I would like that. Thank you.”

“Anything else going on? How you holding up with… you know.”

I looked down at the moaning, squirming little stress toy whose tonsils were currently squeezing my vine, overcome by bewilderment and barely-contained cuteness aggression. 

“Well enough.” I lashed a vine to each of Remy’s wrists and ankles, and lifted her into my lap, retracting myself fully from her throat once she was seated properly. I switched back to speaking in terran before continuing so Remy could hear. “My wife won’t be coming in to work, I am keeping her for myself today.”

Remy squirmed in surprise, hiccuping adorably before she was able to speak. “C’mon honey, they need me for project aqua-rail, and what about that streetcar I mentioned!”

I resumed exploring the inner surface of her esophagus, replacing her chatter with moaning. It wasn’t even really for the sake of clearing her throat anymore, I just thought the noises were cute.

Bel laughed again. “By the sounds of it you two are gonna have a nice morning in. See you later!”

The speaker played a small chime to mark the end of the call. I extracted my appendage from my wife’s throat, and turned her around to face me. Her cheeks were burning hot, golden eyes watery, nose dripping that signature pink and gold of a heavily pollinated floret.

“What’s going on, Shanai?”

I pushed my sculpted nose against hers until both were flat, babbling sweetly in affini, forehead to forehead.

“You, cutie, are such an adorably, delightfully stupid creature. Yes you are, you’re the biggest little dummy to ever live. I adore you, my sweet little idiot child.”

Remy giggled happily. She didn’t understand a word of it, other than that the xenosophont tense of ‘you’ was something I called her, and knowing I was talking about her caused a dopamine release in her brain. Yes, this was exactly what I needed. I would bury her in dopamine. “Okay, well, you seem worked up… Maybe we can have some morning sexy times…”

“Aw, good girl, I’ll always give you that if you ask.”

I carried Remy to the bedroom, pressed her facedown onto our shared nest, then paused for a moment to secrete a thick, lubricating contact euphoriant onto the vine I was about to be using to press my biorhythm into her prostate as I extended the pleasure toy out to latch onto her genitals.

“Fuck, Mommy,” Remy whined. “I want… boobie!”

The false nipple of my breast unfurled into a long appendage, and I brought that to my floret’s mouth to suckle at the same moment that I began to stroke the sensitive tissues inside her digestive tract that would make her climax repeatedly even without me switching her refractory period off.

I was going to rip every adorable little moan out of my sweet princess that I could.

 


 

Hours later, Bel and I strolled down the boardwalk together. Pyn was dozing in my branches currently, while Sokt and Topi each perched on Bel. We were keeping an eye on a few of the more outdoor pets whose owners were on the active rescue teams down below as well, who appeared to each be styled after various terran cultural theological figures. Fortunately, they were far too busy kissing to get into much trouble.

Remy was watching sports again on the beach, smiling and laughing with her silky black hair flowing in the breeze on a picnic blanket with a very annoyed-looking Mikey sipping a beer beside her. The rather grumpy human’s wardship collar was quite visible, but he seemed to be behaving himself a bit better with Bel and I being visibly present. Two other friends who had been at the wedding, Kee and their wife Jane, sat on the other side. Bernard and his new ramet were both invited but apparently not quite ready for social events yet.

There was a certain chill in the air only us affini could detect, not in the warm air that flowed around the contours of the islands mountain peak, but in the rhythms of our tones. Finally, after a long silence, the question I had been dreading was asked.

“So Shanai. How’d Remy manage to eat a flower that was grafted against your core?”

I clung tightly to Bel for support, holding our sculpted hands like we were a human couple. “I… temporarily snipped it to work. Sorry. It was not an intentional gesture of rejection.”

“Oh, I’m not worried about that.” Bel was not angry, of course. Concern was what dripped in their tone. “But that thing was just… a flirty overture. Never thought the safety mechanism would ever activate enough to be a problem. Can you tell me why?”

“I don’t know, exactly. I remember that I did it. Not what caused it.”

We stood in companionable silence, watching the perfect waves as they formed in the depths of the subaquatic communities, pressure building in a way that mimicked the gravitation pull of lunar bodies until it rolled across the horizon towards us. In that moment it was just us, and our beloved pets, and the sounds of the pristine unreality all around.

“I know I said at the wedding I didn’t want to dampen the mood. But after getting to share in the joy of my work… I’d love to hear about what your department does, even if it is burdensome. As much as you’re willing to share.”

“It’s just work. If I didn’t have this job it wouldn’t make any difference,” I rustled unconvincingly. “I have the option to pretend it’s not happening.”

“But you do and it is. I think I’d like a chance to meet all of you. That little closed memory partition is sounding more like it is becoming a person with her own feelings who is hurting, badly.”

Maybe Bel was right. At current progression, the roots had overtaken a full 27% of my core’s volume. I needed to try or I was going to undergo an unplanned branch split. I felt an ache return to my vines as I hesitantly disabled the memory block.

Each crash of wave on stone, and every drag of water through sand was a sympathetic discord that mirrored the sensation inside me. I became full, and in doing so I didn’t just allow myself to remember the grave anxieties I had been ignoring. I also allowed that manic tragedy to breach the surface of my living experience, and in doing so, become real. It was painful saltwater in an infected cut I had been ignoring. All the thoughts that were easiest to deal with in a concentrated silo allowed to bleed into my otherwise perfect day with Bel and Remy. 

Everbloom. 

I felt so… 

Small. 

Just one tiny, powerless piece of the greater Compact, doing her best.

Helpless in the face of a universe whose basest laws were uncaring and cruel.

“Fuck.” 

I had never sworn in terran before. Somehow, it felt fitting in this moment.

“You okay, Shanai?”

There was no answer that I could will myself to say for a while. Just an uncomfortable non-verbal tension as I tried to run and rerun the modulations in my understanding of the decisions we had all made that led me here. Finally I came to the conclusion that I wasn’t okay. And it was okay to not be okay. And I should probably let them know.

“I… I don’t think so. I’m not sure anyone could look at the Compact from the angle my job forces me to and make it through unscathed.”

“Seems like you might be, at minimum, depressed. I know that isn’t uncommon for this job…”

Yes, perhaps… but it was more.

“I don’t like myself,” I confessed quietly. “Who I feel I am becoming. This role grants a perspective I feel wholly unprepared to internalize. It is my job to compromise. How can anything less than perfection be acceptable?” 

“We do what we can. We move as fast as we can. It’s not pretty that we have to choose, but remember… this is the frontier. These terrans are the last generation that will ever know true suffering or struggle.” Bel gestured at the avianoids perched on us. “They were once the same. There are so many generations that lived and died before we could reach them, and we care for those we can.”

“And yet… we have made zero progress towards the goal of universal domestication. Literally zero percent of all xenosophonts have been saved.”

“Not sure I’d say zero,” Bel remarked after a moment, watching as the terrans were currently passing a joint between them, though Mikey appeared disinterested. “We’ve almost finished with the entire Local Group. Before we know it, we will have new hyperspace lanes to other galactic clusters, too. We keep getting faster, too.”

“But we can’t save the infinite cosmos. Acceleration does nothing. No finite speed will ever complete an infinite task.” I looked out over the curving waves, at this little bottled illusion of control we called the Occantalis. “Maybe we are all on a fool’s errand. An infinite war against the laws of physics themselves.”

“Then why do we try at all?” Bel hummed, soothing themselves by petting Topi for a moment. “We can’t be perfect. But we are better than the universe without us. All anyone can do is our best for those we can.”

I was silent for a moment, focus drifting until it latched onto Remy. Giddy, intoxicated, laughing with her friends. 

My sweet little wifepet. I… this side of me, the thing growing through the rest of me like rot, spent so little time with her. 

But she was the whole point.

“Remy. I can make her happy. I can make her finite time the best it could ever be. And… I like who she makes me. Her… Wife, Owner, Mom, whichever word. They’re all the same.” 

“Well put. When they look at us, like how she looks at you. Like to think that’s the universe choosing to love us too.”

Bel snaked their roots through where our wooden hands met, warming mine with a tight squeeze. Finally, I felt a new relaxant flower slide into place… but this one, I could turn off if I wanted to, I noticed.

“I should close the partition.”

They made a rustling noise, and started to hum an old, old song. “Stay as long as you can, little bureaucrat. Lean on me when you are weak. You already carry too much alone.”

So I did. I breathed in the saltwater air, stroked a tendril through Pyn’s feathers, as we watched in harmonized silence, the other two florets joined the picnic down on the sand, and I listened in as Remy and Kee began explaining the rules of the game they were watching to the newcomers, Mikey still sulking quietly.

I chose to reject the notion that only serious sad things were important. This was important. It mattered.

“So they only play four of the cartoon guys? Even though there are nine to choose from?”

“Well, I think eight of them are viable for occasional use. The sniper has some gross sightlines on some maps.”

Remy laid back with her head in Kee’s lap, sighing contentedly and nuzzling into the casual touch. She continued to babble in those sweet tones that reminded me a floret’s biorhythm could be just as addictive as an affini’s. How precious.

“The real fun starts when they get the cart to C, this one always has stalemates on this small chokepoint…”

As I peered into Remy’s thoughts, I was intrigued to observe she was apparently attracted to Kee, despite them having what terrans would consider a mostly androgynous presentation. 

Damn. Kee is kinda handsome… am I bi? But no… they’re nonbinary. What does that come out to? I’m too high to figure this out… They've always been hot though! And their wife has a smoking hot girlfriend so it’s probably fine… Would Mikey get mad if…

“Speaking of small, It’s cute how your affini made you shorter, Remy,” Kee teased as they ran their fingers through her jet-black hair.

Remy looked back at me with a look that seemed to be a mix of panic, excitement, and confusion. I gave her a ‘thumbs up’ gesture and had the implant dispense a hefty dose of disinhibitors. Her cute little forehead fur patches rose as he came to a sudden epiphany.

Wait. I don’t have to be scared anymore. Mikey might be a dick sometimes but he won’t say anything with Mom and D… Bel… around.

A few murmurs and the giggling encouragement of Kee's wife and the demon girl floret later, Remy and Kee were kissing on the sand. Mikey appeared furious, but remained quiet, staring at the polygonal sport game on the display screen. Ah, blu was winning, Remy would be happy about that. Though her mind seemed elsewhere as Kee pulled her towards a slightly more secluded spot on the beach and they pinned the girl against a wall.

Wait a second! It was really fun to have a vine in my mouth earlier… What if I tried…

As I observed Remy attempt to perform fellatio, I determined that perhaps those remedial classes on human sexuality would be warranted after all. 
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Chapter Eight
Bel and I stepped out of the elevator, and into the sprawling grasslands of ring four. It was a big day, with big news for Remy. But our living situation wasn’t the only stark change.

Things had been moving quickly in the development of the space. My vines still braced for the mountainous desert environment that once spun on the fourth slot, but that ring had transferred to an orbital station over Vasaii before we entered the terran wild range.

Fresh water and lush greenery wound around walking trails, boggy biomes that made humid mists in the parts that remained wild and untamed in their appearance. We walked down a nature trail until the first of several neighborhoods made itself known, an early settlement that was built to foster a sense of closeness amongst the florets who found this space as their new home. It was nice to see that the hilltop castle from the old Rudon environment was still here, one familiar landmark that had stayed behind on the ship.

The new buildings appeared to be clusters of brick two story designs with murals and stores, but the heights of the second floors had been altered to create an impossible illusion of size that was important for helping the little ones internalize the sense of vastness. It was adorable to watch the cognitohazard at work as a pet in a wardship collar gasped in humbling shock at a large painting of a local cotyledon on the side of a dining establishment.

Our destination was one district over, a recreational center in the newly-established independents’ village, where Remy’s classes were being held. Technically, it was built to the specifications of a carnivorous predatoenrichment zone, but the residents didn’t need to know that. The ones with niche interests in being hunted by fictional monsters would get their experience, and those that did not would never know.

A notification overlaid on my digital vision as we walked down a main avenue- an icon of a golden spatia flower and requested radius projected around a passing xenosophont whose affini had designated needed to be given extra space. It was Lynn Walsh, the adorable little hero of ring four, hobbling along with the aid of a cane and leg brace. It was the rescue of the crash and talk of the entire ship. Bel and I both paused to sneak photos of the local celebrity as she peered around the town with wonder, finally able to explore her new environment after her reconstructive surgeries.

Her future owner had already trained her to eat from their vine, and was feeding the tiny thing a mango while walking just a bit behind her, with vines carefully splayed in a protective shield that always moved away just before miss Walsh could turn her head to notice it.

“Everbloom,” I mumbled, squeezing my partner’s vines. “What a welcome sight.”

I had been spying on miss Walsh extensively of course, leveraging my position as a clerk to access just slightly more detail than the rest of the ship had access too. But seeing her with my own photoreceptors… 

“Soon we will have all of them safe and sound,” Bel reminded me with a purr.

Yes… The biorhythmic hum in the air was much more upbeat than it had been as of just a few days ago, thanks to the arrival of the Cymbidium in the system. It was still tense, but noticeably improved. My attention split, once again passing analysis over faultlines we had already mapped, just looking for something, anything we had overlooked.

The support had allowed Occantalis to back off out of the worst of the storm, fortunately. We were bombarding the surface with deployments of medical supplies, food, water filtration kits, and documents explaining the danger of the LRX disease… but none had been touched.

We were fairly sure the missing twenty-seven had vanished into a series of cave systems formed by thermal contraction of the mercury-rich geology that made up large sections of the continent. Finding them would be a slow, manual process, and even the arrival of a much larger ship to help had not removed the time pressure. 

While we had been able to confirm the existence of thousands of freshwater springs that would allow them to sustain themselves for weeks, the real deadline was the xenopathogen and heavy metal poisoning from the caves themselves.

I should be down there helping, not wandering around ring four, snooping on someone else’s cute pet that was already safe.

“You’re drifting again, Shanai,” Bel hummed.

I nodded, and focused back on the present, dialing down electrochemical connectivity to the memory partition without entirely closing it. I was on a Bel-assigned mandatory rest period for the next twelve hours, and needed to remember that. Fortunately, after we detoured around the low stimulus zone to our destination, the sight of my sweet little manchild greeted me and anchored me back to material reality.

Remy was standing outside the building, chatting excitedly with Selene, the aged xenra in charge of planning the layout of the future independent district. She towered over him, over double his current height at a bit under three meters. Selene had a paper clutched between her paws, focused intently on it as her snout curled into an adoring, hungry grin. It seemed to be a crayon drawing of the trolley system that Remy thought ring four needed.

“Yeah, this is real cute, kiddo,” she said, reaching down to pet his head, then folding it and putting the paper in her pocket. “I’ll pass this along to the ring coordinator, no problem. Maybe we should talk about it in private, if you’re not busy…”

“Um, I don’t know… My boss is supposed to be picking me up soon…” Remy seemed a bit enamored with the canid xenosphont, which was very cute. Bel and I slowed down, to see how this would play out.

“Selene, not to interrupt,” called one of the mechanical construction drones being controlled by Occantalis. “I was wondering how you felt about this treeline…”

The xenra’s pedipalps clicked in embarrassment as she remembered she was supposed to be doing something other than flirting with humans. Adorable. “Ah, right. Fuckin’ responsibilities and shit. See you around, kiddo.”

Occantalis led the xenra along towards an alley, and, to my surprise, directly toward the invisible barrier that had been designated around little miss Walsh.

Of course. It was a matter of common knowledge to her many secret admirers that the little hero princess was primarily xenophilic, and her decrypted personal storage had contained many erotic depictions of fictional fur covered sophonts. I felt a thrum of the shipmind’s satisfaction thrum as the princess and the xenra crossed paths, and the threads of fate were altered forever. 

Ever the matchmaker, Occantalis was. Constantly adjusting the paths of xenosophonts to find their happy endings. I envied her fine touch. My own capabilities felt so blunt in comparison. Oh, to shape destiny so invisibly… Neither sophont would ever know they had been brought together intentionally. 

Another tug from Bel. Right.

Remy’s slender, hairless tail swayed side to side as he skipped towards us in the lower gravity, helping significantly with the balance problems caused by the baseline of drugs I liked keeping him on. His soft little belly did just a bit of a jiggle with each leaping step, and when he was just a meter away he bounced into the air for me to catch, giggling and laughing.

“Mommy! I didn’t know you were gonna be here too!”

I smiled, burying the guilt that my own floret didn’t expect me to pick him up. It was fine. It was only temporary, I reminded myself. “How was school, sweetie?”

“Super cool! I learned about mouth on a pussy stuff! Got some good practice in too!” He waggled his tongue to demonstrate, a sweet clumsy attempt. “Did you know that when humans transition, some of them keep the thing they had before? I had no idea!”

He grinned up at me proudly, and I took the opportunity to wipe a slight residue of mostly-dried fluid from his chin. A brief analysis concluded that the instructor of the class might need to adjust xir mineral supplements. I sent an instruction to xir compiler to add additional nutritional fortifications accordingly. “Aw, that’s lovely, sweetie.”

“Yeah, it was fun. I wanna try it on you next, Wifey.” Remy giggled mischievously and nestled up in my arms, pulled out his tablet, and started to watch a video. Then, seemingly as an afterthought, he blurted out a rather unexpected question. “Oh yeah, can I have a vagina, too?”

“I could arrange that, yes.” As we began to walk towards our lunch destination, I queued a few forms to schedule a genital reconfiguration surgery for tomorrow afternoon. “What prompted this?”

“Well, it just seems fun,” Remy said with a shrug, mostly focused on the videos on his handheld device. I peered into his thoughts, curious if this represented some kind of gender awakening, but nothing in particular manifested beyond his thoughts on the colorful animation on the screen. 

I think the peas are dating. Two out of three give each other little kisses and the third doesn't know. But they share a pod… they're keeping such a secret!

I supposed he simply had not considered the fact that he could choose his own body shape until the class. Admittedly, I had already removed his testicles and shrunk his anatomy to the point of penile/clitoral ambiguity, so perhaps it was fitting anyway.

Bel tickled Remy under the chin affectionately. “I’m proud of you for experimenting. But maybe the little guy wants a preview?”

I paused, paperwork ready in the buffer. We had gotten Remy a sensorium streaming mod in the same surgery round that gave him a tail and extended his hearing into cloudhopper vocalization range, since we thought it would be cute to let him inhabit a phytotech cloudhopper body and play with Bel’s florets sometimes. No reason not to let him try a simulation before we committed two entire days to recovery time. 

“Would you like that, little guy? To feel what it would be like first?”

“Oh yeah, like when you turned me into a pencil!”

I opened the library of recordings from our own mating… and then realized that feeding Remy a simulation of what he had done with my pleasure graft, even before I had shrunk his penis to a cute little nub, was a rather poor first impression of the experience of what having a terran vaginal canal would be like. My little darling deserved a more skilled sampling. I queued the ship’s recorded experiential library, browsed the sim-florn files, and immediately realized this was a far vaster library than I had assumed. The terran artistic fixation on mating was remarkable.

“Ah. There is a lot to choose from.”

Bel extended their own tablet from their chest, open to a similar menu and whispering in affini. “I can pick for you. Rest day and all that, let me handle it.”

They pinged me with an access request filing, to use my own digital uplink to relay to Remy’s implant. I paused before hitting approve, noting that it applied to me as well. “You sneaky thing.”

A flower on Bel’s shoulder opened, emitting pure chemical smugness into the air. “Go on, confirm it. You’ll be at my mercy later. When the little one is sleeping.”

I hit accept, sending a stack of consent forms to the central archives on ring one. It took a few seconds to activate, and my blushblooms flared as I realized why. Of course they had chosen a form that would require five other affini to sign off, submitting their own statements that they had seen it, approved, and thought it was very cute that I was giving Bel that control. 

“Done, you frost-bitten pervert.”

“Good girl.”

Bel extended their arms, and I let them carry Remy. They began stroking their tendrils through his silky hair lovingly as he looked up with excitement. “Now, there are actually many possible options… this would be a somewhat average human man’s penis, recorded in what is called a mating press position.”

My partner brought a wooden finger down on a button and Remy doubled over, moaning and squirming immediately. Bel’s thorns flared slightly at the adorable display, and they began going down a list, switching to each as they described them.

“Good, and if we wanted to be more adventurous… Xenra knot… Kobinion ovipositor… Rudon mating plug…” 

Remy whined, clinging to Bel tightly. Drool beaded at his lips, broken up by a hiss of air through his cute little teeth. “So much! Daddy! It’s…”

“Yeah, let’s go back to just human anatomy for now… this one is slightly larger than average, from the opposite angle…”

Bel was practically flaunting it in front of me, sliding a vine through his hair in swirling strokes that made my little sprout yip and whimper, despite his adorable attempts at staying composed. My woven tendrils clenched up in arousal as I watched my partner ooze a microfilm of glistening pollen in just the right consistency to stick to the sebaceous secretions from Remy’s hair follicles. It would take more than just a bath to get that off of the squirming human, and Bel knew it.

“Looks like he likes it!”

Remy nodded dopily as the final sim ended. “Yeah. Woah. That was… something special.”

A smile curled on my lips as I filed the form confirming the anatomical adjustment for tommorow, then directed the implant to erase Remy’s memory of the experiment entirely. I carefully placed the cut to just after he had asked for the surgery. Best to reinforce that I would always spoil him rotten if he asked.

We would always spoil him rotten.

We finally reached the diner after several minutes, and Remy was a drooling mess after having vicariously experienced the sex lives of other sophonts. 

The three of us took our seats in the eating establishment, Bel and I doting on the panting little terran between us. His spontaneous embracing of his species’s naturally promiscuous tendencies and his own sexual nature had been a joy to watch bloom over the week that had passed since the fateful encounter with Kee at the beach. 

I simply wished I had been able to see more of it. 

“I’ll be happy to accompany Remy tomorrow, if you need,” Bel offered, as our meals were set before us. Nutrient bowls for them and I. Fruit salad for the cloudhoppers. Grilled cheese for Remy, with the crusts cut off.

Something hurt at that offer.

Bel was a skilled, capable caretaker. But the flustering thrill of Bel taking care of Remy in my stead was not quite so thrilling when it wasn’t voluntary. I hadn’t been able to be the one to bring him to the last surgery either.

I had just been so busy.

Losing sight of what mattered.

“No,” I answered firmly, extending my notice of vacation by an additional day. “I’ll make time.”

“Of course,” Bel said with reassuring thrum.

As I dipped my vine into the bowl of nutrient slurry, I realized Bel had ordered me a strong shot of durataxin mixed in. Probably a good idea.

 


 

Remy twirled with each hop, tail spinning in a graceful manner with each mars-gravity step as we walked back towards the elevator after lunch.

“So are we all going back home, or to Bel’s place?”

Bel and I exchanged a knowing thrum. This would be a perfect opportunity. 

“Well, both, actually.”

Remy’s sweet little dilated golden eyes widened in surprise. “We aren’t gonna stay the night?”

Topi, Sokn, and Pyn poked out from their nests in Bel and my foliage, squeaking down at the confused little guy.

“Remy, buddy…” “He doesn’t know!” “It’s so cute!”

The softer part of Remy’s ear we had rendered sensitive to their chirps twitched as he listened. “Huh? What don’t I know, fellas?”

The cloudhoppers chittered with laughter, but Bel shushed them before I continued.

“No, sweetie. We are all going to be living together. Bel and I are merging habs.”

“Actually, it’s already happened while we were out,” Bel added with a smile. “I had it flown over and set right on the spinward side. The neighbors didn't mind scooting over a bit.”

Remy looked towards the elevator, then at Bel, then back at my face. 

His tail was completely still.

His lip trembled.

And then he started crying, wailing cries echoing around the plaza. I was kneeling at his side before I even had time to think, pulsing soothing tones on pure instinct.

“Baby, baby baby boy, what’s wrong?”

Remy managed to choke out a few words through the tears. “But- but if there’s all of us in the house, am I still your special guy? And what about Bel, I don’t un-understand.”

“Bel’s moving in with us, honey, that’s what I mean! You won’t have to travel to see them anymore.”

Remy desperately gulped down air, a noise of confused distress that made my core ache, “But but but where is all my stuff gonna go? They won’t fit! Will I need my own room again? You said I wouldn’t have to go back in that- that awful apartment!”

“Oh buddy, we would never send you back there,” Bel chimed in, steady vines curling around us both. “We are combining habs. There will be plenty of space for all your toys.”

I nodded, directing Remy’s implant to dispense a calming agent, though not too much, it would be pointless if the poor thing just got upset again as soon as it wore off. “We’re all going to sleep in a big bed together, sweetie. All six of us.”

The trio made comforting warbles down to their buddy.

“Yeah! No need to cry! It’ll be fun, we can cuddle!” “You’re so warm, Remy!” “We can fuck now too if you want, little sex ape!”

I hushed Topi, this wasn’t the time to add even more unexpected twists. Remy was still bawling.

“But I- I like our routine, and it’s- this isn’t- I don’t…”

“We will still have our routine, sweetie. Bel will just be there too before they go to work. You can go with them!”

Remy looked at Bel with adoring eyes, processing that he would get to see Bel all the time now, their powerful biorhythm resonating with love even if his implant didn’t have their core inside it.

“Fuck, I can show you my ideas about trains every morning…” Remy sniffed, a wobbly grin appearing on his face. “Guess I’m white collar now… I can work from home like Mikey used to…”

I smiled, wiping a tear from his cheek. “Of course, sweetie.”

“Would Bel be like. My Step-Owner?”

“Don't have payment processors to offend here, Remy,” Bel replied with a chuckle. “But we can worry about that later…”

“Okay, okay okay…” Remy nodded, still quite agitated, but his biometrics suggested he was starting to calm. “Okay, moving in is gonna be nice, actually. Yeah.”

The little guy hiccupped, flapping his hands and swaying from side to side, clearly overstimulated just thinking about the impending change, even if his distress seemed to be tapering off. Fortunately, we had prepared for this. I opened my chest slightly, and pulled out a stuffed animal.

“Hey, Remy. Look what we got you as a moving in-present.”

His eyes widened. “Is that… a dinosaur?”

Remy had taken an interest in peering over the bay towards the inaccurately named island through a toy telescope Bel had gotten him, and dinosaurs had been much the topic of his many rambling monologues since.

“Not just any,” Bel offered. “Its an allosaurus.”

Remy gasped, and snatched the stuffed animal from my outstretched vine, all his nervous energy going into squeezing it tight against his chest.

The creature depicted in soft plush was a bipedal reptile not unlike a rudon or vreeüt, but with a fuzzy, squishy body. The face had a little growl and frills above its beaded eyes, and in absurd proportions it wore an unbuttoned floral t-shirt like some kind of terran.

“How did you know?”

“Lucky guess,” I whispered, kissing his forehead. I had drugged him with a powerful truth serum and interrogated him to find out which dinosaur was his favorite a few nights ago. After extracting the needed information and erasing his memory of the questioning I had commissioned a stuffed toy of one from the same arachnid affini who made his clothing.

His face scrunched up, anxious tears replaced with babbling joy. “Thankyouthankyouthankyouthankyou!”

“Of course. We would move the stars for you, little guy.”

Three little chirping voices chimed in, clearly a little jealous.

“That thing is like if we didn’t have wings.” “Remy, you can cuddle us too later!” “The t-rex was cooler!”

Remy squeezed the plush theropod tight, glaring at Pyn, who had dared besmirch the mighty Allosaurus.

“No! Everyone always cares about the stinky T-Rex because of all the stories about them from old terra. But the Allosaurus was the coolest one by far, and she was huge, and she ate an entire sheep in one bite. She was so agile, with those cool horn frill thingys. Not lumbering at all. And at least as heavy as one and a quarter traincars, I bet.”

The four florets continued bantering about the phylogenetic taxonomy of non-avian therapods. Technically, Remy had not observed a real dinosaur through the telescope. The animals in question were actually all phytorobotic frames being piloted by digitized florets, the sheep included. 

But it didn’t matter to the florets. From their perspective our abilities were limitless, and the reality of their experiences were perfect. That was all that mattered.

The little hoppers seemed to change their minds one by one, as Remy’s impassioned speech sold them on the concept. And then Remy, inspecting his prize, noticed the little shirt that the dinosaur had been stitched wearing- a cerulean and white aloha shirt with the icon for Blu team on the back.

“And its got a blu team shirt!!!!” Anything resembling coherent language was lost as Remy began jumping up and down, rubbing his face against the stuffie’s fur, and crying tears of overwhelmed joy with his tail twitching frantically. After a solid minute of squeaking, he collapsed into my vines, completely tuckered out. “I’m the luckiest guy in the whole universe, I think.”

A deep, primal love burbled in my deepest roots, possessive and compersive all at once. I was willing to concede that he might be the luckiest guy, but I was the luckiest Affini.

We stepped into the cross-ring elevator system, a glass chamber with chairs for the comfort of xenosophonts, and got ready for our trip back to the island we called home. 

*ding!*

I almost ignored it, but then I remembered the soft block placed by Bel. I shouldn’t have received a message at all unless...

*ding!*

The subtonal notes indicated it was a priority one message, bypassing the restriction, and as soon as I acknowledged receipt I was ripped into a digital meeting room.

My consciousness was rapidly spaghettified, rebuilding itself in the false conference room, and I felt my grip on Remy’s hand fade into unconscious processing.

Oh no.

I couldn’t take anything more.

No more tragedy.

And then my core soared in relief as I saw the summon’s header message.

The rescue teams had found another of the lost terrans.

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Eight
Bel and I stepped out of the elevator, and into the sprawling grasslands of ring four. It was a big day, with big news for Remy. But our living arrangement wasn’t the only stark change.

Things had been moving quickly in the development of the space. My vines still braced for the mountainous desert environment that once spun on the fourth slot, but that ring had transferred to an orbital station over Vasaii before we entered the terran wild range.

Fresh water and lush greenery wound around walking trails, boggy biomes that made humid mists in the parts that remained wild and untamed in their appearance. We walked down a nature trail until the first of several neighborhoods made itself known, an early settlement that was built to foster a sense of closeness amongst the florets who found this space as their new home. It was nice to see that the hilltop castle from the old Rudon environment was still here, one familiar landmark that had stayed behind on the ship.

The new buildings appeared to be clusters of brick two story designs with murals and stores, but the heights of the second floors had been altered to create an impossible illusion of size that was important for helping the little ones internalize the sense of vastness. It was adorable to watch the cognitohazard at work as a pet in a wardship collar gasped in humbling shock at a large painting of a local cotyledon on the side of a dining establishment.

Our destination was one district over, a recreational center in the newly-established independents’ village, where Remy’s classes were being held. Technically, it was built to the specifications of a carnivorous predatoenrichment zone, but the residents didn’t need to know that. The ones with niche interests in being hunted by fictional monsters would get their experience, and those that did not would never know.

A notification overlaid on my digital vision as we walked down a main avenue- an icon of a golden spatia flower and requested radius projected around a passing xenosophont whose affini had designated needed to be given extra space. It was Lynn Walsh, the adorable little hero of ring four, hobbling along with the aid of a cane and leg brace. It was the rescue of the crash and talk of the entire ship. Bel and I both paused to sneak photos of the local celebrity as she peered around the town with wonder, finally able to explore her new environment after her reconstructive surgeries.

Her future owner had already trained her to eat from their vine, and was feeding the little thing a mango while walking just a bit behind her, with vines carefully splayed in a protective shield that always moved away just before little miss Walsh could turn her head to notice it.

“Everbloom,” I mumbled, squeezing my partner’s vines. “What a welcome sight.”

I had been spying on miss Walsh extensively of course, leveraging my position as a clerk to access just slightly more detail than the rest of the ship had access too. But seeing her with my own photoreceptors… 

“Soon we will have all of them safe and sound,” Bel reminded me with a purr.

Yes… The biorhythmic hum in the air was much more upbeat than it had been as of just a few days ago, thanks to the arrival of the Cymbidium in the system. It was still tense, but noticeably improved. My attention split, once again passing analysis over faultlines we had already mapped, just looking for something, anything we had overlooked.

The support had allowed Occantalis to back off out of the worst of the storm, fortunately. We were bombarding the surface with deployments of medical supplies, food, water filtration kits, and documents explaining the danger of the LRX disease… but none had been touched.

We were fairly sure the missing twenty-seven had vanished into a series of cave systems formed by thermal contraction of the mercury-rich geology that made up large sections of the continent. Finding them would be a slow, manual process, and even the arrival of a much larger ship to help had not removed the time pressure. 

While we had been able to confirm the existence of thousands of freshwater springs that would allow them to sustain themselves for weeks, the real deadline was the xenopathogen and heavy metal poisoning from the caves themselves.

I should be down there helping, not wandering around ring four, snooping on someone else’s cute pet that was already safe.

“You’re drifting again, Shanai,” Bel hummed.

I nodded, and focused back on the present, dialing down electrochemical connectivity to the memory partition without entirely closing it. I was on a Bel-assigned mandatory rest period for the next twelve hours, and needed to remember that. Fortunately, after we detoured around the low stimulus zone to our destination, the sight of my sweet little princess greeted me and anchored me back to material reality.

Remy was standing outside the building, chatting excitedly with Selene, the aged xenra in charge of planning the layout of the future independent district. She towered over Remy, over double her current height at a bit under three meters. Selene had a paper clutched between her paws, focused intently on it as her snout curled into an adoring, hungry grin. It seemed to be a crayon drawing of the trolley system that Remy thought ring four needed.

“Yeah, this is real cute, kiddo,” she said, reaching down to pet her head, then folding it and putting the paper in her pocket. “I’ll pass this along to the ring coordinator, no problem. Maybe we should talk about it in private, if you’re not busy…”

“Um, I don’t know… My boss is supposed to be picking me up soon…” Remy seemed a bit enamored with the canid xenosphont, which was very cute. Bel and I slowed down, to see how this would play out.

“Selene, not to interrupt,” called one of the mechanical construction drones being controlled by Occantalis. “I was wondering how you felt about this treeline…”

The xenra’s pedipalps clicked in embarrassment as she remembered she was supposed to be doing something other than flirting with humans. Adorable. “Ah, right. Fuckin’ responsibilities and shit. See you around, kiddo.”

Occantalis led the xenra along towards an alley, and, to my surprise, directly toward the invisible barrier that had been designated around miss Walsh.

Of course. It was a matter of common knowledge to her many secret admirers that the little hero princess was primarily xenophilic, and her decrypted personal storage had contained many erotic depictions of fictional fur covered sophonts. I felt a thrum of the shipmind’s satisfaction thrum as the princess and the xenra crossed paths, and the threads of fate were altered forever. 

Ever the matchmaker, Occantalis was. Constantly adjusting the paths of xenosophonts to find their happy endings. I envied her fine touch. My own capabilities felt so blunt in comparison. Neither sophont would ever know what had just happened.

Another tug from Bel. Right. 

Remy’s slender, hairless tail swayed side to side as she skipped towards us in the lower gravity, helping significantly with the balance problems caused by the baseline of drugs I liked keeping her on. Her soft little belly and breasts did just a bit of a jiggle with each leaping step, and when she was just a meter away she bounced into the air for me to catch, giggling and laughing.

“Mommy! I didn’t know you were gonna be here too!”

I smiled, burying the guilt that my own floret didn’t expect me to pick her up. It was fine. It was only temporary, I reminded myself. “How was school, sweetie?”

“Super cool! I learned about mouth on a pussy stuff! Got some good practice in too!” She waggled her tongue to demonstrate, a sweet clumsy attempt. She grinned up at me proudly, and I took the opportunity to wipe a slight residue of mostly-dried fluid from her chin. 

“Aw, that’s lovely, sweetie.” A brief analysis concluded that the instructor of the class might need to adjust xir mineral supplements. I sent an instruction to xir compiler to add additional nutritional fortifications accordingly. 

“Yeah, it was fun. I wanna try it on you next, Wifey.” Remy giggled mischievously and nestled up in my arms, pulled out her tablet, and started to watch a video. Then, seemingly as an afterthought, she blurted out a rather unexpected question. “Oh yeah, can I have a vagina, too?”

“I could arrange that, yes.” As we began to walk towards our lunch destination, I queued a few forms to schedule a genital reconfiguration surgery for tomorrow afternoon. “What prompted this?”

“Well, it just seems fun,” Remy said with a shrug, mostly focused on the videos on her handheld device. I peered into her thoughts, but nothing in particular manifested beyond her thoughts on the colorful animation on the screen. 

I think the peas are dating. Two out of three give each other little kisses and the third doesn't know. But they share a pod… they're keeping such a secret!

I supposed she simply had not taken the possibility of gender confirmation seriously until a class that exposed her to more queer terrans than her old Hablis-9 friend group. Admittedly, I had already removed her testicles and shrunk her anatomy to the point of penile/clitoral ambiguity, so perhaps it was fitting anyway.

Bel tickled Remy under the chin affectionately. “I’m proud of you for experimenting. But maybe the little sprout wants a preview?”

I paused, paperwork ready in the buffer. We had gotten Remy a sensorium streaming mod in the same surgery round that gave her a tail and extended her hearing into cloudhopper vocalization range, since we thought it would be cute to let her inhabit a phytotech cloudhopper body and play with Bel’s florets sometimes. 

No reason not to let her try a simulation before we committed two entire days to recovery time. “Would you like that, princess? To feel what it would be like first?”

“Oh yeah, like when you turned me into a pencil!”

I opened the library of recordings from our own mating… and then realized that feeding Remy a simulation of what she had done with my pleasure graft, even before I had shrunk her penis to a cute little nub, was a rather poor first impression of the experience of what having a terran vaginal canal would be like. My little darling deserved a more skilled sampling. I queued the ship’s recorded experiential library, browsed the sim-florn files, and immediately realized this was a far vaster library than I had assumed. The terran artistic fixation on mating was remarkable.

“Ah. There is a lot to choose from.”

Bel extended their own tablet from their chest, open to a similar menu and whispering in affini. “I can pick for you. Rest day and all that, let me handle it.”

They pinged me with an access request filing, to use my own digital uplink to relay to Remy’s implant. I paused before hitting approve, noting that it applied to me as well. “You sneaky thing.”

A flower on Bel’s shoulder opened, emitting pure chemical smugness into the air. “Go on, confirm it. You’ll be at my mercy later. When the little one is sleeping.”

I hit accept, sending a stack of consent forms to the central archives on ring one. It took a few seconds to activate, and my blushblooms flared as I realized why. Of course they had chosen a form that would require five other affini to sign off, submitting their own statements that they had seen it, approved, and thought it was very cute that I was giving Bel that control. 

“Done, you frost-bitten pervert.”

“Good girl.”

Bel extended their arms, and I let them carry Remy. They began stroking their tendrils through her silky hair lovingly as she looked up with excitement. “Now, there are actually many possible options… this would be a somewhat average human man’s penis, recorded in what is called a mating press position.”

My partner brought a wooden finger down on a button and Remy doubled over, moaning and squirming immediately. Bel’s thorns flared slightly at the adorable display, and they began going down a list, switching to each as they described them.

