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Chapter 1 - Going to space
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Vinitus, a planet of endless rows of grape vines. Sunlight glittered on the smooth curvature of grapevine leaves as they gently billowed in the breeze like a thousand green sails adorning a grand, wine-dark sea. The air hung heavy with sweet aroma, an earthy fragrance that pulled the senses into a landscape sprinkled with lush life, vines, and the distant shimmer of the village nearby.
Elrin, a slender young man with brown eyes and short hair, stood amidst it all, his slight frame disappearing into the verdant sea of vines that surrounded him. He was a worker at the vineyard, his days spent tending to the grapes in exchange for a small wage and a roof over his head.
At Elrin's side, Shayn, a taller man with a jovial laugh and mischievous glint in his eye, leaned against a vine support.
His muscular physique was the complete opposite of Elrin's slender frame, a fact that only amplified Elrin's insecurities about his body. The two had been friends since they were children, the vineyard their shared playground as they grew up.
Shayn never shied away from poking fun at Elrin's stature, pushing him gently into the grape vines or dangling him from a wooden beam in the storage barn. Elrin, for his part, would simply laugh alongside Shayn. He craved his friend's approval and companionship, despite the constant jabs about his appearance.
Elrin's insecurities, however, reached beyond his height and slender build. There was an unspoken, nagging feeling in the pit of his stomach, a weight that seemed to grow heavier each passing day. It wasn't his size that trouble him, though, but rather what lay between his legs, or more specifically, the size of it.
A soft, pink flesh that mocked him more than any playful jest from Shayn ever could. He spent restless nights twisted in sheets, consumed by thoughts of his inadequacy. Despite his efforts to shake them off, the whispers he'd heard from previous lovers replayed in his head.
"Is that all you have?" they'd ask, brows furrowed in confusion and—worse—disappointment.
Elrin sighed, swallowing the lump forming in his throat. His secret wound was one that he clutched tightly to himself like a thorny rose bush that he dared not share with anyone, not even Shayn.
He looked up at his towering friend now, at the easygoing smile that never seemed to fade from Shayn's lips. Though their bond seemed unbreakable, Elrin wondered if Shayn would still regard him the same way if he knew the truth.
"You alright there, shorty?" Shayn's voice sliced through Elrin's troubled thoughts, the casual tone catching him off-guard. "You've been staring at those vines for a while now."
Elrin blinked, realizing that he had unconsciously zoned out. "Oh, uh, yeah.I didn't mean to drift off," Elrin responded, bringing himself back to the present and attempting to push the thoughts about his size out of his mind for the time being. "I was just...contemplating our future."
"Our future on what planet?" Shayn grinned, a twinkle in his eye as he gave a playful nudge to Elrin's shoulder. "Constellation, of course! Just think about it, man—no rules, no boundaries. And the parties?" He let out a low whistle. "It'll be legendary. I can already see it: Shayn, the life of the party, surrounded by beautiful women from all over the galaxy wanting a taste of what I'm offering."
Elrin chuckled uneasily. He'd heard of the planetaryship Constellation's no-limit offerings and its reputation among the galaxy's finest (and not-so-fine) beings. This spaceship bustling with people seeking to change their appearance, increase their abilities, and explore their sexuality was like a siren song to many, including Shayn.
However, Elrin's aspirations were far more somber.
As Shayn's laughter died down, Elrin hesitantly spoke, "I've been thinking about joining you, Shayn...not for the parties, but for something else."
Shayn shot him a sidelong glance as he leaned against the vine support, scrutinizing Elrin's face for any hint of mischief or joking. But when he saw only sincerity in Elrin's eyes, he sighed, "What are you getting at, shorty? Spit it out already."
Elrin hesitated, fidgeting with the leaves on the grape vines for a moment before summoning up the courage to respond. "I'm talking about that DNA procedure on Constellation, Shayn. I've been, um, saving up—and I was thinking maybe, well, I want to undergo a procedure."
