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Sycanthe Lantana, First Bloom

    by sheepwave

      Summary

      An affini who as youngbloom as they come is working feral rescues. she struggles to handle herself when she has to go off script with a human that bonds to her rather than trying to shoot her.



      Notes

        This is the story of Sycanthe Lantana, a character who first appeared in my M/F HDG story  Ache of Maculatum. 

 twitter  or  other stuff if you like my work.




  






      

  












      Chapter 1
  



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  37 ferals captured, 9 still unaccounted for. I had been assigned to search the engineering deck of the captured terran ship. It was an absolute death trap, with rusted panels and broken jagged edges everywhere. No place for a terran to be floating around.
I rounded the corner only to find exactly what I was looking for. I drew three vines out with different drugs to sedate and subdue potentially violent terrans, and approached the figure silently.
“Hello, little one, I am Sycanthe Lantana, First Bloom, She/Her. What is your name?”
The terran before me spun to face my voice, and began doing the shaking motion that apparently suggested fear. It was wearing a mask, and had a weapon floating on a loop from its suit, but had not attempted to grab it, nor pointed it in my direction even after several seconds of silence. I was quite unsure of the correct approach to the situation, as the creature appeared to be neither surrendering nor resisting.
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“It’s… Wu. That’s my name.” The frightened terran gripped the rail that ran down the hallway of the ship. 
Contact established, follow the flowchart. “You are safe. Are you willing to come with me?” The terran looked at me with wide blue eyes, and slowly rotated its head in a vertical motion that I believed meant an affirmative. I brought the pointed vines back into my body as a show of trust, keeping one still loaded like a spring out of sight, as my training instructed.
To my surprise, the terran pushed off the wall, and slowly floated into me. My instinct was to wrap my vines around the scared thing. Terrans liked ‘hugs’, I remembered. I handled it carefully. What If I hurt it? Would vines be light enough to not break any of its bones?
Ok. it had brushed into me moving at about 1.24 meters per second. As long as I did not go over this threshold it would be fine. I gently, carefully moved my vines in to hold the terran against me, slicing the strap that held the weapon to the terran’s side silently and pulling it away without it noticing. I had come into physical contact with other terrans, of course, but this one felt different. Usually, I was just plunging needles into them to subdue them and moving on for the second-sweep crew to take care of.
It lay a hand against the petals of my chest, and its face scrunched up. The terran began making a noise that sounded like respiratory distress. Frost, no, don’t die! I tucked the poor thing in tight against my very core and called for help. Moments later, my team leader, Veri Tainor, 12th Bloom, flowed down the hall to assist.
Ze inspected the terran. “Sycanthe, They are just crying. They will be okay, Youngbloom.  reassurance, teacher to student, noticing one is bonding with a potential pet.” 
“No, Veri. It is not like that.  firm, student to teacher .”
Of course I wanted a pet  eventually . That was the purpose to be affini, after all. But a pet was a great deal of responsibility I was not at all ready for. If humans lived to be up to about a hundred of their years, then for all I knew, the tiny creature currently clinging to my vines was older than I was! I tried not to think about how adorable it was as we made our way back to the cordon to the rescue vessel.
I dropped it off in its own room at processing, and turned to leave. Before I could, I felt a tug at one of the wings I kept on my slightly more relatable form to terrans, in memory of an extinct avian species from my world of origin.
“Please don’t go,” the terran said to me. It looked like it was going to do the crying thing again.
“I-ah.” What was the correct procedure for this situation? Clearly the terran had become attached to me. That would need to be cut short  immediately . I went through a mental catalog of the drug producing flowers I had presently, and realized with dismay I had never gotten bonding inhibitors. I peeked my head out the door, but saw everyone more experienced was busy. I did not want to hear the tone I would invariably get if I admitted to such a youngbloom mistake.
Instead, I simply sat with the terran and waited. It seemed to calm significantly, and we sat in silence as I stroked its head. This would be fine, I was sure. Surely, the pack bonding instinct they supposedly had wasn’t  that  strong.
 

 
Apparently the terran went by ‘she.’ and had a first name other than Wu that she did not like, but was still working on what to replace it with. Miss Wu was twenty two of her years old- almost exactly half my age. She had wanted to escape the feralists, but stayed on board for fear of retribution. All this information was fed to my tablet as I approached the temporary hab area she was in.
It was also all information I had completely  failed  to gather while sitting with her for hours, and had been filled in by someone else to make up for my mistake after I left. I had been too absorbed by the texture of her hair and the sparkle of her eyes looking into mine to think to do the most basic, obvious duties of a feral rescue. But she wasn’t a feral. She had been closer to a rescued  prisoner , and that required skills I did not possess.
I was trained for resistance, and Miss Wu had given us anything but. Not knowing the routines for these things was so frustrating, but at least I would probably improve with time. Just like everything else I was bad at when compared to my peers.
I could not explain to myself why I was visiting Miss Wu today. She had asked for me, of course, but she had done that on the last three days as well. At least now I had looked up the tensile strength of human bones and gotten a few grafts more suited to a cooperative terran. I simply felt drawn back to her, like there was something still left to be done.
I paused to let the station’s senior medical expert pass me in an intersection before stepping around a wilted orange leaf she had dropped in her hurry. When I reached Miss Wu’s room, I was immediately greeted with an explosion of sound. I noticed she had shed the short black hair that was on her lower face when I met her.
“Miss Lantana! You came back!” 
She muted the display in her room- I could not tell if it was meant to be a series of related still images of colorful drawings, or be seen as animated motion. Surely terran eyes did not see 24 images per second as continuous? Another thing to research later. For now, there was an extremely cute terran pressing her face into the fluffy petals around my waist.
“Hello, dear. I see you have been adjusting well.”
Miss Wu was a model of good behavior. So far the only mark against her was that she had attempted to compile several foods with enough of a compound called capsaicin to trigger a low level safety check. Hardly a significant offense.
“Thank you Miss Sycanthe! They've been saying I should be able to go to any planet or station in terran space soon if I want to. I think I might choose Mars.”
Why did that stir something within my core? It made sense that she would leave. “That sounds lovely. Why Mars?”
“It's convenient, and It's within a tenth of a Gee of the planet I grew up on, so it'll feel like home. Maybe more like home than home ever did. Do you think that’s a good idea, Miss Sycanthe?”
“Sounds like a wonderful idea.” I made the vertical head rotation gesture she had shown me when we met, to signal my approval. It made sense she would have no desire to return to her planet of origin. The file had said she was conscripted into the navy 6 terran years ago, after being a ward of the state for many years prior. 
The adorable little lines of hair above her eyes moved closer together. “So… You think I should leave? Rather than stay here?”
“Yes, your reasoning is very sound.” Based on the psychological profile of the girl, the odds were good she would end up a pet anyway. But she posed no danger to anyone, and she would be allowed to find her way into the vines of a lucky affini on her own terms. 
She shifted her weight from side to side and clung to me a little tighter. “What do you do here, Miss Sycanthe?”
Excellent question. Currently, the answer seemed to be to slow down every group I tried to collaborate with, and create more work for others to do in my wake. “I’m still figuring that out.”
 