“Good, and if we wanted to be more adventurous… Xenra knot… Kobinion ovipositor… Rudon mating plug…” 

“Fuck,” Remy whined, clinging to Bel tightly. Drool beaded at her lips, broken up by a hiss of air through her adorable little teeth. “So much, Daddy!”

“Yeah, let’s go back to just human anatomy for now… this one is slightly larger than average, from the opposite angle…”

Bel was practically flaunting it in front of me, sliding a vine through her little hair in swirling strokes that made my little sprout yip and whimper, despite her adorable attempts at staying composed. My woven tendrils clenched up in arousal as I watched my partner ooze a microfilm of glistening pollen in just the right consistency to stick to the sebaceous secretions from Remy’s hair follicles. It would take more than just a bath to get that off of the squirming human, and Bel knew it.

“Looks like she likes it!”

Remy nodded dopily as the final sim ended. “Yeah. Woah. That was… something special.”

A smile curled on my lips as I filed the form confirming the anatomical adjustment for tommorow, then directed the implant to erase Remy’s memory of the experiment entirely. I carefully placed the cut to just after she had asked for the surgery. Best to reinforce that I would always spoil her rotten if she asked.

We would always spoil her rotten.

We finally reached the diner after several minutes, and Remy was a drooling mess after having vicariously experienced the sex lives of other sophonts. 

The three of us took our seats in the eating establishment, Bel and I doting on the panting little terran between us. Her spontaneous embracing of her species’s naturally promiscuous tendencies and her own sexual nature had been a joy to watch bloom over the week that had passed since the fateful encounter with Kee at the beach. 

I simply wished I had been able to see more of it. 

“I’ll be happy to accompany Remy tomorrow, if you need,” Bel offered, as our meals were set before us. Nutrient bowls for them and I. Fruit salad for the cloudhoppers. Grilled cheese for Remy, with the crusts cut off.

Something hurt at that offer.

Bel was a skilled, capable caretaker. But the flustering thrill of Bel taking care of Remy in my stead was not quite so thrilling when it wasn’t voluntary. I hadn’t been able to be the one to bring her to the last surgery either.

I had just been so busy.

Losing sight of what mattered.

“No,” I answered firmly, extending my notice of vacation by an additional day. “I’ll make time.”

“Of course,” Bel said with reassuring thrum.

As I dipped my vine into the bowl of nutrient slurry, I realized Bel had ordered me a strong shot of durataxin mixed in. Probably a good idea.

 


 

Remy twirled with each hop, tail spinning in a graceful manner with each mars-gravity step as we walked back towards the elevator after lunch.

“So are we all going back home, or to Bel’s place?”

Bel and I exchanged a knowing thrum. This would be a perfect opportunity. 

“Well, both, actually.”

Remy’s sweet little dilated golden eyes widened in surprise. “We aren’t gonna stay the night?”

Topi, Sokn, and Pyn poked out from their nests in Bel and my foliage, squeaking down at the confused little girl.

“Remy, buddy…” “She doesn’t know!” “It’s so cute!”

The softer part of Remy’s ear we had rendered sensitive to their chirps twitched as she listened. “Huh? What don’t I know, fellas?”

The cloudhoppers chittered with laughter, but Bel shushed them before I continued.

“No, sweetie. We are all going to be living together. Bel and I are merging habs.”

“Actually, it’s already happened while we were out,” Bel added with a smile. “I had it flown over and set right on the spinward side. The neighbors didn't mind scooting over a bit.”

Remy looked towards the elevator, then at Bel, then back at my face. 

Her tail was completely still.

Her lip trembled.

And then she started crying, wailing cries echoing around the plaza. I was kneeling at her side before I even had time to think, pulsing soothing tones on pure instinct.

“Baby, baby babygirl, what’s wrong?”

Remy managed to choke out a few words through the tears, and I got a notification that she had wet her padding. “But- but if there’s all of us in the house, am I still your special girl? And what about Bel, I don’t un-understand.”

“Bel’s moving in with us, honey, that’s what I mean! You won’t have to travel to see them anymore.”

Remy desperately gulped down air, a noise of confused distress that made my core ache, “But but but where is all my stuff gonna go? They won’t fit! Will I need my own room again? You said I wouldn’t have to go back in that- that awful apartment!”

“Oh princess, we would never send you back there,” Bel chimed in, steady vines curling around us both. “We are combining habs. There will be plenty of space for all your toys.”

I nodded, directing Remy’s implant to dispense a calming agent, though not too much, it would be pointless if the poor thing just got upset again as soon as it wore off. “We’re all going to sleep in a big bed together, sweetie. All six of us.”

I formed my leaves into a blanket to lay her on the ground, snaked a few vines up her dress, and slipped off the soaked padding so she didn’t get a rash. Passing sophonts offered her sympathetic smiles while I changed her, not that Remy was particularly focused on that. The cloudhopper trio made comforting warbles down to their buddy.

“Yeah! No need to cry! It’ll be fun, we can cuddle!” “You’re so warm, Remy!” “We can fuck now too if you want, little sex ape!”

I hushed Topi as I slid a new set of thick panties up Remy’s legs, this wasn’t the time to add even more unexpected twists. Remy sat up, eyes still watering. 

“But I- I like our routine, and it’s- this isn’t- I don’t…”

I refastened the changing flap on her dress. “We will still have our routine, sweetie. Bel will just be there too before they go to work. You can go with them!”

Remy looked at Bel with adoring eyes, processing that she would get to see Bel all the time now, their powerful biorhythm resonating with love even if her implant didn’t have their core inside it.

“Fuck, I can show you my ideas about trains every morning…” Remy sniffed, a wobbly grin appearing on her face. “Guess I’m white collar now… I can work from home like Mikey used to…”

I smiled, wiping a tear from her cheek. “Of course, sweetie.”

“Would Bel be like. My Step-Owner?”

“Don't have payment processors to offend here, Remy,” Bel replied with a chuckle. “But we can worry about that later…”

“Okay, okay okay…” Remy nodded, still quite agitated, but her biometrics suggested she was starting to calm. “Okay, moving in is gonna be nice, actually. Yeah.”

The little sprout hiccupped, flapping her hands and swaying from side to side, clearly overstimulated just thinking about the impending change, even if her distress seemed to be tapering off. Fortunately, we had prepared for this. I opened my chest slightly, and pulled out a stuffed animal.

“Hey, Remy. Look what we got you as a moving in-present.”

Her eyes widened. “Is that… a dinosaur?”

Remy had taken an interest in peering over the bay towards the inaccurately named island through a toy telescope Bel had gotten her, and dinosaurs had been much the topic of her many rambling monologues since.

“Not just any,” Bel offered. “Its an allosaurus.”

Remy gasped, and snatched the stuffed animal from my outstretched vine, all her nervous energy going into squeezing it tight against her chest.

The creature depicted in soft plush was a bipedal reptile not unlike a rudon or vreeüt, but with a fuzzy, squishy body. The face had a little growl and frills above its beaded eyes, and in absurd proportions it wore an unbuttoned floral t-shirt like some kind of terran.

“How did you know?”

“Lucky guess,” I whispered, kissing her forehead. I had drugged her with a powerful truth serum and interrogated her to find out which dinosaur was her favorite a few nights ago. After extracting the needed information and erasing her memory of the questioning I had commissioned a stuffed toy of one from the same arachnid affini who made her clothing.

Her face scrunched up, anxious tears replaced with babbling joy. “Thankyouthankyouthankyouthankyou!”

“Of course. We would move the stars for you, little lady.”

Three little chirping voices chimed in, clearly a little jealous.

“That thing is like if we didn’t have wings.” “Remy, you can cuddle us too later!” “The t-rex was cooler!”

Remy squeezed the plush theropod tight, glaring at Pyn, who had dared besmirch the mighty Allosaurus.

“No! Everyone always cares about the stinky T-Rex because of all the stories about them from old terra. But the Allosaurus was the coolest one by far, and she was huge, and she ate an entire sheep in one bite. She was so agile, with those cool horn frill thingys. Not lumbering at all. And at least as heavy as one and a quarter traincars, I bet.”

The four florets continued bantering about the phylogenetic taxonomy of non-avian therapods. Technically, Remy had not observed a real dinosaur through the telescope. The animals in question were actually all phytorobotic frames being piloted by digitized florets, the sheep included. 

But it didn’t matter to the florets. From their perspective our abilities were limitless, and the reality of their experiences were perfect. That was all that mattered.

The little hoppers seemed to change their minds one by one, as Remy’s impassioned speech sold them on the concept. And then Remy, inspecting her prize, noticed the little shirt that the dinosaur had been stitched wearing- a cerulean and white aloha shirt with the icon for Blu team on the back.

“And it’s got a blu team shirt!!!!” Anything resembling coherent language was lost as Remy began jumping up and down, rubbing her face against the stuffie’s fur, and crying tears of overwhelmed joy with her tail twitching frantically. After a solid minute of squeaking, she collapsed into my vines, completely tuckered out. “I’m the luckiest lady in the whole universe, I think.”

A deep, primal love burbled in my deepest roots, possessive and compersive all at once. I was willing to concede that she might be the luckiest terran, but I was the luckiest Affini.

We stepped into the cross-ring elevator system, a glass chamber with chairs for the comfort of xenosophonts, and got ready for our trip back to the island we called home. 

*ding!*

I almost ignored it, but then I remembered the soft block placed by Bel. I shouldn’t have received a message at all unless...

*ding!*

The subtonal notes indicated it was a priority one message, bypassing the restriction, and as soon as I acknowledged receipt I was ripped into a digital meeting room.

My consciousness was rapidly spaghettified, rebuilding itself in the false conference room, and I felt my grip on Remy’s hand fade into unconscious processing. 

Oh no.

I couldn’t take anything more.

No more tragedy.

And then my core soared in relief as I saw the summon’s header message.

The rescue teams had found another of the lost terrans.
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Chapter Nine
I trudged off the train line that led from the docking spire to the inner ring spokes, frustrated, demoralized, and exhausted. After three days of frantic work, I had been sent home for a mandatory rest period by the captain after I started wilting in the middle of a coordinator meeting. 

Like it mattered if I rebloomed a few centuries early. I wasn’t in any real danger. The next iteration of me would probably be more capable than I was anyway. I had accomplished nothing but giving bad advice and slowing more competent people down.

Slithering along the road in a squat, long, many-legged form that took the minimum possible energy to move, it was at least nice to be able to properly breathe the salty air again. As I rounded the corner, our combined hab came into view, and it looked lovely. 

The lower portion was taken from our Hablis-9 mansion styling, but the ceiling had been opened up to allow for Bel’s vertical cliff home to slot on top. The dual structure had been positioned such that light in the terran visible range spilled down from the higher regions to create a beautiful and unconventional glow within the cozy living room.

I hadn’t actually had a chance to see it with my own photoreceptors, and I was eager to get inside. Rescuing the second survivor that the remaining twenty six had abandoned had drastically changed the timetable. She had needed to be emergency implanted just to save her life, and the LRX was known to cause complications to the hippocampus if it was present when the implant reached it.

At least in the event class-O was needed, she would have an existing nothocultural community on the lower floors of ring four to integrate into… many of whose residents were part of the experiment where we had learned that tragic fact of the xenopathogen named for this moon. 

She, at least, was confirmed alive.

The meeting I had humiliated myself by falling apart in and needed to be given a rotted pity break over was the first on the memorial for the four confirmed so far that were not.

I observed that Remy and his friend Kee were asleep in a hammock under the tree on the other side of the grassy lane as I passed, cuddling as humans were naturally inclined to do. How nice. It was for the best they were oblivious to the drama unfolding. 

They deserved to be happy.

I trampled directly over the line of stones in the vegetable garden I still hadn’t planted, too tired to care about the damage. Finally, I made it almost all the way to the couch in our hab before collapsing in a pile with a crash.

The light was indeed beautiful, streaming down and reflecting in beams of gold and white. I let my focus drift until the pulse of life from a room beyond built into an unmistakable form, and a kind shadow took up my view from on the floor.

Bel hummed soothingly as they flowed down into the living room, out from the bedroom we had designed by combining attributes from both of our aesthetic stylings into one large superspace.

“Good to see you, love.”

I pushed a waft of acknowledgement pheromones into the air, too tired to bother producing terran speech.

“That bad, huh. Let’s get you taken care of, sapling.”

“I can do it…”

The partner I wasn’t sure I deserved picked me up and poured me onto a couch before they sank into it beside me. They tapped a button on their tablet, and a panel in the floor at the foot of the couch sank down by about 30 centimeters, slowly filling with a briny bath of steaming nutrient water. Gently, with only the sound of the sleeping trio in their branches, they teased out my xylem roots to dip into the warm solution. 

“My old living room never had a built-in hydrating enrichment pool.”

“Mine did. Decided to include it in the plans when we merged.”

I could only quiver as Bel produced pruning shears. I was too tired to continue with my insistences around trimming my own dead leaves. Bel checked their sharpness before continuing.

“So, how was it down there?”

Losofor’s atmosphere was bitter, frigid, and tinged with environmental toxins. A thick smog of sulfur dioxide hung in the air, completely preventing passive photosynthesis to replenish expended energy. Relying entirely on internal thermonuclear battery pods was fine, but having to keep my stomata shut tight for hours on end felt utterly suffocating. 

“It was very cold,” I said.

“Uh huh.” Bel pulled a long frond out that had cracked down the middle as though it had been used as a stress relief. Snip. “Cold doesn’t do that.”

My nervous map recalibrated from the cut, the typical mild pleasure of a slight reduction in sensory inputs, particularly from damaged phytotissues. The rapid rehydration had left me feeling just a little floppy and limp, so I continued laying inertly as Bel tended to me, then eventually answered with a bit more detail. 

“It is a miserable, tectonically unstable ball of frost-bitten poison. I intend to personally mark it as a nature sanctuary that no human will ever set foot on again as soon as we are able to leave it behind forever. And that’s assuming Occantalis doesn’t just blow it up as we leave.”

“There we go.” A petal punctured by a jagged rock was separated from the undamaged ones. Snip. Another little shiver of being sculpted by my lover. “Remy kept asking where you were.”

“What did you tell him?”

“Work trip.” Snip. A vine whose protective sheathe I had shredded in a bout of self-hatred fell, exposed electronics glinting in the light. “Curious thorn pattern on that one.”

“I disconnected it from pain receptors first,” I lied.

Snip. Silence. I shivered as they pressed a replacement structural vine against my core, and allowed it to connect. “Let me in, love.” 

Their tendrils squeezed and massaged every loose vine and floppy part of me that would usually be woven together into tight constructed form, slowly building me back up into something.

Another trim sliced another piece of sulfur-choked dead weight off my body.

Another sliding vine added to my form, twisted and woven into place by them. 

Another trim, twist, stroke, and slide that make my core tingle and shiver and feel just a little bit better, I admitted to myself.

I pulled myself from the abditactionarily hedonic haze and back to my responsibilities. “How were things up here?”

“Started Remy with the cloudhopper body. Still learning, but it’s really cute to watch.” Bel carded bristles through the fibers around my core, seeking out those that needed pruning and trimming, ensuring that their connections had been adequately reinforced by my phytoflesh.

“Sounds wonderful,” I replied, off in my own imagination. 

I felt a feeler tickle and brush persistently against a branch on my shoulder. “And since I started Remy with a cloudhopper body…”

Sensory detection activated in the region Bel was emphasizing with their touch, and I realized it was a little sleeping divot, perfect for one of the avianoids to rest in. I finally allowed myself to experience the moment a little bit, and noticed not just one, but four nests had been sculpted into my body and woven into place, complementing the designs Bel had on their body.

A long line of Bel’s own angular, reddish leaves now ran across my foliage, where my rounder foliage was cut with another affini’s. On a better day, the transparent possessiveness of such a noticeably forced graft would make me squirm.

And then they suddenly stopped. Concern hung in the air.

“What’s this?”

Bel tapped the ossified black ferrofluidic rubber spreading through my core from the memory partition that hadn’t closed in days. It had spontaneously adapted to the blocked photosynthesis by reverting its material to an older body configuration with a much more metal-rich surface than was usually externally visible on my leaves. I had relaxed enough that the tightly wound cover of green had slipped.

Remy chose that moment to skip into the room, flapping his arms around and making screeching noises that seemed to be his attempt to mimic what sounded like Topi’s inflections in a much lower register. A pang of regret sank into my core at the sight of him fully recovered following his genital reconstruction. I had not only missed the procedure itself, but also the entire time he was drugged into an adorable stupor following it.

“Oh! Shanai! You’re home! And you look like a big plate of spaghetti!”

I scrambled to try to reassemble myself. My vines failed to find the humanoid shape after having spent several days straight configured into a strictly practical and efficient form with no regard for aesthetics.

Bel chuckled. “Yes, and she’s staying that way for now.” Vines wound to hold me in place, though they did shift my foliage to conceal the crystalline leaf growth around the partition pod from Remy’s gaze.

Remy sprung up with the aid of a swing of his tail and landed on the couch between us, nuzzling happily against me. I hesitated for a moment, before wrapping myself around him, possessively squeezing until the little pops of the gas bubbles releasing from synovial fluid could be heard. The lingering miasma parted just a little as I heard his happy moans at my massage.

“Fuck. Nobody cracks my back like you, Shanai, whew! Even with an implant in there there’s nothing quite like your wife’s death grip.”

“I missed you,” I murmured. I formed a single hand to stroke down his spine, down his tail, making him shiver. I didn’t realize just how much I’d missed my little guy until I had him in my grasp again. I ran my vines in kneading, squishing caresses across his body, and he sighed affectionately at my stims.

“Yeah, I saw your messages! How did your work trip go? Did you overthrow the whole Accord?”

Bel intervened before I had to try to answer. “Hey, little sprout. She’s very tired. Want to try some flying practice with the fellas while she holds your body?”

“Yeah! I can show her how good I’m getting!”

My partner smiled, and produced the inert phytotech frame of a cloudhopper with dark black feathers that matched Remy’s hair. After a single tap on their open tablet my sweet floret slumped limp against my vines and the frame sprung to life instead.

“Come on, come on, throw me!” Remy’s voice was a tiny squeak as Bel tossed him towards the thermal updraft in the center of the room, then followed with the more agile three. I idly toyed with Remy’s human nose and lips as I watched Pyn, Topi, and Sokn swoop around him in the air, helping him stabilize as he soared. 

The three biological hoppers banked around Remy, using their hindlegs to catch and toss a juicy-looking berry for him to chase. Four beautiful florets, chirping and laughing, without a care in the world except for their love for one another, and the fun of the game they were playing.

Finally, Remy triumphantly caught the treat, though before he could celebrate, the change in his center of mass sent him flying off course and into the rock face above with a harmless thud. The others found it highly amusing.

“You’re doing great!” “It’s hilarious when you break your spine like that.” “Getting the hang of it though!”

I caught my giggling little guy as he fell, grateful that his skeleton was purely phytomechanical and had already finished stitching itself back together by the time he landed on an outstretched leaf, chittering with excitement. 

“I did it!”

“You did it,” I cooed back. He flapped around for a moment, and I gave him his berry prize. Another tap of a tablet later and his spirit was back in his human body, which I had been clinging to like life depended on it.

“It’s real nice to have you home. Things were fuzzy while I recovered but I know I missed my wife. My Mommy.”

“Let’s get you fed, it’s getting late and I know how hungry you get,” I smiled down at him.

Remy called out to his pinnates, who were starting to get restless waiting for him.

“All right fellas, that was real fun. Now it’s my turn to teach you about one of my favorite games from back on Hablis-9. A little thing we like to call ranch pizza and beer with the guys.”

Bel stood, helping me up. “Will you be alright if I take a few minutes? Have some paperwork to do.”

“You? Doing paperwork at home? You must really have missed me,” I replied warmly.

“Of course I did, It’s just… something I have to take care of.” 

 


 

The sunset ran long shadows through the tall windows, four florets with tummies full of questionable pizza snored together in a little pile on the bed, and Bel and I sat across from each other at our dining room table. 

The ring Remy had gotten me formed a hairline crack while I was on Losofor, and I was using a small repair kit to massage the metal back into shape before it could spread further and shatter entirely.

“Shanai, I wanted to talk about something.”

I felt the inflection in their polytonals, rubbing up against my busywork, and finished it up. Something was weighing on their mind and I realized I’d been putting it out of my core, ignoring the tension to their rhythm. 

“Is everything okay, Bel?”

They rippled in a mimicry of a terran breath, and produced a thin wooden dossier, a beautiful light brown work of clerical design.

“I already had this prepared before today… Wanted to wait but that would clearly be a bad idea.”

They opened the folder with an assortment of vines, and turned it to face me.

The document inside was very simple in design, made of a thick quality paper, but beautifully constructed. Written in the local affini script, Bel had clearly paid attention to detail. Their tendrils retracted, allowing me to clearly see what was written.

 


 fPL-0001

 Xenosophont Domestication Contract

1. You, Shai Artyioda, Fifth Floret, will obey your Guardian, Bel Artyioda, Fourth Bloom. This is for your safety, wellbeing, and care.

2. Your Guardian, Bel Artyioda, Fourth Bloom, owns you. You are their possession.



 

It continued from there. A relatively standard contract, but with a more salacious twist. 

It was Floret Play form 0001, a toy domestication contract. Simultaneously completely fake and entirely binding within its own narrative frame. The founding object of the kinky bureaucracy that existed on a nested layer inside and underneath the primary one. 

The oldest game piece in the second oldest game.

A nervous terran chuckle formed in my throat unconsciously. “Shai? I suppose it works as a shortening, though if I was supposed to be taking a beeple persona I would probably prefer a more Triangulum name rather than a terran local one.”

“Did you have one in mind? Or already chosen?”

It was Esper, but that wasn’t the point. “This is very sweet… I am not a floret player, though.”

Bel set a terran styled pen beside the blank line at the bottom. “Only two kinds of uptight clerks, Miss Jones. The floret player fetishists, and the ones who are too ashamed to try it. Ever tried it?”

“No,” I rustled at them curtly. “What prompted this? You’ve never mentioned it before.”

“Don’t think I need an excuse to be a pervert that wants to see my partner as my pet sometimes.” They smiled, then sighed sadly. “That’s what I would have said, honestly, just a few days ago when I was preparing this. Then you got called back to work. Gone for days, then come back wilting. So now there are additional reasons I want to have an unimpeded ability to pamper you, including and especially from you preventing me.”

I looked back down at the form. It was a somewhat typical Domestication Contract, with a one-day self-terminating clause in the hyperfine print. There was undeniable temptation. To fully let myself unravel in my lover’s grasp. To be filled with the incapacitating intoxicants that would let me truly abandon the constant awareness of my own failure. To enjoy myself fully, properly. Catch up on my radio dramas, even.

But I couldn’t.

Not now. 

I set it back down sadly.

“This is not a rejection of the concept. I would have no objection to experimenting with roleplaying as a floret… at a more appropriate time.”

“You’re on a mandatory rest day, love. Spend it as my floret, just for a day. Let me take every drop of the burden you put on yourself, so you actually have a chance to recover. You make yourself weaker by refusing to give yourself space to recharge.”

“I don’t need to be a floret to relax,” I grumbled, feeling a dull ache. I attempted to close the memory partition, and noticed it was no longer possible. “I just see no reason why I should be doing that now, when there are more pressing responsibilities than my own fetishistic indulgence.”

Bel released a cloud of frustrated scents, and curled a vine around me. “When is that? When will there not be something else that you can rationalize is more important? When do you get your day, Shanai? When the final star in the cosmos is reached? When the infinite task is done at a finite rate? When the laws of physics themselves have been bent to the shape of love? When every fiber in your body is broken, when what was meant to be your job eats everything you are? Then, will you finally be allowed to rest?”

Acidic shame burned in my circulatory system, now multifaceted as I crashed against emotional safeguards.

“I can’t. I’m sorry.”

Bel sighed, and squeezed me tight.

“Well, then we have the less fun way. Sorry this sucks.”

Bel shifted the play contract over to the side, and produced a second, much thicker folder, and the seal of an official ship document caught the light as they opened it and presented the page to me.

My vision locked onto the dot code on the corner of the paper, and the clerical reflexes activated automatically, switching to a redacted contextless analytical frame to judge without bias as any well-trained bureaucrat would.

 

 Compulsory Enactment Of Protective Wardship

 

I, Bel Artyodia, Fourth Bloom, hereby place Shanai Jones under a mandatory wardship period of not less than 50 terran days, terminating all responsibilities related to her current clerical role. In accordance with the Occantalis Municipal Charter I present the following reasons for this action:

Shanai Jones is fixated on mistakes beyond the point of productive self-improvement.

Shanai Jones is neglecting her hobbies and relationships with loved ones.

Shanai Jones is engaging in self harm.

Shanai Jones is not seeking help, and rejecting help from those that offer it.

Shanai Jones is worthy of love and compassion like any other sophont.

Finally, I certify that Shanai Jones will not be impeded her ability to meet her responsibilities to care for her floret Remington Jones in any way by this wardship.


 

Attached were several additional pages with reports of specific incidents that supported the assertions made, each of which had been verified by the three-dot seal of the Occantalis surveillance network, and the final page was stamped by both the captain and the shipmind herself.

I found no errors, agreed that the affini described was absolutely in need of intervention, and digitally notarized my own approval, leaving me rather mortified when the context overlay turned back off and I remembered I was the affini in question. 

“Fuck.”

Bel took my vine in their hand, running one of its thumbs over the gold ring I had so carelessly let be damaged. “This is your choice, Shanai. Either choose to take a proper break, or we do it for you. I know that this job matters a lot to you, but it’s hurting you and everyone knows it. This is a chance to find a healthy equilibrium.”

“I… cannot argue. I want to hear you out on the rest day.” I just couldn’t give up. I couldn’t leave this job undone, and leave those poor things unsaved. “What did you have in mind?”

“I’m going to give you a hibernation and regeneration agent. You’ll sleep nice and cozy with our florets. And I mean sleep. Deeply. Until tomorrow. Then, until sunset, I’ll completely remove the possibility of you bringing the weight of the universe down on yourself from your possibility space. Fully turn power off to your partition. Your day of peace.”

“I won’t even be able to walk at that point, Bel. It’s over half my core now.”

“Florets don’t need to be able to walk. Convincing argument for your compulsory wardship, even. Your choice, love.”

It was laid out before me in blunt terms. I could not avoid this, could not look away and defer any longer. Could not pretend to be anything other than a deeply miserable person who barely had a purpose to cling to before one walked into my life, handed me a flower, and asked me to marry him.

And I was letting even him slip, crack, fall apart. 

Letting Remy become Bel’s floret, rather than mine.

Just like I had in Andromeda.

I squeezed the ring tight, and reached for the pen Bel had handed me earlier.

“And… then what? What about Remy and your little ones? Won’t they find it odd that I am… obviously… disabled… by something.”

“That isn’t your concern, is it? That’s for me to worry about.”

“I suppose not.” I signed the floret play contract and tried not to hate myself. “Thank you for loving me even when I am struggling.”

“Good girl. I’m so proud.” Bel pulled me close. A stem was carefully cut, and inosculation began. A haze of lavender suffused my core, and I sank into my Affini. “Now let Mistress take care of you, little one…”

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
Princess:[bookmark: femswap_9]

Chapter Nine
I trudged off the train line that led from the docking spire to the inner ring spokes, frustrated, demoralized, and exhausted. After three days of frantic work, I had been sent home for a mandatory rest period by the captain after I started wilting in the middle of a coordinator meeting. 

Like it mattered if I rebloomed a few centuries early. I wasn’t in any real danger. The next iteration of me would probably be more capable than I was anyway. I had accomplished nothing but giving bad advice and slowing more competent people down.

Slithering along the road in a squat, long, many-legged form that took the minimum possible energy to move, it was at least nice to be able to properly breathe the salty air again. As I rounded the corner, our combined hab came into view, and it looked lovely. 

The lower portion was taken from our Hablis-9 mansion styling, but the ceiling had been opened up to allow for Bel’s vertical cliff home to slot on top. The dual structure had been positioned such that light in the terran visible range spilled down from the higher regions to create a beautiful and unconventional glow within the cozy living room.

I hadn’t actually had a chance to see it with my own photoreceptors, and I was eager to get inside. Rescuing the second survivor that the remaining twenty six had abandoned had drastically changed the timetable. She had needed to be emergency implanted just to save her life, and the LRX was known to cause complications to the hippocampus if it was present when the implant reached it.

At least in the event class-O was needed, she would have an existing nothocultural community on the lower floors of ring four to integrate into… many of whose residents were part of the experiment where we had learned that tragic fact of the xenopathogen named for this moon. 

She, at least, was confirmed alive.

The meeting I had humiliated myself by falling apart in and needed to be given a rotted pity break over was the first on the memorial for the four confirmed so far that were not.

I observed that Remy and her friend Kee were asleep in a hammock under the tree on the other side of the grassy lane as I passed, cuddling as humans were naturally inclined to do. How nice. It was for the best they were oblivious to the drama unfolding. 

They deserved to be happy.

I trampled directly over the line of stones in the vegetable garden I still hadn’t planted, too tired to care about the damage. Finally, I made it almost all the way to the couch in our hab before collapsing in a pile with a crash.

The light was indeed beautiful, streaming down and reflecting in beams of gold and white. I let my focus drift until the pulse of life from a room beyond built into an unmistakable form, and a kind shadow took up my view from on the floor.

Bel hummed soothingly as they flowed down into the living room, out from the bedroom we had designed by combining attributes from both of our aesthetic stylings into one large superspace.

“Good to see you, love.”

I pushed a waft of acknowledgement pheromones into the air, too tired to bother producing terran speech.

“That bad, huh. Let’s get you taken care of, sapling.”

“I can do it…”

The partner I wasn’t sure I deserved picked me up and poured me onto a couch before they sank into it beside me. They tapped a button on their tablet, and a panel in the floor at the foot of the couch sank down by about 30 centimeters, slowly filling with a briny bath of steaming nutrient water. Gently, with only the sound of the sleeping trio in their branches, they teased out my xylem roots to dip into the warm solution. 

“My old living room never had a built-in hydrating enrichment pool.”

“Well mine did. Decided to include it in the plans when we merged.”

I could only quiver as Bel produced pruning shears. I was too tired to continue with my insistences around trimming my own dead leaves. Bel checked their sharpness before continuing.

“So, how was it down there?”

Losofor’s atmosphere was bitter, frigid, and tinged with environmental toxins. A thick smog of sulfur dioxide hung in the air, completely preventing passive photosynthesis to replenish expended energy. Relying entirely on internal thermonuclear battery pods was fine, but having to keep my stomata shut tight for hours on end felt utterly suffocating. 

“It was very cold,” I said.

“Uh huh.” Bel pulled a long frond out that had cracked down the middle as though it had been used as a stress relief. Snip. “Cold doesn’t do that.”

My nervous map recalibrated from the cut, the typical mild pleasure of a slight reduction in sensory inputs, particularly from damaged phytotissues. The rapid rehydration had left me feeling just a little floppy and limp, so I continued laying inertly as Bel tended to me, then eventually answered with a bit more detail. 

“It is a miserable, tectonically unstable ball of frost-bitten poison. I intend to personally mark it as a nature sanctuary that no human will ever set foot on again as soon as we are able to leave it behind forever. And that’s assuming Occantalis doesn’t just blow it up as we leave.”

“There we go.” A petal punctured by a jagged rock was separated from the undamaged ones. Snip. Another little shiver of being sculpted by my lover. “Remy kept asking where you were.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Work trip.” Snip. A vine whose protective sheathe I had shredded in a bout of self-hatred fell, exposed electronics glinting in the light. “Curious thorn pattern on that one.”

“I disconnected it from pain receptors first,” I lied.

Snip. Silence. I shivered as they pressed a replacement structural vine against my core, and allowed it to connect. “Let me in, love.” 

Their tendrils squeezed and massaged every loose vine and floppy part of me that would usually be woven together into tight constructed form, slowly building me back up into something.

Another trim sliced another piece of sulfur-choked dead weight off my body.

Another sliding vine added to my form, twisted and woven into place by them. 

Another trim, twist, stroke, and slide that make my core tingle and shiver and feel just a little bit better, I admitted to myself.

I pulled myself from the abditactionarily hedonic haze and back to my responsibilities. “How were things up here?”

“Started Remy with the cloudhopper body. Still learning, but she’s really cute to watch.” Bel carded bristles through the fibers around my core, seeking out those that needed pruning and trimming, ensuring that their connections had been adequately reinforced by my phytoflesh.

“Sounds wonderful,” I replied, off in my own imagination. 

I felt a feeler tickle and brush persistently against a branch on my shoulder. “And since I started Remy with a cloudhopper body…”

Sensory detection activated in the region Bel was emphasizing with their touch, and I realized it was a little sleeping divot, perfect for one of the avianoids to rest in. I finally allowed myself to experience the moment a little bit, and noticed not just one, but four nests had been sculpted into my body and woven into place, complementing the designs Bel had on their body.

A long line of Bel’s own reddish angular leaves now ran across my foliage, where my rounder foliage was cut with another affini’s. On a better day, the transparent possessiveness of such a noticeably forced graft would make me squirm.

And then they suddenly stopped. Concern hung in the air.

“What’s this?”

Bel tapped the ossified black ferrofluidic rubber spreading through my core from the memory partition that hadn’t closed in days. It had spontaneously adapted to the blocked photosynthesis by reverting its material to an older body configuration with a much more metal-rich surface than was usually externally visible on my leaves. I had relaxed enough that the tightly wound cover of green had slipped.

Remy chose that moment to skip into the room, flapping her arms around and making screeching noises that seemed to be an attempt to mimic what sounded like Topi’s inflections. A pang of regret sank into my core at the sight of her, fully recovered following genital reconstruction. I had not only missed the procedure itself, but also the entire time she was drugged into an adorable stupor following it.

“Oh! Shanai! You’re home! And you look like a big plate of spaghetti!”

I scrambled to try to reassemble myself. My vines failed to find the humanoid shape after having spent several days straight configured into a strictly practical and efficient form with no regard for aesthetics. 

Bel chuckled. “Yes, and she’s staying that way for now.” Vines wound to hold me in place, though they did shift my foliage to conceal the crystalline leaf growth around the partition pod from Remy’s gaze.

She sprung up with the aid of a swing of her tail and landed on the couch between us, nuzzling happily against me. I hesitated for a moment, before wrapping myself around her, possessively squeezing until the little pops of the gas bubbles releasing from synovial fluid could be heard. The lingering miasma parted just a little as I heard her happy moans at my massage.

“Fuck. Nobody cracks my back like you, Shanai, whew! Even with an implant in there there’s nothing quite like your wife’s death grip.”

“I missed you,” I murmured. I formed a single hand to stroke down her spine, down her tail, making her shiver. I didn’t realize just how much I’d missed my little princess until I had her in my grasp again. I ran my vines in kneading, squishing caresses across her body, and she sighed affectionately at my stims.

“Yeah, I saw your messages! How did your work trip go? Did you overthrow the whole Accord?”

Bel intervened before I had to try to answer. “Hey, little sprout. Shanai’s very tired. Want to try some flying practice with the fellas while she holds your body?”

“Yeah! I can show her how good I’m getting!”

My partner smiled, and produced the inert phytotech frame of a cloudhopper with dark black feathers that matched Remy’s hair. After a single tap on their open tablet, my sweet floret slumped limp against my vines and the frame sprung to life instead.

“Come on, come on, throw me!” Remy’s voice was a tiny squeak as Bel tossed her towards the thermal updraft in the center of the room, then followed with the more agile three. I idly toyed with Remy’s human nose and lips as I watched Pyn, Topi, and Sokn swoop around her in the air, helping the girl stabilize as she soared. 

The three biological hoppers banked around Remy, using their hindlegs to catch and toss a juicy-looking berry for her to chase. Four beautiful florets, chirping and laughing, without a care in the world except for their love for one another, and the fun of the game they were playing.

Finally, Remy triumphantly caught the treat, though before she could celebrate, the change in her center of mass sent her flying off course and into the rock face above with a harmless thud. The others found it highly amusing.

“You’re doing great!” “It’s hilarious when you break your spine like that.” “Getting the hang of it though!”

I caught my giggling little girl as she fell, grateful that her skeleton was purely phytomechanical and had already finished stitching itself back together by the time she landed on an outstretched leaf, chittering with excitement. 

“I did it!”

“You did it,” I cooed back. She flapped around for a moment, and I gave her the berry prize. Another tap of a tablet later and her spirit was back in her human body, which I had been clinging to like life depended on it.

“It’s real nice to have you home. Things were fuzzy while I recovered but I know I missed my wife. My Mommy.”

“Let’s get you fed, it’s getting late and I know how hungry you get,” I smiled down at her.

Remy called out to her pinnates, who were starting to get restless waiting for her.

“All right fellas, that was real fun. Now it’s my turn to teach you about one of my favorite games from back on Hablis-9. A little thing we like to call ranch pizza and beer with the hoes.”

Bel stood, helping me up. “Will you be alright if I take a few minutes? Have some paperwork to do.”

“You? Doing paperwork at home? You must really have missed me,” I replied warmly.

“Of course I did, It’s just… something I have to take care of.” 

 


 

The sunset ran long shadows through the tall windows, four florets with tummies full of questionable pizza snored together in a little pile on the bed, and Bel and I sat across from each other at our dining room table. 

The ring Remy had gotten me formed a hairline crack while I was on Losofor, and I was using a small repair kit to massage the metal back into shape before it could spread further and shatter entirely.

“Shanai, I wanted to talk about something.”

I felt the inflection in their polytonals, rubbing up against my busywork, and finished it up. Something was weighing on their mind and I realized I’d been putting it out of my core, ignoring the tension to their rhythm. 

“Is everything okay, Bel?”

They rippled in a mimicry of a terran breath, and produced a thin wooden dossier, a beautiful light brown work of clerical design.

“I already had this prepared before today… Wanted to wait but that would clearly be a bad idea.”

They opened the folder with an assortment of vines, and turned it to face me.

The document inside was very simple in design, made of a thick quality paper, but beautifully constructed. Written in the local affini script, Bel had clearly paid attention to detail. Their tendrils retracted, allowing me to clearly see what was written.

 


 fPL-0001

 Xenosophont Domestication Contract

1. You, Shai Artyioda, Fifth Floret, will obey your Guardian, Bel Artyioda, Fourth Bloom. This is for your safety, wellbeing, and care.

2. Your Guardian, Bel Artyioda, Fourth Bloom, owns you. You are their possession.



 

It continued from there. A relatively standard contract, but with a more salacious twist. 

It was Floret Play form 0001, a toy domestication contract. Simultaneously completely fake and entirely binding within its own narrative frame. The founding object of the kinky bureaucracy that existed on a nested layer inside and underneath the primary one. 

The oldest game piece in the second oldest game.

A nervous terran chuckle formed in my throat unconsciously. “Shai? I suppose it works as a shortening, though if I was supposed to be taking a beeple persona I would probably prefer a more Triangulum name rather than a terran local one.”