Shayn's brow arched in surprise, and he chuckled uneasily, "Seriously, Elrin? That's quite an expensive undertaking; you're talking about changing your genetics. You've saved up that much already?"
Elrin hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "I've been saving up for a while now, and I've finally reached my goal. I just wanted-no, I need to improve myself and have confidence." Elrin said weakly, tears brimming in his eyes. It shamed him that he’d let this small piece of himself dominate his perception of himself for so long.
Shayn studied his friend before sighing with a shake of his head, "Alright, Elrin. If you feel it'll make you happier, then I won't judge you for it. I'll go with you, support you. But don't expect me to hold your hand every step of the way on the Constellation. I have my own plans, and they don't involve gazing into your eyes and discussing our hopes and dreams," Shayn added with a wink. "Got it?"
Elrin nodded in wide-eyed agreement, feeling his cheeks heat up at the very idea of Shayn being the overprotective type, especially with matters concerning his love life, or lack thereof.
"Just make sure you take care of yourself, shorty. I might not be around to watch your back like I do here," Shayn cautioned, his tone softer now. "Same goes for anything else. We're living on one of the more open-minded planets, but Constellation doesn't belong to anyone. They hold no legal jurisdiction, and all bets are off when it comes to personal responsibility."
Elrin nodded, his thoughts a whirlwind as he weighed his excitement against his fear. "I understand, Shayn. I'll be careful."
Shayn eyed Elrin dubiously. "Yeah, you do that." He smiled and offered Elrin a firm pat on the shoulder before turning back to the vineyard. "Alright, shorty, let's finish this day's work. Tomorrow we'll take the first step toward our future, and it sure as hell won't involve grapes!" Shayn announced, clapping his hands together and leaving Elrin no time to respond to his earlier question. "I've managed to secure passage on a spaceship that delivers the famous vine from Vinitus, the Château La Truite! It'll be our ticket off this planet!"
Elrin blinked in surprise. "A wine delivery ship? Are you sure we'll even be allowed on board, Shayn? They're usually pretty strict about their cargo."
"Ah, leave it to me, shorty," Shayn winked, flashing a mischievous grin. "I've got a friend in the delivery crew, and they owe me a favor. Besides, who would turn down free labor?" Shayn let out a loud, boisterous laugh before sauntering deeper into the vineyard.
Elrin watched Shayn's retreating figure with a mix of admiration, excitement, and trepidation. His determination to change his life on Constellation was becoming ever more tangible, and with it, the fear that surfaced every time he thought about undergoing such a risky procedure. Yet, the whisper of the future continued to call his name, whispering promises of change and freedom.
The sun dipped lower as the days passed, He returned to the grape vines, tackling them with newfound vigor as he and Shayn labored side by side, cutting branches and collecting baskets of grapes. The minutes ticked away without notice as the pair worked tirelessly, driven by
the promise of a life-altering journey ahead.
—————
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As a wine delivery ship's arrival neared, an air of excitement permeated the vineyard. Preparations kicked into high gear, with the workers hustling to finalize the ship's cargo and ensure a smooth loading process. Elrin worked harder than ever, driven by a newfound energy that coursed through him in anticipation of his departure from Vinitus.
Shayn continued his lighthearted nature despite the intensity of work, providing comic relief to the laborers. He approached Elrin while the latter was taking a quick breather, smirking as he nudged his friend's shoulder.
"Don't overwork yourself, shorty," Shayn jested, before his face turned more serious. "But hey, congratulations on reaching your savings goal. It'll be interesting to see how much you change after getting that snip-snip job done," Shayn commented with a light chuckle. His laughter gradually faded, and he added in a softer tone, "I seriously hope you find what you're looking for, Elrin."
Elrin was sincerely grateful for the genuine sentiment behind Shayn's words. "Thank you, I appreciate your support. It might just be the change I need."
A mischievous twinkle returned to Shayn's eyes. "What about the vineyard? You think they'll even recognize you when we come back?"