 
Obviously,  someone  needed to accompany the newly renamed Lauren Wu to Mars and make sure she was able to arrange adequate accommodations. I explained that I would be skipping the next feral rescue incursion to Veri Tainor, and ze seemed to think it was very funny. 
“The first one always surprises you. You will learn so much so quickly, even one as young as you.  teacher to student, amused, expecting further development.” 
I had taken issue with the implication. I couldn’t even be trusted to check the poor thing in correctly after her rescue, let alone care for her as my own. Firstblooms my age do  not  take pets. We are still barely in control of our instincts at this point!
I stared directly at my reflection, as our shuttle approached the planet I would be dropping Lauren off at. The combined instinct to subdue and control and protect, that made perfect sense in affini, but that had no true translation in a terran language, grew with every tiny sound the resting human in my lap made. Flecks of purple swirled in all four of my eyes.
It was just me and her on the shuttle. Nobody would judge if I gave her something that made her unable to stop rubbing her face against my body and beg me to make her mine. This was why I had been doing at least  somewhat  well in rescue work. Being able to tear through bulkheads, quickly disarm threats, and deliver tranquilizing doses to terrans who needed to be helped was a fantastic release for these…  Urges .
I was not oblivious to the fact that even Lauren herself would most likely welcome what every fiber of my body wanted. Unfortunately,  wanting  a pet did not mean I was  ready.  The fact that the vine with the relevant injector was now unconsciously hovering centimeters from her arm was further proof I should not even be  considering  this. Her well being came before any desire, no matter how strong or mutual. She stirred, and I pulled the vine back faster than her eyes could apparently register motion.
“You’re comfier than the softest bed I’ve ever slept in, Miss Sycanthe.” She stretched, made many cute squeaking noises I did not know the significance of, and then nestled herself deeper Into my chest.
It was terribly unfair to this girl that she had grown attached to me. She had no way of knowing that her and I had been considered adults in our cultures for similar amounts of time. I still barely felt that I had earned that label sometimes.
I sated the instinct to overpower the will of the fragile thing whose breath I could feel against my very core by running tendrils from inside my torso all over her. She made noises that I had learned from the last week meant that she liked how I was touching her. It filled me with feelings I did not understand, that such a simple act on my part could make her squirm and sigh with such content. This girl was going to make an affini who actually knew what they were doing very happy one day.
We arrived at the shuttleport near Tharsis University a few hours later. I wasn't sure If the university Itself would interest her, But my research had suggested that terrans socialized well with those in similar age ranges, and the university town had the closest median age to hers of all the cities on mars. In a few months, she would be exactly the median. I was unsure if socializing would hit a peak at that point or not.
I did not like walking through the crowded streets with her. The temptation to simply pick her up so I could not lose her in a sea of terran faces I struggled to tell apart was enormous. I had her hold onto a vine as we walked. The terrans around me tended to give me a lot of room, So as long as she wasn’t able to go too far, I wouldn’t lose her.
We reached the hab I had reserved for her. The door sprung open for her automatically as we approached. She ran in, and I heard her exclaiming shock that she could have all this for free, which was apparently quite common with release cases. However, this was the end of my journey with her. I was not going to fit through a door nearly half my height.
She ran back to the door and hovered at the threshold, clearly weighing what to say as she looked at me with those two mesmerizing, beautiful blue eyes. They reflected the dull orange of the dusty soil around us, and couldn't help but feel them inviting me into them.
“You… Can’t come in, can you?” Oh no. Her forehead hairlines were getting closer together again. 
I was pretty sure the correct terran expression here would be to sigh. “It would not be particularly comfortable for me. I arranged for you to have a home scaled to a terran.”
“Oh.” Something inside me ached at the thought of leaving her here alone. I was being overly sentimental. Doing rescues meant releases. This was supposed to be the ideal outcome. Why did Lauren and I both look bothered about it?
It would be the correct choice to inject her with drugs and employ mild hypnosis to fragment her memory of me into several separate imagined affini whom she felt only a general fondness to each of, and would then quickly forget. That was what the release protocol handbook I read on the shuttle said was the correct choice in this situation. I had the drug to do it grafted already.
Instead, I said something I shouldn’t have. “Do you want to spend more time with me before I leave?”
Her face squished into a smile so wide it made her eyelids contract. That was good! She was happy. It made me want to hold her tight against me and gaze into her face until she drifted off in the feathery patches of leaves on my chest. But obviously, I wasn't doing that, so I referenced the mental tasklist of things to do with a terran. Going on walks was a good one. I gestured for her to follow me, and we set off hand in vine to explore the nearby park in the cool autumn air.
 

 
Being back on the station doing rescue work had me restless. I kept checking my messages. The Tharsis Office of Xenosophont Wellness had gently informed me that if the only reason I was asking them to do a wellness check was to make sure she was okay, I was welcome to come down and do so myself, but they were not going to do any past the first, since she had been perfectly fine. They also would not grant me access to keep an eye on her via her hab AI unless I filed a notice of intent to domesticate first. Dirt. I was being such a  firstbloom.  
She messaged me a few times a day. Mostly talking about either the classes she had enrolled herself in, or various terran women. Some of the descriptions she gave of the women in question were so detailed that I launched into the study of human anatomy. Apparently, breasts were very important. Curiosity struck me. After several minutes of effort, I was able to alter my shape to have two bumps on the chest similar to the mammary glands of a terran. I envied those of my kind practiced enough to make such changes on the fly. I couldn't even keep focus enough to maintain arms.
I couldn’t keep focus on anything at  all , apparently. I found myself lost in thought about what she had said when I asked why she picked her new name. Suddenly, dozens of bullets from a navy feralist’s rifle ripped through my form, as I completely failed to adhere to my rescue training, and let one get their weapon out. I turned in horror to make sure no other terrans had been standing behind me and been hurt. Fortunately, there was nothing but pipework. I jabbed the feral to sleep, and looked down at my now perforated plumage in embarrassment.
Veri showed up within seconds after hearing the weapon fire, and was clearly no longer amused by my antics. I shrank into myself as ze escorted me back to the rescue cruiser in shame. Ze didn't need to say it, but did anyway.
“Sycanthe, you are becoming a liability. These ferals can hurt each other, and if you’re going to let them put themselves in danger, then I need to ask you to go where your core is actually pulling you.  teacher to student, reprimanding. ” 
Zir expression curled up a bit in an imitation of a terran smile as I shrunk into a smaller stature. “This happens to all of us, youngbloom. You may be as fresh to adult life as can be, but there is no rejecting the call once felt.  teacher to student, encouraging the pursuit of a pet.” 
When we returned to the station, I opened my correspondence with the terran I couldn't stop fantasizing about wrapping in my vines. She seemed distraught. Some borderline-feralist professor she had been planning on working with as an assistant had forgotten my Lauren’s name and was now ignoring her messages.
I caught myself. She was just Lauren Wu. She was not mine.