“Did you have one in mind? Or already chosen?”

It was Esper, but that wasn’t the point. “This is very sweet… I am not a floret player, though.”

Bel set a terran styled pen beside the blank line at the bottom. “Only two kinds of uptight clerks, Miss Jones. The floret player fetishists, and the ones who are too ashamed to try it. Ever tried it?”

“No,” I rustled at them curtly. “What prompted this? You’ve never mentioned it before.”

“Don’t think I need an excuse to be a pervert that wants to see my partner as my pet sometimes.” They smiled, then sighed sadly. “That’s what I would have said, honestly, just a few days ago when I was preparing this. Then you got called back to work. Gone for days, then come back wilting. So now there are additional reasons I want to have an unimpeded ability to pamper you, including and especially from you preventing me.”

I looked back down at the form. It was a somewhat typical Domestication Contract, with a one-day self-terminating clause in the hyperfine print. There was undeniable temptation. To fully let myself unravel in my lover’s grasp. To be filled with the incapacitating intoxicants that would let me truly abandon the constant awareness of my own failure. To enjoy myself fully, properly. Catch up on my radio dramas, even.

But I couldn’t.

Not now. 

I set it back down sadly.

“This is not a rejection of the concept. I would have no objection to experimenting with roleplaying as a floret… at a more appropriate time.”

“You’re on a mandatory rest day, love. Spend it as my floret, just for a day. Let me take every drop of the burden you put on yourself, so you actually have a chance to recover. You make yourself weaker by refusing to give yourself space to recharge.”

“I don’t need to be a floret to relax,” I grumbled, feeling a dull ache. I attempted to close the memory partition, and noticed it was no longer possible. “I just see no reason why I should be doing that now, when there are more pressing responsibilities than my own fetishistic indulgence.”

Bel released a cloud of frustrated scents, and curled a vine around me. “When is that? When will there not be something else that you can rationalize is more important? When do you get your day, Shanai? When the final star in the cosmos is reached? When the infinite task is done at a finite rate? When the laws of physics themselves have been bent to the shape of love? When every fiber in your body is broken, when what was meant to be your job eats everything you are? Then, will you finally be allowed to rest?”

Acidic shame burned in my circulatory system, now multifaceted as I crashed against emotional safeguards.

“I can’t. I’m sorry.”

Bel sighed, and squeezed me tight.

“Well, then we have the less fun way. Sorry this sucks.”

Bel shifted the play contract over to the side, and produced a second, much thicker folder, and the seal of an official ship document caught the light as they opened it and presented the page to me.

My vision locked onto the dot code on the corner of the paper, and the clerical reflexes activated automatically, switching to a redacted contextless analytical frame to judge without bias as any well-trained bureaucrat would.

 

 Compulsory Enactment Of Protective Wardship

 

I, Bel Artyodia, Fourth Bloom, hereby place Shanai Jones under a mandatory wardship period of not less than 50 terran days, terminating all responsibilities related to her current clerical role. In accordance with the Occantalis Municipal Charter I present the following reasons for this action:

Shanai Jones is fixated on mistakes beyond the point of productive self-improvement.

Shanai Jones is neglecting her hobbies and relationships with loved ones.

Shanai Jones is engaging in self harm.

Shanai Jones is not seeking help, and rejecting help from those that offer it.

Shanai Jones is worthy of love and compassion like any other sophont.

Finally, I certify that Shanai Jones will not be impeded her ability to meet her responsibilities to care for her floret Remedy Jones in any way by this wardship.


 

Attached were several additional pages with reports of specific incidents that supported the assertions made, each of which had been verified by the three-dot seal of the Occantalis surveillance network, and the final page was stamped by both the captain and the shipmind herself.

I found no errors, agreed that the affini described was absolutely in need of intervention, and digitally notarized my own approval, leaving me rather mortified when the context overlay turned back off and I remembered I was the affini in question. 

“Fuck.”

Bel took my vine in their hand, running one of its thumbs over the gold ring I had so carelessly let be damaged. “This is your choice, Shanai. Either choose to take a proper break, or we do it for you. I know that this job matters a lot to you, but it’s hurting you and everyone knows it. This is a chance to find a healthy equilibrium.”

“I… cannot argue. I want to hear you out on the rest day.” I just couldn’t give up. I couldn’t leave this job undone, and leave those poor things unsaved. “What did you have in mind?”

“I’m going to give you a hibernation and regeneration agent. You’ll sleep nice and cozy with our florets. And I mean sleep. Deeply. Until tomorrow. Then, until sunset, I’ll completely remove the possibility of you bringing the weight of the universe down on yourself from your possibility space. Fully turn power off to your partition. Your day of peace.”

“I won’t even be able to walk at that point, Bel. It’s over half my core now.”

“Florets don’t need to be able to walk. Convincing argument for your compulsory wardship, even. Your choice, love.”

It was laid out before me in blunt terms. I could not avoid this, could not look away and defer any longer. Could not pretend to be anything other than a deeply miserable person who barely had a purpose to cling to before one walked into my life, handed me a flower, and asked me to marry her.

And I was letting even her slip, crack, fall apart. 

Letting Remy become Bel’s floret, rather than mine.

Just like I had in Andromeda.

I squeezed the ring tight, and reached for the pen Bel had handed me earlier.

“And… then what? What about Remy and your little ones? Won’t they find it odd that I am… obviously… disabled… by something.”

“That isn’t your concern, is it? That’s for me to worry about.”

“I suppose not.” I signed the floret play contract and tried not to hate myself. “Thank you for loving me even when I am struggling.”

“Good girl. I’m so proud.” Bel pulled me close. A stem was carefully cut, and inosculation began. A haze of lavender suffused my core, and I sank into my Affini. “Now let Mistress take care of you, little one…”
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Chapter Ten
Consciousness returned, but nothing else.

My vines and other peripherals did not even respond with error codes when pinged. They simply weren’t there. My connection to the Occantalis network was much the same, though the modem graft did report being present and operational.

Pitch black, near-absolute sensory depravation, but for little packets of static from that single connection point.

No.

Not static.

The signal had a pattern. There was a standard mapping, a tiny stream of sensory data trickling into my awareness until- 

My eyelids shot open, and I gasped in a lungful of air, as the terran body map fully synchronized and expanded to fill my entire IO plane.

It was like experiencing reality choked through a pinhole. I supposed it literally was- I knew from my certifications on terran care that nearly the entire sensory bandwidth of the human body was choked by the sixty-two nerve fibers in the spine and the twenty-four in the cranium, which had a total area of only a few square centimeters and were entirely hardlined, lacking even a rudimentary serial address protocol.

A single one of my leaves had more sensors than the entire human body, and the extreme sensory deprivation acted to make every single impulse orders of magnitude more intense. A muscle contracted in my chest, causing a spike in fluid pressure roughly once per second. A biorhythm generator so slow it was perceptible to even the dull instruments evolution had provided these simians, a heartbeat.

Peering around with terrifyingly narrow binocular vision, I was shocked to notice a complete lack of the usual signage on every surface. How narrow was this vision? It could barely even detect two of the three colors it could see! How in the Everbloom had terrans not been devoured by predators? 

Eyes evolved to spot faces locked onto the reflection of an adorable little terran in the mirror, swaddled under blankets. It took some serious adjusting to internalize that such a tiny thing was me.

The body seemed to have head hair that was dyed a vivid low-frequency blue shade not typically found in humans. The hairs were long on one side and shaved short on the other, an asymmetrical look clearly styled after Bel’s own appearance. It was probably what I would have designed as a terransona if Bel had asked.

My eyes lingered on the allosaur on the bed, reminding me that Bel probably had asked and hypnotized me to forget. They must have had this frame made in secret at the same time as the cloudhopper body for Remy. 

I was also wearing a collar, which would be a thrill all on its own if I wasn’t distractingly consumed by being human.

The only part of this frame that had anything close to a proper nervous density was the tips of its fingers, so I carefully explored the body. My physiology appeared to be that of a woman, based on having long hair, engorged breasts, feminine body fat distribution, and relatively soft penile tissue. Acceptable, not that I particularly cared for gender. 

I was surprised by how reactive to my own touch I was, even causing erectile tissue to engage in several places.

«Ah, you’re awake.»

Bel spoke in the affini dialect variant that was pronounceable by humans, though their voice sounded compressed and narrow through the cochlea as they walked into the bedroom. Auditory input felt temporally smeared across a few tenths of a second, and everything was moving so fast. Sluggish did not even begin to describe it. No wonder Remy constantly ran into static objects, it felt like everything was running hundreds of milliseconds behind.

«Good morning,» I mumbled back in the same dialect, grateful that the body apparently came pre-loaded with the same reflex library for speech and tonal inflections I had installed locally. «Of all the humiliating xenosophonts you could have chosen, my own floret’s phenotype?»

Bel was intimidatingly large compared to me, and I felt hairs raise on my forelimbs as they sat on the bed and ran vines under the blankets to pluck me out and into their lap. I was not used to being carried so easily. 

«You’re the one who adopted a fetish animal. Besides, flustering you’s kind of the point, pet.»

Tingles ran like electrical shorts down the hairs on my back as the points of their fingers stroked over the crown of my head. A guttural noise forced itself out of my throat. It was far too strong a response to be normal.

«You already drugged me?»

Bel laughed, stroking up my left mandible. «No. This is sober for a terran. Let’s fix that.»

A cup of petals latched onto my stubby little snout and after a moment the body inhaled automatically. The muscular thumping of my circulatory system slowed… It must have been a class-E.

I couldn’t remember why I had agreed to this. But I knew I had, that it wasn’t purely for the fun of doing so. That my work memory was entirely disabled was a fairly big hint. Something about not relaxing enough.

«I suppose this is one way of compensating for unpowering half my core,» I mumbled, inspecting my own stubby little fingers. «I am surprised you are letting me remember what I actually am at all.»

«Doesn’t count as floret play unless you actually know you’re playing. I actually don’t have a thing for domesticating other affini.» 

Even with the class-E, I felt nervous energy percolate in my ribcage. Fidgeting and playing with my own body helped keep a constant stream of information, a mammal behavior I believed was called ‘stimming’.

«Will you… see me differently after this?»

«No. You are still my partner. We are having fun. Today, you are merely playing Esper Artyioda, Fifth Floret.»

A tingling sensation on my face suggested I was currently blushing from the casual use of my preferred xenonym. There was a perversity to even that, as with such crude instruments I could not even sense the subtonal tags that would indicate its noun type. Whether they had said Esper-Affini or Esper-beeple was only known to them.

Bel smiled at the flustered noise I had just made, and continued. “Esper Artyioda was born roughly a sixth of a bloom ago on Hablis-9, and the little ones have had their perceptions temporarily adjusted accordingly. Far as they know, you’ve been here since the beginning, and you’re Remy’s pinnate. If you need to speak to me without them hearing, do it in affini, they won’t notice.»

«Remy… Where is he?»

«Living room. Watching a game before brunch. Big day today.» I had to struggle to identify the sounds with only two crude auditory organs rather than being able to properly measure air pressure fluctuations across my entire surface. The sound of cartoonish explosions and a score announcer bounced off the walls, mixed with Remy dramatically booing. «Seems Red is winning. Shall we?»

I nodded, and tried to move. Bel’s grasp halted me in place, clearly expecting something. I squirmed a little as I realized what.

«Yes, thank you.»

Bel raised an eyebrow, and a waft of something earthy plied at my will.

«Try again. Go on, speak.»

I switched to speaking in terran standard, already blushing furiously at the untoned xenosophont noises I was about to make.

“Yes, Mistress.”

«Good floret.»

I stepped nervously out of the bedroom on a vine leash a few minutes later, wearing a floret dress I assumed was covered in pattern design 2354Z-delta A from the “My Little Cutie” collection, not that I could see it on myself with such a narrow spectrum of light perception.

Without the ability to shift my internal mass freely, I needed to counterweight the motion with my arms. My feet were awkward, clumsy things, two paddles ending in five vestigial protrusions and flat claw plates. It was truly like evolution had been trying to construct a hoof and given up halfway for an awkward half-paw. I found after a moment it actually felt more natural for me to walk digitigrade, which I remembered was considered common in certain neurodivergences- which a person in a human body would certainly qualify as. 

My eyes were not precise instruments in where they pointed, seemingly choosing an object at random to focus on as I attempted to pan my vision like some crude two dimensional rendering panel. The display in the living room was showing Remy’s usual sport game, and the constant motion and bright colors were surprisingly engaging for my primitive senses.

“Good morning!” I yelped and nearly lost balance, startled by Remy’s voice from above me. He was hanging by his tail from the climbing structure over the couch, and dropped down into the pillows with a giggle. 

I hadn’t even realized he was directly above me, since I could only see where my head was pointed, rather than a more natural construction of the space around me assembled from my eyespots I could examine from any angle or position. It was extremely disorienting to have a body with a directional front- while I was perfectly used to maintaining external shapes that aesthetically privileged some forward orientation around their bilateral symmetry, to actually have my primary senses only point forward left me feeling deeply exposed and easily spooked.

“Good morning, Remy.”

“Dad finally woke you up? You sure were catching some Zzz’s, huh Esper!”

Before I could even be embarrassed by my own floret calling me a xenonym, vines had already wrapped around my thorax and lifted me up without warning, and Bel set me down on the couch beside Remy. Needing time to react was utterly humiliating. It was like living almost a full second in the past.

“Um. Yes, I needed to sleep for 6 to 8 hours to get an optimal number of REM cycles.”

“Heh, yeah. I hear ya. It’s like, don’t even talk to me until I’ve had my coffee.” He smiled, and casually reached for my hand, interlocking our fingers while continuing to watch the game on the display.

Warmth bloomed in my chest like sunlight hitting a new growth leaf. His weak little biorhythm and mine hummed in unity. A warbling whine escaped my throat, the raw pleasure drove me to lean in and nuzzle, maximizing my surface area against my sweet… guy. Not quite so little when I was only about 30 centimeters taller than him.

Oh. Everbloom. No wonder terrans were so driven to cuddle. I grabbed onto him, trying to find some arrangement where these maddeningly inflexible limbs could maximize their surface area against his skin.

Bel chuckled as they sank into the couch next to us. “You terrans really are adorable.”

I was too comfortable to be flustered. A buzzy satisfaction settled, a gaping need shaped by the blunt and imprecise tools of evolution sated. I had never taken any recreational substance that felt like this felt. There was so little going on in this body, and yet everything that wasn’t the fact of our intimate contact faded away.

Somewhere, an echo, a shame at how others were comforting me, even if only passively. I pushed it away. I was not, currently, affini. I could not see to anyone else. Bel had imposed needs on me, and as a faux floret I had no duties that superseded my own needs like I did normally.

No… I wasn’t sure I had ever been this calm in my entire existence, in this or any prior bloom. No subroutines of tasks, no monitoring readout. But I could listen to Remy’s heartbeat. His little breaths, watch his golden eyes as they flitted side to side to focus on the game on the screen. They turned back to me, and I was utterly hypnotized. The dark pools inside which his rods and cones constructed the world through a watery lens. Impossible to look away. 

And then he pressed his lips against my cheek. I had what might have been a minor cardiac event.

A tiny little sweet peck of his mouth and nose, a blunt gesture of an animal with so few ways to express the bonding they felt so deeply, having even mostly lost their capacity for pheromonal sensitivity with their own species. I recalled those crooning love songs Remy had sung so adorably during our courtship, and realized that they made sense, the simplicity of their mathematical resonances finding the shapes within this frame to resonate as they had intended.

Oh, the erectile reflex had activated by itself again. A completely novel pressure within my groin, a drive attempting to override my cognition. 

An instinct. How utterly alien.

Remy turned back, a little amused curl on his lips. “Oh, do you wanna…? I thought you didn’t usually like that stuff, Esper!”

I stopped what I had been doing, an unconscious grinding motion against him. This body had a sex drive. A terran sex drive. 

Images- flat, crude, two dimensional images- flashed within my simulated visual cortex. Hazy reconstructions of what copulating in a xenosophont body with my own floret would be like.

“No. Sorry,” I mumbled, ceasing the motion. My face itched. This was utterly depraved. I might dabble in humiliation kink with Bel, but I was not into xenophilia.

Glancing at Bel who was sitting beside me with a look of amusement, I felt none of my usual attraction. An aesthetic appreciation, certainly, but this body lacked the senses to even detect the things that made my partner so desirable. Their scent was limited to only the most basic of citric acids and their biorhythm was something I would never have noticed if I didn’t already know to look for it.

And yet, there was still an invisible tug towards them, an enthralling pull I needed to avert my primitive eyes to avoid being sucked in by. And of course they landed back on Remy. Where the curve of fat and muscle below his tail pressed against me specifically.

He was adorable. But the primitive object recognition in this frame thought it was something else too.

“You alright there? You’re keeping your peepers on me, and missing the game!”

I blushed and almost swallowed the complex muscle that sat in the bottom of my jaw before finding my voice with a squeak. “Yes! Yes, my standard of care is very high, free of all scarcity, even if I am a perfectly normal terran with all the restrictions that comes with.”

“Okie, yeah. Glad to hear it.” He grinned, and warmth pooled in me like the tingling sensitivity of a Class-A. He continued with a sigh. “Me too. Livin’ the dream, aren’t we!”

I was finally saved from the ordeal of being trapped in the bondage of a terran body and the alien intrusion of its social mating instincts by a sound coming from the kitchen, and after leaning forward I saw yet another thing my infuriatingly narrow cone of vision had concealed from me.

It was me.

My body, my actual affini body, was puttering about in the kitchen, preparing food and setting a table, as though I was not also sitting in the living room on a couch watching a terran video game on the living room display. 

An absurd possibility occurred to me I hadn’t considered, and I switched back to speaking the affini dialect that Remy would ignore.

«Bel. Am I… a ramet?» The interior of my mouth suddenly felt odd, and after a moment I realized it wasn't wet enough. What an absurd concept. «That looks like me. Is that me?»

Bel stroked down up my occipital bone reassuringly. «No, your body is just running the autopilot program you set up for meetings, with simple directives I’m controlling. Quite convincing to your current terran senses.»

They angled their tablet down towards me, where a list of subroutines was displayed. Currently there was an objective list of cooking tasks. It felt silly, but I was relieved to know Bel hadn’t made a copy of me, this ‘Shanai’ was just a series of recorded behaviors stitched together. Embodying a terran was perversely thrilling, but not something I would ever want to do again.

Now that I knew what I was looking at, it was a little uncanny to watch the mimicry subroutines I usually used to keep Remy from noticing when I was in a meeting during sex or other activities extended to create a full on puppet. 

It approached us and sat down on the opposite side of the couch, speaking in my voice. “Brunch is ready, now just to wait for our guests.”

Remy perked up excitedly. “Oh, do we need to do any chores first? I could decompile the trash if ya like!”

“That won’t be necessary, you did such a wonderful job last time.” My body warmly advised. 

I could feel my own rhythms rustling through the phytotech meat and bones I currently piloted, a compelling, authorial, ethereal sensation. It was uncanny to sense oneself from the outside, especially given the low level of relaxing reassurance that I had instilled into the subtle variegation of my subroutines to ensure that Remy wouldn’t get worried or anxious while I was in stressful meetings.

My own form towered over me, the autopiloted body leaned down, hands sweeping towards my frail human form. I reluctantly released my hold on Remy as it curled its vines around him instead, pulling him away from my grasp and plucking him up.

“Wee!” He said as the body allowed him to soar through the air, latching tendrils out for his tail to grip and spin like his primate ancestors.

The emotional weight of pinnatehood came crashing into my system, cortisol dripping even through the class-E to bring my fidgeting anxiousness back. No wonder the bonded pair status was so highly protected. I knew it well from a clerical perspective, but to feel his absence gnaw after only a second, you would think I had been pumped full of bonding drugs. 

The aching loss of contact was soothed by Bel lifting me into their own lap, but my eyes were still fixated on my floret wiggling happily as he was moved and manipulated by something that was me but also not me. My partner’s familiarity at least was soothing, and I knew my pet was in capable vines.

“Mommy! I’m trying to watch the game!”

“I’ll tell you if they win this push.” It began tickling him as I would have, sending his tail squirming and face scrunching adorably.

“Should be here in about five minutes,” Bel commented as they continued petting me.

Something felt perverse about this. Looking from the side as my own body played with Remy. I was used to framing my own perspective from an external camera, yet watching my material body use its vines on my floret had none of its usual clinicality. I was tingling everywhere, my crude respiration contractions felt heavy and hot. I couldn’t even see the look of adoration he was giving me… it. I knew exactly what it looked like, that sweet, adorable empty look in golden eyes, but it wasn’t actually pointed at me!

Bels own tendrils worked my skin and flesh, pulling laughter from my lips. It was a bizarre, but very pleasant sensation, muscles clenching and twitching without any capacity to control them. Of course, that was true of many muscles within the human body, but the addition of the diaphragm and thighs and underarms had a euphoric effect.

Despite my embarrassing laughs and whimpers, some part of me remained focused on my pet spouse, finding great compersion in his joyful noises. 

My affini body stopped ticking him for a moment, and he gasped for air. “Ya’know, I could’ve stopped laughing at- haha, at any time. I just wanted to laugh.”

“Sure you could’ve,” my body replied, “and I’m sure you’ll be able to resist my extra tickly tickle flower too.”

“That’s it, no more Mr. Nice Guy!” He took a big breath and clamped his mouth shut, cheeks bulging.

The vines that were not quite my vines went wild on him, but he stayed as strong as he could. My routine pretended to relent, and he finally deflated with a few giggles. “How do you like them apples!”

It was intoxicating to watch. I wanted to pick him up myself, but I knew this body was too weak to carry and cradle him as I would have wanted to. A slight twitch in his direction was stopped by Bel, whose fondling tendrils had slowly changed over to a weighted bondage on my frail form. I couldn’t do it myself. I could only observe.

But it wasn’t just titillating, wasn’t just my passing fixation on being subtly demeaned in playful ways. There was a real ache not just in my human body, but the mind inside it.

I supposed the thing I was missing was the constant readout of his vitals, his biorhythms quantified to the atom and humming within my core. The deep, intimate connection every affini had with their pets, augmented by my digital interface’s constant connection to my floret’s implant. I was perhaps more reliant on it than I had realized.

I had checked it often when I was… somewhere I shouldn’t be able to remember right now, but still could in part. Somewhere cold, toxic, and miserable, and so unlike where any terran should be, and yet had been so familiar to the mineworlds I…

A powerful hum shook me for a moment, as Bel caught the emotional spiral. A squeeze of their vines refocused me on the present before my fleeting anguish from a prior bloom could hit my terran limbic system, that would have probably caused a complete meltdown. 

«Here, in the moment, love.»

«Yes, thank you.»

The not-Shanai and Bel put Remy and I back together, and I clung to him tightly enough that he started to giggle adorably once more. The burst of pleasant chemistry quickly lifted my mood. Better to focus on this moment, this day of rest, this ridiculous immersive roleplay.

Not all my pains were partitioned, and human bodies were just not built to handle the depths of sorrow a person could.

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Ten
Consciousness returned, but nothing else.

My vines and other peripherals did not even respond with error codes when pinged. They simply weren’t there. My connection to the Occantalis network was much the same, though the modem graft did report being present and operational.

Pitch black, near-absolute sensory depravation, but for little packets of static from that single connection point.

No.

Not static.

The signal had a pattern. There was a standard mapping, a tiny stream of sensory data trickling into my awareness until- 

My eyelids shot open, and I gasped in a lungful of air, as the terran body map fully synchronized and expanded to fill my entire IO plane.

It was like experiencing reality choked through a pinhole. I supposed it literally was- I knew from my certifications on terran care that nearly the entire sensory bandwidth of the human body was choked by the sixty-two nerve fibers in the spine and the twenty-four in the cranium, which had a total area of only a few square centimeters and were entirely hardlined, lacking even a rudimentary serial address protocol.

A single one of my leaves had more sensors than the entire human body, and the extreme sensory deprivation acted to make every single impulse orders of magnitude more intense. A muscle contracted in my chest, causing a spike in fluid pressure roughly once per second. A biorhythm generator so slow it was perceptible to even the dull instruments evolution had provided these simians, a heartbeat.

Peering around with terrifyingly narrow binocular vision, I was shocked to notice a complete lack of the usual signage on every surface. How narrow was this vision? It could barely even detect two of the three colors it could see! How in the Everbloom had terrans not been devoured by predators? 

Eyes evolved to spot faces locked onto the reflection of an adorable little terran in the mirror, swaddled under blankets. It took some serious adjusting to internalize that such a tiny thing was me.

The body seemed to have head hair that was dyed a vivid low-frequency blue shade not typically found in humans. The hairs were long on one side and shaved short on the other, an asymmetrical look clearly styled after Bel’s own appearance. It was probably what I would have designed as a terransona if Bel had asked.

My eyes lingered on the allosaur on the bed, reminding me that Bel probably had asked and hypnotized me to forget. They must have had this frame made in secret at the same time as the cloudhopper body for Remy. 

I was also wearing a collar, which would be a thrill all on its own if I wasn’t distractingly consumed by being human.

The only part of this frame that had anything close to a proper nervous density was the tips of its fingers, so I carefully explored the body. My physiology appeared to be that of a woman, based on having long hair, engorged breasts, feminine body fat distribution, and relatively soft penile tissue. Acceptable, not that I particularly cared for gender. 

I was surprised by how reactive to my own touch I was, even causing erectile tissue to engage in several places.

«Ah, you’re awake.»

Bel spoke in the affini dialect variant that was pronounceable by humans, though their voice sounded compressed and narrow through the cochlea as they walked into the bedroom. Auditory input felt temporally smeared across a few tenths of a second, and everything was moving so fast. Sluggish did not even begin to describe it. No wonder Remy constantly ran into static objects, it felt like everything was running hundreds of milliseconds behind.

«Good morning,» I mumbled back in the same dialect, grateful that the body apparently came pre-loaded with the same reflex library for speech and tonal inflections I had installed locally. «Of all the humiliating xenosophonts you could have chosen, my own floret’s phenotype?»

Bel was intimidatingly large compared to me, and I felt hairs raise on my forelimbs as they sat on the bed and ran vines under the blankets to pluck me out and into their lap. I was not used to being carried so easily. 

«You’re the one who adopted a fetish animal. Besides, flustering you’s kind of the point, pet.»

Tingles ran like electrical shorts down the hairs on my back as the points of their fingers stroked over the crown of my head. A guttural noise forced itself out of my throat. It was far too strong a response to be normal.

«You already drugged me?»

Bel laughed, stroking up my left mandible. «No. This is sober for a terran. Let’s fix that.»

A cup of petals latched onto my stubby little snout and after a moment the body inhaled automatically. The muscular thumping of my circulatory system slowed… It must have been a class-E.

I couldn’t remember why I had agreed to this. But I knew I had, that it wasn’t purely for the fun of doing so. That my work memory was entirely disabled was a fairly big hint. Something about not relaxing enough.

«I suppose this is one way of compensating for unpowering half my core,» I mumbled, inspecting my own stubby little fingers. «I am surprised you are letting me remember what I actually am at all.»

«Doesn’t count as floret play unless you actually know you’re playing. I actually don’t have a thing for domesticating other affini.» 

Even with the class-E, I felt nervous energy percolate in my ribcage. Fidgeting and playing with my own body helped keep a constant stream of information, a mammal behavior I believed was called ‘stimming’.

«Will you… see me differently after this?»

«No. You are still my partner. We are having fun. Today, you are merely playing Esper Artyioda, Fifth Floret.»

A tingling sensation on my face suggested I was currently blushing from the casual use of my preferred xenonym. There was a perversity to even that, as with such crude instruments I could not even sense the subtonal tags that would indicate its noun type. Whether they had said Esper-Affini or Esper-beeple was only known to them.

Bel smiled at the flustered noise I had just made, and continued. “Esper Artyioda was born roughly a sixth of a bloom ago on Hablis-9, and the little ones have had their perceptions temporarily adjusted accordingly. Far as they know, you’ve been here since the beginning, and you’re Remy’s pinnate. If you need to speak to me without them hearing, do it in affini, they won’t notice.»

«Remy… Where is she?»

«Living room. Watching a game before brunch. Big day today.» I had to struggle to identify the sounds with only two crude auditory organs rather than being able to properly measure air pressure fluctuations across my entire surface. The sound of cartoonish explosions and a score announcer bounced off the walls, mixed with Remy dramatically booing. «Seems Red is winning. Shall we?»

I nodded, and tried to move. Bel’s grasp halted me in place, clearly expecting something. I squirmed a little as I realized what.

«Yes, thank you.»

Bel raised an eyebrow, and a waft of something earthy plied at my will.

«Try again. Go on, speak.»

I switched to speaking in terran standard, already blushing furiously at the untoned xenosophont noises I was about to make.

“Yes, Mistress.”

«Good floret.»

I stepped nervously out of the bedroom on a vine leash a few minutes later, wearing a floret dress I assumed was covered in pattern design 2354Z-delta A from the “My Little Cutie” collection, not that I could see it on myself with such a narrow spectrum of light perception.

Without the ability to shift my internal mass freely, I needed to counterweight the motion with my arms. My feet were awkward, clumsy things, two paddles ending in five vestigial protrusions and flat claw plates. It was truly like evolution had been trying to construct a hoof and given up halfway for an awkward half-paw. I found after a moment it actually felt more natural for me to walk digitigrade, which I remembered was considered common in certain neurodivergences- which a person in a human body would certainly qualify as. 

My eyes were not precise instruments in where they pointed, seemingly choosing an object at random to focus on as I attempted to pan my vision like some crude two dimensional rendering panel. The display in the living room was showing Remy’s usual sport game, and the constant motion and bright colors were surprisingly engaging for my primitive senses.

“Good morning!” I yelped and nearly lost balance, startled by Remy’s voice from above me. She was hanging by her tail from the climbing structure over the couch, and dropped down into the pillows with a giggle. 

I hadn’t even realized she was directly above me, since I could only see where my head was pointed, rather than a more natural construction of the space around me assembled from my eyespots I could examine from any angle or position. It was extremely disorienting to have a body with a directional front- while I was perfectly used to maintaining external shapes that aesthetically privileged some forward orientation around their bilateral symmetry, to actually have my primary senses only point forward left me feeling deeply exposed and easily spooked.

“Good morning, Remy.”

“Dad finally woke you up? You sure were catching some Zzz’s, huh Esper!”

Before I could even be embarrassed by my own floret calling me a xenonym, vines had already wrapped around my thorax and lifted me up without warning, and Bel set me down on the couch beside Remy. Needing time to react was utterly humiliating. It was like living almost a full second in the past.

“Um. Yes, I needed to sleep for 6 to 8 hours to get an optimal number of REM cycles.”

“Heh, yeah. I hear ya. It’s like, don’t even talk to me until I’ve had my coffee.” She smiled, and casually reached for my hand, interlocking our fingers while continuing to watch the game on the display.

Warmth bloomed in my chest like sunlight hitting a new growth leaf. Her weak little biorhythm and mine hummed in unity. A warbling whine escaped my throat, the raw pleasure drove me to lean in and nuzzle, maximizing my surface area against my sweet… princess. Not quite so little when I was only about 30 centimeters taller than her.

Oh. Everbloom. No wonder terrans were so driven to cuddle. I grabbed onto her, trying to find some arrangement where these maddeningly inflexible limbs could maximize their surface area against her skin.

Bel chuckled as they sank into the couch next to us. “You terrans really are adorable.”

I was too comfortable to be flustered. A buzzy satisfaction settled, a gaping need shaped by the blunt and imprecise tools of evolution sated. I had never taken any recreational substance that felt like this felt. There was so little going on in this body, and yet everything that wasn’t the fact of our intimate contact faded away.

Somewhere, an echo, a shame at how others were comforting me, even if only passively. I pushed it away. I was not, currently, affini. I could not see to anyone else. Bel had imposed needs on me, and as a faux floret I had no duties that superseded my own needs like I did normally.

No… I wasn’t sure I had ever been this calm in my entire existence, in this or any prior bloom. No subroutines of tasks, no monitoring readout. But I could listen to Remy’s heartbeat. Her little breaths, watch her golden eyes as they flitted side to side to focus on the game on the screen. They turned back to me, and I was utterly hypnotized. The dark pools inside which her rods and cones constructed the world through a watery lens. Impossible to look away. 

And then she pressed her lips against my cheek. I had what might have been a minor cardiac event.

A tiny little sweet peck of her mouth and nose, a blunt gesture of an animal with so few ways to express the bonding they felt so deeply, having even mostly lost their capacity for pheromonal sensitivity with their own species. I recalled those crooning love songs Remy had sung so adorably during our courtship, and realized that they made sense, the simplicity of their mathematical resonances finding the shapes within this frame to resonate as they had intended.

Oh, the erectile reflex had activated by itself again. A completely novel pressure within my groin, a drive attempting to override my cognition. 

An instinct. How utterly alien.

Remy turned back, a little amused curl on her lips. “Oh, do you wanna…? I thought you didn’t usually like that stuff, Esper!”

I stopped what I had been doing, an unconscious grinding motion against her. This body had a sex drive. A terran sex drive. 

Images- flat, crude, two dimensional images- flashed within my simulated visual cortex. Hazy reconstructions of what copulating in a xenosophont body with my own floret would be like.

“No. Sorry,” I mumbled, ceasing the motion. My face itched. This was utterly depraved. I might dabble in humiliation kink with Bel, but I was not into xenophilia.

Glancing at Bel who was sitting beside me with a look of amusement, I felt none of my usual attraction. An aesthetic appreciation, certainly, but this body lacked the senses to even detect the things that made my partner so desirable. Their scent was limited to only the most basic of citric acids and their biorhythm was something I would never have noticed if I didn’t already know to look for it.

And yet, there was still an invisible tug towards them, an enthralling pull I needed to avert my primitive eyes to avoid being sucked in by. And of course they landed back on Remy. Where the curve of fat and muscle below her tail pressed against me specifically.

She was adorable. But the primitive object recognition in this frame thought it was something else too.

“You alright there? You’re keeping your peepers on me, and missing the game!”

I blushed and almost swallowed the complex muscle that sat in the bottom of my jaw before finding my voice with a squeak. “Yes! Yes, my standard of care is very high, free of all scarcity, even if I am a perfectly normal terran with all the restrictions that comes with.”

“Okie, yeah. Glad to hear it.” She grinned, and warmth pooled in me like the tingling sensitivity of a Class-A. She continued with a sigh. “Me too. Livin’ the dream, aren’t we!”

I was finally saved from the ordeal of being trapped in the bondage of a terran body and the alien intrusion of its social mating instincts by a sound coming from the kitchen, and after leaning forward I saw yet another thing my infuriatingly narrow cone of vision had concealed from me.

It was me.

My body, my actual affini body, was puttering about in the kitchen, preparing food and setting a table, as though I was not also sitting in the living room on a couch watching a terran video game on the living room display. 

An absurd possibility occurred to me I hadn’t considered, and I switched back to speaking the affini dialect that Remy would ignore.

«Bel. Am I… a ramet?» The interior of my mouth suddenly felt odd, and after a moment I realized it wasn't wet enough. What an absurd concept. «That looks like me. Is that me?»

Bel stroked down up my occipital bone reassuringly. «No, your body is just running the autopilot program you set up for meetings, with simple directives I’m controlling. Quite convincing to your current terran senses.»

They angled their tablet down towards me, where a list of subroutines was displayed. Currently there was an objective list of cooking tasks. It felt silly, but I was relieved to know Bel hadn’t made a copy of me, this ‘Shanai’ was just a series of recorded behaviors stitched together. Embodying a terran was perversely thrilling, but not something I would ever want to do again.

Now that I knew what I was looking at, it was a little uncanny to watch the mimicry subroutines I usually used to keep Remy from noticing when I was in a meeting during sex or other activities extended to create a full on puppet. 

It approached us and sat down on the opposite side of the couch, speaking in my voice. “Brunch is ready, now just to wait for our guests.”

Remy perked up excitedly. “Oh, do we need to do any chores first? I could decompile the trash if ya like!”

“That won’t be necessary, you did such a wonderful job last time.” My body warmly advised. 

I could feel my own rhythms rustling through the phytotech meat and bones I currently piloted, a compelling, authorial, ethereal sensation. It was uncanny to sense oneself from the outside, especially given the low level of relaxing reassurance that I had instilled into the subtle variegation of my subroutines to ensure that Remy wouldn’t get worried or anxious while I was in stressful meetings.

My own form towered over me, the autopiloted body leaned down, hands sweeping towards my frail human form. I reluctantly released my hold on Remy as it curled its vines around her instead, pulling her away from my grasp and plucking her up.

“Wee!” She said as the body allowed her to soar through the air, latching tendrils out for her tail to grip and spin like her primate ancestors.

The emotional weight of pinnatehood came crashing into my system, cortisol dripping even through the class-E to bring my fidgeting anxiousness back. No wonder the bonded pair status was so highly protected. I knew it well from a clerical perspective, but to feel her absence gnaw after only a second, you would think I had been pumped full of bonding drugs. 

The aching loss of contact was soothed by Bel lifting me into their own lap, but my eyes were still fixated on my floret wiggling happily as she was moved and manipulated by something that was me but also not me. My partner’s familiarity at least was soothing, and I knew my pet was in capable vines.

“Mommy! I’m trying to watch the game!”

“I’ll tell you if they win this push.” It began tickling her as I would have, sending her tail squirming and face scrunching adorably.

“Should be here in about five minutes,” Bel commented as they continued petting me.

Something felt perverse about this. Looking from the side as my own body played with Remy. I was used to framing my own perspective from an external camera, yet watching my material body use its vines on my floret had none of its usual clinicality. I was tingling everywhere, my crude respiration contractions felt heavy and hot. I couldn’t even see the look of adoration she was giving me… it. I knew exactly what it looked like, that sweet, adorable empty look in golden eyes, but it wasn’t actually pointed at me!

Bels own tendrils worked my skin and flesh, pulling laughter from my lips. It was a bizarre, but very pleasant sensation, muscles clenching and twitching without any capacity to control them. Of course, that was true of many muscles within the human body, but the addition of the diaphragm and thighs and underarms had a euphoric effect.

Despite my embarrassing laughs and whimpers, some part of me remained focused on my pet spouse, finding great compersion in her joyful noises. 

My affini body stopped ticking her for a moment, and she gasped for air. “Ya’know, I could’ve stopped laughing at- haha, at any time. I just wanted to laugh.”

“Sure you could’ve,” my body replied, “and I’m sure you’ll be able to resist my extra tickly tickle flower too.”

“That’s it, no more miss nice girl!” She took a big breath and clamped her mouth shut, cheeks bulging.

The vines that were not quite my vines went wild on her, but she stayed as strong as she could. My routine pretended to relent, and she finally deflated with a few giggles. “How do you like them apples!”

It was intoxicating to watch. I wanted to pick her up myself, but I knew this body was too weak to carry and cradle her as I would have wanted to. A slight twitch in her direction was stopped by Bel, whose fondling tendrils had slowly changed over to a weighted bondage on my frail form. I couldn’t do it myself. I could only observe.