Elrin chuckled. "Well, I'll still be me—just, um, slightly enhanced, I guess."
Shayn raised an eyebrow. "Slightly? I'm counting on a whole new you, shorty," Shayn teased, clapping Elrin on the back with an air of camaraderie. 
As the day progressed, wine crates piled high upon the loading dock, and the vineyard buzzed with nervous, excited chatter. The captain of the cargo ship ambled through the bustling group, her sharp gaze sweeping across the gathered workers and finally landed upon Elrin and Shayn.
"You're the pair escorting us off Vinitus as extra hands?" the captain asked, curiosity gleaming within eyes as blue and sharp as shards of porcelain.
Elrin hesitated, unsure whether to greet the captain with a formal bow or simply maintain eye contact. He had little experience with people from beyond the planet,
as few outsiders took notice of Vinitus, aside from its remarkable wines. 
Seizing up the chance to make light of the situation, Shayn grinned and extended his hand towards the captain, “Indeed, I’m Shayn and this runt here is Elrin. We’d be thrilled to break a sweat for you on our way to Constellation.” He punctuated his sentence with a hearty chortle.
The captain blinked—her gaze shifted from Shayn to take in Elrin, whose cheeks grew hotter by the second.
"Runt, you say?" she repeated, arching an eyebrow as she studied Elrin with fresh interest. 
Her focus on him felt like a spotlight, and he could only swallow thickly before stammering out a response. "I-I assure you, Captain, I am quite capable of handling the task at hand." He extended his now-sweaty hand to the captain in turn, praying she would not recognize the tremor in it.
To his surprise, the captain's lips quirked into a quick, almost amused smile.
She accepted his handshake with a professional hand and quickly skimmed over the details of their work arrangements. When she was finished, she patted Elrin's hand with a calm firmness that comforted him.
"Very well. Let's get this wine delivered to Constellation and welcome aboard the runt." The captain stared at Elrin with piercing blue eyes before turning to signal the rest of the loading team to prepare the cargo deck.
Shayn gave Elrin a pat on the back, grinning enthusiastically.
"Alright, buddy! We finally made it. A trip to our galaxy's heart of hedonism, the place where all boundaries are broken." Shayn let out a loud laugh, his joy uncontainable. "Imagine all the excitement and adventure that await us. Who knows, maybe there's a lady out there waiting for a man like you," Shayn chuckled, elbowing Elrin suggestively. The color in Elrin's cheeks deepened, partially from embarrassment and partly due to the anticipation bubbling inside him.
————-
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As the wine delivery ship started its journey, Elrin felt both excited at the thought of reaching his goal and uneasy with the uncertainty of his new endeavor.
The voyage to Constellation, a well-known destination for those seeking change, loomed ahead.
The cargo ship seemed like a small cocoon compared to the vastness of space, obscured by windows that showed nothing more than blackness outlining distant stars. Elrin sought solace in the quiet hum of the ship, trying his best to put his worries aside and absorb the surroundings.
He sat in the narrow hallway, his thoughts wandering through every conceivable scenario, each one leading back to the cause for his current adventure. With a shaky breath, he closed his eyes, trying to maintain an illusion of calm inside the petri dish of anxiety circulating within him.
A symphony of worries, hopes, and dreams all boiled to a crescendo, and Elrin felt overwhelmed by the enormity of the decision he was making.
A few days into the long trip, Elrin began exploring the ship, seeking to ease nerves and find comfort in the vessel that carried both him and his aspirations toward Constellation.
As he ventured down one of the cramped corridors, the faint clatter of kitchen wares and hushed, friendly chatter wafted through a door cracked open just enough for the voices to carry.
With mild reservations, Elrin opted to join what turned out to be the cargo ship's staff, huddled around a small table adorned with bottles of wine, cheeses, and other foodstuffs from Vinitus.
Shayn was mingling easily with the team at the far end of the table. He tossed easy, flirtatious banter with a few female crewmembers as they shared a laugh at a joke Elrin could not quite catch.