   But she wants to be. 

The reason she had picked the name Lauren, she had told me, was that it sounded good when it came before “Lantana.” The heat within my core smouldered like a stars core as I turned the name over in my mind. Lauren Lantana, First Floret.
I reserved a seat on a shuttle to Mars, and claimed an empty hab in the affini district of Tharsis City. I then set the status of my current hab on the station to “available,” and decompiled everything in it. Nothing to take with me, as I didn't yet have any possessions I treasured. Other than the one waiting for me in Tharsis.
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  It took me a few days to get my hab in order. Not being limited to the constraints of an orbital station meant that I could actually have space to spread my cape into proper wings again if I chose. The standard modern furnishings it came with were fine, but after a day, the ceiling of my home being only 5 meters high began to feel cramped. I requested the center space be raised to 12 meters, and a set of construction drones completed the task by the end of the day.
I had a series of large walkable floral pads compiled and scattered around to fill the upper areas of the space, then connected them with many sturdy hanging creeper vines. Finally, I installed a meter-thick tree branch, native to the planet I had been uplifted from, into the upper area for me to sit atop.
The notice of intent to domesticate had been filed before my roots had even touched back down to live on this orange planet. However, I had not yet told Lauren about either development. I was  far  past the point of taking back my own rash decision to claim her, but I would at least set myself up for success as best I could first.
I compiled manual after manual of information on terran care, from the obligatory baseline guides on terran domestication, to medical textbooks, to articles about how humans cared for a creature called a cat. I memorized decision trees for terran care, probable situations that I would encounter, and trained myself on the correct sequences of responses to keep my future pet happy and safe. 
I finished going over the original text of the treaty that laid out the baseline conditions of a living space for a terran pet, and dropped down from my perch near the ceiling of my very vertical hab to inspect that it met those requirements. I realized after a few minutes that it  obviously  did, as an affini hab that didn’t meet those conditions would not have been constructed on Mars in the first place. 
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It was time. I felt my vines twisting into knots as I sent her a message, telling her I was back on Mars, and wanted to see her.
Her response was immediate, and full of symbols that I believed represented the muscle that supported the terran circulatory system. She wanted to know where and when. I sent her the location of my new home, and said she was welcome at her earliest convenience. Her next reply simply read ‘on my way!’ I had to carefully smooth down my petals after they poofed up in excitement.
 