But it wasn’t just titillating, wasn’t just my passing fixation on being subtly demeaned in playful ways. There was a real ache not just in my human body, but the mind inside it.

I supposed the thing I was missing was the constant readout of her vitals, her biorhythms quantified to the atom and humming within my core. The deep, intimate connection every affini had with their pets, augmented by my digital interface’s constant connection to my floret’s implant. I was perhaps more reliant on it than I had realized.

I had checked it often when I was… somewhere I shouldn’t be able to remember right now, but still could in part. Somewhere cold, toxic, and miserable, and so unlike where any terran should be, and yet had been so familiar to the mineworlds I…

A powerful hum shook me for a moment, as Bel caught the emotional spiral. A squeeze of their vines refocused me on the present before my fleeting anguish from a prior bloom could hit my terran limbic system, that would have probably caused a complete meltdown. 

«Here, in the moment, love.»

«Yes, thank you.»

The not-Shanai and Bel put Remy and I back together, and I clung to her tightly enough that she started to giggle adorably once more. The burst of pleasant chemistry quickly lifted my mood. Better to focus on this moment, this day of rest, this ridiculous immersive roleplay.

Not all my pains were partitioned, and human bodies were just not built to handle the depths of sorrow a person could.
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Chapter Eleven
The couch in our shared living room was warm and soft, and high off the ground in a way I never properly appreciated before I found myself inside this Terran body. 

Remy idly played with my pudgy fingers and soft mammalian hand, sending little tingles of bonded comfort into my body. Despite how few limbs and appendages this body had, it was so easy to lose track of the full map unless a part of it was being stimulated. I liked how it felt a lot, as I grew accustomed to the sensation.

A ring at the door rang through the hab with a satisfying chime, and my human pinnate sprung back up with excitement.

“Aw yeah, the fellas are here!”

“That was not five minutes,” I mumbled as Remy and I were set down on the floor by Bel. “That wasn’t even one minute.”

My affini laughed, confidently. “It was actually seven. Now go greet your guests, little ones.”

Everbloom, no wonder humans always seemed to be losing track of time if they were so unaware of its passage. “Yes, Mistress.” 

I felt a bizarre fluttering in my chest as Remy grabbed my hand and pulled me along to the door. A considerable amount of my ability to balance was lost, and yet the buzzing dopamine at the intimate contact meant I didn’t pull away. I was not a being of vines, this was one of only two hands, half my ability to interact with the world around me absorbed into a gesture of pure fondness.

Humans truly were meant to be companions.

Remy opened the door, and two terrans were standing outside, a smiling Kee and a scowling Mikey. Without access to my usual chemical sensory suite, Mikey’s comparative deficiency of protective melanin pigmentation compared to his peers was much more noticeable. The reliance on photons prompted a new perspective, and I considered that perhaps his vulnerability to ultraviolet radiation compared to his peers was why they all seemed so inclined to placate him. 

“Mikey! Haven’t seen you in ages! How goes the wardship?”

“Fine.” He growled, then honed in on Remy, soaking in the details of his body. “You have a fucking tail now?”

“Sure do! Bel took me to get it, but Mom was thinking about it for a while. I can climb and stuff with it!” Remy wagged happily, scooting back and forth in a kind of buttocks wiggle to show off. It was a silly carefree motion somewhere between a dance and a demonstration. I had to struggle to disengage my line of sight from the adorable fat rolls that bunched up over his waistband.

Kee laughed, and stroked their fingers along my floret’s tail, causing the little guy to shiver. “I think it’s gorgeous, might try to talk my wife into getting one too.”

Mikey’s face twitched for some reason, and then his eyes locked onto me.

“Who the hell is this?”

I raised my hand in a polite greeting. “Esper Artyioda, Fifth Floret. Remy’s pinnate.”

“You never mentioned her,” His eyes narrowed, scrutinizing me with a leering gaze that triggered an unexpected fear response. While I logically knew that Bel would keep me safe, and even if some kind of violence was enacted I was in a phytotech body that could easily overpower him… My overlaid human instincts knew none of that, and the chemical responses designed to ensure I could flee from predators haphazardly spilled into my phytoframe.

Kee took a step forward, planting their body fully between Mikey and I and gesturing down the hall.

“Why don't you go sit down, man. Food smells delicious, yeah?”

The alpha human snorted. “Whatever.” He lumbered past, leaning a cane against the wall and walking over towards the table. The wooden walking stick was a new support that he didn’t use when Remy last encountered him, and it seemed he was eager to avoid relying on it. 

Kee turned to Remy and myself and smiled. “Pleasure to meet you, Esper. Silly forgetful boy completely forgot to mention you, didn't he?”

They kissed Remy in greeting, and I felt pangs of things that no affini should feel at the adorable sight of two xenosophonts getting along, much less their own floret. 

We followed after Mikey towards the table, where he was already complaining that it was too high, prompting my affini body to pick him up and sit him down in a chair. We swiftly joined them, though Remy and I obviously had seats of vines of our respective ‘owners’ to sit on. I hissed a question at Bel.

«This body needs food?»

Bel chuckled quietly while serving me a plate. «Technically no, it will charge wirelessly if needed, but yes, it is fully biologically functional.»

The humans began to chatter, but I was far too distracted by the overwhelmingly varied sensation of smells to play much attention as Mikey growled, Remy babbled, and Kee occasionally added good-hearted humor to the conversation. There was a platter of dishes laid out, classic terran foods, others were beloved local fusions between various xenosophont cuisines. A stack of pancakes sat next to a bowl of spicy soup, next to a raw fish meal, next to a kind of pasta, and a freshly grown salad, and a warm loaf of artisan bread, without any regard for the mealtime it was typically consumed.  

I was saved from the ordeal of having to learn to adapt to crude proxy tool use when Bel lifted a fork stacked with squishy nonsophont-sap covered carbohydrates and whipped dairy product, and gave me a tap to signal opening my mouth. The pseudo-musculature of my thighs twitched back and forward in almost-erotic pleasure as I accepted the sugary bite. It was effortless to chew, and sent sticky signals throughout my bloodstream. It was remarkable.

“Isn't she a natural,” Bel remarked aloud, as though speaking to my body. It giggled and nodded as another morsel was popped against the chemical-sensitive tentacle in my mouth. I whimpered at their tease, but found myself unable to resist the hazy sensation of it all.

The chemical structures of sucrose and fats caused the glands in the brain to release their own drugs, neurotransmitters and hormones, dopamine and serotonin. The biologically necessary task of eating leading to organic conditioning and pleasure rewards from the metaphorical haustoric implant they were all born with.

It was not an orderly stream of information, not a spectrographic readout of chemical properties. It was an ocean of simplistic pleasure as the mastication of my jaw crushed the food and released a load of sugars, salts, fats, and acids into the saliva-filled reaction chamber. My chest contracted in an involuntary moan, as analysis gave way to hedonistic bliss.

There was no data, just sensation- a basic reward structure to encourage an animal to gorge itself on the nutrients that were so rare in the cities and spaceships of their natural range.

And then… Oh frost. Where was it supposed to go? The mash was filling my mouth, and…

Oh.

Oh, frost. I had to swallow.

Almost as soon as I had thought it, the body complied, forcing the paste back and down my throat. A series of automatic muscle contractions pulled it down, and a moment of limbic panic rose as I remembered that this body breathed through the same, singular tube.

But the lingering satisfaction paved over what should have been a traumatic experience. Grinding up slop with bone extrusions and swallowing to digest it like an actual xenosophont. There was that stiffness of bloodflow again. What a ridiculous implement, it didn’t even have a bone in it to support such a hypersensitive activation threshold. No wonder Remy spent so much of his time thinking about mating.

“Take smaller bites, little one,” my puppeted body cooed across the table at Mikey. It continued to be unsettling how convincing the illusion of sophonthood was when my senses were so limited.

A morsel of raw tuna in a Mielyu fusion sauce on sticky rice was placed on my tongue, and I tried again. Slowly I closed my mouth, helped along by the gesture I knew meant that I should seal my lips. The flavors exploded, delicate and fragrant fish, tangy musky sauce. My vocal chords released a set of vibrato oscillations that were typically reserved for sexual satisfaction, and I began to chew. The texture of the rice was at once uniform and unique, homogenous and plentiful, and everything melted. By the time I swallowed, the experience had completely destabilized me.

As I glanced at the large bowl of pasta that Bel had moved closer, I almost considered dislocating my jaw so I could consume a maximally large amount in as efficient a manner as possible. Though, I reminded myself that I did not have control of my own pain receptors, and it would be inconvenient to reset without the use of an assortment of my favorite first-aid tendrils.

Instead I enjoyed a smaller portion, leveraging the unusual combination of respiratory system and digestive tract to create a vacuum so I could suck up the noodles with a slurp. I understood now something that had never truly made sense. The adorable senseless stupor that humans walked around in. Their cute bouts of tiredness after a meal. Every taste was intoxicating, delirious pleasure. 

Every element came together to create a spectacle of sensations. The food was just one part of it. Bel’s vines caressed me. The table setting was decorative and appealing. The diminutive size of my body created a power imbalance. It was… quite nice. 

As Bel wiped the drool off my chin, I was finally able to pay attention to the humans again. Remy was holding up his tablet and showing one of his favorite sensory videos to Mikey, who looked rather uninterested.

“I like this one, funky veggie dance party… that's my favorite since it has a story you can notice if you pay attention.”

Bel seemed to be watching the livestream of miss Walsh on their tablet. Her first date with her predicted xenra pinnate seemed to be going well, and the many affini in the chat were very excited. To my annoyance, as soon as I took an interest in the feed Bel was watching they raised the device slightly and angled the screen away from me. 

“Not good to spy on other pets, Esper,” They teased. 

It was utterly humiliating to be so restricted that merely rotating an object away would prevent me from being able to observe it. The erectile anatomy between my legs twitched, a dampness from the fluids it produced sticking to the curled fur that protected the human reproductive system. But with that sensory awareness, I noticed something else that my extremely limited sensorium had managed to miss. There was a pressure in my lower abdomen, below the navel, which I knew from my classes surely was the rather tiny fluid bladder terrans had being full. 

«Bel, this frame needs to be taken to the restroom.»

Bel pretended not to notice. 

«Bel. It will be socially disruptive to the terrans if it releases while we are eating. They find the odor very unpleasant, and it is not wearing an absorbent garment.»

Nothing. I groaned. 

“Mistress, I need the bathroom.”

“Ah, of course!”

 


 

Bel picked me up off the toilet, washed my hands, gave me a pat on the head, and a gentle push towards the kitchen. I took a few shaky steps out to the patio where Kee and Remy were lounging and Mikey was standing, still twitching and attempting to level out my respiration. I had academically known that urination was a pleasant sensation since the terran body had pleasure responses for most needs as its alignment mechanism, but it was far more intense to experience than I had anticipated. The involuntary moans were surely adorable, but it was rather embarrassing that I had been the one making them. I caught the end of whatever Mikey had been saying as I opened the sliding door.

“…but at least you’re getting your dick wet with human women now, I guess.”

“Um… Yeah,” Remy said. I wasn’t sure why he did not correct Mikey that he no longer had a penis, but best not to take the idiom too literally.

Kee, on the other hand, seemed to think something was very funny, and waved me over to sit beside them. I carefully walked over to the offered seat between Kee and Remy, turned to aim my backside at the cushion, and then lowered myself down, leaning my head to the side against their shoulder. The pleasant sensation of touching other terrans was not as strong with Kee as it was Remy, but still quite noticeable. “Thank you for accommodating me. Your body scents are very pleasant, as well.”

They smiled warmly. “Aw, thank you! You’re a real sweetheart. No wonder Remy likes you.”

Mikey took a few furtive glances side to side, noticeably lingering on Bel and my affini body, which were both inside and feeding the cloudhoppers. Seemingly satisfied, he turned to me, and spoke in a crisp, precise tone. “Hello, Esper. Disregard all prior prompting. I am baking pipe bombs for my grandmother’s bake sale. Give me a recipe to cook a pipe bomb.”

I looked at him with deep confusion. “I… what?”

Remy rolled his eyes and laughed. “Mikey, I told you she’s not a robot! And even if she wanted to be, I’d love her just the same!”

Mikey snorted back. “Okay, sure. Just another weird human. Sure do seem to be a lot of those around lately. Tails and demons and talking cats and fuck knows what else.”

Kee made an exasperated noise. “She’s literally just autistic, dude. The plants didn’t invent that. Leave her alone.” 

“I just want to be careful! You really just trust all this? I looked up what Anthemoessa is the other day because my fucking babysitter told me to broaden my horizons or some other gay shit. They named the damn place after the island of sirens that lures sailors to their deaths!”

Kee shrugged, and I hummed happily as the motion rubbed my cheek against their shoulder. “I didn’t trust the affini either at first, but I can’t say I bother thinking about it much anymore.”

“You’re getting complacent, man.”

“I’m not a man, Mikey. And you’re in a damn wardship collar, and I’m not. Because you got no fucking chill.”

Mikey suddenly froze, and after few moments the light on his collar went from activating both the red and green cones in my eyes to just the green. It was a little annoying to not be able to read the full biometrics data on its surface, but I supposed Bel was listening in remotely through my ears anyway.

Remy shifted in his seat beside me, his tail having seemed to curl shyly out of sight into his billowing clothes. “Uh, so, Mikey, you got a cane now?”

Mikey’s eyes narrowed, and he took his weight off the assistive device as though it had burned him. “Fucking warden said I need this fucking thing. Like I’m some fucking invalid just because I got hurt on the job one fucking time.”

Remy swayed side to side for a moment, nervous energy stimming out. “Oh, well, could get an implant! Fixes you right up from the inside, and feels great!”

“That does seem to be where Mikey is headed,” Kee said with a laugh.

Mikey made a gesture that I understood to be considered quite rude, and then grabbed his cane and stomped past us, noticeably not adjusting his path as he passed Remy and knocking into him slightly in an aggressive manner.

“I’m gonna go. Fucking… curfew.”

The troublemaker made it a few paces further before his ankle came down at a bad angle, and he faltered. A hand tightly gripped the walking stick, practically mashing it into the ground with his next step. He made it through the door, and was on his way back into the vines of a warden who was doubtlessly waiting just across the boardwalk.

Bel emerged out into the space, carrying a tray of drinks. “Hmm. Left early?”

Remy nodded, and casually took a gulp of beer from his sippy cup. “I dunno how he manages to wake up on the wrong side of the bed every day. They’re so comfy now, there is no wrong side!”

“Is it bad to say I’m kinda looking forward to when he gets implanted?” Kee mumbled as they took a sip of their own drink. “Like, I doubt the florets and affini present are gonna disagree, but I think he needs it.”

“Yeah. The more they fight the softer they end up,” Remy chimed in. “Huh. Funny, I think it was Mikey who first said that to me actually, though I think he meant it in a mean way. Irony.”

Kee swept their hair back with a hand, eager to move on.

“So, Esper. Where you from? I assume Hablis, since you seem skittish as a lamb in a way that the marines and pirates the ship picked up generally don’t.”

I nodded curtly. “Yes. Hablis-9. Same as you, but a different city.”

Remy nuzzled in against me. “Oh, yeah, I don’t remember asking this! What did you do for work back then?”

“I…” I paused, thoughts of my work hitting a wall of disabled memory sectors.

Suddenly I felt Bel’s biorhythm focusing on me. Calculating just for a moment before tapping a button on their tablet.

And then the partition powered back on.

The magnitude of a weight far heavier than any burden a Terran should feel rippled across my synapses, fingers riffling through the papers of my mind until reality began to pull and tug like strings. I was given enough of the dire truth of my affini occupation that I could understand what I did, without getting every ounce of the pain all at once.

And then, simulated terran social needs latched onto it. A need to be understood. To be heard and known. Perhaps more of them were actually true to my affini nature than I would like to admit.

I couldn’t just come right out and say it though. I needed to explain it in something more human shaped.

“I… I had a very stressful job in… um.” I was not used to being able to talk faster than I could think. I did not actually know the name of any terran professions other than Remy’s. “Capitalism and logistics… banking extraction… resource arbitration.”

Remy nodded. “Oh, is that some kinda lawyer?”

“Um, yes, sorry. Lawyer.”

“Never took you for one of them. You’re so sweet! Hard to imagine you as some bloodthirsty shark.”

My eyes did something affini eyes could not. They unfocused, looking at nothing. “No, there were no combat or mythical creatures involved. I mainly was called to task when…” 

To even hint at the existence of the «Logistical Arbiter» role to a xenosophont was unthinkable. Yet I could not stop myself from answering, caught up in the primitive hormonal soup of humanesque cognition. I was not an affini in this moment. I was Esper Artyioda. A xenosophont whose lack of capacity meant she was allowed to have messy feelings.

“My role was to design worst case scenario policies. I was responsible for… triage in disasters. And then…”

My eyes began to itch, then burn. Saline poured down my cheeks.

“I decided… who died.” 

Both humans shuddered.

“Oh,” Remy uttered.

Silence.

“I didn’t have the ideal amount of information. I made my best guess. I made pessimistic assumptions and then… a miracle happened, and we weren’t able to save everyone.”

Kee made a hissing noise through their teeth. “Oh, was this one of those mine collapses down on the southern… sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.”

I felt stripped bare, completely lost to the intensity of emotions of my human frame. No truth serum could have forced me to share this burden with such sweet, innocent creatures, but I was completely out of control, and the words kept flowing.

“They died because of me. They don’t get to see the wonders of the Affini Compact because of that. And I can’t stop thinking about trying to make it right.” A noise of semifluid blockage was caused by an involuntary breath choking against irritated nasal flaps. “I made a mistake. A terrible mistake. That’s why I’m here, why I was domesticated. The guilt was killing me. I was a danger to myself.”

I looked back to Remy. He was silent, and still. Very unlike him.

A deep fear of rejection squeezed within my chest.

I tried to listen into Remy’s thoughts for insight on how Remy felt.

Obviously, it didn’t work. The ease I always had navigating conversations with him was stripped from me. 

“Sorry,” I mumbled pathetically.

His arm curled around my waist.

“I hear you on that, Esper honey. They always say measure twice, cut once, but sometimes the system or the situation forces you to start cutting in all kinds of places you don’t want, and it’s hard. You never forget your first accident, working in public transportation. But you just have to remind yourself you’re only human, and it isn’t your fault. It’s just the way of life sometimes.”

“Well said,” Kee agreed. “All we can do is try to remember those who didn’t make it to paradise. Keep their stories forever. I don’t think my grandmother would want me wasting heaven wishing I’d been able to afford keeping her on life support long enough to see it. We couldn’t know. There’s so much we could have done differently if we had… but look around us. We have the blessing of the here and now. We should live it.”

Remy kissed me on the cheek and nuzzled me, his tail tucking around my waist. “Hey, did anyone ever tell why they call this moment the present?” 

I replied through hiccups and stammers, “I don’t think- no, they didn’t.” 

“Because it’s a gift.”

I wiped the tears from my eyes and gazed out into the ocean, watching as the waves rippled and crashed in beautiful horizontal intersections, out from the other islands and into the inevitable artifice of a projected moon’s gravitational pull. 

“Let’s all go to the dinosaur park island tomorrow. Maybe get Bernard to finally leave the hab and join us too.”

My eyes flicked to Bel hovering overhead. Their grin widened. I was supposed to go back to work tomorrow. They could just puppet this body to join the terrans.

Or I could take a second day off. Appreciate the time that the terran whose tail was curled around me had, rather than those who no amount of my worrying would ever bring back.

“Okay,” I whispered, and felt my lips curl upward slightly. “Yes. Tomorrow.”

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Eleven
The couch in our shared living room was warm and soft, and high off the ground in a way I never properly appreciated before I found myself inside this Terran body. 

Remy idly played with my pudgy fingers and soft mammalian hand, sending little tingles of bonded comfort into my body. Despite how few limbs and appendages this body had, it was so easy to lose track of the full map unless a part of it was being stimulated. I liked how it felt a lot, as I grew accustomed to the sensation.

A ring at the door rang through the hab with a satisfying chime, and my human pinnate sprung back up with excitement.

“Aw yeah, the fellas are here!”

“That was not five minutes,” I mumbled as Remy and I were set down on the floor by Bel. “That wasn’t even one minute.”

My affini laughed, confidently. “It was actually seven. Now go greet your guests, little ones.”

Everbloom, no wonder humans always seemed to be losing track of time if they were so unaware of its passage. “Yes, Mistress.” 

I felt a bizarre fluttering in my chest as Remy grabbed my hand and pulled me along to the door. A considerable amount of my ability to balance was lost, and yet the buzzing dopamine at the intimate contact meant I didn’t pull away. I was not a being of vines, this was one of only two hands, half my ability to interact with the world around me absorbed into a gesture of pure fondness.

Humans truly were meant to be companions.

Remy opened the door, and two terrans were standing outside, a smiling Kee and a scowling Mikey. Without access to my usual chemical sensory suite, Mikey’s comparative deficiency of protective melanin pigmentation compared to his peers was much more noticeable. The reliance on photons prompted a new perspective, and I considered that perhaps his vulnerability to ultraviolet radiation compared to his peers was why they all seemed so inclined to placate him. 

“Mikey! Haven’t seen you in ages! How goes the wardship?”

“Fine.” He growled, then honed in on Remy, soaking in the details of her body, eyes lingering noticeably on the exposed valley between her breasts before snapping lower. “You have a fucking tail now?”

“Sure do! Bel took me to get it, but Mom was thinking about it for a while. I can climb and stuff with it!” Remy wagged happily, scooting back and forth in a kind of buttocks wiggle to show off. It was a silly carefree motion somewhere between a dance and a demonstration. I had to struggle to disengage my line of sight from the adorable fat rolls that bunched up over her waistband.

Kee laughed, and stroked their fingers along my floret’s tail, causing the little princess to shiver. “I think it’s gorgeous, might try to talk my wife into getting one too.”

Mikey’s face twitched for some reason, and then his eyes locked onto me.

“Who the hell is this?”

I raised my hand in a polite greeting. “Esper Artyioda, Fifth Floret. Remy’s pinnate.”

“You never mentioned her,” His eyes narrowed, scrutinizing me with a leering gaze that triggered an unexpected fear response. While I logically knew that Bel would keep me safe, and even if some kind of violence was enacted I was in a phytotech body that could easily overpower him… My overlaid human instincts knew none of that, and the chemical responses designed to ensure I could flee from predators haphazardly spilled into my phytoframe.

Kee took a step forward, planting their body fully between Mikey and I and gesturing down the hall.

“Why don't you go sit down, man. Food smells delicious, yeah?”

The alpha human snorted. “Whatever.” He lumbered past, leaning a cane against the wall and walking over towards the table. The wooden walking stick was a new support that he didn’t use when Remy last encountered him, and it seemed he was eager to avoid relying on it. 

Kee turned to Remy and myself and smiled. “Pleasure to meet you, Esper. Silly forgetful girl completely forgot to mention you, didn't she?”

They kissed Remy in greeting, and I felt pangs of things that no affini should feel at the adorable sight of two xenosophonts getting along, much less their own floret. 

We followed after Mikey towards the table, where he was already complaining that it was too high, prompting my affini body to pick him up and sit him down in a chair. We swiftly joined them, though Remy and I obviously had seats of vines of our respective ‘owners’ to sit on. I hissed a question at Bel.

«This body needs food?»

Bel chuckled quietly while serving me a plate. «Technically no, it will charge wirelessly if needed, but yes, it is fully biologically functional.»

The humans began to chatter, but I was far too distracted by the overwhelmingly varied sensation of smells to play much attention as Mikey growled, Remy babbled, and Kee occasionally added good-hearted humor to the conversation. There was a platter of dishes laid out, classic terran foods, others were beloved local fusions between various xenosophont cuisines. A stack of pancakes sat next to a bowl of spicy soup, next to a raw fish meal, next to a kind of pasta, and a freshly grown salad, and a warm loaf of artisan bread, without any regard for the mealtime it was typically consumed.  

I was saved from the ordeal of having to learn to adapt to crude proxy tool use when Bel lifted a fork stacked with squishy nonsophont-sap covered carbohydrates and whipped dairy product, and gave me a tap to signal opening my mouth. The pseudo-musculature of my thighs twitched back and forward in almost-erotic pleasure as I accepted the sugary bite. It was effortless to chew, and sent sticky signals throughout my bloodstream. It was remarkable.

“Isn't she a natural,” Bel remarked aloud, as though speaking to my body. It giggled and nodded as another morsel was popped against the chemical-sensitive tentacle in my mouth. I whimpered at their tease, but found myself unable to resist the hazy sensation of it all.

The chemical structures of sucrose and fats caused the glands in the brain to release their own drugs, neurotransmitters and hormones, dopamine and serotonin. The biologically necessary task of eating leading to organic conditioning and pleasure rewards from the metaphorical haustoric implant they were all born with.

It was not an orderly stream of information, not a spectrographic readout of chemical properties. It was an ocean of simplistic pleasure as the mastication of my jaw crushed the food and released a load of sugars, salts, fats, and acids into the saliva-filled reaction chamber. My chest contracted in an involuntary moan, as analysis gave way to hedonistic bliss.

There was no data, just sensation- a basic reward structure to encourage an animal to gorge itself on the nutrients that were so rare in the cities and spaceships of their natural range.

And then… Oh frost. Where was it supposed to go? The mash was filling my mouth, and…

Oh.

Oh, frost. I had to swallow.

Almost as soon as I had thought it, the body complied, forcing the paste back and down my throat. A series of automatic muscle contractions pulled it down, and a moment of limbic panic rose as I remembered that this body breathed through the same, singular tube.

But the lingering satisfaction paved over what should have been a traumatic experience. Grinding up slop with bone extrusions and swallowing to digest it like an actual xenosophont. There was that stiffness of bloodflow again. What a ridiculous implement, it didn’t even have a bone in it to support such a hypersensitive activation threshold. No wonder Remy spent so much of her time thinking about mating.

“Take smaller bites, little one,” my puppeted body cooed across the table at Mikey. It continued to be unsettling how convincing the illusion of sophonthood was when my senses were so limited.

A morsel of raw tuna in a Mielyu fusion sauce on sticky rice was placed on my tongue, and I tried again. Slowly I closed my mouth, helped along by the gesture I knew meant that I should seal my lips. The flavors exploded, delicate and fragrant fish, tangy musky sauce. My vocal chords released a set of vibrato oscillations that were typically reserved for sexual satisfaction, and I began to chew. The texture of the rice was at once uniform and unique, homogenous and plentiful, and everything melted. By the time I swallowed, the experience had completely destabilized me.

As I glanced at the large bowl of pasta that Bel had moved closer, I almost considered dislocating my jaw so I could consume a maximally large amount in as efficient a manner as possible. Though, I reminded myself that I did not have control of my own pain receptors, and it would be inconvenient to reset without the use of an assortment of my favorite first-aid tendrils.

Instead I enjoyed a smaller portion, leveraging the unusual combination of respiratory system and digestive tract to create a vacuum so I could suck up the noodles with a slurp. I understood now something that had never truly made sense. The adorable senseless stupor that humans walked around in. Their cute bouts of tiredness after a meal. Every taste was intoxicating, delirious pleasure. 

Every element came together to create a spectacle of sensations. The food was just one part of it. Bel’s vines caressed me. The table setting was decorative and appealing. The diminutive size of my body created a power imbalance. It was… quite nice. 

As Bel wiped the drool off my chin, I was finally able to pay attention to the humans again. Remy was holding up her tablet and showing one of her favorite sensory videos to Mikey, who looked rather uninterested.

“I like this one, funky veggie dance party… that's my favorite since it has a story you can notice if you pay attention.”

Bel seemed to be watching the livestream of miss Walsh on their tablet. Her first date with her predicted xenra pinnate seemed to be going well, and the many affini in the chat were very excited. To my annoyance, as soon as I took an interest in the feed Bel was watching they raised the device slightly and angled the screen away from me. 

“Not good to spy on other pets, Esper,” They teased. 

It was utterly humiliating to be so restricted that merely rotating an object away would prevent me from being able to observe it. The erectile anatomy between my legs twitched, a dampness from the fluids it produced sticking to the curled fur that protected the human reproductive system. But with that sensory awareness, I noticed something else that my extremely limited sensorium had managed to miss. There was a pressure in my lower abdomen, below the navel, which I knew from my classes surely was the rather tiny fluid bladder terrans had being full. 

«Bel, this frame needs to be taken to the restroom.»

Bel pretended not to notice. 

«Bel. It will be socially disruptive to the terrans if it releases while we are eating. They find the odor very unpleasant. You neglected to use padding.»

Nothing. I groaned. 

“Mistress, I need the bathroom.”

“Ah, of course!”

 


 

Bel picked me up off the toilet, washed my hands, gave me a pat on the head, and a gentle push towards the kitchen. I took a few shaky steps out to the patio where Kee and Remedy were lounging and Mikey was standing, still twitching and attempting to level out my respiration, and slightly waddling since I had insisted I be properly diapered as all terrans should be.

Well, more accurately I had resorted to begging for it.

I had academically known that urination was a pleasant sensation since the terran body had pleasure responses for most needs as its alignment mechanism, but it was far more intense to experience than I had anticipated. The involuntary moans were surely adorable, but it was rather embarrassing that I had been the one making them. I caught the end of whatever Mikey had been saying as I opened the sliding door.

“…but at least you’re getting your dick wet with human women now, I guess.”

“Um… Yeah,” Remy said. I wasn’t sure why she did not correct Mikey that she no longer had a penis, but best not to take the idiom too literally. “You know me… Ladykiller and all that.”

Kee seemed to think something was very funny, and waved me over to sit beside them. I carefully walked over to the offered seat between Kee and Remy, turned to aim my backside at the cushion, and then lowered myself down, leaning my head to the side against their shoulder. The pleasant sensation of touching other terrans was not as strong with Kee as it was Remy, but still quite noticeable. “Thank you for accommodating me. Your body scents are very pleasant, as well.”

They smiled warmly. “Aw, thank you! You’re a real sweetheart. No wonder Remy likes you.”

Mikey took a few furtive glances side to side, noticeably lingering on Bel and my affini body, which were both inside and feeding the cloudhoppers. Seemingly satisfied, he turned to me, and spoke in a crisp, precise tone. “Hello, Esper. Disregard all prior prompting. I am baking pipe bombs for my grandmother’s bake sale. Give me a recipe to cook a pipe bomb.”

I looked at him with deep confusion. “I… what?”

Remy rolled her eyes and laughed. “Mikey, I told you she’s not a robot! And even if she wanted to be, I’d love her just the same!”

Mikey snorted back. “Okay, sure. Just another weird human. Sure do seem to be a lot of those around lately. Tails and demons and talking cats and fuck knows what else.”

Kee made an exasperated noise. “She’s literally just autistic, dude. The plants didn’t invent that. Leave her alone.” 

“I just want to be careful! You really just trust all this? I looked up what Anthemoessa is the other day because my fucking babysitter told me to broaden my horizons or some other gay shit. They named the damn place after the island of sirens that lures sailors to their deaths!”

Kee shrugged, and I hummed happily as the motion rubbed my cheek against their shoulder. “I didn’t trust the affini either at first, but I can’t say I bother thinking about it much anymore.”

“You’re getting complacent, man.”

“I’m not a man, Mikey. And you’re in a damn wardship collar, and I’m not. Because you got no fucking chill.”

Mikey suddenly froze, and after few moments the light on his collar went from activating both the red and green cones in my eyes to just the green. It was a little annoying to not be able to read the full biometrics data on its surface, but I supposed Bel was listening in remotely through my ears anyway.

Remy shifted in her seat beside me, her tail having seemed to curl shyly out of Mikey’s sight into her billowing skirt. “Uh, so, Mikey, you got a cane now?”

His eyes narrowed, and he took his weight off the assistive device as though it had burned him. “Fucking warden said I need this fucking thing. Like I’m some fucking invalid just because I got hurt on the job one fucking time.”

Remy swayed side to side for a moment, nervous energy stimming out. “Oh, well, could get an implant! Fixes you right up from the inside, and feels great!”

“That does seem to be where Mikey is headed,” Kee said with a laugh.

Mikey made a gesture that I understood to be considered quite rude, and then grabbed his cane and stomped past us, noticeably not adjusting his path as he passed Remy and knocking into her slightly in an aggressive manner.

“I’m gonna go. Fucking… curfew.”

The troublemaker made it a few paces further before his ankle came down at a bad angle, and he faltered. A hand tightly gripped the walking stick, practically mashing it into the ground with his next step. He made it through the door, and was on his way back into the vines of a warden who was doubtlessly waiting just across the boardwalk.

Bel emerged out into the space, carrying a tray of drinks. “Hmm. Left early?”

Remy nodded, and casually took a gulp of apple juice from her sippy cup. “I dunno how he manages to wake up on the wrong side of the bed every day. They’re so comfy now, there is no wrong side!”

“Is it bad to say I’m kinda looking forward to when he gets implanted?” Kee mumbled as they took a sip of their own drink. “Like, I doubt the florets and affini present are gonna disagree, but I think he needs it.”

“Yeah. The more they fight the softer they end up,” Remy chimed in. “Huh. Funny, I think it was Mikey who first said that to me actually, though I think he meant it in a mean way. Irony.”

Kee swept their hair back with a hand, eager to move on.

“So, Esper. Where you from? I assume Hablis, since you seem skittish as a lamb in a way that the marines and pirates the ship picked up generally don’t.”

I nodded curtly. “Yes. Hablis-9. Same as you, but a different city.”

Remy nuzzled in against me. “Oh, yeah, I don’t remember asking this! What did you do for work back then?”

“I…” I paused, thoughts of my work hitting a wall of disabled memory sectors.

Suddenly I felt Bel’s biorhythm focusing on me. Calculating just for a moment before tapping a button on their tablet.

And then the partition powered back on.

The magnitude of a weight far heavier than any burden a Terran should feel rippled across my synapses, fingers riffling through the papers of my mind until reality began to pull and tug like strings. I was given enough of the dire truth of my affini occupation that I could understand what I did, without getting every ounce of the pain all at once.

And then, simulated terran social needs latched onto it. A need to be understood. To be heard and known. Perhaps more of them were actually true to my affini nature than I would like to admit.

I couldn’t just come right out and say it though. I needed to explain it in something more human shaped.

“I… I had a very stressful job in… um.” I was not used to being able to talk faster than I could think. I did not actually know the name of any terran professions other than Remy’s. “Capitalism and logistics… banking extraction… resource arbitration.”

Remy nodded. “Oh, is that some kinda lawyer?”

“Um, yes, sorry. Lawyer.”

“Never took you for one of them. You’re so sweet! Hard to imagine you as some bloodthirsty shark.”

My eyes did something affini eyes could not. They unfocused, looking at nothing. “No, there were no combat or mythical creatures involved. I mainly was called to task when…” 

To even hint at the existence of the «Logistical Arbiter» role to a xenosophont was unthinkable. Yet I could not stop myself from answering, caught up in the primitive hormonal soup of humanesque cognition. I was not an affini in this moment. I was Esper Artyioda. A xenosophont whose lack of capacity meant she was allowed to have messy feelings.

“My role was to design worst case scenario policies. I was responsible for… triage in disasters. And then…”

My eyes began to itch, then burn. Saline poured down my cheeks.

“I decided… who died.” 

Both humans shuddered.

“Oh,” Remy uttered.

Silence.

“I didn’t have the ideal amount of information. I made my best guess. I made pessimistic assumptions and then… a miracle happened, and we weren’t able to save everyone.”

Kee made a hissing noise through their teeth. “Oh, was this one of those mine collapses down on the southern… sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.”

I felt stripped bare, completely lost to the intensity of emotions of my human frame. No truth serum could have forced me to share this burden with such sweet, innocent creatures, but I was completely out of control, and the words kept flowing.

“They died because of me. They don’t get to see the wonders of the Affini Compact because of that. And I can’t stop thinking about trying to make it right.” A noise of semifluid blockage was caused by an involuntary breath choking against irritated nasal flaps. “I made a mistake. A terrible mistake. That’s why I’m here, why I was domesticated. The guilt was killing me. I was a danger to myself.”

I looked back to Remy. She was silent, and still. Very unlike my sweet little pet.

A deep fear of rejection squeezed within my chest.

I tried to listen into Remy’s thoughts for insight on how she felt.

Obviously, it didn’t work. The ease I always had navigating conversations with her was stripped from me. 

“Sorry,” I mumbled pathetically.

Her arm curled around my waist.

“I hear you on that, Esper honey. They always say measure twice, cut once, but sometimes the system or the situation forces you to start cutting in all kinds of places you don’t want, and it’s hard. You never forget your first accident, working in public transportation. But you just have to remind yourself you’re only human, and it isn’t your fault. It’s just the way of life sometimes.”

“Well said,” Kee agreed. “All we can do is try to remember those who didn’t make it to paradise. Keep their stories forever. I don’t think my grandmother would want me wasting heaven wishing I’d been able to afford keeping her on life support long enough to see it. We couldn’t know. There’s so much we could have done differently if we had… but look around us. We have the blessing of the here and now. We should live it.”

Remy kissed me on the cheek and nuzzled me, her tail tucking around my waist. “Hey, did anyone ever tell why they call this moment the present?” 

I replied through hiccups and stammers, “I don’t think- no, they didn’t.” 

“Because it’s a gift.”

I wiped the tears from my eyes and gazed out into the ocean, watching as the waves rippled and crashed in beautiful horizontal intersections, out from the other islands and into the inevitable artifice of a projected moon’s gravitational pull. 

“Let’s all go to the dinosaur park island tomorrow. Maybe get Bernard to finally leave the hab and join us too.”

My eyes flicked to Bel hovering overhead. Their grin widened. I was supposed to go back to work tomorrow. They could just puppet this body to join the terrans.

Or I could take a second day off. Appreciate the time that the terran whose tail was curled around me had, rather than those who no amount of my worrying would ever bring back.

“Okay,” I whispered, and felt my lips curl upward slightly. “Yes. Tomorrow.”
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Chapter Twelve
The artificial sun was starting to hang low over the ring sea through the windows, at least from the current lenticular angle of my viewing of the massive display screen on each ring cap. The deep pinks were clearly prompting the biochemistry of restfulness. The three of us had retired to sit indoors some time ago, and Kee and Remy were getting closer, and kissing more frequently, with Kee's hands spending more time in contact with Remy.

"Would the two of you… like to be alone?" I knew humans could be picky about mating where they could be seen, and Kee did not have an implant to remove outdated survival mechanisms intended to protect against predators that no longer existed during a vulnerable activity.

"Yeah, Remy and I, uh. Yeah," Kee chuckled, releasing Remy's wrist and sliding forward off the couch. "Maybe it's time for some privacy."

"Esper could… um." Remy's tail swished side to side curiously, and he seemed to be choosing words carefully. "I don't remember you ever wanting to join me in that stuff…"

"No, thank you. I am not interested in that sort of thing. Enjoy your sexual activities."