Elrin hesitated just inside the kitchen entrance, observing with a newfound appreciation for his outgoing friend. Shayn made navigating new, unfamiliar spaces look like an effortless dance. Elrin's focus shifted back to another crew member who had noticed his entrance.
She was a young, red-haired woman leaning against a counter. With an open smile, she waved him over.
"Hey there, welcome to the party!" she called.
He smiled sheepishly, but with appreciation as he approached the table and accepted a plate she offered. "Thanks. I hope I'm not intruding."
"Not at all," she said with a chuckle. "There's always more room at the table for our hardworking hands." She signaled to the food with enthusiasm.
"Grab what you want; there's plenty left."
Elrin, silently grateful for her hospitality, selected a few slices of cheese and pickled vegetables, then poured himself a generous glass of Château La Truite.
He sat down beside her, picked at his food, and listened to the spirited conversations flowing around the table like the warm breeze that he missed back on Vinitus.
"So, what brings you aboard this rust-bucket?" the red-haired woman asked with a good-natured grin.
"You don't look like typical cargo crew, if you don't mind my saying. Most of us are third or fourth generation spacefaring folks, and you seem... different."
Elrin blinked. He supposed he did stand out, not being part of a long lineage of space-travelers and instead, feeling like a fish-out-of-water on board the ship. 
"You're right," Elrin confessed. "This is my first voyage off-planet. I'm on my way to the Constellation with my friend Shayn. I've been saving up for a procedure there—something personal, which I hope will enhance my life," he answered vaguely, not quite ready to share his secret insecurity with the new acquaintance.
"Ah." She nodded knowingly before taking a sip of her wine. "The DNA clinics on Constellation have a reputation for working wonders. I think it's amazing what they've managed to achieve," the red-haired woman mused, a hint of longing in her voice. "People come from all corners of the galaxy to reshape themselves, whether it's out of necessity or simply out of curiosity. It's inspiring, don't you think?"
Elrin nodded, agreeing with her sentiment but unable to fully express the weight of his personal goals. "It is inspiring," he muttered, gazing down into the swirling liquid within his glass. "There are just so many possibilities."
When he next looked up, he found the woman's eyes upon him, a thoughtful expression on her face. "Is there something specific you're looking forward to when you get to Constellation?" she inquired, seeming genuinely curious.
Elrin hesitated, unsure if he wanted to expose his vulnerability just yet. Eventually, he decided that opening up might be the best way to cultivate a bond with this new acquaintance. "To be honest, there's something...personal that I've wanted to change for quite some time," he confessed, feeling the warm glow of embarrassment creep up his neck and into his cheeks. "I just hope that the outcome is... satisfactory."
The red-haired woman's mouth curved up sympathetically. "Ah, I see. Well, I truly hope things work out for you. I know how important it is to feel comfortable in one's own skin."
Reaching over, she placed a gentle hand atop Elrin's. The contact offered a measure of comfort, and he couldn't help but give her a thankful nod.
"It's late," she remarked, glancing at the large clock hanging above the kitchen door as the hands neared midnight. "Maybe we should get some sleep before we reach Constellation."
The red-haired woman replaced Elrin's empty plate and picked up her glass. She took a long sip from the wine, the tenderness of her gaze remaining steady upon Elrin. "It's only a few days until we arrive, and I have a feeling we'll both have little time to rest once we touch down."
Elrin nodded in agreement, swallowing the last morsel of cheese and pushing his chair back from the table. The others began gathering their things, exchanging pleasantries, and making their way back towards their assigned bunks.
As Elrin rose to follow, the red-haired woman motioned for him to stay a moment longer.
"My name is Rayven, by the way," she offered, extending a hand. Elrin studied her for a brief moment before accepting her invitation to shake. Her skin was soft, and her grip was firm, like the roots of a sturdy flower that held its ground against everything life threw its way.
"I'm Elrin," he replied, looking into her eyes
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