 
I waited at the ground level window for the next quarter of a terran hour, until I spotted her approaching from up the street. I quickly moved to the door to open it for her, and welcomed her in.
Her gorgeous blue eyes looked almost directly up at me as she ran to hug my waist as soon as the door opened. “Miss Sycanthe! I missed you, I’m so glad you decided to come back!”
Lauren Wu’s appearance had greatly changed since I last saw her. She had been on what I now knew were called class Gs, and the changes to her shape were quite pleasant. She had grown breasts, her legs were a bit thicker, her abdomen had a rounder plumpness to it, her hair was approximately 22 centimeters longer, and the fibers on her eyelids were much darker. Her presentation was also quite different. She wore elastic legwear and a wooly brown garment on her top half that seemed a little large. When I saw glimpses of her hand poke out, I noticed the hard plates on the tips of her fingers had been painted red.
“Please come in, Lauren. Welcome to my new home.”
She looked around at the decor, all oversized for her, then eventually looked up. She let out an exhalation sound as she saw the leafy nets and rope ladders that the upper areas of my space had strung across it.
“It's so tall… It’s like a bird house!” I had no idea what that meant, but her tone sounded positive. She looked at me with a grin. “So, where’s my room?”
My entire pre-rehearsed, practiced speech intended to slowly introduce the idea of my interest in her died in my vocal threads. I stared at her in silence. Yes, there  was  a room for her already. But I didn't expect that to come up so soon, possibly not even on this day at all. Was I  that  transparent?
She covered her face with two big floppy sleeves as she giggled. “Miss Sycanthe, you do know a ‘notice of intent to domesticate’ is a matter of public record, right? I was checking the list every few days to see if you changed your mind!”
None of the five conditional conversation trees I had planned contained this route. I would have to improvise.
“Lauren, are you fully familiar with what the relationship suggested by domestication entails?” When in doubt, establish a shared knowledge base and terminology.
She nodded. “I know that it can take a lot of forms, and I also know that the fact that I want to go into it willingly gives me a lot more room to suggest arrangements! What is it that you would want of me, Miss Sycanthe?” 
“I want to have you as mine, and care for you, and-” I realized I didn’t actually know what I wanted. I just know that I  needed  to have her. The feeling could not be translated into terran language. Specific actions I would take could, at least. “It is also specifically important to me that I be able to give you certain substances that will change how you feel and experience the world around you. It is an affini instinct I have, to pass these into your body from mine.”
She bit her lip, and stepped closer to my body, gazing at the various colorful flowers she could presumably catch glimpses of within the gaps in my torso. “Like my class Gs?”
“Yes, but also others that would fill you with pleasure, make your thoughts blank, make contact with me feel like the best thing you had ever touched...” This was only scratching the surface of what I wanted to do with her. I wanted to watch her stumble around, reach for me to help her, control her mind…
“Those first two sound like fun, I used to get high in the navy whenever I could get away with it. But there’s a problem with the last, Miss Sycanthe.” She pressed her cheeks into the feathery leaves at her head level. “You  already  feel like the best thing ever!”
I recognized that this was a joke, and laughed so she knew I understood the intent. “Would you like to try one, then?”
“Yes, Miss Sycanthe! But can I tell you what I want, too?”
“Of course, little one.” I ducked down, and wound several tendrils behind her knees, lower back, and shoulders, picking her up in what the guides had told me was a very comfortable position for terrans. I could feel her circulatory system pumping faster, and her breath slowed. She reached out, and touched the resin mask I had sculpted for my face. Her pupils were tiny as she looked at me, letting me admire the beautiful blues of her irises from mere centimeters above. Her cheek muscles were tight in a grin, and I could see her teeth.
“I want to be  safe.  I've met a lot of florets since you rescued me, and they all have the kind of life I used to look out the windows and dream of. I figured out I was a girl months before we got rescued, but I figured it would only ever be in my own head.”
Her face scrunched up a little before she continued. “I've never really been taken care of before, beyond the bare minimum, until you just…  Stayed  with me right after we met. I felt so comforted in a way that I knew was  right.  And I could see from how you acted that you  needed  me, too. You're drawn to me, and it makes me feel special like nothing ever has.”
She smiled at me even wider than before. “Anyways, all I really want is to keep learning chemistry at the university, get high a lot, and finally learn what those ‘affini instincts’ you're clearly afraid of indulging are. Now, here you go!” she rolled up the sleeve of her brown garment and presented her upper arm, waiting expectantly for me.
This was it. The first time I would be able to affect Lauren’s body chemistry in the way my instincts screamed I needed to. I drew the vine with the mildest of my xenodrug arsenal out, and pressed it against her offered arm. She nodded at me, granting permission I was long past waiting for. I sank the tip into her, emptying the fluid stored in the reservoir within. “Thank you for letting me have you, Lauren.”
Little giggles escaped her, as she sank into the influence of what I had poured into her body. I watched her pupils dilate into open circles. She leaned into me, breathing heavily, as the drug swirled in her bloodstream and amplified sensation across her entire nervous system. 
She babbled dreamily in my grasp. “Wow, Miss… You're so pretty and soft…” 
I held her tight, spread my cape of feathery leaves, and leapt up to my perch. I nestled into place, winding myself tightly around her. Her little laughs were the most beautiful music I had ever heard. She began poking at me experimentally, inspecting her own hands, and generally being the cutest thing that could have ever possibly existed in this or any universe.
Something in me changed irreversibly as I pressed her into my core. I would be diligent, and keep her as safe as I could from the extremes of my own impulses, but my desires could no longer be denied. This tiny, fragile girl, who had checked notice postings every day hoping I would be coming for her, who had named herself to match me, was  mine. 
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The next three days were a blur. Her stamina for new chemicals was astounding, and she begged for more and more as soon as the last wore off. During the first of her few lucid spells, I asked what her favorite food was, and I had carefully prepared three ‘burritos’ each day by my own vine. Often, I would have to feed them to her, but I enjoyed helping her take every bite.
Lauren rested peacefully against my chest, exhausted after last night's trip. I had experimented with a substance that turned the bottoms of her feet into what was known as an ‘erogenous zone’, and then rubbed my feathery petals along them while she made the most adorable sounds I had yet heard a terran produce. Eventually, she had passed out from the stimulation. 
She produced significant amounts of two clear fluids from both her mouth and her… Hmm. I would have to ask about the preferred term for that anatomy later. Terran medical texts and sexuality research were  strangely  sparse on information on women with that body part, and what little did exist seemed… Leering. 
I had never slept much when I lived alone on the station. Affini rest cycles involved significantly less total downtime than the terran one did. Where a human apparently needed to sleep about one third of the time, I could get by on closer to one tenth. But having the cutest creature that had ever lived quietly snoring in a bundle against and inside me like a leafy nest was a very compelling reason to appreciate the downtime spent in my perch.
The sound of my door buzzing roused me from losing myself in playing with her hair. I quickly put a replacement companion dress over Lauren's sleeping form. I carefuly lowered us down to the ground level, and set her down in one of the large chairs in my main space.
I opened the door and saw nothing. Then I looked down to see reflective eyes and fuzzy yellow and brown stripes. A member of the insectoid race affini had co-evolved with waved up at me with one of his four arms.
The beeple greeted me with a wiggle of his antennae and a bow. “Hello there, Miss Lantana. my name is Byre Avendula, 6th floret. I work with the Office of Xenosophont Wellness. I was wondering if Lauren Wu was available to talk?”
I stated my agreement in the affini-beeple sign language with my own antennae, and let him in. An actual formal wellness check would only be done with another affini present, so this couldn't be anything too serious.
I gave Lauren a counteragent for any residual xenodrugs in her system, and a wakener. After a few seconds, she yawned, blinked a few times, and recognized we had a guest. “Oh, hi Mister Avendula!” Oh, she already knew him?
Lauren recognized my confusion quickly. “He helped me sign up for classes, and showed me how to use messaging programs and stuff. I was struggling to figure out the tablet you gave me for a few days, and he just showed up at my door and taught me everything I needed to know!” My core sank. I should have done that before I left.
He spoke in English from a small box on his shoulder. “I'm just here because you missed your classes for a few days, Lauren. I know Miss Sycanthe filed notice of intent and you were here with her, and having fun by the looks of it! But I wanted to be sure things were all okay since you weren't answering my messages.” I had caught his antenae microgesture the term “first bloom” while mentioning me and immediately understood why he was here. Making sure the  youngbloom  wasn't in over her petals.
Lauren seemed a little distressed by that. “Oh… I missed classes? How long have I been here?”
Byre answered before I could. “Three days, Miss Wu! I sent notes and summarized recordings of the lectures you missed to your tablet for you, don't worry!”
“Thanks, Mister Avendula!” Lauren leaned down and gave him a big hug. “Actually, do you think you could fix our compiler? I think it got stuck only making burritos.”
Byre and I both had our antennae take the same confused pose simultaneously. Then it dawned on me.
“Oh, Lauren, I have been making your meals myself. I compiled the ingredients and followed a recipe I looked up.” I curled my face to mimic a terran smile. I was very proud of how I had mastered the burrito so quickly.
Lauren began giggling uncontrollably into the fuzz of the Beeple in her arms. “Oh, Miss Sycanthe. I like burritos, but not for  every  meal every day! I was starting to get a little sick of them, when I was awake enough to notice.”
I dearly wished this revelation had not occured in front of a Xenosophont Wellness representative. It was bad enough that I had forgotten to get her to her classes, but neglecting to provide her with suitable levels of culinary enrichment was… Unacceptable to me.
Byre noticed my response and immediately tried to help me by changing the subject. “So, I assume you are intending to pursue voluntary domestication. Congratulations! Miss Sycanthe, would you like help locating the paperwork for that? I can arrange it for you if needed.” His antennae undulated nervously. 
“No, but thank you.” I was mortified by the suggestion. He would not have felt the need to offer me help with something so basic if I hadn't made such a fool of myself.
He tapped Lauren twice on the shoulder to signal he wanted her to let him go from the hug, and straightened up to leave. His antennae gestured that he had something more to say to me, so I followed him to the door, leaving Lauren to catch up on three days of missed messages.
His wings fluttered, and he rose to my eye level. He spoke to me in antennae-sign again so Lauren wouldn't be able to tell we were speaking.
“Miss Sycanthe. I have concerns about the arrangement here. Your extreme reactions to unremarkable minor missteps suggest to me that you do not feel fully up to the task before you. Would you like me to look into arranging for a mentor for You, or possibly a co-owner for Lauren? it is rare for an Affini your age at all to take a pet, and shared ownership often is better for everyone involved.”
My plumage flared up in response. I did not want to share her, she was  mine.  He retreated back a few dozen centimeters, reflective eyes looking side to side in what I desperately hoped was not fear of me. I immediately felt ashamed, and signed the gesture for heartfelt apology for my carelessness.
“No, I do not welcome either of those suggestions. But…  You  are happily invited to return to visit whenever you please, Byre.” I bowed to him with my antenna posed in recognition of a respected helper.
“I appreciate that, Miss Sycanthe! i'll be in touch.”
He clearly cared more than as a mere professional about Lauren. For a beeple to critique an affini’s actions  at all  meant a great deal. It would be foolish and unbecoming of a fit owner to reject someone willing to do that for her. I regretted that I had rewarded his genuine concern for my terran and I with a display of anger, no matter how brief.
I closed the door as he left, and saw Lauren had compiled some sort of syrup-coated pastry with a grid of holes in it, and was reading over a specific message in deep thought on the couch. I leaned closer, and saw that it was from one of the several terran women Lauren had a short romantic encounter and subsequent falling out with during my time off-planet. 
The message asked for help with a presentation in three weeks. It danced around the subject of having ‘made a mistake’ without ever actually directly stating what it was, or apologizing. How curious.
Lauren spoke her thoughts aloud for me. “On the one hand, she left me on read for weeks, and I heard rumors that she hooks up habitually with other trans girls my age, but I think it’s just because she’s immature.” 
I was unsure if the woman in question having a habit of short encounters was a bad thing or a good thing. I decided that stroking her hair would be an appropriate response either way.
She tilted her head into my vine before continuing. “On the other hand, she's clearly a walking disaster who needs the help, has already pushed away everyone else, and I’m not like,  mad  at her that we fucked or anything. Honestly, she caught me up to speed on how my body works really fast, which was pretty convenient, though I might want to look into changing it anyway.”
I looked at my pet curiously. What functions had this woman been able to teach her, I wondered. I would have to ask for a demonstration later.
Lauren thought about it for a moment, then began typing a reply. “Yeah, I think I’m gonna be the bigger person and help her.” She sent it, and put the tablet down.
I sat next to her, and curled the leaves of one of my wings around her. “So. Do you want me to get that paperwork ready? I see no reason to wait.”
She rubbed her face against me. “Tomorrow? I need to catch up on the coursework I missed, if that's okay?” 
I nodded. Education was an important form of stimulation for a terran, I would not want to deny her that… But I wanted to at least do one part first.
“After we sign  just  the first document.”
She gave me a big grin, and nodded. “Yes… Mistress.” I had to steady myself after hearing that. We would have to experiment with terminology to find my favorites. I had not given any thought to what  she  would call  me .
I compiled and then laid out the first page of the contract before her, filled my half out, and gave her a pen to sign. I felt every fiber in my body tighten as she wrote her new name on the page.