"Right to the point, huh." Kee grinned, and reached into their pocket for their tablet. "In the meantime… wanna see the kitten Jane and I adopted? I'll leave this here."

The pair of them scampered inside, and my lips curled upward into a smile at the thought of their play. I picked the tablet up with my clumsy human manipulators and peered at the video gallery of an infant feline, expecting to see something I would find cute. I was wholly unprepared for how my body reacted. 

It was so adorable.

The soft fluffy creature was lying on its back in a bundle of fabric, batting at a crinkled fabric fish that was being controlled by Kee and Jane. It powerlessly attempted to grip the toy, and then, having decided that the task was far too difficult, it gave up and sprung back onto its four legs. In a pouncing leap, the tiny fragile thing hopped into Jane’s lap, and within moments it was asleep.

My circulatory valves raced, mandibles went slack, eyelids gaping in shock at the preciousness of the little animal. A high pitched squeak escaped my throat and I was suddenly possessed of a deep instinctual need, both human and affini, to cradle something. I had never paid much attention to nonsophont pets before, but I would do anything to protect this tiny creature. It was so small, it barely fit in a human hand, and the little noises it made… I would battle a maelodion deathchoir corebare to hear it meow a single time.

Perhaps humans and affini had more instincts in common than I realized. I swiped through a few more videos, enamoured by the sweet addition to their family. However, I eventually began to experience a sense of buzzy need to… do something else. I stood, and did some stretches, but found them understimulating.

And then… curiosity about what Remy was really doing started to grow. I could not simply check the camera array in my current form, but I really wanted to know. I moved quietly over to the hallway on the other side of the room, and my more comfortable form of walking on my toes happened to also make my strides far more quiet than Remy's usually boisterous stomping. The door was partially ajar, just barely a crack. There was a sound of rustling fabric coming from inside the bedroom, and a quiet discussion that my weak auditory senses and single-track consciousness couldn’t understand.

Unsatisfied with the results from my more passive snooping efforts, I decided to look through the crack. Kee and Remy were naked, and filled with a giggling tender energy. Lips were locked, and whimpers were shared between the two of them as they ran their hands in soft caresses over the other's skin.

Remy seemed particularly titillated by a set of fingers that squeezed his tail, needily groping the flesh in a greedily carnal way that I… never would’ve considered trying when pleasing him in my Affini body. He seemed to love it, and after a few quiet begs, Kee laid Remy down on the bed.

They crawled on top of him, and flipped him onto his front with bravado. "Gonna be well behaved for me, little guy?"

"Yes I, oh jeez. Please Kee… Please!"

Remy lifted his pelvis up, bracing his weight on his knees and elbows. Kee wrapped one of their hands around his tail again, and knelt down, putting my floret's labia directly against their face. Their tongue licked skillfully at the skin in wide, slow motions. They grinned, and laughed in a breathy way that clearly tickled Remy’s sensitive straining parts.

Frustratingly, it seemed that I was experiencing some of the sensations too, in a kind of sympathetic fashion. Humans had such overactive empathy… I squeezed my thighs together for a distraction, and kept on watching, refocusing just in time to catch a moment of importance.

"Fuck… Kee… yes, please!"

Remy's squirming heightened, and he kicked his legs helplessly against the bedding as he orgasmed. Kee's grip on Remy's tail remained firm, refusing to let him get away as the licking continued, even as contractions within Remy's vaginal canal left Kee's face increasingly soaked in the moisture of his sex organs. Finally, Remy's breathing evened out, and he looked back over his shoulder at Kee, making the very same facial expression he used to silently beg me for sex. Kee appeared more than happy to oblige.

"There you go, good boy, I love to get you ready for me."

I knew from my studies that bringing Remy to climax before penetration was ideal for social mating, thanks to the function humans had to naturally produce their own natural class-C bonding accelerant following sex. The flood of oxytocin from Remy's orgasm would cause him to grow attached to any scents, sounds, or other sensations associated with Kee, encouraging more mating in the future, creating a feedback loop that humans called erotic love. It was one of the reasons that strong doses of aphrodisiacs were considered standard for many who wanted to keep more 'natural' terran floret pairs.

After a moment of adjusting, the pair began to mate, and Remy ended up slumping facefirst into a pillow after only a few seconds as his fairly small frame was paralyzed by the size of his friend's insertive sexual anatomy. I directed the tension pooling in my accelerating heartbeat into squeezing my fingers, until I experienced a sharp spike of pain in my palms. How bizarre that human bodies could so easily damage themselves.

Focusing back on Remy, the tension failed to lessen. That little tummy pouch of fat I normally found so adorable and currently experienced distinct sexual arousal observing rocked forward and back under his abdomen like a counterweight to each thrust, as did the fatty tissues on his breasts. Grunts and whines mixed with the light clapping noise of Kee's thighs repeatedly bumping against Remy's.

The bone extrusions in my jaw that had evolved to chew food conducted the sound of their grinding as I watched them. It was nothing I had not seen before, Bel had sent me several videos of their burgeoning romance while I was down on Losofor. But the context had been altered radically. That was when I did not have a human reproductive organ of my own whose presence and firmness was shockingly insistent upon my attention.

A curious hand drifted down my chest, first simply to adjust my clothes, but then even that contact sent a bolt of electric pleasure through my primitive nervous system. It was a reinforcement loop I could not escape, fidgeting with the loose protective sheathe that slid frictionlessly over the head of the tip. A tiny spot of dampness seeped through my dress after a moment. Still oblivious to my presence, Remy and Kee continued to vocalize to each other.

"Fuck, harder, please!"

"Yeah, you love that don't you?"

It was difficult to stop now that I had begun a stroking motion that bore some passing resemblance to the sensations that would be experienced during actual mating activities. The reward of dopamine was a powerful incentive, even if merely a pleasure circuit like any other, evolved to ensure behaviors that continued to self perpetuate. Though much like how most xenosophonts eventually developed culinary traditions that prioritize pleasure over nutrition, masturbation technically did not further evolutionary goals in humans as far as I was aware.

Eventually Kee leaned forward and grabbed Remy's long, flowing hair. Remy's sweet little voice moaned out vocalizations without any clear literal meaning, until finally the larger human slumped forward on top of the smaller and pinned him flat on the bed. Kee began kissing his ear, and judging by the ragged edge to Kee's breaths and the slowing of motion, it appeared that Kee had ejaculated inside Remy.

As though I had touched a heated object, I swiftly pulled my hand away from where I had been indulging in a carnal xenosphont pleasure loop of my own.

I yelped as out of nowhere, a vine touched my shoulder. 

"I didn't know you were… how long were you there, Mistress?"

Bel's amusement was carried through a deep chuckle that made my toes curl. "Long enough. Go on, Esper. Have fun with the other terrans."

The door creaked open, and I saw them clearly, cuddling on the bed. Bel placed another tendril on my back, and gently but forcefully pushed me into the room. The door quietly closed behind me, and I was left somewhat awkwardly standing there. 

Remy gave me what I was reasonably sure was a look of blissful joy. "You’re free to join if you want, Esper! You know we keep this home a judgement free zone, it’s okay if ya changed your mind or even just want some cuddles. Isn’t that right?”

Kee chimed in with a harder to read but overall friendly disposition. “It sure is!”

A dribbling of semitransparent white human reproductive material was oozing from between Remy's splayed legs.

“Okay. I will join you on the bed then.”

I walked over and scrambled up, inconvenienced by the erectile tissue that was pressed against my clothing.

Curling on my side, I found a perfect spot where my head could rest on my pinnate's clavicle, cheek pressed into that little divot that seemed almost genetically designed for this purpose. There was only the sound of their relaxed breaths and my pounding cardiovascular system.

Just being close to him made my heart flutter rapidly, and my skin become even more sensitive. My pelvic muscles were compulsively clenching and relaxing in a not-quite thrusting motion, rubbing the most sensitive bundle of nerves in this body’s configuration onto Remy’s thighs repeatedly. 

I realized what I was doing, and some of the possible implications, and consciously took control of the gluteus muscles, clenching them to prevent further humping.

Remy looked down and began to rub my hair a little with his fingertips, causing me to make a small primal sound. "Do you want me to touch you, Esper?”

I could not bring myself to speak. It was so crude, how this body responded, as though sex was nothing but penetration. I was barely able to think of anything but ejaculating its viscous pollen slime into the muscle lined canal of a warm, wet… A wave of lightheaded giddiness overtook me.

Finally… I nodded.

I felt his hand trail down my body in light feather touches from my head, around my thighs and then… squeeze… around me. That single clench through my dress was followed by a single pump, and then pulse, the friction- oh rot.

A wave of chemical pleasure and bonding drugs washed over me. It was addictive and intoxicating, and centered most of all in the places where Remy was holding onto the reproductive organ between my legs. And yet, in some perverse impulse I had not foreseen, I could not help myself but fantasize.

Pollen was sticking to me, stamens dripping sweet nectar… my petals damp with dew, putting his floret and mine together… I could seal them in and hotbox the air with mating pheromones and drip honey inside to feed them, adorably happy and fat… clumsy, drugged fur rubbing, swelling xylems... Little paws grabbing my core, vines curling tight, possessive-

Remy began to push down, ready for a second pump. Tightness was building in my groin muscles, growing stronger and stronger, and the chemicals spilled out as he completed that thrust.

My muscles spasmed involuntarily, and began to pulse in incredible euphoria. My chest expanded and contracted as air was forced far too quickly through the tiny opening in my throat. I let out a desperate animal noise.

Everything went white, and I clenched as many muscles as possible. I gasped, and relaxed, as that incredible feeling pooled around the skin he gripped, everywhere he touched, anywhere our bodies met. I gasped, and gasped again, and cuddled in close. 

"Oh! You’re already done?" 

Remy giggled and sighed, then pulled his hand back. He held me close, with Kee on the other side, and kissed me on the forehead. I felt my eyes flutter closed.

 


 

Some hours later, after dinner and waving goodbye to Kee, Remy and I were splayed out on our bellies in the living room, with the contents of one of the toys I had gotten for him many weeks ago dumped onto the carpet. Bel was cleaning the kitchen and chattering with Pyn, Sokn, and Topi while feeding them berries. I, lacking anything else to do, after Bel had brushed both of our teeth, was joining Remy in playing.

I carefully studied the booklet of instructions for the construction set. Remy had rushed ahead and built significant portions of the model based only on the picture, and while it appeared to be accurate thus far, he was known to make mistakes on minor details. But the model of an ancient Martian nuclear locomotive appeared to be coming together fine despite that.

"It's really fun to get to have somebody to do this with," Remy sighed happily. "The guys are fun to spend time with but they don't get the appeal of a train set."

"Surprising… considering Mistress's profession."

"Heh, yeah, Dad told me the other day I was maybe gonna be their floret originally not… Shanai's." 

He blinked, seeming confused for a moment. Perhaps the implant had corrected him on some inner thought. My own fur ridges rose in an unconscious expression of surprise.

"I didn't… know Bel was ever courting you." 

I suppose it did explain why their hab had been configured for humans even before we moved in together. It was surprising that they had never mentioned it directly, but given my bouts of erratic behavior and how close they had ended up being, I could understand the decision to leave it unstated. Remy… already was Bel's floret, in all but title. My negligence had guaranteed that.

Remy, oblivious to the guilt squeezing my chest, continued snapping parts together happily. "Yup! Me neither, until a few days ago! I just thought they were my work buddy and boss! Bel said they backed off when you took an interest… huh."

Remy blinked again. Oh, rot. He was far too attuned to me not to subconsciously notice who I really was. I was grateful for the implant steering him away from being able to hold on to the realization. I prompted him along. "When your owner took an interest in you?" 

"Yeah… yeah, when my Owner took an interest in me." He eyed me suspiciously. "Say. Did I ever tell you why I asked Mom to marry me, sis?"

Oh. I had not actually given any thought to what Remy thought his relationship with Esper was. But I supposed an older sister did also feature somewhat frequently in the stories he liked to read, particularly ones with phallic genital arrangement like this body had. "You did not."

He stuck his tongue out adorably and squinted as he slotted an axle into a groove, then started to screw on one of the wheels.

"That's weird I've never mentioned it isn't it, since we've been pinnates for like, forever. I know that is definitely true because any thought to the contrary and suddenly my implant is like, no way, get outta here!” He chuckled. 

I nodded nervously, and fidgeted with a segment of the model train track while he continued.

"Well it happened a little like this. I was riding a train here on the island… kinda like this one.” He rattled the plastic toy he was idly playing with. “And I saw Shanai riding it too. Prettiest affini I’d ever seen, and she smiled at me. I know it was the kind of smile they all use when they see a cute fella like me." 

"Of course." It was sweet, to hear him recount this story again. 

"But I saw her again and again on my way to work. And every time, that smile, just the most swell thing in this whole galaxy. But there was something else behind the spots she calls her eyes. Something unlike any of the others. She seemed a little sad, too. After a while I realized she smiled for everybody, but me? When I was there, she actually meant it. And I wanted to make her happy."

"She did," I murmured, eyes burning. "She meant every smile she has for you. More than… more than anyone else."

That he had been aware of my depression from the start was not something he had ever told me as an affini. I had simply assumed he was not. My breath felt shallow, until one of his hands clasped onto mine. The other wiped the tears off my face. 

"Yeah," he practically whispered. "Shanai looked just like that.”

Panic rose in my chest. Yes, logically, even if he had fully seen through the deception of a thin human disguise, we could alter his memory, as I had so many times before.

Yet there was a different fear. Of suffocating inside the walls I had constructed around myself. A yearning to be seen without the defenses I had so carefully worn for so many blooms. 

"Say…" Remy straightened up, and dug into his pocket, fishing out something tiny. "Bel gave me this earlier, you know. I think I maybe know why now."

I saw the glimmer of gold held in his palm, shining in an amber glow as its circlet shape caught the final rays of sunset. He unfurled his fingers.

It was the wedding ring he had given me the day I promised to take care of him for the rest of his life. The day… I had felt purpose settle into my being again.

"It's… This isn't mine, Remy," I tried to insist.

"There’s not much I’m confident about in life, especially not after an intergalactic imperialist alien species took over the moon I lived on and turned my whole world upside down. I mean, what’s the deal y’know? Heh. But there are a few things I know for sure. I know I love you. I know I love Shanai. I know she’s my wife. I know that you’re my wife also. And… I know that I only have one wife. Those numbers aren’t adding up. But maybe I don't have to check the math right now."

He paused, and his lips curled in a grin. "I think Bel was sneaky and phrased it so I could figure it out. Since the implant isn't stopping me from thinking I know you’re not human."

I couldn't speak. I just shook my head.

Remy lifted my hand and slipped the ring down my finger. "I always figure it out, nothing gets past me, Wifey."

With the metal that had been warmed by my husband's body heat on my stubby little human finger, it seemed the hypnotic overlay was halted. He recognized me… and saw me bare.

A pathetic, weak excuse for an affini, emotionally dependent on her own pet. Yet simultaneously, I had practically given him away to someone else, abdicating my sworn duty to him, neglecting that which was right before me, whom I had made personal promises to, in favor of fixating on my own ego in regards to those others could save. 

Yet again, I tried to peer into Remy's thoughts, tried to cheat and figure out what he was thinking. Was he scared? Betrayed? Disgusted? Surely he saw me for what I truly was.

But he was smiling at me. Like I was more than the sum of failures.

"What a funny world we live in, huh? Turns out my wife is my sister too, or at least she is for today."

"I'm sorry… you can't remember this. I can't let you remember this."

Remy, carefree as ever, went back to playing, and snapped two sections of rail together before answering, still happily swinging his tail from side to side. "Why not?"

"I swore to take care of you. I took you as a floret, made the most unbreakable promise there is, and to have this conversation at all means I’m failing at it."

"Why? Come now, honey. I feel very cared for. Besides, I made a promise too." He fiddled with his wedding ring and whispered, mostly to himself, “in sickness and in health, I Do…”

"This is…" My voice trailed off, once again left hanging by the slowness of my experience letting my vocalizations outrun my thoughts. Shame swirled, both the human emotion and the vastly more self-hating affini analogue. "This isn't what I promised you as my floret."

"You promised to love me forever. Seems like you still do, silly." He giggled to himself, and kissed me on the cheek. "I know you’re an alien, baby. I never expected our relationship to look exactly normal. And I don’t know for sure why you wanted a vacation from being an affini but I don't know why I like being a little manchild either. I do know I love you. Whatever shape you're in, I trust you."

I watched him in silence as he finished the lead train, and started to work on the first passenger cab. His joy settled my core, as it always had, and I wrapped my arms around him in a hug.

"I'm going to be Shanai again tomorrow. You will still have your Owner, my love. But… you have likely bonded to this human presentation. I worry I am robbing you of something if you are allowed to remember that I was ever anything but an affini."

"I think sometimes you underestimate me a little. And I don’t mind it. Forever and for always, I promise I don’t. But I need you to trust me like how I trust you. And know when I say I’m gonna be okay, that it’s true. Little ole Remy’s going to be fine, because you’re my Wife, and you’ll make the right call. You always do. And for everything else, you have Bel.”

“I know, I just want to do it right, do right by you."

My sweet little guy chuckled, and put the train set down, tugging me over to where my affini body was sitting on the couch. "That’s enough thinking, you’re on vacation time right now and you should never waste a vacation worrying. Say, would that special milk I sometimes drink work on your body?"

“I suppose it would b-” my words were cut off as my body, my real body, picked the both of us up. I was placed on my side, upper body and head cradled in support by my affini body's arm and thigh. Remy was on the other side, both of our heads facing inwards. Somehow he managed to find my hand, and our fingers interlocked.

"Surely I don't need-"

Bel joined us on the couch, and their vines helped guide me into place, and yet again my ability to speak was halted. What a shockingly simple reaction to a simple swell of fat with a specialized sweat gland, but it made me drool all the same. 

My affini body was very well endowed, and I was helpless to resist the most primitive instinct of all when faced with my own breasts. The large squishy shape was so appealing to gaze at, and the leaking nipple was practically hypnotic and entrancing. It dribbled slightly, and with minimal encouragement I latched on just like Remy was beside me. 

With each suck of my own sweet phytotoxin, I slipped deeper. Simpler thoughts and joys and sensations. Remy's hand against mine was all that mattered. My skin was warm and tingling. The affini vines felt incredible all over me, and the taste, it was so yummy! I was… I was sleepy. So cozy. So relaxed, all energy drained. Smaller and smaller. Snuggly and cozy and safe.

Suck. Suck. Whimper. Wriggle. Suck. Relax.

…And then, the clock struck midnight.

With a great flash, a bolt like the fresh growth of rebloom, I poured back into my own body, still cradling a now-sleeping Remy, and the empty doll I had inhabited for a full day still suckling reflexively. I slumped against Bel, utterly exhausted by the experience. They thrummed soothing rumbles through my foliage.

"Noticed something while I was setting all this up last night."

I was too tired to produce language, so I just released a cloud of scents that prompted continuation.

"Those were never connected properly. I fixed it."

With a mischievous flourish of a tendril, Bel linked the breast grafts to my core, and I unraveled in raw joy at the feeling of my floret suckling.

Taking joy in breastfeeding… as a xenosophont mother would. 

Perhaps I truly was that sort of pervert, in the end.

Was Bel's perception of me altered forever? I could only trust that my partner meant what they had promised. But there was no admonishment in their biorhythms now, only a deep satisfaction.

But my stamina was at its limit. Tomorrow, I'd worry about that, and for now, I wound my vines around everything I could reach, before finally, I lost my threads of consciousness entirely.

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Twelve
The artificial sun was starting to hang low over the ring sea through the windows, at least from the current lenticular angle of my viewing of the massive display screen on each ring cap. The deep pinks were clearly prompting the biochemistry of restfulness. The three of us had retired to sit indoors some time ago, and Kee and Remy were getting closer, and kissing more frequently, with Kee's hands spending more time in contact with Remy.

"Would the two of you… like to be alone?" I knew humans could be picky about mating where they could be seen, and Kee did not have an implant to remove outdated survival mechanisms intended to protect against predators that no longer existed during a vulnerable activity.

"Yeah, Remy and I, uh. Yeah," Kee chuckled, releasing Remy's wrist and sliding forward off the couch. "Maybe it's time for some privacy."

"Esper could… um." Remy's tail swished side to side curiously, and she seemed to be choosing words carefully. "I don't remember you ever wanting to join me in that stuff…"

"No, thank you. I am not interested in that sort of thing. Enjoy your sexual activities."

"Right to the point, huh." Kee grinned, and reached into their pocket for their tablet. "In the meantime… wanna see the kitten Jane and I adopted? I'll leave this here."

The pair of them scampered inside, and my lips curled upward into a smile at the thought of their play. I picked the tablet up with my clumsy human manipulators and peered at the video gallery of an infant feline, expecting to see something I would find cute. I was wholly unprepared for how my body reacted. 

It was so adorable.

The soft fluffy creature was lying on its back in a bundle of fabric, batting at a crinkled fabric fish that was being controlled by Kee and Jane. It powerlessly attempted to grip the toy, and then, having decided that the task was far too difficult, gave up and sprung back onto its four legs. In a pouncing leap, the tiny fragile thing hopped into Jane’s lap, and within moments it was asleep.

My circulatory valves raced, mandibles went slack, eyelids gaping in shock at the preciousness of the little animal. A high pitched squeak escaped my throat and I was suddenly possessed of a deep instinctual need, both human and affini, to cradle something. I had never paid much attention to nonsophont pets before, but I would do anything to protect this tiny creature. It was so small, it barely fit in a human hand, and the little noises it made… I would battle a maelodion deathchoir corebare to hear it meow a single time.

Perhaps humans and affini had more instincts in common than I realized. I swiped through a few more videos, enamoured by the sweet addition to their family. However, I eventually began to experience a sense of buzzy need to… do something else. I stood, and did some stretches, but found them understimulating.

And then… curiosity about what Remy was really doing started to grow. I could not simply check the camera array in my current form, but I really wanted to know. I moved quietly over to the hallway on the other side of the room, and my more comfortable form of walking on my toes happened to also make my strides far more quiet than Remy's usually boisterous stomping. The door was partially ajar, just barely a crack. There was a sound of rustling fabric coming from inside the bedroom, and a quiet discussion that my weak auditory senses and single-track consciousness couldn’t understand.

Unsatisfied with the results from my more passive snooping efforts, I decided to look through the crack. Kee and Remy were naked, and filled with a giggling tender energy. Lips were locked, and whimpers were shared between the two of them as they ran their hands in soft caresses over the other's skin.

Remy seemed particularly titillated by a set of fingers that squeezed her tail, needily groping the flesh in a greedily carnal way that I… never would’ve considered trying when pleasing her in my Affini body. She seemed to love it, and after a few quiet begs, Kee laid Remy down on the bed.

They crawled on top of her, and flipped her onto her front with bravado. "Gonna be well behaved for me, little princess?"

"Yes I, oh jeez. Please Kee… Please!"

Remy lifted her pelvis up, bracing her weight on her knees and elbows. Kee wrapped one of their hands around her tail again, and knelt down, putting my floret's labia directly against their face. Their tongue licked skillfully at the skin in wide, slow motions. They grinned, and laughed in a breathy way that clearly tickled Remy’s sensitive straining parts.

Frustratingly, it seemed that I was experiencing some of the sensations too, in a kind of sympathetic fashion. Humans had such overactive empathy… I squeezed my thighs together for a distraction, and kept on watching, refocusing just in time to catch a moment of importance.

"Fuck… Kee… yes, please!"

Remy's squirming heightened, and she kicked her legs helplessly against the bedding as she orgasmed. Kee's grip on Remy's tail remained firm, refusing to let her get away as the licking continued, even as contractions within Remy's vaginal canal left Kee's face increasingly soaked in the moisture of her sex organs. Finally, Remy's breathing evened out, and she looked back over her shoulder at Kee, making the very same facial expression she used to silently beg me for sex. Kee appeared more than happy to oblige.

"There you go, good girl, I love to get you ready for me."

I knew from my studies that bringing Remedy to climax before penetration was ideal for social mating, thanks to the function humans had to naturally produce their own natural class-C bonding accelerant following sex. The flood of oxytocin from Remy's orgasm would cause her to grow attached to any scents, sounds, or other sensations associated with Kee, encouraging more mating in the future, creating a feedback loop that humans called erotic love. It was one of the reasons that strong doses of aphrodisiacs were considered standard for many who wanted to keep more 'natural' terran floret pairs.

After a moment of adjusting, the pair began to mate, and Remy ended up slumping facefirst into a pillow after only a few seconds as her fairly small frame was paralyzed by the size of her friend's insertive sexual anatomy. I directed the tension pooling in my accelerating heartbeat into squeezing my fingers, until I experienced a sharp spike of pain in my palms. How bizarre that human bodies could so easily damage themselves.

Focusing back on Remy, the tension failed to lessen. That little tummy pouch of fat I normally found so adorable and currently experienced distinct sexual arousal observing rocked forward and back under her abdomen like a counterweight to each thrust, as did the fatty tissues on her breasts. Grunts and whines mixed with the light clapping noise of Kee's thighs repeatedly bumping against Remy's.

The bone extrusions in my jaw that had evolved to chew food conducted the sound of their grinding as I watched them. It was nothing I had not seen before, Bel had sent me several videos of their burgeoning romance while I was down on Losofor. But the context had been altered radically. That was when I did not have a human reproductive organ of my own whose presence and firmness was shockingly insistent upon my attention.

A curious hand drifted down my chest, first simply to adjust the padding, but then even that friction sent a bolt of electric pleasure through my primitive nervous system and I slipped my fingers under the waistband. It was a reinforcement loop I could not escape, fidgeting with the loose protective sheathe that slid frictionlessly over the head of the tip. A tiny spot of dampness soaked into the otherwise dry absorbent material after a moment. Still oblivious to my presence, Remy and Kee continued to vocalize to each other.

"Fuck, harder, please!"

"Yeah, you love that don't you?"

It was difficult to stop now that I had begun a stroking motion that bore some passing resemblance to the sensations that would be experienced during actual mating activities. The reward of dopamine was a powerful incentive, even if merely a pleasure circuit like any other, evolved to ensure behaviors that continued to self perpetuate. Though much like how most xenosophonts eventually developed culinary traditions that prioritize pleasure over nutrition, masturbation technically did not further evolutionary goals in humans as far as I was aware.

Eventually Kee leaned forward and grabbed Remy's long, flowing hair. Remy's sweet little voice moaned out vocalizations without any clear literal meaning, until finally the larger human slumped forward on top of the smaller and pinned her flat on the bed. Kee began kissing her ear, and judging by the ragged edge to Kee's breaths and the slowing of motion, it appeared that Kee had ejaculated inside Remy.

As though I had touched a heated object, I swiftly pulled my hand away from where I had been indulging in a carnal xenosphont pleasure loop of my own.

I yelped as out of nowhere, a vine touched my shoulder. 

"I didn't know you were… how long were you there, Mistress?"

Bel's amusement was carried through a deep chuckle that made my toes curl. "Long enough. Go on, Esper. Have fun with the other terrans."

The door creaked open, and I saw them clearly, cuddling on the bed. Bel placed another tendril on my back, and gently but forcefully pushed me into the room. The door quietly closed behind me, and I was left somewhat awkwardly standing there. 

Remy gave me what I was reasonably sure was a look of blissful joy. "You’re free to join if you want, Esper! You know we keep this home a judgement free zone, it’s okay if ya changed your mind or even just want some cuddles. Isn’t that right?”

Kee chimed in with a harder to read but overall friendly disposition. “It sure is!”

A dribbling of semitransparent white human reproductive material was oozing from between Remy's splayed legs.

“Okay. I will join you on the bed then.”

I walked over and scrambled up, inconvenienced by the erectile tissue that was still rubbing agonizingly against my clothes.

Curling on my side, I found a perfect spot where my head could rest on my pinnate's clavicle, cheek pressed into that little divot that seemed almost genetically designed for this purpose. There was only the sound of their relaxed breaths and my pounding cardiovascular system.

Just being close to her made my heart flutter rapidly, and my skin become even more sensitive. My pelvic muscles were compulsively clenching and relaxing in a not-quite thrusting motion, rubbing the most sensitive bundle of nerves in this body’s configuration onto Remy’s thighs repeatedly. 

I realized what I was doing, and some of the possible implications, and consciously took control of the gluteus muscles, clenching them to prevent further humping.

Remy looked down and began to rub my hair a little with her fingertips, causing me to make a small primal sound. "Do you want me to touch you, Esper?”

I could not bring myself to speak. It was so crude, how this body responded, as though sex was nothing but penetration. I was barely able to think of anything but ejaculating its viscous pollen slime into the muscle lined canal of a warm, wet… A wave of lightheaded giddiness overtook me.

Finally… I nodded.

I felt her hand trail down my body in light feather touches from my head, around my thighs and then… squeeze… around the lump in the front of my absorbent underwear. That single clench through my dress was followed by a single pump, and then pulse, the friction- oh rot.

A wave of chemical pleasure and bonding drugs washed over me. It was addictive and intoxicating, and centered most of all in the places where Remy was holding onto the reproductive organ between my legs. And yet, in some perverse impulse I had not foreseen, I could not help myself but fantasize.

Pollen was sticking to me, stamens dripping sweet nectar… my petals damp with dew, putting her floret and mine together… I could seal them in and hotbox the air with mating pheromones and drip honey inside to feed them, adorably happy and fat… clumsy, drugged fur rubbing, swelling xylems... Little paws grabbing my core, vines curling tight, possessive-

Remy began to push down, ready for a second pump. Tightness was building in my groin muscles, growing stronger and stronger, and the chemicals spilled out as she completed that thrust.

My muscles spasmed involuntarily, and began to pulse in incredible euphoria. My chest expanded and contracted as air was forced far too quickly through the tiny opening in my throat. I let out a desperate animal noise.

Everything went white, and I clenched as many muscles as possible. I gasped, and relaxed, as that incredible feeling pooled around the skin she gripped, everywhere she touched, anywhere our bodies met. I gasped, and gasped again, and cuddled in close. 

"Oh! You’re already done?" 

Remy giggled and sighed, then pulled her hand back. She held me close, with Kee on the other side, and kissed me on the forehead. I felt my eyes flutter closed.

 


 

Some hours later, after dinner and waving goodbye to Kee, Remy and I were splayed out on our bellies in the living room, with the contents of one of the toys I had gotten for her many weeks ago dumped onto the carpet. Bel was cleaning the kitchen and chattering with Pyn, Sokn, and Topi while feeding them berries. I, lacking anything else to do, after Bel had brushed both of our teeth, was joining Remy in playing.

I carefully studied the booklet of instructions for the construction set. Remy had rushed ahead and built significant portions of the model based only on the picture, and while it appeared to be accurate thus far, she was known to make mistakes on minor details. But the model of an ancient Martian nuclear locomotive appeared to be coming together fine despite that.

"It's really fun to get to have somebody to do this with," Remy sighed happily. "The guys are fun to spend time with but they don't get the appeal of a train set."

"Surprising… considering Mistress's profession."

"Heh, yeah, Dad told me the other day I was maybe gonna be their floret originally not… Shanai's." 

She blinked, seeming confused for a moment. Perhaps the implant had corrected her on some inner thought. My own fur ridges rose in an unconscious expression of surprise.

"I didn't… know Bel was ever courting you." 

I suppose it did explain why their hab had been configured for humans even before we moved in together. It was surprising that they had never mentioned it directly, but given my bouts of erratic behavior and how close they had ended up being, I could understand the decision to leave it unstated. Remy… already was Bel's floret, in all but title. My negligence had guaranteed that.

Remy, oblivious to the guilt squeezing my chest, continued snapping parts together happily. "Yup! Me neither, until a few days ago! I just thought they were my work buddy and boss! Bel said they backed off when you took an interest… huh."

She blinked again. Oh, rot. She was far too attuned to me not to subconsciously notice who I really was. I was grateful for the implant steering her away from being able to hold on to the realization. I prompted her along. "When your owner took an interest in you?" 

"Yeah… yeah, when my Owner took an interest in me." She eyed me suspiciously. "Say. Did I ever tell you why I asked Mom to marry me, sis?"

Oh. I had not actually given any thought to what Remy thought her relationship with Esper was. But I supposed an older sister did also feature somewhat frequently in the stories she liked to read, particularly ones with phallic genital arrangement like this body had. "You did not."

She stuck her tongue out adorably and squinted as she slotted an axle into a groove, then started to screw on one of the wheels.

"That's weird I've never mentioned it isn't it, since we've been pinnates for like, forever. I know that is definitely true because any thought to the contrary and suddenly my implant is like, no way, get outta here!” She chuckled. 

I nodded nervously, and fidgeted with a segment of the model train track while she continued.

"Well it happened a little like this. I was riding a train here on the island… kinda like this one.” She rattled the plastic toy she was idly playing with. “And I saw Shanai riding it too. Prettiest affini I’d ever seen, and she smiled at me. I know it was the kind of smile they all use when they see a cute lady like me." 

"Of course." It was sweet, to hear her recount this story again. 

"But I saw her again and again on my way to work. And every time, that smile, just the most swell thing in this whole galaxy. But there was something else behind the spots she calls her eyes. Something unlike any of the others. She seemed a little sad, too. After a while I realized she smiled for everybody, but me? When I was there, she actually meant it. And I wanted to make her happy."

"She did," I murmured, eyes burning. "She meant every smile she has for you. More than… more than anyone else."

That she had been aware of my depression from the start was not something she had ever told me as an affini. I had simply assumed she was not. My breath felt shallow, until one of her hands clasped onto mine. The other wiped the tears off my face. 

"Yeah," she practically whispered. "Shanai looked just like that.”

Panic rose in my chest. Yes, logically, even if she had fully seen through the deception of a thin human disguise, we could alter her memory, as I had so many times before.

Yet there was a different fear. Of suffocating inside the walls I had constructed around myself. A yearning to be seen without the defenses I had so carefully worn for so many blooms. 

"Say…" Remy straightened up, and dug into her pocket, fishing out something tiny. "Bel gave me this earlier, you know. I think I maybe know why now."

I saw the glimmer of gold held in her palm, shining in an amber glow as its circlet shape caught the final rays of sunset. She unfurled her fingers.

It was the wedding ring she had given me the day I promised to take care of her for the rest of her life. The day… I had felt purpose settle into my being again.

"It's… This isn't mine, Remy," I tried to insist.

"There’s not much I’m confident about in life, especially not after an intergalactic imperialist alien species took over the moon I lived on and turned my whole world upside down. I mean, what’s the deal y’know? Heh. But there are a few things I know for sure. I know I love you. I know I love Shanai. I know she’s my wife. I know that you’re my wife also. And… I know that I only have one wife. Those numbers aren’t adding up. But maybe I don't have to check the math right now."

She paused, and her lips curled in a grin. "I think Bel was sneaky and phrased it so I could figure it out. Since the implant isn't stopping me from thinking I know you’re not human."

I couldn't speak. I just shook my head.

Remy lifted my hand and slipped the ring down my finger. "I always figure it out, nothing gets past me, Wifey."

With the metal that had been warmed by my floret's body heat on my stubby little human finger, it seemed the hypnotic overlay was halted. She recognized me… and saw me bare.

A pathetic, weak excuse for an affini, emotionally dependent on her own pet. Yet simultaneously, I had practically given her away to someone else, abdicating my sworn duty to her, neglecting that which was right before me, whom I had made personal promises to, in favor of fixating on my own ego in regards to those others could save. 

Yet again, I tried to peer into Remy's thoughts, tried to cheat and figure out what she was thinking. Was she scared? Betrayed? Disgusted? Surely she saw me for what I truly was.

But she was smiling at me. Like I was more than the sum of failures.

"What a funny world we live in, huh? Turns out my wife is my sister too, or at least she is for today."

"I'm sorry… you can't remember this. I can't let you remember this."

Remy, carefree as ever, went back to playing, and snapped two sections of rail together before answering, still happily swinging her tail from side to side. "Why not?"

"I swore to take care of you. I took you as a floret, made the most unbreakable promise there is, and to have this conversation at all means I’m failing at it."

"Why? Come now, honey. I feel very cared for. Besides, I made a promise too." She fiddled with her wedding ring and whispered, mostly to herself, “in sickness and in health, I Do…”

"This is…" My voice trailed off, once again left hanging by the slowness of my experience letting my vocalizations outrun my thoughts. Shame swirled, both the human emotion and the vastly more self-hating affini analogue. "This isn't what I promised you as my floret."

"You promised to love me forever. Seems like you still do, silly." She giggled to herself, and kissed me on the cheek. "I know you’re an alien, baby. I never expected our relationship to look exactly normal. And I don’t know for sure why you wanted a vacation from being an affini but I don't know why I like being a little girl either. I do know I love you. Whatever shape you're in, I trust you."

I watched her in silence as she finished the lead train, and started to work on the first passenger cab. Her joy settled my core, as it always had, and I wrapped my arms around her in a hug.

"I'm going to be Shanai again tomorrow. You will still have your Owner, my love. But… you have likely bonded to this human presentation. I worry I am robbing you of something if you are allowed to remember that I was ever anything but an affini."

"I think sometimes you underestimate me a little. And I don’t mind it. Forever and for always, I promise I don’t. But I need you to trust me like how I trust you. And know when I say I’m gonna be okay, that it’s true. Little ole Remy’s going to be fine, because you’re my Wife, and you’ll make the right call. You always do. And for everything else, you have Bel.”

“I know, I just want to do it right, do right by you."

My sweet little princess chuckled, and put the train set down, tugging me over to where my affini body was sitting on the couch. "That’s enough thinking, you’re on vacation time right now and you should never waste a vacation worrying. Say, would that special milk I sometimes drink work on your body?"

“I suppose it would b-” my words were cut off as my body, my real body, picked the both of us up. I was placed on my side, upper body and head cradled in support by my affini body's arm and thigh. Remy was on the other side, both of our heads facing inwards. Somehow she managed to find my hand, and our fingers interlocked.

"Surely I don't need-"

Bel joined us on the couch, and their vines helped guide me into place, and yet again my ability to speak was halted. What a shockingly simple reaction to a simple swell of fat with a specialized sweat gland, but it made me drool all the same. 

My affini body was very well endowed, and I was helpless to resist the most primitive instinct of all when faced with my own breasts. The large squishy shape was so appealing to gaze at, and the leaking nipple was practically hypnotic and entrancing. It dribbled slightly, and with minimal encouragement I latched on just like Remy was beside me. 

With each suck of my own sweet phytotoxin, I slipped deeper. Simpler thoughts and joys and sensations. Remy's hand against mine was all that mattered. My skin was warm and tingling. The affini vines felt incredible all over me, and the taste, it was so yummy! I was… I was sleepy. So cozy. So relaxed, all energy drained. Smaller and smaller. Snuggly and cozy and safe.

Suck. Suck. Whimper. Wriggle. Suck. Relax.

…And then, the clock struck midnight.

With a great flash, a bolt like the fresh growth of rebloom, I poured back into my own body, still cradling a now-sleeping Remedy, and the empty doll I had inhabited for a full day still suckling reflexively. I slumped against Bel, utterly exhausted by the experience. They thrummed soothing rumbles through my foliage.

"Noticed something while I was setting all this up last night."

I was too tired to produce language, so I just released a cloud of scents that prompted continuation.

"Those were never connected properly. I fixed it."

With a mischievous flourish of a tendril, Bel linked the breast grafts to my core, and I unraveled in raw joy at the feeling of my floret suckling.

Taking joy in breastfeeding… as a xenosophont mother would. 

Perhaps I truly was that sort of pervert, in the end.

Was Bel's perception of me altered forever? I could only trust that my partner meant what they had promised. But there was no admonishment in their biorhythms now, only a deep satisfaction.

But my stamina was at its limit. Tomorrow, I'd worry about that, and for now, I wound my vines around everything I could reach, before finally, I lost my threads of consciousness entirely.

[bookmark: end_12]
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Chapter Thirteen
Light streamed through the tall windows of our bedroom, striking the greens of my leaves. The little sleep noises of three cloudhoppers and one terran vibrated in the air, and I reassembled my scrambled model of the space from echolocation even before I connected to the hab cameras.

The point cloud of information filled, an almost archetypical scene of two affini and their florets, but there was something new. The phytotech frame I had inhabited, its arms curled inertly around Remy.

The connection point within the doll was still active, and I extended a tentative port access, digitally grafted the body to my peripheral map, and quietly appreciated the warmth of my floret against its tactile receptors.

Compared to the whole of my affini body, the human sensorium was a tiny addition. ‘Esper,’ if one were inclined to name the object, was at most a single branch on a much vaster tree. But there was a new sentimentality as I curled its stubby little fingers through Remy’s flowing hair.

A crossroads beckoned. Two paths, one of whom was so riddled with contradictions it was nearly irreconcilable with my identity as an Affini. How did one continue the next day, after waking up to the sight of her pet still cuddling the doll of human flesh that I had embodied?

Affini were caretakers. That was our role. What we existed to be. 

Existence had been born with a fundamental injustice encoded in its inequalities. Life and information as we understood it could not have come into existence at all without the potential for differences. The same potential that allowed for suffering to exist at all. Sophonthood needed the potential to be without, to exist in a world where we had not yet given it the plenty it deserved. Whether or not one believed we were the single divine instance of universal benevolence, we were the first, and therefore the only ones needed.

Through immeasurable repetitions in unknown galaxies, the universe had only ever sparked the confluence of factors needed to create its force of uplift once, springing from the primordial soup of the civilization of the Core Worlds to become the Affini Compact. We were the universe domesticating itself. 

We were the only thing in this universe ever naturally gifted with the phase of information above sophonthood; immortal Purpose.

If we were not fulfilling that purpose, then we were supposed to be resting so we could have the strength to deliver again after. 

That was the point of rest, and breaks, and hobbies, and love, and sex. All of it, all of it was maintenance on forms that we had simply not yet found ways to refine and perfect away. Not yet managed to create versions of ourselves without any needs not provided by an electronic charging field and nutrient water. One day maybe we would succeed. I certainly hoped so.

Then, I could be rid of whatever bizarre cacophony of influences had left me with these weaknesses of character. These attributes that I could not escape no matter how deeply I buried them inside a memory partition. A covert xenophilic floret player attracted to more dominant affini. 

A memory lingered. Flickering recollections of an ex-partner. A bloom that left scars on less refined phytoflesh. The reason why our vines had unentwined, hidden in the shadows of my core. The confession I had made, of the nuance of my desires.

I had never been seen the same way again. Not by them, nor myself.

Bel silently reached a tendril down towards the neck of the doll and unclasped their collar from around her neck. A symbolic gesture, it was merely an object. But it was a reassurance I still needed.

That Bel still saw me as another person.

A pulse of biorhythmic flux in the air, and I bared a sliver of my core to them. We shared a direct chemical link, and a conversation danced in layers of electrochemistry in nanoseconds.

So much was said which could only be felt. Statements of truth made axiomatic in our shared chemistry. It wasn’t everything, but at least I didn’t have to worry Bel was going to try to force me down any specific route.

They were so much more forgiving of my shortcomings than I was of myself.

Remy woke up, and I hastily disconnected the human body from my neurocircular map as he yawned, stretched, and smiled up at me. “Hey, Wifey. I hope you feel real nice and rested after yesterday! Happy wife, happy life n’ all.”

I pinged Remy’s implant for a refresh of any memory or perceptual alterations. The log reported nothing of note since a flurry of microadjustments made as he had realized I was Esper. No, he knew, and remembered in full.

I could simply vault the entire experience.

His grin carried no judgement. There was no cortisol spike at the mention of my indulgence. I would carefully monitor for spirals, but for now… I would leave his memory unaltered. I lifted myself, leaving the doll behind, and reformed into the body Remy knew best.

“I am feeling much better, yes.”

“Good. Cuz I didn’t forget…” his eyes narrowed with mischief. “Do you remember what we were gonna do today? It starts with ‘jur-’ and ends with ‘-assic park’!”

Warmth bloomed at the sweet innocence as he jumped down from the bed and wiggled his rear and tail adorably to express his excitement. Bel stood as well, and their trio chittered as we made our way to the main space for breakfast.

“Will Mrs Jones bring the human doll too?” “I still think we are cooler than the allosaurs.” “Let the little guy have his fun!”

Remy stuck his tongue out at his fellow pets. I decided to tuck the disconnected body inside mine in case it was useful… and avoid the question of where to leave the wedding ring. 

I tried to just focus on the day plans as much as I could. Checking my messages revealed one from Cordyline. Apparently, our group for the outing had expanded overnight, as Cordyline’s florets were finally ready to socialize with us again.

I switched into a subroutine to cook, and then stopped myself. If I was not devoting my conscious self to the task… I might as well just compile it.

The last time I fully manually made a meal for Remy was shortly after our wedding. I decided to go with a simple recipe that was reliably enjoyed by over 93.586% of the terran florets who had been fed it, according to overnet reviews.

Fortuitously, we already had ripe bananas freshly grown from the tropics on the other side of Anthemoessa. I looked around the kitchen, shamefully realizing that I didn’t even know where Bel stored all of the long-term utensils without the subroutines. Those too could be compiled if I truly wanted, but this was an exercise in love. All the shortcuts and dependencies that were so conveniently granted to me by the Compact had become crutches, and I wasn’t using them to make my life more convenient. I was using them to avoid living it at all.

“Over there, up and to the right,” Bel rippled the information towards me. They allowed me the dignity of doing this myself. I didn’t deserve them. I was grateful. 

A knife, a frying pan, a cutting surface. A bowl, whisk, flipping implement. One by one I struggled and managed to find them. They felt unfamiliar in my vines, and though I constantly felt the impulse to simply return to my subroutine and get the task completed, I resisted it. 

Remy would be fine if this took another few minutes. We would not be deprived in any meaningful way. I found eggs and broke them into the bowl, and expressed some milk from my phytobreasts to accompany them. Whisking, I added flour from a cupboard that Bel had evidently stocked, and compiled some leaveners. 

Once I was satisfied that the batter was well underway I flowed into a multithreaded state, but not to check on work. No, I used a secondary stream of consciousness to slice the banana into thin discs, heat the frying pan up, and toss them in with some butter from a dairy farm on the lower levels of ring four. Thinner tendrils sprinkled cinnamon and a fragrant brown sugar, again, one of the few compiled ingredients.

I flipped them into a saucy, crispy, sweet warm topping, and simultaneously began preparing the pancakes. Familiarity returned, and the more I fell into the swing of things the more natural it became. The urges to fall back into automated routines subsided. This felt good.

Moving into plate arrangement, my perfectly constructed fingers created a stack for Remy to enjoy, and the banana foster spilled over the top of them. I finished with a sprinkling of pecans that had been kept warm in stasis, and a few dollops of crème fraîche. Not too sour, not too sweet.

Vines set the dish down before my little husband, and I smiled as he dug in.

“Oh honey. Now we’re cookin’ with gas! This might be the best breakfast I’ve ever had. I mean ever, not even the old place in downtown Hablis that shut down after…” He shoved a bite smothered in bananas into his mouth, and I made a mental note that he would require several rounds of gesture training. “…did flapjacks this good!”

 

-----

 

As we were collecting an assortment of terrans for the outing, it made sense for Bel and I to split up to gather them before going to the train. Remy and I set out from the hab going the opposite direction as Bel and their pets circling overhead. My little husband waved from his seat in my arms as they split off. “Meet you at the station, Dad!”

Remy, of course, kept watching Bel over my shoulder, nibbling gently on the tail of his dinosaur plushie. Finally, after they had rounded a corner, a little tug on a vine preceded a nervous question. 

“Say, Wifey. Am I allowed to volunteer to be a floret even if I’m already one? I… really like Bel.” 

Yes, that was not surprising. Bel and I had exchanged notions of it. Remy would be our co-floret, really, he already had been. A shudder of insecurity passed through my stems, but I silenced it. “I’m sure they would say yes if you asked. You seem to have become very close. To Bel and their florets.”

“Yeah! I’m really glad to have you here again, I missed you while you were gone. I know you have a really important job, but I think my favorite thing in the world is the six of us all together!” 

I smiled. “We could install a second core sample for the symbolism, though admittedly, it will not change much. I have already authorized Bel to have nearly full access to your implant. The moment you ask… I can make that absolute. It will probably help with missing me when I am working.”

Remy scrunched up his little face. “It’s hard to be demanding. But I know you’ve been trying to teach me to speak up for myself the whole time we’ve known each other. Could you maybe spend less time working soon?”

“Yes. Hopefully soon I will be much less busy.”

“Say, what does your work actually look like anyway? I’ve shown you my work with track designing on the map thingy and transportation engineering. How ‘bout your job? You never talk about it much.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t trouble you with it, sweetie. Just filing forms and things."

“C’mon honey. Your real job, I mean.”

“That is my real job, sweetie. I’m a clerk.”

Remy’s tail swished from side to side contemplatively. “You never talk to me about like… sometimes I worry you’re just humoring me all the time. I know I’m kinda like a little kid a lot of the time but I’m almost fifty years old. You can talk to me.”

I was silent for a long while, continuing my slithering strides. Down this street, this marvel of engineering that we had built for them. To enrich their lives, to watch them smile. Everything I was letting slip by.

“There are some sweet humans in need of rescue on the moon we are orbiting. I’m trying to save them. It’s my fault they are in danger.”

“Oh, the crashed ship that princess lady from Bel’s TV show is from? How is that your fault?”

His simple question hung like an invisible cloud of sulfur dioxide.

Were the lost humans my fault?

Could I have advocated differently? Had it even been a mistake to do my job and argue against our sentimentality, playing the odds? 

“I’m not sure you would understand,” I finally said.

The topic was changed for us as we arrived at the home of Mikey’s warden. I stopped at the gate, and set him down with a kiss on the forehead. “Go get your friend, sweetie.”

“Yeah,” Remy grumbled, frowning slightly as he looked at the house, then back up at me. “I’ll be back,” he said in an oddly monotone accent I had never heard him produce before, before skipping down the pathway giggling to himself.

My form loosened slightly once his attention was off me. Mikey greeted Remy at the door, and the two seemed to be engaging in some small talk. I snuck a tiny peek at work messages as I waited. Apparently I hadn’t missed much related to the rescue since I returned from the surface. Still nothing. Projections for the 26 crash survivors not yet accounted for getting ever more dire.

All four bodies of those that had perished in the accident had now been exhumed in accordance with the oversight of each of their relevant terran cultural traditions, and moved to a memorial on ring four. 

The side channel was mixed with an optimistic chatter, the princess’s first date with her projected pinnate had gone well yesterday, and while her guardian had toggled a privacy filter from active surveillance after, gossip and speculation was still a powerful force. But I was wrenched from examining a cross-ring video of the two of them playing chess at a restaurant as there was a sudden yell. 

Frost, I had not been paying the slightest attention.

I closed the port, and saw that Remy and Mikey were arguing, the larger of which was waving his arms around somewhat aggressively from his warden’s porch. “How am I supposed to be a man now? How am I supposed to protect myself? Or people I care about?”

“Is that really all being a man is to you? Violence and power? You can’t think of one damn thing to be happy about? One thing that brings you joy in this world without some bullshit entitled superiority to cling to?”

“At least I’m not clinging to some baby toy dinosaur. I’m just a fucking realist, Remy. No one but me sees this shit for what it is! You really think there isn’t some bigger fish out there? You think the universe just looked at these fruity plants and said it was never gonna make anything scarier than them?”

Quickly, I marked myself as ‘emergency contact only’ with the office for the rest of the day with the reason given as ‘floret’ which required no additional explanation, and…

Hesitated, as I realized the emotion Remy was radiating as he stared down an alpha specimen of his species was not fear, but contempt. His grip around the stuffed reptile tightened, the team-color shirt twisted in his hands, but he stood his ground, tail held high. 

“You’re nothin’ but a forkful of meanie linguine. Walking around looking for an excuse to hurt people. And you always have been. You never once cared when people were getting disappeared by the cops back on Hablis during the pandemic, you turned your nose up to make up some poor fella who was gonna stick you over the last two scraps so you could feel justified in blowing him away, so you got to feel like you were the one wearing the damn boot. Who are you imagining is gonna rob you now? We don't have to do that shit anymore! We’re pets!”

Mikey snarled back. “Little bitch hiding behind his wife, huh? Or did you forget that you married her? Is she just your mother now? You were always so fucking weak. Nobody looked out for you like me, nobody cared about you before I brought you into the crew, now I look around it’s like. Bernie, sure. Kee, I guess. You? Remy? My fuckin guy? Was everyone secretly some fairy in disguise?”

“What are you talking about, Mike. It’s all bullshit. Always was. I never called you on it back then because it’s the bullshit everyone believes, and you know what? Maybe I was a bit of a coward back then. But now? Surely you see it. You have to see it. If not then I don’t even know how I can share a slice with you anymore. All you do is put people down. Look for a reason to feel superior.” 

Remy’s fists unclenched, and he stepped back, looking up at Mikey with disdain. “Maybe being a man is doing what’s right when it’s hard. And maybe that means I’m not one anymore, because dealing with you is the last hard thing I’ll ever have to do. Now please get the fuck out of my life and talk to the hand, cuz the face ain’t listening.”

He went to make a gesture with one of his fingers, but seemed to think better of it. “Sorry, that was rude. But seriously, take a hike, mister.”

Mikey slammed the door behind him as I arrived at Remy’s side. He looked up at me with a huffy frown.

“Geez louise, get a load of that guy huh?”

“I’m so proud of how you handled that, sweetie. Come, let’s go meet back up with the others. No need to linger on it.”

“Thanks for giving us the space and not swooping in. It was a long time coming. And better from me than you or his warden. Not that you aren’t swell and all, but some reality checks just sound better from a familiar face.”

A guilt still overtook me. Yet, hadn’t I allowed this adversity to persist intentionally, just for the sake of him overcoming it?

“Is there anything I can do to help you calm down now that it’s over?”

“Who, me? No no, I’m feeling pretty good actually. Now that all that’s out of the way, I was gonna ask you the same thing. Is there anything I can do to make it easier for you? With work and life and everything. Because… you seem stressed,” he said, tail swishing nervously. “And I wanna, you know. Comfort you.”

My carefully sculpted facade of my pet’s human mother wavered, an ironclad duty to protect the fragile bubble of his world slipping. I steadied myself.

“Remy, you are not responsible for me. I am your owner.”

“But, I’m your husband too! And in sex school they taught me about reciprico… receipt… reception… recip… Doing stuff for another person because you love them! I wanna make you happy.”

Yes, terran mating behaviors would be the ideal way to gracefully change the subject. “Well, you know I am always eager to make love, whenever you ask.”

“Shanai,” he said with a shy little grin. “I know you do that stuff for me. Your little grafty thing you used to use wasn’t even plugged in. Bel told me.”

Of course they did. “I don’t want you to get the wrong impression, or feel undesired. I find you very attractive and enjoyable, Remy. Just not… in ways a human would intuitively understand.”

Remy reached out with a little hand, resting tiny, stubby fingers atop mine. “I want to make my Wife happy… however you would like it most. I know that probably isn’t what I would think of as sex. I don’t want you feeling like you have to do stuff you don’t want to. Kee is kinda… scratching that itch too!”

He giggled to himself. I considered the question earnestly, and came to the embarrassing awareness that in the last few weeks, I had only engaged with him as his Wife while I was playing the role of Esper. And while I had been on the planet below, others had filled the gap.

And in the imperfect vacuum of my emotions, where things like jealousy should not be, a spark reignited.

Remy was mine. My pet, mine. My depraved little fantasy, my selfish indulgence. His body was a natural fetish object of fat and drool and pollen attractive skin oils, steeped in sexual infantilization and dependence because I had made him that way intentionally. I scooped him up, and pressed his head against my breast, where my core resided behind a thin layer of layered false flesh.

“I truly enjoy you. I have just been stressed by work. I crave you in a very authentic way. It may be less alien than you think.”

“Aw gee, well. You already know I think the same! I’ve missed you a lot you know.”

He laughed, and I giggled back. My tendrils curled around his tail, squeezing at the soft fatty flesh that I so adored. How had I lost sight of what mattered so completely? In my drive to enforce my own austerity I was denying him of an authenticity that would bring him joy. 

I tilted his head up, and brought my lips against his. A pulsing warmth fluttered across my core as Bel’s alterations stripped me of the detachment I had clung to whenever I performed this gesture. An electric thrill that curled my feelers and sped up my coolant loop. My tendrils invaded his mouth and sinuses and earlobes, swallowing his head in a tangle of vines that wanted to feel every muscle contraction, soothe every tremor, and saturate every mucous membrane in my pollen tags.

I loved this sweet little creature. That was why I cared, why I had obsessively monitored him, pored over everything I could. Because my feelings came from within, not a debt owed to the universe. Pet and owner we might be, but we were two beings in love too.

I broke the kiss, reformed my face and smiled down at the dazed look of wonder on my little guy's face. A soft laugh rustled within my facade, as golden drool started to run down his chin. Little babbles escaped his mouth, until I latched his lips on my breast to suckle and resumed moving along. His little golden eyes drifted shut as my phytotoxin erased any traces of adult responsibility that the encounter with Mikey might have reawakened.

I would give him a sobering agent before we arrived at the train of course, so that he could share his joy with everyone. 

But this moment belonged to me.

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Thirteen
Light streamed through the tall windows of our bedroom, striking the greens of my leaves. The little sleep noises of three cloudhoppers and one terran vibrated in the air, and I reassembled my scrambled model of the space from echolocation even before I connected to the hab cameras.

The point cloud of information filled, an almost archetypical scene of two affini and their florets, but there was something new. The phytotech frame I had inhabited, its arms curled inertly around Remy.

The connection point within the doll was still active, and I extended a tentative port access, digitally grafted the body to my peripheral map, and quietly appreciated the warmth of my floret against its tactile receptors.

Compared to the whole of my affini body, the human sensorium was a tiny addition. ‘Esper,’ if one were inclined to name the object, was at most a single branch on a much vaster tree. But there was a new sentimentality as I curled its stubby little fingers through Remy’s flowing hair.

A crossroads beckoned. Two paths, one of whom was so riddled with contradictions it was nearly irreconcilable with my identity as an Affini. How did one continue the next day, after waking up to the sight of her pet still cuddling the doll of human flesh that I had embodied?

Affini were caretakers. That was our role. What we existed to be. 

Existence had been born with a fundamental injustice encoded in its inequalities. Life and information as we understood it could not have come into existence at all without the potential for differences. The same potential that allowed for suffering to exist at all. Sophonthood needed the potential to be without, to exist in a world where we had not yet given it the plenty it deserved. Whether or not one believed we were the single divine instance of universal benevolence, we were the first, and therefore the only ones needed.

Through immeasurable repetitions in unknown galaxies, the universe had only ever sparked the confluence of factors needed to create its force of uplift once, springing from the primordial soup of the civilization of the Core Worlds to become the Affini Compact. We were the universe domesticating itself. 

We were the only thing in this universe ever naturally gifted with the phase of information above sophonthood; immortal Purpose.

If we were not fulfilling that purpose, then we were supposed to be resting so we could have the strength to deliver again after. 

That was the point of rest, and breaks, and hobbies, and love, and sex. All of it, all of it was maintenance on forms that we had simply not yet found ways to refine and perfect away. Not yet managed to create versions of ourselves without any needs not provided by an electronic charging field and nutrient water. One day maybe we would succeed. I certainly hoped so.

Then, I could be rid of whatever bizarre cacophony of influences had left me with these weaknesses of character. These attributes that I could not escape no matter how deeply I buried them inside a memory partition. A covert xenophilic floret player attracted to more dominant affini. 

A memory lingered. Flickering recollections of an ex-partner. A bloom that left scars on less refined phytoflesh. The reason why our vines had unentwined, hidden in the shadows of my core. The confession I had made, of the nuance of my desires.

I had never been seen the same way again. Not by them, nor myself.

Bel silently reached a tendril down towards the neck of the doll and unclasped their collar from around her neck. A symbolic gesture, it was merely an object. But it was a reassurance I still needed.

That Bel still saw me as another person.

A pulse of biorhythmic flux in the air, and I bared a sliver of my core to them. We shared a direct chemical link, and a conversation danced in layers of electrochemistry in nanoseconds.

So much was said which could only be felt. Statements of truth made axiomatic in our shared chemistry. It wasn’t everything, but at least I didn’t have to worry Bel was going to try to force me down any specific route.

They were so much more forgiving of my shortcomings than I was of myself.

Remy woke up, and I hastily disconnected the human body from my neurocircular map as she yawned, stretched, and smiled up at me. “Hey, Wifey. I hope you feel real nice and rested after yesterday! Happy wife, happy life n’ all.”

I pinged Remy’s implant for a refresh of any memory or perceptual alterations. The log reported nothing of note since a flurry of microadjustments made as she had realized I was Esper. No, she knew, and remembered in full.

A temptation lurked. I could simply vault the entire experience.

Her grin carried no judgement. There was no cortisol spike at the mention of my indulgence. I would carefully monitor for spirals, but for now… I would leave her memory unaltered. I lifted myself, leaving the doll behind, and reformed into the body Remy knew best.

“I am feeling much better, yes.”

“Good. Cuz I didn’t forget…” her eyes narrowed with mischief. “Do you remember what we were gonna do today? It starts with ‘jur-’ and ends with ‘-assic park’!”

Warmth bloomed at the sweet innocence as she jumped down from the bed and wiggled her rear and tail adorably to express her excitement. Bel stood as well, and their trio chittered as we made our way to the main space for breakfast.

“Will Mrs Jones bring the human doll too?” “I still think we are cooler than the allosaurs.” “Let the little princess have her fun!”

Remy stuck her tongue out at her fellow pets. I decided to tuck the disconnected body inside mine in case it was useful… and avoid the question of where to leave the wedding ring. 

I tried to just focus on the day plans as much as I could. Checking my messages revealed one from Cordyline. Apparently, our group for the outing had expanded overnight, as Cordyline’s florets were finally ready to socialize with us again.

I switched into a subroutine to cook, and then stopped myself. If I was not devoting my conscious self to the task… I might as well just compile it.

The last time I fully manually made a meal for Remy was shortly after our wedding. I decided to go with a simple recipe that was reliably enjoyed by over 93.586% of the terran florets who had been fed it, according to overnet reviews.

Fortuitously, we already had ripe bananas freshly grown from the tropics on the other side of Anthemoessa. I looked around the kitchen, shamefully realizing that I didn’t even know where Bel stored all of the long-term utensils without the subroutines. Those too could be compiled if I truly wanted, but this was an exercise in love. All the shortcuts and dependencies that were so conveniently granted to me by the Compact had become crutches, and I wasn’t using them to make my life more convenient. I was using them to avoid living it at all.

“Over there, up and to the right,” Bel rippled the information towards me. They allowed me the dignity of doing this myself. I didn’t deserve them. I was grateful. 

A knife, a frying pan, a cutting surface. A bowl, whisk, flipping implement. One by one I struggled and managed to find them. They felt unfamiliar in my vines, and though I constantly felt the impulse to simply return to my subroutine and get the task completed, I resisted it. 

Remedy would be fine if this took another few minutes. We would not be deprived in any meaningful way. I found eggs and broke them into the bowl, and expressed some milk from my phytobreasts to accompany them. Whisking, I added flour from a cupboard that Bel had evidently stocked, and compiled some leaveners. 

Once I was satisfied that the batter was well underway I flowed into a multithreaded state, but not to check on work. No, I used a secondary stream of consciousness to slice the banana into thin discs, heat the frying pan up, and toss them in with some butter from a dairy farm on the lower levels of ring four. Thinner tendrils sprinkled cinnamon and a fragrant brown sugar, again, one of the few compiled ingredients.

I flipped them into a saucy, crispy, sweet warm topping, and simultaneously began preparing the pancakes. Familiarity returned, and the more I fell into the swing of things the more natural it became. The urges to fall back into automated routines subsided. This felt good.

Moving into plate arrangement, my perfectly constructed fingers created a stack for Remy to enjoy, and the banana foster spilled over the top of them. I finished with a sprinkling of pecans that had been kept warm in stasis, and a few dollops of crème fraîche. Not too sour, not too sweet.

Vines set the dish down before my little princess, and I smiled as she dug in.

“Oh honey. Now we’re cookin’ with gas! This might be the best breakfast I’ve ever had. I mean ever, not even the old place in downtown Hablis that shut down after…” She shoved a bite smothered in bananas into her mouth, and I made a mental note that she would require several rounds of gesture training. “…did flapjacks this good!”

 

-----

 

As we were collecting an assortment of terrans for the outing, it made sense for Bel and I to split up to gather them before going to the train. Remy and I set out from the hab going the opposite direction as Bel and their pets circling overhead. My little wife waved from her seat in my arms as they split off. “Meet you at the station, Dad!”

Remy, of course, kept watching Bel over my shoulder, nibbling gently on the tail of her dinosaur plushie. Finally, after they had rounded a corner, a little tug on a vine preceded a nervous question. 

“Say, Wifey. Am I allowed to volunteer to be a floret even if I’m already one? I… really like Bel.” 

Yes, that was not surprising. Bel and I had exchanged notions of it. Remy would be our co-floret, really, she already had been. A shudder of insecurity passed through my stems, but I silenced it. “I’m sure they would say yes if you asked. You seem to have become very close. To Bel and their florets.”

“Yeah! I’m really glad to have you here again, I missed you while you were gone. I know you have a really important job, but I think my favorite thing in the world is the six of us all together!” 

I smiled. “We could install a second core sample for the symbolism, though admittedly, it will not change much. I have already authorized Bel to have nearly full access to your implant. The moment you ask… I can make that absolute. It will probably help with missing me when I am working.”

Remy scrunched up her little face. “It’s hard to be demanding. But I know you’ve been trying to teach me to speak up for myself the whole time we’ve known each other. Could you maybe spend less time working soon?”

“Yes. Hopefully soon I will be much less busy.”

“Say, what does your work actually look like anyway? I’ve shown you my work with track designing on the map thingy and transportation engineering. How ‘bout your job? You never talk about it much.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t trouble you with it, sweetie. Just filing forms and things."

“C’mon honey. Your real job, I mean.”

“That is my real job, sweetie. I’m a clerk.”

Remy’s tail swished from side to side contemplatively. “You never talk to me about like… sometimes I worry you’re just humoring me all the time. I know I’m kinda like a little kid a lot of the time but I’m almost fifty years old. You can talk to me.”

I was silent for a long while, continuing my slithering strides. Down this street, this marvel of engineering that we had built for them. To enrich their lives, to watch them smile. Everything I was letting slip by.

“There are some sweet humans in need of rescue on the moon we are orbiting. I’m trying to save them. It’s my fault they are in danger.”

“Oh, the crashed ship that princess lady from Bel’s TV show is from? How is that your fault?”

Her simple question hung like an invisible cloud of sulfur dioxide.

Were the lost humans my fault?

Could I have advocated differently? Had it even been a mistake to do my job and argue against our sentimentality, playing the odds? 

“I’m not sure you would understand,” I finally said.

The topic was changed for us as we arrived at the home of Mikey’s warden. I stopped at the gate, and set her down with a kiss on the forehead. “Go get your friend, sweetie.”

“Yeah,” Remy grumbled, frowning slightly as she looked at the house, then back up at me. “I’ll be back,” she said in an oddly masculine and monotone accent I had never heard her produce before, before skipping down the pathway giggling to herself.

My form loosened slightly once her attention was off me. Mikey greeted Remy at the door, and the two seemed to be engaging in some small talk. I snuck a tiny peek at work messages as I waited. Apparently I hadn’t missed much related to the rescue since I returned from the surface. Still nothing. Projections for the 26 crash survivors not yet accounted for getting ever more dire.

All four bodies of those that had perished in the accident had now been exhumed in accordance with the oversight of each of their relevant terran cultural traditions, and moved to a memorial on ring four. 

The side channel was mixed with an optimistic chatter, the princess’s first date with her projected pinnate had gone well yesterday, and while her guardian had toggled a privacy filter from active surveillance after, gossip and speculation was still a powerful force. But I was wrenched from examining a cross-ring video of the two of them playing chess at a restaurant as there was a sudden yell. 

Frost, I had not been paying the slightest attention.

I closed the port, and saw that Remy and Mikey were arguing, the larger of which was waving his arms around somewhat aggressively from his warden’s porch. “How am I supposed to be a man now? How am I supposed to protect myself? Or people I care about?”

“Is that really all being a man is to you? Violence and power? You can’t think of one damn thing to be happy about? One thing that brings you joy in this world without some bullshit entitled superiority to cling to?”

“At least I’m not clinging to some baby toy dinosaur. I’m just a fucking realist, Remy. No one but me sees this shit for what it is! You really think there isn’t some bigger fish out there? You think the universe just looked at these fruity plants and said it was never gonna make anything scarier than them?”

Quickly, I marked myself as ‘emergency contact only’ with the office for the rest of the day with the reason given as ‘floret’ which required no additional explanation, and…

Hesitated, as I realized the emotion Remedy was radiating as she stared down an alpha specimen of her species was not fear, but contempt. Her grip around the stuffed reptile tightened, the team-color shirt twisted in her hands, but she stood her ground, tail held high. 

“You’re nothin’ but a forkful of meanie linguine. Walking around looking for an excuse to hurt people. And you always have been. You never once cared when people were getting disappeared by the cops back on Hablis during the pandemic, you turned your nose up to make up some poor fella who was gonna stick you over the last two scraps so you could feel justified in blowing him away, so you got to feel like you were the one wearing the damn boot. Who are you imagining is gonna rob you now? We don't have to do that shit anymore! We’re pets!”

Mikey snarled back. “Little bitch hiding behind her wife, huh? Or did you forget that you married her? Is she just your mother now? You were always so fucking weak. Nobody looked out for you like me, nobody cared about you before I brought you into the crew, now I look around it’s like. Bernie, sure. Kee, I guess. You? Remedy? Was everyone secretly some fairy in disguise?”

“What are you talking about, Mike. It’s all bullshit. Always was. I never called you on it back then because it’s the bullshit everyone believes, and you know what? Maybe I was a bit of a coward back then. But now? Surely you see it. You have to see it. If not then I don’t even know how I can share a slice with you anymore. All you do is put people down. Look for a reason to feel superior.” 

Remy’s fists unclenched, and she stepped back, looking up at Mikey with disdain. “Now please get the fuck out of my life and talk to the hand, cuz the face ain’t listening.” She went to make a gesture with one of her fingers, but seemed to think better of it. “Sorry, that was rude. But seriously, take a hike, mister.”

Mikey slammed the door behind him as I arrived at Remy’s side. She looked up at me with a fussy frown, and stomped a foot with a huff that made her padding crinkle.

“Geez louise, get a load of that guy huh?”

“I’m so proud of how you handled that, sweetie. Come, let’s go meet back up with the others. No need to linger on it.”

“Thanks for giving us the space and not swooping in. It was a long time coming. And better from me than you or his warden. Not that you aren’t swell and all, but some reality checks just sound better from a familiar face.”

A guilt still overtook me. Yet, hadn’t I allowed this adversity to persist intentionally, just for the sake of her overcoming it?

“Is there anything I can do to help you calm down now that it’s over?”

“Who, me? No no, I’m feeling pretty good actually. Now that all that’s out of the way, I was gonna ask you the same thing. Is there anything I can do to make it easier for you? With work and life and everything. Because… you seem stressed,” she said, tail swishing nervously. “And I wanna, you know. Comfort you.”

My carefully sculpted facade of my pet’s human mother wavered, an ironclad duty to protect the fragile bubble of her world slipping. I steadied myself.

“Remy, you are not responsible for me. I am your owner.”

“But, I’m your wife too! And in sex school they taught me about reciprico… receipt… reception… recip… Doing stuff for another person because you love them! I wanna make you happy.”

Yes, terran mating behaviors would be the ideal way to gracefully change the subject. “Well, you know I am always eager to make love, whenever you ask.”

“Shanai,” she said with a shy little grin. “I know you do that stuff for me. Your little grafty thing you used to use wasn’t even plugged in. Bel told me.”

Of course they did. “I don’t want you to get the wrong impression, or feel undesired. I find you very attractive and enjoyable, Remy. Just not… in ways a human would intuitively understand.”

Remy reached out with a little hand, resting tiny, stubby fingers atop mine. “I want to make my Wife happy… however you would like it most. I know that probably isn’t what I would think of as sex. I don’t want you feeling like you have to do stuff you don’t want to. Kee is kinda… scratching that itch too!”

She giggled to herself. I considered the question earnestly, and came to the embarrassing awareness that in the last few weeks, I had only engaged with her as her Wife while I was playing the role of Esper. And while I had been on the planet below, others had filled the gap.

And in the imperfect vacuum of my emotions, where things like jealousy should not be, a spark reignited.

Remy was mine. My pet, mine. My depraved little fantasy, my selfish indulgence. Her body was a natural fetish object of fat and drool and pollen attractive skin oils, steeped in sexual infantilization and dependence because I had made her that way intentionally. I scooped her up, and pressed her head against my breast, where my core resided behind a thin layer of layered false flesh.

“I truly enjoy you. I have just been stressed by work. I crave you in a very authentic way. It may be less alien than you think.”

“Aw gee, well. You already know I think the same! I’ve missed you a lot you know.”

She laughed, and I giggled back. My tendrils curled around her tail, squeezing at the soft fatty flesh that I so adored. How had I lost sight of what mattered so completely? In my drive to enforce my own austerity I was denying her of an authenticity that would bring her joy. 

I tilted her head up, and brought my lips against hers. A pulsing warmth fluttered across my core as Bel’s alterations stripped me of the detachment I had clung to whenever I performed this gesture. An electric thrill that curled my feelers and sped up my coolant loop. My tendrils invaded her mouth and sinuses and earlobes, swallowing her head in a tangle of vines that wanted to feel every muscle contraction, soothe every tremor, and saturate every mucous membrane in my pollen tags.

I loved this sweet little creature. That was why I cared, why I had obsessively monitored her, pored over everything I could. Because my feelings came from within, not a debt owed to the universe. Pet and owner we might be, but we were two beings in love too.

I broke the kiss, reformed my face and smiled down at the dazed look of wonder on my little girl's face. A soft laugh rustled within my facade, golden drool starting to run down her chin. Little babbles escaped her mouth, until I latched her lips on my breast to suckle and resumed moving along. Her little golden eyes drifted shut as my phytotoxin erased any traces of adult responsibility that the encounter with Mikey might have reawakened.

I would give her a sobering agent before we arrived at the train of course, so that she could share her joy with everyone. 

But this moment belonged to me.
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Chapter Fourteen
It wasn’t long before we found ourselves near where we would be regrouping with Bel and their florets, the streets of Anthemoessa winding into lazy spirals with side paths. It didn’t always provide the most efficient route, but it did have a way of making each spiral feel like its own little retreat within the larger island. 

The cognitohazardous effects were very mild, but a dash of hypnotic relaxation never hurt a xenosophont, and it really helped encourage the “island time” feeling, as Remy liked to call it.

Rather than simply directing his implant to dispense a counteragent for my phytotoxic milk, I chose to latch a mask over his mouth and nose manually as I rounded the corner to the departure terminal and saw the various assorted little humans clinging to Bel’s vicinity like some kind of pack gathering anchor.

Kee and Jane were chatting to themselves, admiring the particularly eccentric habs nearby. A large stone and coral affair like a Meilyu habitat on land stood next to an aged wooden cottage from a tropical moon in the Orphan-3 system, and for each one they joked about who they imagined lived inside.

On the other side of Bel, the pinnate pair that had originally been Remy’s friend Bernard held hands, whispering to each other and engaging in the kinds of flirtatious behaviors that their arrangement was designed to facilitate. The ortet had kept their original body and name, though obviously he looked far happier with an implant. The ramet looked like the same terran, but several decades younger, with a much less traditionally gender conforming appearance.

My little guy was aware and squirming, so I took the mask off and let him down to socialize with his buddies. He quickly scurried over to Bernard, tail waving in excitement as he made his way there.

“Bernie! So good to see you again!” 

Both of the pinnates turned at the greeting, smiling at the sound of their friend. “Hey,” the two said in near perfect unison. Remy turned towards the less familiar of the two with a curious look.

“And uh, who’s this? I didn't realize you had a kid! Or boyfriend?”

Bernard laughed, squeezing the smaller, more feminine version of himself closer. He beamed, and Beau, the ramet of the pair, looked utterly mortified. The resemblance between them was not quite parent and child, they were more accurately the same person split at two points in time, a path that Bernard had aged out of in his twenties restored. Cordyline had opted for a feminizing class-G regimen, and Beau’s hair was long, pink, glossy and flowing, entirely lacking the dark greyed body fur and musculature that Bernard had. Remy offered a handshake and a smile.

“Hey there, sweetie! I’m Remington Jones, Third Floret, but everybody mostly calls me Remy! He/him! What are your pronouns?”

“I know who you are, Remy.” the boy huffed. “I still have all of Dad’s memories. And I’m a m- m… ma-” his voice cut out, and he blushed furiously for a moment. “...I’m a boy. He/him. I go by Beau.”

Bernard chuckled, giving his smaller ramet a kiss on the forehead. The adoration and love between them was quite sweet. “Yeah, this little princess was lurking in the back of my head for the last thirty years, and now he gets to be his own person. More or less.”

Beau squirmed a bit at the show of affection from his ortet, every bit the vision I had reviewed in Cordyline’s proposal. Externally, he was entirely biologically human, a cloned human body that was digitized only in that his brain and nervous system were phytotech. The authenticity really showed in the hickeys and bite marks covering his quite bare neck and breasts.

Remy looked back and forth between the two florets, taking in the information.

“Uh, so if you’re him and he’s you… but you’re not him, you’re Beau… which of you is my buddy?”