   Lauren Lantana, First Floret. 

 


  [image: ]


  Byre Avendula, 6th Floret
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  I sat on a terran-sized park bench outside the bio-sciences building of Tharsis University, waiting for Lauren's classes to be over.
The entire stack of implantation paperwork sat next to me, weighed down with one of my branches so it didn't blow in the wind. I went over it carefully, inspecting each page had been filled out to my satisfaction, cherishing each and every time  Lauren Lantana  appeared.
I noticed something yellow flying towards me on a meandering path. Byre Avendula waved at me as he hovered down to my eye level.
“Good morning, Miss Sycanthe!”
I bowed my head in greeting. “Hello, Byre. What a coincidence that we should cross paths again.”
“Not a coincidence at all! I live here, in the hive unit they converted the old economics building into.”
Yes, no reason to keep a monument to a failed ideology around. I had been inside the large communal hab units designed for beeple and affini back on Summer Station, and they were quite different from the more individualized housing that suited Terran needs and pair-bonding tendencies. “I see. I’m here because my Lauren is in class at the moment. I was just going over the implantation paperwork, and I’m going to get the core sample taken tonight!“
His fuzzy antennae were so still he could only be doing so by conscious effort to keep them that way. He was weighing how to say something. He signed a request to approach, which I gestured three twitches of approval for. He hovered down to the small part of the bench not occupied by me or domestication papers, sat halfway on my lap, and rested his face against my petals. I reflexively opened up several flowers, allowing him to nestle into them if he desired.
We sat together without saying anything for a few moments, before he slowly began speaking, with careful consideration of every motion. “Miss Sycanthe, I do not think that moving forward with implantation so quickly would be wise.”
I stared at him, motionless. I had never even  heard  of a beeple being so directly critical of an affini before. His wings twitched anxiously, so I stroked his head with a vine to soothe him. Part of me felt indignant that yet  another  sophont thought they knew better than I, certainly. But the emotional shape of some tenth bloom calling me immature was different than this. It had always felt there was some element of social hierarchy being enforced over me when other affini did it, but he had no such position to defend.
“Byre. I value your honesty with me. Can you tell me  why  you think I should delay implantation?” It still filled my core with something sharp and angry to entertain such a notion, but I would not jeopardize my pet’s well-being for the sake of arrogance.
“I am nervous that You taking Lauren on could be destructive to you. Implantation is a physically irreversible process. it is not to say You are incapable of caring for her! But Affini of your age often change interests rapidly. You may not be as good a match for each other as time passes, and this particular sophont has already gone through terrible neglect in her past. I care about her, too.” 
He had not said it directly, but the implication was clear. He thought I might be some filthy  abdicator.  I fought back the impulse to respond in rage to the suggestion I could ever do such a thing. “Why do you fear I would not prioritize or…  abandon  her?” the word felt dirty in my vocal threads.
I could see from microgestures he felt terribly guilty for answering me. “You already have in a smaller way once before. You began to initiate a bond with her, and then left her alone on a planet she had never set foot on. The only reason nobody stopped this before it even started was that absolutely everyone presumably thought you would end up claiming her before the trip ended! I am glad you did not have to see the state she was in.”
I watched my eyes go black and empty in the reflective surfaces of his. “Did something happen while I was gone?”
“Her spirits remained surprisingly high for one whose fear of abandonment was set off so hard! the hormonal changes of a class G regiment already wreak havoc on terrans’ emotions when they  aren't  also pining for someone. I enrolled her in classes at Tharsis to give her something to do where I could keep an eye on her, as I assumed You had experienced the flighty attention span common of one your age and wouldn't be coming back.” 
I felt hollow. I did not deserve her. I cursed myself to a painful frost for not having erased her memory before I left like I knew I should have. I had been so selfish to try and keep some part of her as mine while still leaving. “I should have followed the procedure for release. I shouldn’t even be here. I should do what I should have at the beginning. I should void the domestication before it is approved, erase myself from her mind, and go back to Vasaii. or better yet, leave this entire galaxy, until I’m capable of handling this sort of thing.”
Byre wagged his antennae in disagreement. “Miss Sycanthe, learning to accept that even your mistakes are opportunities to grow is an important part of any firstbloom’s journey. I have been doing this job for several of my Owners’ blooms now. in my experience, the  best  way to help Affini of Your age in this position is to arrange a co-owner, but you said you don’t want that. The  next best thing is to slow things down to a steadier pace.”
He was right. I could not simply chase my instincts, they would lead me to ruin. I had memorized the correct sequences of care for a reason. I needed to do better. I  would  do better. I would make  no  further mistakes.
He clutched at the leaves of my wing, clearly detecting my own antennae microgestures as I had his. “This is the very reaction that worries me. I am only encouraging caution! do not let little bumps bring you despair. If you go through with this, it will be because it was the correct choice.”
He squeezed a vine in each of his four hands as a traditional goodbye signal, then stood to leave. “Also, Miss Sycanthe, procedures and rules are just meant to be a starting point! Caring for someone means learning what works for them specifically. anyway, I'm going to go find my Owners so I can nest the stress off. I'm happy to give you the honest feedback you clearly don’t want to hear from another Affini, but it does take a bit of toll on me. Talk later!” His wings stretched out, and he took off with a buzz.
I wished I could understand Lauren as easily as I could read Byre. Perhaps I would have to give her antennae. I looked at the stack of paperwork beside me, and could not help but question myself. Was I doing the right thing? 
 

 
Lauren had messaged me that she was helping her professor friend wrap up the final details of the presentation, and the sun was starting to set on my bench when they finally finished.
I watched Lauren walking with Dr. Harper from a distance. Dr. Harper was significantly taller than my pet, and seemed to be struggling to keep up with Lauren's bouncy skipping. It was strange that a terran clearly suffering from being insufficiently adapted to a planet's gravity would not be using any form of assistance. The two cast a significant contrast side by side. My Lauren was a proper pet, and Dr. Harper was an injured stray. I would have to speak to someone at the Office of Xenosophont Wellness, a terran inflicting hardship on itself on purpose was feral behavior.
The two of them exchanged goodbyes and split, and Lauren ran over to me. She leapt into the air with her arms outstretched, and I caught her and pulled her in to shower her in affection.
“Miss Sycanthe, have you been on this bench all day? You know you don't have to wait for me right?”
“I know. I just didn't want to leave.” I did not have a single thing I needed to be doing more than being as near Lauren as possible. “Is your freind Dr. Harper alright? She looks like I need to talk to someone about her well-being.”
“Oh, she's in some kind of wardship already, Miss Sycanthe. She has a case manager who she  clearly  has a massive crush on who visits her every few days.” Lauren giggled adorably. “I can tell because the only thing she talks about more than complaining about her ex-wife is how annoying and handsome she thinks Mr. Maculatum is, she really likes him.”
I did not understand the apparent contradiction in her suggestion. Odd that Dr. Harper was being allowed to suffer from the crushing Mars gravity and look so…  Unwell  in general, if she was already in another affini's care, but I knew better than to question what was presumably an elaborate courtship dance.
Other affini with more experience eventually developed styles of their own, but it seemed wrong that this terran be allowed to suffer. It did not sit right with me, but I decided it was not my place to intervene. 
I called a shuttle bus from my tablet, and set our home as the destination. Lauren noticed that the destination was not implantation related, as we had prior discussed. “Weren't you going to get the implant sample taken, Miss?”
I thought over Byre urging caution here. Following his advice seemed wise, but I still had an infuriating  lack of clarity on the matter. The recommended steps for voluntary domestication cases were frustratingly vague. I had been driving myself mad trying to determine what I should decide for the care of my Lauren, but the guidelines did not adequately advise any one path as the correct one.
Would I simply be dooming my Lauren to suffer like her teacher friend if I delayed? I was certain I would never experience whatever change of heart Byre was worried about, but I also had to put her well being above my own possessive instincts, as little as I wanted to. Suddenly, a thought occured to me. I could ask  her  for her input.
“Lauren. You are aware that the implant is something we will never be able to undo, that you will not be able to change your mind if we go through with it. You will be mine forever.”
She smiled at me. “I meant it when I signed the domestication papers, Miss. This is the life I wanted since I saw the earliest broadcasts showing how happy your pets were. I've  always  craved something like this, it just wasn't  real  to me until the affini showed up. Instead I had a life of having to fight for anything. I'm never going to want to fight for anything ever again. And I trust that when we are older and our tastes change, you will cherish whatever form I take!”
I envied how well this gorgeous creature could articulate herself. “So the thought of the things the implant will change about you do not concern you?”
“Yep!” Lauren said happily. “In fact, Is it possible for me to get a gender affirming surgery at the same time as the implant? I want everything to be made perfect at once!”
“Maybe we should simply arrange to have that done first- Maybe make the final decision after that presentation your friend is doing tommorow?” A day of reflection would help me see clearly.
 