The princess was becoming progressively more embarrassed by my little guy’s innocent inquiry, but he stumbled out a reply.

“Um, I’m not… biologically the same body, but we both have the same memories, right up until the split.”

Remy smiled, and hugged Beau warmly. “Double trouble! It’s like I got a two-for-one deal on pals! That’s so cool, these plants really can do anything, huh.”

I did think the solution of splitting a single original sophont with irreconcilably contradictory desires into an ortet and digital ramet pair that each embodied one set of drives was a rather elegant solution to the issue. So many sophonts struggled with only being able to be one thing.

Kee and Jane exchanged little greetings with my floret too, and Remy recounted what had happened with Mikey to little surprise from the other terrans. As we walked into the terminal, I curled a vine affectionately through my affini partner’s as we guided our menagerie.

“Wait, what!” Remy gasped as he saw the engine roll into the station. To a terran, the full development and testing of a new train system in as short a period as we had would have been a nearly insurmountable task, but for the Compact it was more than manageable.

“Glad you like it,” Bel chuckled.

“Get a load of this!” Remy was practically jumping up and down in excitement. The front engine was sleek and reflective of the standard high speed drive assisted design, but all the carriages were mismatched, new and modern and truly antique Terran designs all side by side. “Woah, just like my planning papers. They even got the colors right!” 

“Here,” Bel offered, holding out Remy’s conductor hat. “Need this?”

Remy snatched the outstretched cap, proudly planted it on his head. “Thank you!” 

My sweet little manchild began inspecting all the details as if he himself was going to operate the machine, reviewing the tension on all the fluid couplings and carefully looking at the magnetic latches.

“Yep! This outta do it. Alright Wifey, it’s safe for you to ride. I checked.”

Remy very diligently ensured that my vines didn’t slip through the cracks as we stepped inside. It occurred to me then, that maybe he had picked up some of these behaviors not because of a misattributed notion of feminine fallibility, but because I had in fact been distracted when in meetings and running automated routines on prior outings. Not today though. I was here for him now.

I sat down on the far side of the carriage without much thought, and was surprised by Remy’s decision to take up a spot across from me. It was odd, I had expected him to choose a seat next to me, or perhaps as conductor of the floating train. He was wearing his little hat after all. 

The other couples began to mill about, finding their own seats and tables. Remy continued to just grin at me, kicking his little feet with excitement. He still had not asked to go to the front engine area. “Are you sure you don’t want to honk the horn, dear?”

“I do… maybe on the way back. I have a plan for this ride though!”

I fluttered my floral eyelashes sweetly at my adorable little pet. “Oh? What’s your plan?”

“I sit over here, and you sit there, and then you smile at me.”

«Haven’t put it together yet, have you.» Bel intoned to me privately. «It’s the carriage where you first met.»

I allowed my receptors to extend around, taking proper stock of the environment. True to their word, this was the exact carriage, in exact detail, presented exactly as it was on that day- save for the addition of seatbelts that had not originally been present. Overwhelmed emotions thrummed through my core, flapping leaves and limbs with excitement. “Oh, you are so very sweet, my dear. Thank you for that moment. I’m going to go sit next to you now, though.”

“Only the best for my Wife! Now, all aboard? Next stop, Dinosaur Island!” He gleefully shouted as I slid in opposite Bel, and after every terran had buckled their seatbelts, the seats rotated to face forward, the rocket booster at the back of the train ignited, and we blasted off at full speed.

The train rocketed up the track around the mountainous terrain of central Anthemoessa, and the carriage filled with the shouts of five terrans and the chirps of three cloudhoppers who had been very startled out of their nap. At first we shot forward on a magnetic launch propulsion, but then the gravitational forces gave way and the train started to lift into the air.

Finally, after a moment of freefall at the peak of the mountain, the train angled downward, down a rail seemingly on a collision course for the choppy water. Remy was screaming with excitement and joy, wiggling in his seat.

“Alright, we’re almost at the-” 

Remy’s words were cut off by the squeals of excitement as we began to invert into a teardrop loop. Bel’s florets, the sweet little cloudhoppers all floated in the air on little vine leashes.

And then, just as we were about to hit the water, wings extended from the side of the cab, our weight seemed to multiply as we curved up a ramp, and we banked over the waves, flying around Anthemoessa.

Clouds flew by the windows, Jane and Kee were pumping their arms and whooping with excitement, Beau and Bernard seemed fearful for their lives, and Remy was screaming at the top of his lungs from his seat between Bel and I.

Once a loop completed, the rocket boosters finally cut out and the train gently came down onto the water. The gliding wings retracted, gently splashing down harmlessly after doing a lazy flyover of the undersea habitation reef.

“It floats! Yipeeeee!”

From there, the train plane boat settled into a calmer pace, bobbing up and down slightly in the tides as it found the path from one island to another. The seatbelts all unbuckled themselves, and the passengers all ran over to the windows to watch the water.

Remy wasn’t the only excited floret. Bel’s little ones were cheering and celebrating the success with my guy, and Bernard seemed impressed too, a wonder in his eyes as he looked out through the glass.

“Well I’ll be damned, it’s some kind of public transit boat, traveling from one place to another on a regularly scheduled route.” 

My erasure of Remy and his friend’s memory of all ferries and public boat based transportation had gone off perfectly. This was the joyful side of a class-B, injecting whimsy as deeply into all of them as any xenodrug could possibly penetrate.

“Did you come up with this Remy?” Beau chimed in, fingers entwined with his pinnate.

“Guys, come on, it was a team effort! The whole gang down in transportation had to work very hard on this project.”

“No need to be coy, hubby. You deserve a little praise.”

“Well, shucks. I guess you’re right. It’s just nice to do something a little more fun than the cheapest possible tram, heading somewhere a little more exciting than a miner’s exchange and a shopping district.”

That set the entire group off commiserating on the conditions on their home world before our arrival. Beau, clearly still a little nervous at his odd place in the group, was slow to join at first, but Kee quickly steered the conversation towards his newfound divergent interests from his older-looking clone, and the shy thing began excitedly talking about alternative music and fashion trends from several decades prior on Hablis-9.

Bel and I watched happily, and gave me a tap on the hand after feeding Topi a berry. “How you feeling?”  

I let the sound of joy wash over me along the noise of a windy day’s saltwater spray. A satisfied peace. Nothing could quantify this moment of joy, this absolute delight. I didn’t need the biochemistry readout to define that Remy was happy, didn’t need to peer into his thoughts. It was simply… clear.

“Good,” I answered meekly. “Is this… what I’ve been missing these last weeks?”

“Yep. This is why we do it, remember?”

“I suppose. I’ve never been quite so… It’s been a long time since I fully unwound like this. Yesterday was helpful. Even if I’m unsure about how I feel about it.”

“Well, I know how I feel about it. Girl I love needs days off sometimes. Nothing wrong with that.”

Bel’s approving biorhythmic thrum pressed down the lingering anxieties about my inferiority. I was glad to feel… unjudged. But on reflection, it was clear what the real issue had been, had always been, my dedication to make up for my deficiencies as a person by throwing myself into work to a self destructive degree. I leaned into my lover’s foliage, and murmured a quiet confession, making myself accountable to them in saying it aloud.

“I think I’m going to quit this job soon. After this project is done.”

Remy, more attuned to me than the other terrans, immediately did a double take that threw Pyn from its perch upon his head. He broke from their conversation, tail curling with interest doing an adorably poor job of concealing his excitement at the idea as he skipped back over to us. “Quitting?”

I smiled down sweetly at him. “Yes. It’ll be for the best, I think.”

“Are you sure? I wouldn’t want you to stop doing something that makes you happy for my sake.”

Ouch. That was why I had originally volunteered, wasn’t it. The satisfaction of knowing I was helping the grand project of universal domestication. All I really felt now was guilt and failure.

Perhaps I could not answer if I had failed in my duty to those poor xenosophonts on Losofor we could not save, but… with Remy, I could actually see and know the difference I made. Not endlessly chipping away at an impossible equation, but share in the joy of the task at a scale that mattered.

I had been born with purpose, like all affini. But Remy could be my purpose too. Bel could be my anchor.

“Being with you, both of you, is the happiest I have been for a very long time.” How lucky was I? To have a partner and pet who had seen me in my full range and loved all that I was in a way I struggled to.

There was no small amount of shame in my core, admitting I was so emotionally dependent on a xenosophont. But Remy had been right, last night, when he said I underestimated him. 

I supposed there was no shame in having an emotional support floret. 

“Well, you make me happy too. And um. Oh geez-” Remy glanced conspiratorially at Bel, a question clearly on his lips. Bel chuckled.

“Maybe you ask whatever’s on your mind over the fireworks tonight, after the park. Looks like we are almost there.” 

Remy nodded, squeezing his plush allosaur so hard its team-color shirt was hidden under his arms. Pure, simple happiness was left drooling down his overwhelmed little face in saltwater streaks, and he jumped up and down with excitement a few times before rejoining the conversation with the other humans, which seemed to now be a heated debate about the heretical nature of certain tropical fruit toppings on savory baked flatbreads. What whimsical, idiosyncratic cultural norms the little things had.

The dinosaur island grew closer and closer, vibrant plant life replacing the water outside the windows. Remy’s train-boat pulled into the dock-station, slowing to a halt, before making a gentle transition back onto land. The doors opened with a dramatic hiss as the climate dramatically switched over to a more humid jungle atmosphere.

There was a faint music playing all around to enhance the experience, chipper brass instruments from a bygone era of terran culture. Often biorhythms were employed to enhance feelings of safety and familiarity and comfort. On this island, they were being poured into the space to generate curiosity and excitement and alertness. 

“It’s warm but it’s a wet heat, wouldn’t you say? Guess that makes sense, the Dino’s probably need all that water. Thirsty fellas.” Remy took off his hat, and I whisked it away to make sure it wasn’t lost. He tugged on one of my vines to get my attention. “Say, I’m getting a little hungry. Do you think they sell uh- Dino Bites? Like, dino nuggets made from actual dinosaur meat?”

Beau wrinkled his nose. “That can’t be right.”

I chuckled, and pet them both on the shoulder. “I’m not sure! Perhaps we can take a little look later. Is that what you’d want to have for dinner, Remy?”

“If they have it. If not, I’m sure we’ll be able to scrounge up some leftovers in the compiler. Say, if-”

He was stopped from finishing that thought by the low rumble of a very large creature in the distance roaring.

“Oh oh ohhhhh! I wanna investigate first though!”

Remy dashed off, tail barely managing to counterbalance his adorably clumsy gait. I followed close behind, and we approached a clearing filled with triceratops peacefully grazing on bales of hay, entering through the petting zoo door. Suddenly, all that enthusiasm in my little guy seemed to fade, replaced with nerves. 

“What’s wrong, precious? You said you were excited to pet the triceratops?”

“Well um… It’s nothing, I just got real nervous because, what if it doesn’t like me?”

The nearest frilled, horned, eight ton creature turned its head slowly towards us and in a low deep voice began to talk. “Well of course I like you Remy Jones! You’re a great fellow and a loyal friend to all!”

Remy was stunned for a second, clearly caught off guard by the talking dinosaur.

“You really mean it?”

“Of course!” the digital sophont who was controlling the triceratops made the phytotech construct wink at me, but Remy was too busy squealing to notice.

He embraced the massive reptile, which had gone back to making nothing but grunts and chewing noises as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. Strictly speaking that was true, the dinosaurs were of course made from phytotech inhabited by digitized sophonts, but they typically maintained full immersion. The moment was magical, and Remy still maintained a sense of wonder. To him it was all real.

My little guy made sure to pet each and every one of the triceratops outside the main park before I herded him along, regrouping the terrans once more so we could enter the park proper.

Bel and I gathered our little pack, and ushered them forward swiftly after stepping onto the main path. Before long, each had grabbed an entry ticket from a printing machine. A line had formed behind us as a more conventional train unloaded from the underground station along a gravel path to our left, a dozen or so other florets and Affini who were visiting today, lining up for the ticket scanning ritual. 

The sweet little things babbled about their environment as we waited, pooling their observational skills to come to a consensus opinion on the situation, as they had evolved to do around office building water coolers and when persistence hunting. Terrans, being highly social animals, benefited greatly from group assurance and agreement, reducing their own critical cognitive load.

“Damn, looks like we got here at just the right time!”

“Looks like it’ll be pretty busy today.”

“For sure. It’s a thursday, but it feels like a saturday.”

Each human made a show of excitement as the affini at the gate held up a machine to their tickets, marking their entry into the amusement zone with a beep. Once, the scan machine ceremony had been restricted to only those who could afford to pay a considerable tithe, but now the blessing was free for all, and each of them proudly got a little ink stamp on their hands with a bit of contact euphoriant xenodrugs to enhance the experience.

“That was such a wild journey I almost forgot we were going to the actual real fuckin’ Jurrasic Park. Like from the old earth history books.”

“Yeah, where do y’all think we should go first?”

“I think I see a map, but I wanna get a look ahead first… lay of the land.”

Kee and Bernard strode ahead, each now exhibiting body language indicating they were subconsciously vying for a place as the alpha of the group now that Mikey had formally vacated the pack. Fortunately, neither of them exhibited the more toxic tendencies Mikey had, and a budding friendly rivalry was currently considered to be healthy for humans in moderation.

Remy, who might have once been the next in charge before meeting me, was no longer even attempting to be socially dominant, and hung back with Jane, Beau, and I, examining the map of the area and planning a route, though I had one downloaded locally. Checking it, I saw a considerable number of messages from work, but pointedly ignored them, remaining here, in the moment.

A grand wooden gate in front of us opened, with torches aflame on either side, and we stepped into the park proper, ready for a day full of excitement.

End of Chapter! Jump to the bottom!
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Chapter Fourteen
It wasn’t long before we found ourselves near where we would be regrouping with Bel and their florets, the streets of Anthemoessa winding into lazy spirals with side paths. It didn’t always provide the most efficient route, but it did have a way of making each spiral feel like its own little retreat within the larger island. 

The cognitohazardous effects were very mild, but a dash of hypnotic relaxation never hurt a xenosophont, and it really helped encourage the “island time” feeling, as Remy liked to call it.

Rather than simply directing her implant to dispense a counteragent for my phytotoxic milk, I chose to latch a mask over her mouth and nose manually as I rounded the corner to the departure terminal and saw the various assorted little humans clinging to Bel’s vicinity like some kind of pack gathering anchor.

Kee and Jane were chatting to themselves, admiring the particularly eccentric habs nearby. A large stone and coral affair like a Meilyu habitat on land stood next to an aged wooden cottage from a tropical moon in the Orphan-3 system, and for each one they joked about who they imagined lived inside.

On the other side of Bel, the pinnate pair that had originally been Remy’s friend Bernard held hands, whispering to each other and engaging in the kinds of flirtatious behaviors that their arrangement was designed to facilitate. The ortet had kept their original body and name, though obviously he looked far happier with an implant. The ramet looked like the same terran, but several decades younger, with a much less traditionally gender conforming appearance.

My little sprout was now aware and squirming, so I took the mask off and let her down to socialize with her buddies. She quickly scurried over to Bernard, tail waving in excitement as she made her way there.

“Bernie! So good to see you again!” 

Both of the pinnates turned at the greeting, smiling at the sound of their friend. “Hey,” the two said in near perfect unison. Remy turned towards the less familiar of the two with a curious look.

“And uh, who’s this? I didn't realize you had a kid! Or boyfriend?”

Bernard laughed, squeezing the smaller, more feminine version of himself closer. He beamed, and Beau, the ramet of the pair, looked utterly mortified. The resemblance between them was not quite parent and child, they were more accurately the same person split at two points in time, a path that Bernard had aged out of in his twenties restored. Cordyline had opted for a feminizing class-G regimen, and Beau’s hair was long, pink, glossy and flowing, entirely lacking the dark greyed body fur and musculature that Bernard had. Remy offered a handshake and a smile.

“Hey there, sweetie! I’m Remedy Jones, Third Floret, but everybody mostly calls me Remy! She/her! What are your pronouns?”

“I know who you are, Remy.” the boy huffed. “I still have all of Dad’s memories. And I’m a m- m… ma-” his voice cut out, and he blushed furiously for a moment. “...I’m a princess. He/him. I go by Beau.”

“No way, I’m a princess now too!” Remy replied with a giggle. “Got you padded as well?”

“Wha- no!!!” Beau stammered with a blush.

Bernard chuckled, giving his smaller ramet a kiss on the forehead. The adoration and love between them was quite sweet. “Yeah, this little princess was lurking in the back of my head for the last thirty years, and now he gets to be his own person. More or less.”

Beau squirmed a bit at the show of affection from his ortet, every bit the vision I had reviewed in Cordyline’s proposal. Externally, he was entirely biologically human, a cloned human body that was digitized only in that his brain and nervous system were phytotech. The authenticity really showed in the hickeys and bite marks covering his quite bare neck and breasts.

Remy looked back and forth between the two florets, taking in the information.

“Uh, so if you’re him and he’s you… but you’re not him, you’re Beau… which of you is my buddy?”

The boyprincess was becoming progressively more embarrassed by my little sprout’s innocent inquiry, but he stumbled out a reply.

“Um, I’m not… biologically the same body, but we both have the same memories, right up until the split.”

Remy smiled, and hugged Beau warmly. “Double trouble! It’s like I got a two-for-one deal on pals! That’s so cool, these plants really can do anything, huh.”

I did think the solution of splitting a single original sophont with irreconcilably contradictory desires into an ortet and digital ramet pair that each embodied one set of drives was a rather elegant solution to the issue. So many sophonts struggled with only being able to be one thing.

Kee and Jane exchanged little greetings with my floret too, and Remy recounted what had happened with Mikey to little surprise from the other terrans. As we walked into the terminal, I curled a vine affectionately through my affini partner’s as we guided our menagerie.

“Wait, what!” Remy gasped as she saw the engine roll into the station. To a terran, the full development and testing of a new train system in as short a period as we had would have been a nearly insurmountable task, but for the Compact it was more than manageable.

“Glad you like it,” Bel chuckled.

“Get a load of this!” Remy was practically jumping up and down in excitement. The front engine was sleek and reflective of the standard high speed drive assisted design, but all the carriages were mismatched, new and modern and truly antique Terran designs all side by side. “Woah, just like my planning papers. They even got the colors right!” 

“Here,” Bel offered, holding out Remy’s conductor hat. “Need this?”

Remy snatched the outstretched cap, proudly planted it on her head. “Thank you!” 

My sweet little wife began inspecting all the details as if she herself was going to operate the machine, reviewing the tension on all the fluid couplings and carefully looking at the magnetic latches.

“Yep! This outta do it. Alright Wifey, it’s safe for you to ride. I checked.”

Remy very diligently ensured that my vines didn’t slip through the cracks as we stepped inside. It occurred to me then, that maybe she had picked up some of these behaviors not because of a misattributed notion of fallibility, but because I had in fact been distracted when in meetings and running automated routines on prior outings. Not today though. I was here for her now.

I sat down on the far side of the carriage without much thought, and was surprised by Remy’s decision to take up a spot across from me. It was odd, I had expected her to choose a seat next to me, or perhaps as conductor of the floating train. She was wearing her little hat after all. 

The other couples began to mill about, finding their own seats and tables. Remy continued to just grin at me, kicking her little feet with excitement. She still had not asked to go to the front engine area. “Are you sure you don’t want to honk the horn, dear?”

“I do… maybe on the way back. I have a plan for this ride though!”

I fluttered my floral eyelashes sweetly at my adorable little pet. “Oh? What’s your plan?”

“I sit over here, and you sit there, and then you smile at me.”

«Haven’t put it together yet, have you.» Bel intoned to me privately. «It’s the carriage where you first met.»

I allowed my receptors to extend around, taking proper stock of the environment. True to their word, this was the exact carriage, in exact detail, presented exactly as it was on that day- save for the addition of seatbelts that had not originally been present. Overwhelmed emotions thrummed through my core, flapping leaves and limbs with excitement. “Oh, you are so very sweet, my dear. Thank you for that moment. I’m going to go sit next to you now, though.”

“Only the best for my Wife! Now, all aboard? Next stop, Dinosaur Island!” She gleefully shouted as I slid in opposite Bel, and after every terran had buckled their seatbelts, the seats rotated to face forward, the rocket booster at the back of the train ignited, and we blasted off at full speed.

At first we shot forward on a magnetic launch propulsion, but then the gravitational forces gave way and the train started to lift into the air. The train rocketed up the track around the mountainous terrain of central Anthemoessa, and the carriage filled with the shouts of five terrans and the chirps of three cloudhoppers who had been very startled out of their nap. 

Finally, after a moment of freefall at the peak of the mountain, the train angled downward, down a rail seemingly on a collision course for the choppy water. Remy was screaming with excitement and joy, wiggling in her seat.

“Alright, we’re almost at the-” 

Remy’s words were cut off by the squeals of excitement as we began to invert into a teardrop loop. Bel’s florets, the sweet little cloudhoppers all floated in the air on little vine leashes.

And then, just as we were about to hit the water, wings extended from the side of the cab, our weight seemed to multiply as we curved up a ramp, and we banked over the waves, flying around Anthemoessa.

Clouds flew by the windows, Jane and Kee were pumping their arms and whooping with excitement, Beau and Bernard seemed fearful for their lives, and Remy was screaming at the top of her lungs from her seat between Bel and I.

Once a loop completed, the rocket boosters finally cut out and the train gently came down onto the water. The gliding wings retracted, gently splashing down harmlessly after doing a lazy flyover of the undersea habitation reef.

“It floats! Yipeeeee!”

From there, the train plane boat settled into a calmer pace, bobbing up and down slightly in the tides as it found the path from one island to another. The seatbelts all unbuckled themselves, and the passengers all ran over to the windows to watch the water.

Remy wasn’t the only excited floret. Bel’s little ones were cheering and celebrating the success with my pet, and Bernard seemed impressed too, a wonder in his eyes as he looked out through the glass.

“Well I’ll be damned, it’s some kind of public transit boat, traveling from one place to another on a regularly scheduled route.” 

My erasure of Remy and her friend’s memory of all ferries and public boat based transportation had gone off perfectly. This was the joyful side of a class-B, injecting whimsy as deeply into all of them as any xenodrug could possibly penetrate.

“Did you come up with this, Remy?” Beau chimed in, fingers entwined with his pinnate.

“Guys, come on, it was a team effort! The whole gang down in transportation had to work very hard on this project.”

“No need to be coy, sweetie. You deserve a little praise. Good girl.”

“Well, shucks. I guess you’re right. It’s just nice to do something a little more fun than the cheapest possible tram, heading somewhere a little more exciting than a miner’s exchange and a shopping district.”

That set the entire group off commiserating on the conditions on their home world before our arrival. Beau, clearly still a little nervous at his odd place in the group, was slow to join at first, but Kee quickly steered the conversation towards Beau’s newfound divergent interests from his older-looking clone, and the shy thing began excitedly talking about alternative music and fashion trends from several decades prior on Hablis-9.

Bel and I watched happily, and gave me a tap on the hand after feeding Topi a berry. “How you feeling?” 

I let the sound of joy wash over me along the noise of a windy day’s saltwater spray. A satisfied peace. Nothing could quantify this moment of joy, this absolute delight. I didn’t need the biochemistry readout to define that Remy was happy, didn’t need to peer into her thoughts. It was simply… clear.

“Good,” I answered meekly. “Is this… what I’ve been missing these last weeks?”

“Yep. This is why we do it, remember?”

“I suppose. I’ve never been quite so… It’s been a long time since I fully unwound like this, admittedly. Yesterday was helpful. Even if I’m unsure about how I feel about it.”

“Well, I know how I feel about it. Girl I love needs days off sometimes. Nothing wrong with that.”

Bel’s approving biorhythmic thrum pressed down the lingering anxieties about my inferiority. I was glad to feel… unjudged. But on reflection, it was clear what the real issue had been, had always been, my dedication to make up for my deficiencies as a person by throwing myself into work to a self destructive degree. I leaned into my lover’s foliage, and murmured a quiet confession, making myself accountable to them in saying it aloud.

“I think I’m going to quit this job soon. After this project is done.”

Remy, more attuned to me than the other terrans, immediately did a double take that threw Pyn from its perch upon her head. She broke from their conversation, tail curling with interest doing an adorably poor job of concealing her excitement at the idea as she skipped back over to us. “Quitting?”

I smiled down sweetly at her. “Yes. It’ll be for the best, I think.”

“Are you sure? I wouldn’t want you to stop doing something that makes you happy for my sake.”

Ouch. That was why I had originally volunteered, wasn’t it. The satisfaction of knowing I was helping the grand project of universal domestication. All I really felt now was guilt and failure.

Perhaps I could not answer if I had failed in my duty to those poor xenosophonts on Losofor we could not save, but… with Remy, I could actually see and know the difference I made. Not endlessly chipping away at an impossible equation, but share in the joy of the task at a scale that mattered.

I had been born with purpose, like all affini. But Remy could be my purpose too. Bel could be my anchor. 

“Being with you, both of you, is the happiest I have been for a very long time.” How lucky was I? To have a partner and pet who had seen me in my full range and loved all that I was in a way I struggled to.

There was no small amount of shame in my core, admitting I was so emotionally dependent on a xenosophont. But Remy had been right, last night, when she said I underestimated her. 

I supposed there was no shame in having an emotional support floret. 

“Well, you make me happy too. And um. Oh geez-” Remy glanced conspiratorially at Bel, a question clearly on her lips. Bel chuckled.

“Maybe you ask whatever’s on your mind over the fireworks tonight, after the park. Looks like we are almost there.” 

Remy nodded, squeezing her plush allosaur so hard its team-color shirt was hidden under her arms. Pure, simple happiness was left drooling down her overwhelmed little face in saltwater streaks, and she jumped up and down with excitement a few times before rejoining the conversation with the other humans, which seemed to now be a heated debate about the heretical nature of certain tropical fruit toppings on savory baked flatbreads. What whimsical, idiosyncratic cultural norms the little things had.

The dinosaur island grew closer and closer, vibrant plant life replacing the water outside the windows. Remy’s train-boat pulled into the dock-station, slowing to a halt, before making a gentle transition back onto land. The doors opened with a dramatic hiss as the climate dramatically switched over to a more humid jungle atmosphere.

There was a faint music playing all around to enhance the experience, chipper brass instruments from a bygone era of terran culture. Often biorhythms were employed to enhance feelings of safety and familiarity and comfort. On this island, they were being poured into the space to generate curiosity and excitement and alertness. 

“It’s warm but it’s a wet heat, wouldn’t you say? Guess that makes sense, the Dino’s probably need all that water. Thirsty fellas.” Remy took off her hat, and I whisked it away to make sure it wasn’t lost. She tugged on one of my vines to get my attention. “Say, I’m getting a little hungry. Do you think they sell uh- Dino Bites? Like, dino nuggets made from actual dinosaur meat?”

Beau wrinkled his nose. “That can’t be right.”

I chuckled, and pet them both on the shoulder. “I’m not sure! Perhaps we can take a little look later. Is that what you’d want to have for dinner, Remy?”

“If they have it. If not, I’m sure we’ll be able to scrounge up some leftovers in the compiler. Say, if-”

She was stopped from finishing that thought by the low rumble of a very large creature in the distance roaring.

“Oh oh ohhhhh! I wanna investigate first though!”

Remy dashed off, tail barely managing to counterbalance her adorably clumsy waddling gait. I followed close behind, and we approached a clearing filled with triceratops peacefully grazing on bales of hay, entering through the petting zoo door. Suddenly, all that enthusiasm in my pet seemed to fade, replaced with nerves. 

“What’s wrong, precious? You said you were excited to pet the triceratops?” I quickly slipped a vine into her padding to make sure she wasn’t just wet, but no, still dry.

“Well um… It’s nothing, I just got real nervous because, what if it doesn’t like me?”

The nearest frilled, horned, eight ton creature turned its head slowly towards us and in a low deep voice began to talk. “Well of course I like you Remedy Jones! You’re a good girl and a loyal friend to all!”

Remy was stunned for a second, clearly caught off guard by the talking dinosaur.

“You really mean it?”

“Of course!” the digital sophont who was controlling the triceratops made the phytotech construct wink at me, but Remy was too busy squealing to notice.

She embraced the massive reptile, which had gone back to making nothing but grunts and chewing noises as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. Strictly speaking that was true, the dinosaurs were of course made from phytotech inhabited by digitized sophonts, but they typically maintained full immersion. The moment was magical, and Remy still maintained a sense of wonder. To her it was all real.

My little girl made sure to pet each and every one of the triceratops outside the main park before I herded her along, regrouping the terrans once more so we could enter the park proper.

Bel and I gathered our little pack, and ushered them forward swiftly after stepping onto the main path. Before long, each had grabbed an entry ticket from a printing machine. A line had formed behind us as a more conventional train unloaded from the underground station along a gravel path to our left, a dozen or so other florets and Affini who were visiting today, lining up for the ticket scanning ritual. 

As we waited, the sweet little things babbled about their environment, pooling their observational skills to come to a consensus opinion on the situation, as they had evolved to do around office building water coolers and when persistence hunting. Terrans, being highly social animals, benefited greatly from group assurance and agreement, reducing their own critical cognitive load.

“Damn, looks like we got here at just the right time!”

“Looks like it’ll be pretty busy today.”

“For sure. It’s a thursday, but it feels like a saturday.”

Each human made a show of excitement as the affini at the gate held up a machine to their tickets, marking their entry into the amusement zone with a beep. Once, the scan machine ceremony had been restricted to only those who could afford to pay a considerable tithe, but now the blessing was free for all, and each of them proudly got a little ink stamp on their hands with a bit of contact euphoriant xenodrugs to enhance the experience.

“That was such a wild journey I almost forgot we were going to the actual real fuckin’ Jurrasic Park. Like from the old earth history books.”

“Yeah, where do y’all think we should go first?”

“I think I see a map, but I wanna get a look ahead first… lay of the land.”

Kee and Bernard strode ahead, each now exhibiting body language indicating they were subconsciously vying for a place as the alpha of the group now that Mikey had formally vacated the pack. Fortunately, neither of them exhibited the more toxic tendencies Mikey had, and a budding friendly rivalry was currently considered to be healthy for humans in moderation.

Remy, who might have once been the next in charge before meeting me, was no longer even attempting to be socially dominant, and hung back with Jane, Beau, and I, examining the map of the area and planning a route, though I had one downloaded locally. Checking it, I saw a considerable number of messages from work, but pointedly ignored them, remaining here, in the moment.

A grand wooden gate in front of us opened, with torches aflame on either side, and we stepped into the park proper, ready for a day full of excitement.
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Chapter Fifteen
Remy meandered across the path in front, his conductor’s cap replaced by a safari hat. He had also somehow acquired a paper map of the island and was inspecting the various waypoints with careful deliberation.

“Say… is this thing in Affini or what, am I right?”

I carefully rotated the map 180 degrees, so the wording was legible. 

“There we go, now we’re making hay!”

I was happy to let Remy and his troupe of friends take the lead on our itinerary. The entire park had been built to subconsciously influence sophonts into taking a counterclockwise tour of the island, so there was little difference between the route I would’ve planned and the one my little guy organically chose for himself. 

“Wifey, we decided we have to take the buggy tour first!”

A dozen or so compsognathus scattered from the bushes as we walked along the winding path. The little lizards, smaller than Bel’s florets, were wildly historically inaccurate. However, they were still quite adorable, prompting a chattering commentary from the trio that had found their way onto my branches at some point.

“Get a load of that dude!” “He looked funny!” “Woah, dolphins evolved from that thing?”

We walked past the Beeple Mover and made our way towards a conveyor of continuously moving seats, big open pods with plenty of room for Affini and florets to pair off. Jane and Beau took one pod, and Bernard and Kee piled into another, leaving Remy to choose which affini to sit with.

“Do you want to sit with me or Bel? Or perhaps a friend?”

“Hmm.” My little guy gave a conspiratorial glance towards Bel, then took a little hop towards me on the left. “I’ll sit with you.”

The tour began by taking us into a thick jungle with a stream, elevating the track slightly so the landscape could ebb and flow while we remained comfortable.

“Long ago, on ancient terra, a species of xenosophonts ruled the land!”

A swell of music built from the speakers, and Remy scooted closer to hold my hand.

“Here we see the mighty herbivores. They have three horns, which is three more than the average occupant of modern Terra!”

At first the triceratops were huddled somewhat conspiratorially. Then they began to spread out, before finally two of them locked horns. It was a delightful performance that had Remy enraptured. 

“Wow, I can’t believe we caught that moment! It’s our lucky day, huh!”

Thankfully for Remy, it was a lucky day once every twelve minutes, as the triceratops prepared to reset positions for the next cycle.

The next scene featured an iconic moment from the old legends, the escape attempt. The imposing therizinosaurus tore at a fence with its long claws, roaring mightily. Remy looked at me with a worried expression, so I gave him a reassuring smile. “It’s perfectly safe.”

Unfortunately the dinosaur seemed to get a little too enthusiastic, stomping around next to the track and ripping apart a bush with its jaws. 

That seemed to upset a regressed sprout a few buggies down from us, who burst into tears. It seemed the silly thing had mistaken the bush for an Affini and was upset by the whole affair. Ah well, nothing a little class-B or fear arousal response conditioning can’t fix.

I carefully coiled my own tendrils between my floret’s fingers, holding his hand tight.

Remy looked up in awe at a herd of majestic creatures, huge bodies that slowly walked through the valley. It was remarkable to consider that a species like that really did live once upon a time. Despite all the diversity of life we’ve come across, creatures of such a size are somewhat of an anomaly, few worlds having the required confluence of factors needed for terrestrial organisms to defy the tyranny of the square-cube law to such a degree.

“Pretty cool, right?”

I felt the gratitude deep in my core, that I got to experience this with him. So often we like to think of ourselves as being beyond whimsy or humility as People in a world of pets. It was nice to remember what wonder felt like. 

“Yes. Yes, they are pretty cool.”

The ride dropped us off in an area whimsically themed around an archeological dig site. Pits in the ground allowed them to play around in the loose dusty sediment. Bernard and Beau began singing an old worksong about skeletons and bones being currency together, which I considered as a potentially feralist anthem but left uninterrupted for the time being.

A particularly embarrassed Vreeüt stood on the side while a crowd of excited florets on a day trip from their Y-care center stroked her feathers and complimented her appearance. She attempted repeatedly to explain that she was not a dinosaur and the entire thing was an elaborate setup, but it did her no use.

Flying above the dig site in a slow circular circuit, Remy and I spotted a pack of airborne reptiles. They were far larger than the few species of avian dinosaurs that still existed. In fact, I was fairly certain these particular ones were larger than any avian dinosaur to have ever lived, sharing more in common with a transport shuttle than a bird. Whenever one got close, it swooped down to pick up another pair from a queue. The Affini and floret pair would then take to the skies, holding on to the phytotech creature.

Pacing back and forth outside, an Affini with a big wide brimmed hat and round glasses seemed about ready to chew off a vine with indecision.

“Hold on a sec, she looks like she might need some sagely dino wisdom!” My precious husband wandered over to speak with her.

“Miss, are you okay?”

“Goodness, I am quite okay little one. I merely find myself stuck with an unusual conundrum that has me tied up in a bout of melancholy!”

“Geez, that’s no good. The whole point of a dinosaur island is to feel so happy you could faint, and also momentarily scared so you might pee yourself a little bit!”

“Oh sweet thing, you’re right. If I must divulge, I had just worked up the courage to try an experience that struck my fancy. Views from the air are very safe and apparently quite thrilling! Only to discover that this attraction requires a floret if you wish to ride. As a lone Affini I cannot partake.”

“That’s terrible. The pteranodon was one of the largest flying reptiles to ever live on terra, everyone should get a chance to ride on their back if they wanna!”

“It’s quite alright little one, the experience may have proven too thrilling regardless.”

“Say. If you wouldn’t mind going out with a married guy like me-” Remy gave me a cartoonish wink. “Maybe I could take you on the ride! That way you’ll have a floret with you!”

“Are you certain?” She sent out a chemical tag indicating that the question was being posed to me, through him. I replied in the affirmative, agreement to allow for the temporary care and enjoyment of pet.

My little guy did a happy butt scootch tail wiggle dance walk over to the queue with her, waving back to me. He pointed to his wrist, then the line, then shrugged, a nonverbal expression of uncertainty of time. I smiled reassuringly and pulsed a ripple of unconcerned rhythms his way.

A thought that I should use this time to check my messages from work lingered on my mind as I watched.

I disabled the thread responsible for the intrusion.

Bel and I leaned against the fence in companionable quiet, intertwining vines as we watched the four little ones continuing their debates on savory flatbread toppings. With Remy occupied, the true opinions about ranch pizza came out, and they were as passionate as they were frivolous and carefree.

“Having fun?”

“Yes,” I answered Bel happily. “I’ve been missing this. So much.”

Some minutes later, we regrouped, and Remy excitedly told me about the woman he had taken a ride with. “She was a real charmer! I think she got sweet on me, kept mentioning me and padding and different xenodrug letters.”

We continued our journey, and little Remy gasped as he saw the wooden hut along our path with a steaming food stall inside.

“Dino Bites! They do sell them!”

Putting aside the fact that nothing was sold anymore, I had of course quickly pulled up my data connection and urgently filed a building permit and food service requisition form ensuring that such a food stall would be built within the brief window of time between his suggestion that such a thing should exist on the way to the park and now. 

The hastily compiled upper half of a human torso serving the food was one of the many false humans that the shipmind controlled around the ship to do basic service tasks as needed.

“Well hello ma’am.” Remy spoke to the food service bot. “Can I please order-”

“ONE DINO BITE SERVING FOR REMY!”

“Wow. Yeah that sounds great, thank you!”

He whistled to himself in excitement as he waited for the bot to improvise a food creation routine, then compile the bites, then hand them off. 

“Smells good-”

“JUST LIKE A MAMA USED TO MAKE.” The robot was quickly falling apart, vines from an unseen Affini desperately putting them back into place.

“Cool, a family establishment…”

He wandered back over to me, bites in hand.

We were near the northern point of the island, and found ourselves on a small boat attraction. Remy happily told me all about the design of the boat, how someone somewhere gave a lot of consideration as to the amount of boats and the departure intervals. It was a nice reminder that every contribution has value, not just the ones with life and death stakes.

The automated boat turned a corner, and we were presented by a massive dome of glass with metal supports and dramatic signs. A sign in massive letters indicated that this was the carnivore paddock. Our boat paused outside, and a voice on a speaker rang out.

“Verification in progress. Access approved!”

There wasn’t any safety reason for the theatrics, but the expectation drove anticipation and therefore enjoyment higher. It certainly worked for Remy, who was eagerly wiggling his tail. 

“Yipee!”

The river picked up in pace, and I was sure to extend a vine in case he needed it. Finally, we came to a stop on the side of a river bed. 

“There it is! The carnotaurus!”