 
The morning sun bathed us in warmth through the window. Lauren clung to me in our perch, gasping as waves of chemical euphoria washed through her from the vine I had connected to her thigh for a continuous drip. It was a mix of her normal class Gs and several of our favorite sensation enhancing compounds and mild hallucinogens we had experimented with over the last week.
I pressed a slippery vine against the seam that ran between my floret’s legs and along the little pouch that hung down so cutely. I began a stroking motion exactly as she had shown me. She lifted her feet where I could squeeze them and looked at me with a smile. I curled four vines together in my best attempt at hands to deliver pressure into the soles of each foot.
Her eyes rolled back and fluttered, and she let out a shrill scream and pressed her hips down against the tentacles rubbing between her legs.
“Fuck…” she gently uttered, her irises completely black circles focusing on nothing in particular. Every time they dilated like that I felt like I could fall forever into their beauty.
Her climax slowly faded, and I tapered off the liquid stimulation into her thigh. “I am glad you enjoyed your morning meds, Pet.”
“Fuck, Mommy, you know how to make taking my class Gs feel so amazing…” 
The fact that it was  my  body producing the chemicals that were slowly changing her shape to be even softer and curvier felt  right  . Knowing I was changing her to be her most perfect self sated some deep  hunger  within me. It was why I now gave her these infusions every morning, rather than the weekly version.
I gently wiped the mess off of her belly with a towel, then wrapped her against my chest. I chose a dress off the hanger next to me, and swooped down to the dining area below. 
Today was the day of the presentation Lauren had so diligently helped make happen, so I prepared her a meal called poached eggs and toast after dressing her. Once we were ready in the front yard, I scooped up my beloved pet into a hollow space In my chest, spread my cape of petals into its full 7 meter span, and took off for Tharsis University.
I felt truly happy as my terran laughed from her place in my torso, gliding gently upward together on a thermal updraft current from over the paved terran roads. 
 

 
The presentation had not gone according to plan. The presenter had walked onto the stage, looked around at all the affini and pets that had come to listen to her lecture on pre-compact terran physics, then walked off without a word.
Lauren had tapped me to ask to follow her, saying she was worried about what Dr. Harper was feeling. We had almost reached her office when we heard a scream like trapped animal, and the sound of smashing glass, muffled through the door. I immediately reached into an emergency alcove and pulled the lever. I set Lauren down and drew the pacification nettleflowers out from my recessed vines. Old training woke up in my core, just another feral rescue.
I had not reached the door when I saw a green blur approaching,  fast. Another affini, racing towards us in some kind of quadruped form with three eyes. They reached the door, and ripped it clear off it's hinges while twisting into a vortex of vines, wooden bones twisting into place midair. They landed in a low stance, shifting into the most perfect mimicry of a terran form I had seen any affini take. 
The master of shape strode in through the door, and spoke in hushed tones to the feral terran inside. She stared blankly at the wall, with skin full of shards of broken glass.
Recognition flickered in her eyes, and she reached out for him and started crying. Clearly, this was the case manager Lauren had mentioned, and they would be responsible for Dr. Harper from here.
I covered Lauren’s eyes as the case manager carried the bleeding terran out of the building. There was absolutely nothing Lauren or I could do for the poor woman, whose injuries ran wet crimson over the woven leafy surface of the affini carrying her to seek medical help.
Lauren pressed herself against me, stroking my petals in an attempt to soothe  me.  “it’s okay, I saw worse in the navy, Miss Sycanthe. I knew she was on the edge of snapping, but I didn't take her for one of the violent ones. I'm glad she's gonna get help now.” 
I nodded. I thought back to how Lauren had looked when I first met her. Underfed, terrified, surrounded by others in a cramped ship ruled by violence. What I had seen other terrans do in a panic, how they had hurt themselves over and over in both long and short term ways.
I appreciated Byre’s input and concerns that I should slow down, but In the end, this was not his choice to make. Dr. Harper was what happened when a sophont meant to be a pet was left wild long enough to tear itself apart.
My Lauren would not be allowed to suffer, ever again. I pulled her in tight against me. We were going home to pick up the paperwork, and then we were going directly to the clinic to get the implantation sample taken. No more waiting.
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  I paced anxiously in the waiting room of the medical center. They had originally allowed me to be in the room with them during the implantation, but apparently my nervous fidgeting had been so animated as to be distracting to the surgeon working on my precious Lauren.


  I tried desperately hard not to think of all the things that could go wrong. The haustoric implant was the pinnacle of affini bioengineering, but it was still expected that over the course of the full terran pacification campaign, it might have as much as 
  
    double digit
  
   failures. That felt so high. Lauren was so pure, so beautiful. How could I expose her to such a risk? It was so reckless of me!


  I calmly reminded myself that a dozen failures out of billions meant the odds of a haustoric implant failure were on the same scale as being struck by lightning. This eased some fears, but introduced new ones. I was still looking up how to minimize the chances of being struck by lightning when the terran nurse arrived to inform me everything had gone perfectly.


  The doctors instructed me on how to care for her implant site and adjusted reproductive anatomy in detail. I paid rapt attention, despite having already studied both in extreme detail, just in case I had missed anything.


  A few hours later, Lauren rested in a rope sling next to my nesting branch, snoring gently. I placed the finishing touch around her neck, a vivid pink collar with a small loop on the front for me to cling to whenever I worried I might lose her. Everything was as it should be, she had been made truly, wholly perfect. 


  I kept her sleeping for the next week, swaddled in the hollow of my torso. It soothed my nerves to feel her nested against my core at all times. I stayed in touch with Byre to keep him filled in, and demonstrate what a good job I was doing. He had been able to convince me to postpone implantation by a few days so that the recovery time would fall between semesters, so Lauren didn't even miss any classes. This seemed like a good compromise to me.


  I had also begun a correspondence with Rykar Maculatum, 9th Bloom, after being impressed with his handling of the situation with Lauren’s teacher friend. I was relieved to learn she was doing well, and had settled into acceptance that she was meant to be a pet. 


  It was immediately obvious from looking him up that he was no ninth bloom. His history stretched back… to the very beginning of the records I had access to here on Mars. He had changed names a few times, but the number of accomplishments he had were astounding. Captain of multiple ships, famed negotiator, theological historian, trained xenosophont therapist, musician. There would presumably be more, but I didn't want or need to pry.


  The feeling of inferiority was crushing. Lauren’s friend was certainly a more challenging sophont than Lauren was to care for, but now I would have the most unimaginable of comparisons to live up to in our immediate social circle. I tried to remind myself that I, one day, would doubtless have many such experiences to my name. Insecurity was not a productive emotion. It didn't help.


  Then, Lauren stirred in her sleep, and unconsciously grabbed at one of the vines resting against her. It was anchoring, a reminder that the only thing that mattered in the universe was that my pet was happy. She didn't seek out some hundredth bloom with more decorated careers than I had years of being alive, she sought out 
  
    me.
  

 

 

  Ramping Lauren's body up to the level of drug saturation needed for the implant had been some of the most fun I had with her yet. Now though, I simply loved watching her sleep every possible moment not absolutely needed to attend to her physical needs. 