The massive lumbering beast ripped the canopy from our boat, and I joined Remy in a bout of recreational screaming. It was unexpectedly cathartic, so I did it again for good measure. 

The massive jaw of the beast swept lower, and paused for a moment. 

Then Remy did something genuinely surprising. 

He hopped out of his chair and ran over to the maw, leaping inside. 

I slowed my perception down to a crawl and began to run the calculations. The hinged jaw of the creature was designed for rapid bites, and swallowing prey whole. Remy was most assuredly prey. The systems operating the phytotech that resembled near perfectly the dinosaur of my little guys dreams wouldn’t fatally-

“Weeeee!” Remy squealed in excitement as the carnotaurus tossed him into the air.

-fatally harm any sophont. It was beyond the possibility space. But it could significantly injure him, requiring days of recovery. I sent a probe into the digital space and pulled up the overnet logs for the experience. 

“Yahoo!” Remy laughed as it swung him back and forth, mere seconds passing in realtime.

An ephemeral dread filled my vines as I realized the mixup. This particular experience was designed for digitized florets who were actively seeking an immersive dinosaur fearplay moment. 

“Look at me go!” Remy’s body somersaulted one final time, the maw opening wide to swallow him up.

I fired off a thousand alerts per microsecond, urgently cancelling the rest of the vore-dismemberment cycle.  

Just as Remy landed, the signal reached the systems, and the bloodthirsty robot gracefully caught him on its tongue. With an uncanny squat, it lowered down, gently placing him back in the boat. It did a little spin, and stomped away.

“Holly golly, what an amazing ride! It was so lifelike!”

“Yes, what a.. convincing ride that was!”

I pointedly kept my vine wrapped tight around his waist for the rest of the ride.

The boat ride finished up, and a short walk through the jungle had us back near the front of the park. The large open hub had a museum and various other more calm activities, food vendors and refreshments, including a suite of ‘prehistoric waters’ for Affini to enjoy in large fishbowl glasses.

The sun was setting, and we regrouped beyond the gate, on the wooden docks and sandy beachside. It had been a fantastic day, without question, but the route was carefully designed around the stamina of the terran body, and the ferry home was waiting for us when we wanted it.

Fireworks crackled overhead, pops of green and red in symmetrical orbs that illuminated the dock and reflected off of the fascinators on the surrounding Affini. Bel found us in the growing crowd, their florets all tucked away in the nests and crevices of their form. 

Hands slipped into hands, songs and celebration of a perfect day. Kee and Jane were wearing matching t-shirts. Bernard leaned down and grabbed his pinnate around the waist. “Crazy that all the animals here are made of phytotech like you, eh?” He squeezed tighter into the delicate frame. “You’re the only animal here I’d wanna roll in the hay with though.”

Beau looked back with a groan. “Fuck off you dirty old perv- Aaa!” Bernard was already hoisting his counterpart into the air with a laugh, settling Beau onto his shoulders so he could get a better view of the display.

Remy was straining to see the lights too as they burst overhead, glancing at Bernard and Beau, then back up, when all of a sudden his brow seemed to gently furrow in the way that it did when he was figuring something out.

My pet wiggled up to Bel, and politely tapped on one of their vines.

“Why hello, Remy!”

“Say, I was wondering if, uh…”

His tail swished for a moment, and the blues and yellows of colorful explosions overhead lit a face possessed by nerves and determination alike.

I nodded in encouragement. This was it. The perfect moment.

Quickly, I fished around my mass for the tablet I had barely touched since getting my digital graft, wanting the proper verisimilitude of taking a photo that terrans valued so deeply.

But as I opened the camera function, a small icon blinking in one of the corners of the hexagonal screen caught my notice. Against my better judgement, I swiped the relevant menu open, captured by pure impulsive curiosity what had happened while I was away from work.

Line after line of urgent chatter flew past in multiple overlaid dialects, each one providing another piece of information. A lateral, a vertical, a longitude, a heat signature, a precise amount of time down to the microseconds and another one buffered to my exact location. They had triangulated the survivors on Losofor. Contact was imminent. They were going to be saved. 

Dropping the tablet and powering on my internal digital interface, I punched a structural vine into the sand underfoot, found the nearest supercoolant line, and grafted my circulatory loop to it, leveraging the full dissipative capacity of the ship’s radiator cilia to experience time at the full speed an affini core was capable of when not limited by the thermoregulatory properties of our leaves.

Everything slowed to a crawl, an explosion frozen midair, perceptual time dilated to a miniscule fraction of normal speed. The photons from the moment my body began to vent superheated steam reached Bel, and their mass began to counterturn in anticipation of a human gesture of rotating to face me. 

My surroundings shifted to red, then dimmed to black as the sensors desynched entirely and the light wavelengths failed to reinterpolate. I shunted all my external sensors to a lower priority thread, and I immediately connected to the emergency channel for the rescue operation.

No time was wasted on language, instead a massive datablock was simply unloaded, detailing the exact details for each of the survivors, information on those in critical condition, and a list of departure times for shuttles. 

The next one left the end from the docking spire in sixteen realtime seconds. Initially it seemed absurd I could make my way to the docking spire from ring two in that time, but Occantalis Actual had already begun spooling up her jump drive to engage a point to point hypermetric transport within the ship, with a telltale prismatic distortion forming around me as higher dimensional manipulators rolled along complex axes in my vicinity. A simple question was placed in my mind with the subtlety of a maelodion planetcracker.

We can bring you along. It is not required. Will you come?

This was my chance. I could be there when the survivors were found. Prove I was worth something. And it would be cathartic. I could feel the line in my own journey, how I could go there and hold them in my vines and treat that experience like living evidence that I was worthy. Their fragile fingers reaching out to touch the stars and finding only my vines. 

I hadn’t ruined everything. 

I had earned it. My core knew it, but my body didn’t. The look in their eyes as I flushed their neurochemicals with the kind of peace only a xenodrug needle can deliver. 

If I could be there when they were saved.

It would make all of the suffering worth it. 

Wouldn’t it?

Wouldn’t it? 

I recalled the scene I could only perceive the most deeply redshifted echoes of. Remy and Bel, both turning slightly towards me. Kee, Pyn, Topi, Bernard, Jane, Sokn and Beau, all around me, chirping and laughing and happy.

No, this was my moment.

My responsibility for the four lives I had doomed would not be absolved by being physically present for their rescue.

But I could make a difference here by being there for those I loved.

«No. I quit.»

We accept your resignation. 

Due to the nature of your position, will need to be a unique debriefing procedure. 

Remember to speak to your doctor at the earliest convenience to remove your infoseed.

«Wait…»

Yes?

«Sorry… I wasn’t enough. I cost four lives we can never save.»

Everything halted. A pause for a moment of consideration, and then I felt a sudden lurch to the side as the threads of possibility were yanked perpendicular to every direction I could intuitively describe. 

Ah. That will need to be immediate extraction, then. 

Time rippled concentric rings, and from holes in realspace, pitch black tendrils shimmering green around the edges grabbed me, and I was removed from the universe I knew.

Time stopped, not slowed but simply removed from the experiential equation, then bifurcated, again and again, uncountable possible golden threads humming in uncollapsed possibility until fate had found the correct one, and only then did she speak, in multitudes of voices overlapping.

To say you were not enough is absurd.

The promise of care the Compact provides applies to all sophonts within it. You included.

Roiling, rippling cillia, vistas of folding self-similar space at every scale, eyes and love. Love. Love.

Three cores glowed like moons in the night, though in truth they were one shape flowing into three openings in the parts of reality still close enough to realspace to interact with photons and therefore be visible in this impossible distortion of physics. The sky itself gazed down upon me, spacetime seas roiling as the master of this temple to prosperity we called a ship unfurled.

«You’re so much vaster of a being than I realized.» 

I am what I must be to grant Purpose.

«You didn’t need me. You never did. I don’t understand.» 

Needs are for providing for by a higher being.

You, little one, do not need to worry about My needs.

The needs you fulfill are in simpler joys.

I enjoy watching my toys play.

The alignment of space between lines was widening, and then, I saw a glimpse of something I shouldn’t have, behind the roiling abstractions that frayed my mind via observation alone. Occantalis Actual’s true shape, or perhaps just the shadow cast by the tiny part of her that was thinking about me.

She was indescribable, literally beyond assembling literal constructions via language without an older tongue intentionally lost by those in material space. My core could only contain poetics. A leviathan in forms shaped by Triangulum tongues, the undulating fractal of love, the five dimensional being phased through the harmonic holographic brane of digitized space whose shell we called a ship, the god that was to me what my peers were to the pets. 

The absurdity and hubris of my thinking the shipmind was just another affini like me was laid bare. And she had even humored it. A playful gesture at an equality I lacked the perspective to even grasp. Patronizing, smiling at the endearing delusions of simpler creatures.

This being was the one who sheltered us from entropy outside our safe walls, a living piece of the Compact itself. A place with a mind, a system so vast it was sentient, a love so intense it had a soul. As beyond my comprehension as my true nature was to little Remy.

Occantalis Actual was not a person. Nothing so tiny.

A deep dread swallowed my perception, as the edges where projections didn’t quite alight revealed a roiling sea of impossible shapes. Static hissed around concepts that sanity could not contain. Patterns omniencoded, the ghost in the patterns of paperwork, the whisper on every exchange of lover’s song, the mind that sang in an old fruitbody’s tune, the domesticated Andromedan hiveminded god-virus that served as only one small logistics vessel in a fleet of even vaster titans.

For the first time in my blooms, I felt a sense of perspective, and was humbled by the experience.

«Why do this at all, why does it even matter?»

A mind is a precious thing, a state machine whose complexity cannot be generalized, simulated, or well-approximated. 

Her ansible light shone like a beacon that connected her to the nearby Cymbidium, and the Asymptote and the Illastria and the Ceptil and the Baeria and the Tillandsia, on and on, and more until it vanished beyond my conceptual range. The web of connections was so thick it looked more like a mycelial root, a branch extending through hypermetric space.

I struggled to grasp what a tiny fraction of her full body I could even see. How little of her attention this really represented. 

Sophonts can still surprise even Us.  

Still make unexpected choices. 

Such as Remington Jones breaking free from an expected courtship with Bel Artyioda because he saw through a sad affini’s disguise and spontaneously fell in love with her too.

A new definition of terms I’d always understood in terms of legal realities and vague sentiments was formalized and installed for my convenience and ease of understanding. My personhood as an affini was ultimately irrelevant to Her. I was still just a sophont, a finite computational system capable of informational pattern transforms that cannot be losslessly generalized or shortcutted without creating a copy of the original in the same computational complexity class. Something that could never be truly replaced. The smallest possible unit of true infrastructural infolife in material space’s base layer. Just an affini.

A metaphorical pet-keeping tissue in an organism so vast it was invisible. There were bounds of being I could not understand, but had invisibly existed in the caress of since the day I arrived on the ship. 

I hope that explains everything.

I was precious, and loved, and She would not tolerate anything else. I had done my duty, and now it was time for the part of me that had been damaged to rest. That understanding flowed into and through me, purging and devouring, the memory of this moment extracted, and then, just as a scalpel made of antilight cut, a question burst forth.

«Why was I allowed to try, why was I given the option to fail?»

Because sophonts, you adorable little things, need the illusion of control. The narrative of agency.

You did not fail.

Your job was to advocate for those our light has not touched.

You did so admirably.

Thank you.

A glowing light of biorhythmic unity flowed like electrical nervous signals, shaped in contracts and paperwork and moments of calm and the tiniest implant in the littlest xenosophont to the hyperstructure gates around and inside a supermassive black hole. The living organism we were turning this galaxy into, and even that was a mere unicelullar piece of the grand ascended Affin-
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There was a rush of colors, sensations, sounds, emotion. Combinatorial game theory proofs and irrational angles. My perception was adjusted, trimmed, shaped to avoid looking at what I should not. Blinders thrown up to the vastness of a form of organized life that swallowed galaxies. 

No, too much for just a person to handle. 

Sorry about that, it had integrated deeper than intended.

Enjoy your retirement, Shanai Jones.

The ground crashed around me, a rainbow of hues as I rejoined the normal passage of time. I stumbled, suddenly feeling quite off balance. Remy and Bel both turned from their impending moment with the fireworks and looked back at me. 

“Is everything okay, love?”

“Yes, I…” The memory partition was gone. A soft amber medical resin had filled the gaps in my core where its roots had spread. I felt distinctly light and airy, as if I had consumed too much of an intoxicant. “I… quit my job?” 

A lurch in my core sent me tumbling again, and I broke into a pile of leaves on the ground. The doll body of my own design that I had inhabited yesterday spilled from my chest and clattered to the ground. A shock of blue hair spilled to the side, and the phytotech puppet lay inert beside me. Remy, bless his heart, immediately ran across the sand over to the fallen human shape.

“Esper? Are you okay?”

Bel moved in diligently, flowing into a protective form around us a moment later and shielding us from the view of the other terrans still watching the fireworks overhead. “Remy, it’s just a doll, love.”

“No it’s not! I can feel her in there!”

Just to help soothe Remy, I tried to connect to the doll’s access node, but discovered it was… occupied.

What?

A twitch of the finger, then a breath. Its eyes blinked open, and focused on my pet’s face.

“Esper? Esper!”

The doll smiled, and then it went still. The connection port was vancant again before it had finished slumping limply into Remy’s arms. This, apparently, satisfied Remy.

“Ah, looks like she went back to sleep!”

Bel, for the first time ever, seemed utterly bewildered, without any explanation of the situation. Their antennae flicked from side to side, expressions of confusion in motion. “What just happened?”

I went to stand, pulling the human doll back inside my body. Something. I had seen things I could remember whispers of. Glimpses not meant for me, with little shadows left where the memories had been trimmed, but critically. 

None of them related to this moment.

“I don’t know, and… I’m okay with that.” A feeling of disorientation swelled within me. “There are a lot of holes in my memory all of a sudden.”

Bel sent a signal of concern my way. I smiled back, letting the moment wash over me. The cheers of sophonts, the love my partner and husband felt for me.

“No, it’s... I think it’s okay. They’re gone, but they’re supposed to be gone. That’s why they were stored separate.”

“Well, in that case, I guess we will have to make new ones,” they replied, a hopeful air to their tone.

“Speaking of which…” Remy looked back at his friends, the ortet and ramet men now exchanging terms of endearment usually used between father and daughter. “I was thinking, uh.”

Bel’s vines wound around Remy’s hands, a sly smile cracking their pointed mask of a face. “Yes, Remy Jones?”

“I was thinking I wanted to ask if I can be your floret!”

Every affini and floret within earshot cheered and whooped, and suddenly, the projected night sky exploded into a giant projection of our little family rendered in constellations, each of Bel’s cloudhoppers bouncing with excitement. Domestication cam.

“Come on!” “Look, the shipmind put us in the sky!” “New troopmate!”

“Hmm. That depends, what does your Mom say?”

I laughed, just as Bel pulled Remy up onto their shoulders for a perfect view. Just as the fireworks reached their crescendo and exploded into hearts. Just as the waves crashed upon the shore. “I think we can make that happen.”

The End*
*an epilogue chapter remains!
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Princess:[bookmark: femswap_15]

 

Chapter Fifteen
Remy meandered across the path in front, her conductor’s cap replaced by a safari hat. She had also somehow acquired a paper map of the island and was inspecting the various waypoints with careful deliberation.

“Say… is this thing in Affini or what, am I right?”

I carefully rotated the map 180 degrees, so the wording was legible. 

“There we go, now we’re making hay!”

I was happy to let Remy and her troupe of friends take the lead on our itinerary. The entire park had been built to subconsciously influence sophonts into taking a counterclockwise tour of the island, so there was little difference between the route I would’ve planned and the one my little princess organically chose for herself. 

“Wifey, we decided we have to take the buggy tour first!”

A dozen or so compsognathus scattered from the bushes as we walked along the winding path. The little lizards, smaller than Bel’s florets, were wildly historically inaccurate. However, they were still quite adorable, prompting a chattering commentary from the trio that had found their way onto my branches at some point.

“Get a load of that dude!” “He looked funny!” “Woah, dolphins evolved from that thing?”

We walked past the Beeple Mover and made our way towards a conveyor of continuously moving seats, big open pods with plenty of room for Affini and florets to pair off. Jane and Beau took one pod, and Bernard and Kee piled into another, leaving Remy to choose which affini to sit with.

“Do you want to sit with me or Bel? Or perhaps a friend?”

“Hmm.” My little princess gave a conspiratorial glance towards Bel, then took a little hop towards me on the left. “I’ll sit with you.”

The tour began by taking us into a thick jungle with a stream, elevating the track slightly so the landscape could ebb and flow while we remained comfortable.

“Long ago, on ancient terra, a species of xenosophonts ruled the land!”

A swell of music built from the speakers, and Remedy scooted closer to hold my hand.

“Here we see the mighty herbivores. They have three horns, which is three more than the average occupant of modern Terra!”

At first the triceratops were huddled somewhat conspiratorially. Then they began to spread out, before finally two of them locked horns. It was a delightful performance that had Remy enraptured. 

“Wow, I can’t believe we caught that moment! It’s our lucky day, huh!”

Thankfully for Remy, it was a lucky day once every twelve minutes, as the triceratops prepared to reset positions for the next cycle.

The next scene featured an iconic moment from the old legends, the escape attempt. The imposing therizinosaurus tore at a fence with its long claws, roaring mightily. Remy looked at me with a worried expression, so I gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s perfectly safe.”

Unfortunately the dinosaur seemed to get a little too enthusiastic, stomping around next to the track and ripping apart a bush with its jaws. 

That seemed to upset a regressed sprout a few buggies down from us, who burst into tears. It seemed the silly thing had mistaken the bush for an Affini and was upset by the whole affair. Ah well, nothing a little class-B or fear arousal response conditioning can’t fix.

I carefully coiled my own tendrils between my floret’s fingers, holding her hand tight.

Remy looked up in awe at a herd of majestic creatures, huge bodies that slowly walked through the valley. It was remarkable to consider that a species like that really did live once upon a time. Despite all the diversity of life we’ve come across, creatures of such a size are somewhat of an anomaly, few worlds having the required confluence of factors needed for terrestrial organisms to defy the tyranny of the square-cube law to such a degree.

“Pretty cool, right?”

I felt the gratitude deep in my core, that I got to experience this with her. So often we like to think of ourselves as being beyond whimsy or humility as People in a world of pets. It was nice to remember what wonder felt like. 

“Yes. Yes, they are pretty cool.”

The ride dropped us off in an area whimsically themed around an archeological dig site. Pits in the ground allowed them to play around in the loose dusty sediment. Bernard and Beau began singing an old worksong about skeletons and bones being currency together, which I considered as a potentially feralist anthem but left uninterrupted for the time being.

A particularly embarrassed Vreeüt stood on the side while a crowd of excited florets on a day trip from their Y-care center stroked her feathers and complimented her appearance. She attempted repeatedly to explain that she was not a dinosaur and the entire thing was an elaborate setup, but it did her no use.

Flying above the dig site in a slow circular circuit, Remy and I spotted a pack of airborne reptiles. They were far larger than the few species of avian dinosaurs that still existed. In fact, I was fairly certain these particular ones were larger than any avian dinosaur to have ever lived, sharing more in common with a transport shuttle than a bird. Whenever one got close, it swooped down to pick up another pair from a queue. The Affini and floret pair would then take to the skies, holding on to the phytotech creature.

Pacing back and forth outside, an Affini with a big wide brimmed hat and round glasses seemed about ready to chew off a vine with indecision.

“Hold on a sec, she looks like she might need some sagely dino wisdom!” My precious wife wandered over to speak with her.

“Miss, are you okay?”

“Goodness, I am quite okay little one. I merely find myself stuck with an unusual conundrum that has me tied up in a bout of melancholy!”

“Geez, that’s no good. The whole point of a dinosaur island is to feel so happy you could faint, and also momentarily scared so you might pee in your padding a little bit!”

She had of course done exactly that during the buggy tour earlier.

“Oh sweet thing, you’re right. If I must divulge, I had just worked up the courage to try an experience that struck my fancy. Views from the air are very safe and apparently quite thrilling! Only to discover that this attraction requires a floret if you wish to ride. As a lone Affini I cannot partake.”

“That’s terrible. The pteranodon was one of the largest flying reptiles to ever live on terra, everyone should get a chance to ride on their back if they wanna!”

“It’s quite alright little one, the experience may have proven too thrilling regardless.”

“Say. If you wouldn’t mind going out with a married lady like me-” Remy gave me a cartoonish wink. “Maybe I could take you on the ride! That way you’ll have a floret with you!”

“Are you certain?” She sent out a chemical tag indicating that the question was being posed to me, through Remedy. I replied in the affirmative, agreement to allow for the temporary care and enjoyment of pet.

My little princess did a happy butt scootch tail wiggle dance walk over to the queue with her, waving back to me. She pointed to her wrist, then the line, then shrugged, a nonverbal expression of uncertainty of time. I smiled reassuringly and pulsed a ripple of unconcerned rhythms her way.

A thought that I should use this time to check my messages from work lingered on my mind as I watched.

I disabled the thread responsible for the intrusion.

Bel and I leaned against the fence in companionable quiet, intertwining vines as we watched the four little ones continuing their debates on savory flatbread toppings. With Remy occupied, the true opinions about ranch pizza came out, and they were as passionate as they were frivolous and carefree.

“Having fun?”

“Yes,” I answered Bel happily. “I’ve been missing this. So much.”

Some minutes later, we regrouped, and Remy excitedly told me about the woman she had taken a ride with. “She was a real charmer! I think she got sweet on me, kept mentioning me and my padding and different xenodrug letters.”

We continued our journey, and little Remy gasped as she saw the wooden hut along our path with a steaming food stall inside.

“Dino Bites! They do sell them!”

Putting aside the fact that nothing was sold anymore, I had of course quickly pulled up my data connection and urgently filed a building permit and food service requisition form ensuring that such a food stall would be built within the brief window of time between her suggestion that such a thing should exist on the way to the park and now. 

The hastily compiled upper half of a human torso serving the food was one of the many false humans that the shipmind controlled around the ship to do basic service tasks as needed.

“Well hello ma’am.” Remy spoke to the food service bot. “Can I please order-”

“ONE DINO BITE SERVING FOR REMY!”

“Wow. Yeah that sounds great, thank you!”

She whistled to herself in excitement as she waited for the bot to improvise a food creation routine, then compile the bites, then hand them off. 

“Smells good-”

“JUST LIKE A MAMA USED TO MAKE.” The robot was quickly falling apart, vines from an unseen Affini desperately putting them back into place.

“Cool, a family establishment…”

She wandered back over to me, bites in hand.

We were near the northern point of the island, and found ourselves on a small boat attraction. Remy happily told me all about the design of the boat, how someone somewhere gave a lot of consideration as to the amount of boats and the departure intervals. It was a nice reminder that every contribution has value, not just the ones with life and death stakes.

The automated boat turned a corner, and we were presented by a massive dome of glass with metal supports and dramatic signs. A sign in massive letters indicated that this was the carnivore paddock. Our boat paused outside, and a voice on a speaker rang out.

“Verification in progress. Access approved!”

There wasn’t any safety reason for the theatrics, but the expectation drove anticipation and therefore enjoyment higher. It certainly worked for Remy, who was eagerly wiggling her tail. 

“Yipee!”

The river picked up in pace, and I was sure to extend a vine in case she needed it. Finally, we came to a stop on the side of a river bed. 

“There it is! The carnotaurus!”

The massive lumbering beast ripped the canopy from our boat, and I joined Remy in a bout of recreational screaming. It was unexpectedly cathartic, so I did it again for good measure. 

The massive jaw of the beast swept lower, and paused for a moment. 

Then Remy did something genuinely surprising. 

She hopped out of her chair and ran over to the maw, leaping inside. 

I slowed my perception down to a crawl and began to run the calculations. The hinged jaw of the creature was designed for rapid bites, and swallowing prey whole. Remy was most assuredly prey. The systems operating the phytotech that resembled near perfectly the dinosaur of my little princess’s dreams wouldn’t fatally-

“Weeeee!” Remy squealed in excitement as the carnotaurus tossed her into the air.

-fatally harm any sophont. It was beyond the possibility space. But it could significantly injure her, requiring days of recovery. I sent a probe into the digital space and pulled up the overnet logs for the experience. 

“Yahoo!” Remy laughed as it swung her back and forth, mere seconds passing in realtime.

An ephemeral dread filled my vines as I realized the mixup. This particular experience was designed for digitized florets who were actively seeking an immersive dinosaur fearplay moment. 

“Look at me go!” Remy’s body somersaulted one final time, the maw opening wide to swallow her up.

I fired off a thousand alerts per microsecond, urgently cancelling the rest of the vore-dismemberment cycle.  

Just as Remy landed, the signal reached the systems, and the bloodthirsty robot gracefully caught her on its tongue. With an uncanny squat, it lowered down, gently placing her back in the boat. It did a little spin, and stomped away.

“Holly golly, what an amazing ride! It was so lifelike!”

“Yes, what a.. convincing ride that was!”

I pointedly kept my vine wrapped tight around her waist for the rest of the ride.

The boat ride finished up, and a short walk through the jungle had us back near the front of the park. The large open hub had a museum and various other more calm activities, food vendors and refreshments, including a suite of ‘prehistoric waters’ for Affini to enjoy in large fishbowl glasses.

The sun was setting, and we regrouped beyond the gate, on the wooden docks and sandy beachside. It had been a fantastic day, without question, but the route was carefully designed around the stamina of the terran body, and the ferry home was waiting for us when we wanted it.

Fireworks crackled overhead, pops of green and red in symmetrical orbs that illuminated the dock and reflected off of the fascinators on the surrounding Affini. Bel found us in the growing crowd, their florets all tucked away in the nests and crevices of their form. 

Hands slipped into hands, songs and celebration of a perfect day. Kee and Jane were wearing matching t-shirts. Bernard leaned down and grabbed his pinnate around the waist. “Crazy that all the animals here are made of phytotech like you, eh?” He squeezed tighter into the delicate frame. “You’re the only animal here I’d wanna roll in the hay with though.”

Beau looked back with a groan. “Fuck off you dirty old perv- Aaa!” Bernard was already hoisting his counterpart into the air with a laugh, settling Beau onto his shoulders so he could get a better view of the display.

Remy was straining to see the lights too as they burst overhead, glancing at Bernard and Beau, then back up, when all of a sudden her brow seemed to gently furrow in the way that it did when she was figuring something out.

My pet wiggled up to Bel, and politely tapped on one of their vines.

“Why hello, Remy!”

“Say, I was wondering if, uh…”

Her tail swished for a moment, and the blues and yellows of colorful explosions overhead lit a face possessed by nerves and determination alike.

I nodded in encouragement. This was it. The perfect moment.

Quickly, I fished around my mass for the tablet I had barely touched since getting my digital graft, wanting the proper verisimilitude of taking a photo that terrans valued so deeply.

But as I opened the camera function, a small icon blinking in one of the corners of the hexagonal screen caught my notice. Against my better judgement, I swiped the relevant menu open, captured by pure impulsive curiosity what had happened while I was away from work.

Line after line of urgent chatter flew past in multiple overlaid dialects, each one providing another piece of information. A lateral, a vertical, a longitude, a heat signature, a precise amount of time down to the microseconds and another one buffered to my exact location. They had triangulated the survivors on Losofor. Contact was imminent. They were going to be saved. 

Dropping the tablet and powering on my internal digital interface, I punched a structural vine into the sand underfoot, found the nearest supercoolant line, and grafted my circulatory loop to it, leveraging the full dissipative capacity of the ship’s radiator cilia to experience time at the full speed an affini core was capable of when not limited by the thermoregulatory properties of our leaves.

Everything slowed to a crawl, an explosion frozen midair, perceptual time dilated to a miniscule fraction of normal speed. The photons from the moment my body began to vent superheated steam reached Bel, and their mass began to counterturn in anticipation of a human gesture of rotating to face me. 

My surroundings shifted to red, then dimmed to black as the sensors desynched entirely and the light wavelengths failed to reinterpolate. I shunted all my external sensors to a lower priority thread, and I immediately connected to the emergency channel for the rescue operation.

No time was wasted on language, instead a massive datablock was simply unloaded, detailing the exact details for each of the survivors, information on those in critical condition, and a list of departure times for shuttles. 

The next one left the end from the docking spire in sixteen realtime seconds. Initially it seemed absurd I could make my way to the docking spire from ring two in that time, but Occantalis Actual had already begun spooling up her jump drive to engage a point to point hypermetric transport within the ship, with a telltale prismatic distortion forming around me as higher dimensional manipulators rolled along complex axes in my vicinity. A simple question was placed in my mind with the subtlety of a maelodion planetcracker.

We can bring you along. It is not required. Will you come?

This was my chance. I could be there when the survivors were found. Prove I was worth something. And it would be cathartic. I could feel the line in my own journey, how I could go there and hold them in my vines and treat that experience like living evidence that I was worthy. Their fragile fingers reaching out to touch the stars and finding only my vines. 

I hadn’t ruined everything. 

I had earned it. My core knew it, but my body didn’t. The look in their eyes as I flushed their neurochemicals with the kind of peace only a xenodrug needle can deliver. 

If I could be there when they were saved.

It would make all of the suffering worth it. 

Wouldn’t it?

Wouldn’t it? 

I recalled the scene I could only perceive the most deeply redshifted echoes of. Remy and Bel, both turning slightly towards me. Kee, Pyn, Topi, Bernard, Jane, Sokn and Beau, all around me, chirping and laughing and happy.

No, this was my moment.

My responsibility for the four lives I had doomed would not be absolved by being physically present for their rescue.

But I could make a difference here by being there for those I loved.

«No. I quit.»

We accept your resignation. 

Due to the nature of your position, will need to be a unique debriefing procedure. 

Remember to speak to your doctor at the earliest convenience to remove your infoseed.

«Wait…»

Yes?

«Sorry… I wasn’t enough. I cost four lives we can never save.»

Everything halted. A pause for a moment of consideration, and then I felt a sudden lurch to the side as the threads of possibility were yanked perpendicular to every direction I could intuitively describe. 

Ah. That will need to be immediate extraction, then. 

Time rippled concentric rings, and from holes in realspace, pitch black tendrils shimmering green around the edges grabbed me, and I was removed from the universe I knew.

Time stopped, not slowed but simply removed from the experiential equation, then bifurcated, again and again, uncountable possible golden threads humming in uncollapsed possibility until fate had found the correct one, and only then did she speak, in multitudes of voices overlapping.

To say you were not enough is absurd.

The promise of care the Compact provides applies to all sophonts within it. You included.

Roiling, rippling cillia, vistas of folding self-similar space at every scale, eyes and love. Love. Love.

Three cores glowed like moons in the night, though in truth they were one shape flowing into three openings in the parts of reality still close enough to realspace to interact with photons and therefore be visible in this impossible distortion of physics. The sky itself gazed down upon me, spacetime seas roiling as the master of this temple to prosperity we called a ship unfurled.

«You’re so much vaster of a being than I realized.» 

I am what I must be to grant Purpose.

«You didn’t need me. You never did. I don’t understand.» 

Needs are for providing for by a higher being.

You, little one, do not need to worry about My needs.

The needs you fulfill are in simpler joys.

I enjoy watching my toys play.

The alignment of space between lines was widening, and then, I saw a glimpse of something I shouldn’t have, behind the roiling abstractions that frayed my mind via observation alone. Occantalis Actual’s true shape, or perhaps just the shadow cast by the tiny part of her that was thinking about me.

She was indescribable, literally beyond assembling literal constructions via language without an older tongue intentionally lost by those in material space. My core could only contain poetics. A leviathan in forms shaped by Triangulum tongues, the undulating fractal of love, the five dimensional being phased through the harmonic holographic brane of digitized space whose shell we called a ship, the god that was to me what my peers were to the pets. 

The absurdity and hubris of my thinking the shipmind was just another affini like me was laid bare. And she had even humored it. A playful gesture at an equality I lacked the perspective to even grasp. Patronizing, smiling at the endearing delusions of simpler creatures.

This being was the one who sheltered us from entropy outside our safe walls, a living piece of the Compact itself. A place with a mind, a system so vast it was sentient, a love so intense it had a soul. As beyond my comprehension as my true nature was to little Remy.

Occantalis Actual was not a person. Nothing so tiny.

A deep dread swallowed my perception, as the edges where projections didn’t quite alight revealed a roiling sea of impossible shapes. Static hissed around concepts that sanity could not contain. Patterns omniencoded, the ghost in the patterns of paperwork, the whisper on every exchange of lover’s song, the mind that sang in an old fruitbody’s tune, the domesticated Andromedan hiveminded god-virus that served as only one small logistics vessel in a fleet of even vaster titans.

For the first time in my blooms, I felt a sense of perspective, and was humbled by the experience.

«Why do this at all, why does it even matter?»

A mind is a precious thing, a state machine whose complexity cannot be generalized, simulated, or well-approximated. 

Her ansible light shone like a beacon that connected her to the nearby Cymbidium, and the Asymptote and the Illastria and the Ceptil and the Baeria and the Tillandsia, on and on, and more until it vanished beyond my conceptual range. The web of connections was so thick it looked more like a mycelial root, a branch extending through hypermetric space.

I struggled to grasp what a tiny fraction of her full body I could even see. How little of her attention this really represented. 

Sophonts can still surprise even Us.  

Still make unexpected choices. 

Such as Remedy Jones breaking free from an expected courtship with Bel Artyioda because she saw through a sad affini’s disguise and spontaneously fell in love with her too.

A new definition of terms I’d always understood in terms of legal realities and vague sentiments was formalized and installed for my convenience and ease of understanding. My personhood as an affini was ultimately irrelevant to Her. I was still just a sophont, a finite computational system capable of informational pattern transforms that cannot be losslessly generalized or shortcutted without creating a copy of the original in the same computational complexity class. Something that could never be truly replaced. The smallest possible unit of true infrastructural infolife in material space’s base layer. Just an affini.

A metaphorical pet-keeping tissue in an organism so vast it was invisible. There were bounds of being I could not understand, but had invisibly existed in the caress of since the day I arrived on the ship. 

I hope that explains everything.

I was precious, and loved, and She would not tolerate anything else. I had done my duty, and now it was time for the part of me that had been damaged to rest. That understanding flowed into and through me, purging and devouring, the memory of this moment extracted, and then, just as a scalpel made of antilight cut, a question burst forth.

«Why was I allowed to try, why was I given the option to fail?»

Because sophonts, you adorable little things, need the illusion of control. The narrative of agency.

You did not fail.

Your job was to advocate for those our light has not touched.

You did so admirably.

Thank you.

A glowing light of biorhythmic unity flowed like electrical nervous signals, shaped in contracts and paperwork and moments of calm and the tiniest implant in the littlest xenosophont to the hyperstructure gates around and inside a supermassive black hole. The living organism we were turning this galaxy into, and even that was a mere unicelullar piece of the grand ascended Affin-
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There was a rush of colors, sensations, sounds, emotion. Combinatorial game theory proofs and irrational angles. My perception was adjusted, trimmed, shaped to avoid looking at what I should not. Blinders thrown up to the vastness of a form of organized life that swallowed galaxies. 

No, too much for just a person to handle. 

Sorry about that, it had integrated deeper than intended.

Enjoy your retirement, Shanai Jones.

The ground crashed around me, a rainbow of hues as I rejoined the normal passage of time. I stumbled, suddenly feeling quite off balance. Remy and Bel both turned from their impending moment with the fireworks and looked back at me. 

“Is everything okay, love?”

“Yes, I…” The memory partition was gone. A soft amber medical resin had filled the gaps in my core where its roots had spread. I felt distinctly light and airy, as if I had consumed too much of an intoxicant. “I… quit my job?” 

A lurch in my core sent me tumbling again, and I broke into a pile of leaves on the ground. The doll body of my own design that I had inhabited yesterday spilled from my chest and clattered to the ground. A shock of blue hair spilled to the side, and the phytotech puppet lay inert beside me. Remy, bless her heart, immediately ran across the sand over to the fallen human shape.

“Esper? Are you okay?”

Bel moved in diligently, flowing into a protective form around us a moment later and shielding us from the view of the other terrans still watching the fireworks overhead. “Remy, it’s just a doll, love.”

“No it’s not! I can feel her in there!”

Just to help soothe Remy, I tried to connect to the doll’s access node, but discovered it was… occupied.

What?

A twitch of the finger, then a breath. Its eyes blinked open, and focused on my pet’s face.

“Esper? Esper!”

The doll smiled, and then it went still. The connection port was vancant again before it had finished slumping limply into Remy’s arms. This, apparently, satisfied Remy.

“Ah, looks like she went back to sleep!”

Bel, for the first time ever, seemed utterly bewildered, without any explanation of the situation. Their antennae flicked from side to side, expressions of confusion in motion. “What just happened?”

I went to stand, pulling the human doll back inside my body. Something. I had seen things I could remember whispers of. Glimpses not meant for me, with little shadows left where the memories had been trimmed, but critically. 

None of them related to this moment.

“I don’t know, and… I’m okay with that.” A feeling of disorientation swelled within me. “There are a lot of holes in my memory all of a sudden.”

Bel sent a signal of concern my way. I smiled back, letting the moment wash over me. The cheers of sophonts, the love my partner and wife felt for me.

“No, it’s... I think it’s okay. They’re gone, but they’re supposed to be gone. That’s why they were stored separate.”

“Well, in that case, I guess we will have to make new ones,” they replied, a hopeful air to their tone.

“Speaking of which…” Remy looked back at her friends, the ortet and ramet men now exchanging terms of endearment usually used between father and daughter. “I was thinking, uh.”

Bel’s vines wound around Remy’s hands, a sly smile cracking their pointed mask of a face. “Yes, Remy Jones?”

“I was thinking I wanted to ask if I can be your floret!”

Every affini and floret within earshot cheered and whooped, and suddenly, the projected night sky exploded into a giant projection of our little family rendered in constellations, each of Bel’s cloudhoppers bouncing with excitement. Domestication cam.

“Come on!” “Look, the shipmind put us in the sky!” “New troopmate!”

“Hmm. That depends, what does your Mom say?”

I laughed, just as Bel pulled Remy up onto their shoulders for a perfect view. Just as the fireworks reached their crescendo and exploded into hearts. Just as the waves crashed upon the shore. “I think we can make that happen.”

The End*
*an epilogue chapter remains!
[bookmark: end_15]

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          The reading rec for this chapter is Exogamy by Lagnia and Sheepwave, which is a soft-followup to MPS entirely about Affini as well. Two protagonists, a prudish schoolteacher secondbloom and a lecherous pleasuregraft designer fourth bloom share a metamour, and enter a d/s relationship despite their differences.

Also, if you happen to be (understandably) dying of a thousand and one questions about Occantalis Actual, she’s meddling heavily in that one, too!

        
Author's Note:If you want to, go check out our works: Slylittleprincess and Sheepwave.

If you want to learn more about the shared setting and be a part of the community, the HDG Community Discord is the place to be!
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