  Eventually It had been a full week, and I began slowly lifting my Lauren out of her enforced rest. It was halting at first, but gradually we settled into something like our old routine. She was still stiff and weak, but we watched her favorite shows together on the viewscreen. I slowed the capture rate of my lower pair of eyes enough that I could enjoy the terran animation as the full motion it was intended to be, and discovered exactly how much I had been missing. We worked through the library of what were apparently the classics. We stayed up late into the night, debating the textual meanings of our favorites.


  Her implant was not configured to be particularly active in its effects. I liked injecting Lauren with her medications myself more than utilizing it to produce them automatically. The passive effects of the implant were much more relevant to me. In particular, the degree to which contact with me affected her had been enhanced enormously, and by the end of the second week, she was well enough that the fullest of her desires for intimacy had returned in full force.


  I held her tight against my chest, savoring every shiver of her body. The implantation had not only made her more receptive to me, but me more in tune with her as well. I pulled her back, so I could gaze at her face. Her excitement, her desire for me to treat her as mine, crashed over me like a gale force wind as we locked eyes.


  The instincts within me to claim could not be held back. I sliced and cut at what little clothing she was already wearing, and let them flutter down to the floor far below us. The surgical reorganization of her reproductive system made Lauren’s body look complete.  This girl was 
  
    mine,
  
   and I 
  
    needed
  
   to take her as such. Her gasps of excitement were all I needed. I felt her begging for me in every heavy breath that escaped her tiny adorable mouth.


  It would be another week before the internal anatomy had healed enough for penetration, but external play was still very much an option currently.  Lauren's voice jumped an octave as I twirled a thin vine around what was apparently called a clitoris. 


  “Feels so good, Miss Sycanthe…”


  “Of course it does. You're being touched by your 
  
    owner
  
   now.”


  She giggled a little incoherently at me. I decided it would be cutest if she was only able to moan rather than speak, released another few drops of the chemical that would mix her senses together, and ran the feathery tips of my wing’s petals up her body.


  Her laughter hitched higher and she shivered and whimpered in my arms. A little drool ran down her face, and she stared at me with those eyes I felt like I could fly into. Her swaying side to side was mesmerizing. I found myself unable to resist mirroring the motion.


  While my experience with other xenosphonts was limited, I was truly convinced that terrans were the most perfect pet species to ever evolve. Every time I touched her, it reinforced her preexisting desires to submit. Every dose of xenodrugs deepened the pathways that led her to crave being wrapped in my vines. She was never saturated, her tolerance would never rise. Those incredibly expressive faces terrans had would always betray her deepest desires to me, and I would never, ever tire of owning her.


  She dropped into a state of pure bliss, and I felt her pull me with her. I squeezed tight enough around her body to feel her pulse pounding against my vines. Our bodies synchronized in perfect rhythmic harmony, her heartbeat pouring over my own biorhythm in a splash of joy I had never felt before. Her scream of raw pleasure rocked through my core, as her abdominal muscles contracted was one of the most wonderful sounds I had ever heard.


  Her ragged voice managed to get out four words with the last of her energy. “I love you, Sycanthe.”


  She went entirely limp, and I tucked her into my chest, pressed deep against my core. We stayed that way for a while, sharing a moment of pure peace. “I love you too, Lauren.”

 

 

  Lauren sat in my lap in a cute little blue sweater I had chosen for her. I watched her send the third message to Dr. Harper in a row with no response, asking if she wanted to hang out. She stared at the message for a moment, then tabbed back to reading about all the features of the implant on her tablet. Something seemed to catch her eye, and she gave one of my vines a tug.


  “Hey, Miss Sycanthe. This stuff about immune response regulation. Does the implant completely cure 
  
    all
  
   allergies?”


  I smiled at her, and patted her on the head. “Of course it does, dear. An allergy is merely a false alarm immune response. The implant will take control of that. Why, was there a food you had been avoiding?”


  She grinned at me. “Not to a food, Miss Sycanthe. Can I get a cat?”


  I tilted my head in surprise. “That is an unexpected request. Why a cat?”


  “Well, one of the dreams I had during the big sleep was of one of the foster families I had back when I was a kid. One of the better ones, they had money. But, once I started going through puberty, I developed really bad allergies to the cat suddenly. They had to choose between keeping me or their cat.”


  She seemed a little distant after saying that. I patted her head to comfort her. “Oh, I'm so sorry that you had to give away your pet.”


  Lauren looked at me with a smile that seemed a little sad. “Miss Sycanthe, I truly adore your innocence. You are from a world where options other than love don't even occur to you, I'm so happy to get to share it with you.”


  I was a little confused, but I hugged her tight as I called a shuttle bus to take us to the animal rescue shelter. I downloaded every terran guide to cat care onto my data pad as we went, so I could build the flowcharts of optimal care responses on our way.

 

 

  Lauren skipped around excitedly as we walked around the enormous building that housed all the adoptable rescues from around the greater Olympus Mons area. “Wow, this place is the size of a zoo!” I would have to take her to a real affini zoo at some point.


  Each enclosure was about the size of a terran house, and held anything from one to five animals and a terran caretaker overseeing them. The walls that adjoined them were transparent on our side, but opaque on the side of the rescue animals. All were decorated and filled with enrichment.


  The dogs were cute, but not what we were here for. Lauren inspected every cat we passed closely through the view windows, and none seemed to speak to her. It was a very strange experience, watching a member of a pet species choosing a pet of her own.


  “Oh my god, he looks so 
  
    grumpy!”
  


  I looked at the cat Lauren was pointing at excitedly. Unlike most of the enclosures, this one had only a single occupant. One of the martian cats, probably descended from a mix of strays rather than the careful purebreds. His legs were much longer than many of the others we had passed, which had been carefully selected for an original Terra aesthetic rather than actual comfort in moving around in Martian gravity.


  We requested access to the enclosure, and as soon as its caretaker let us in, Lauren skipped over to him. He was indeed very grumpy looking, the stripes on his head shaped like a perpetual frown. However, as Lauren held out her hand for him to sniff, he almost immediately proved himself to be an exceptionally affectionate creature, accepting petting, nuzzling against Lauren’s knee, then letting her press her face against his back.


  Her happy squeaks into his fur were not terribly decipherable as words, but the message was very clear. I notified the caretaker of the enclosure that we would absolutely be adopting this one.


  The caretaker handed me a small gas capsule, and I gave it to Lauren to crack in front of his nose. The puff of vapor immediately rendered him drowsy enough to be put into a carrier without being frightened. As she carefully folded the sides of the carrier around him, Lauren declared his name. “Chester. He’s a Chester! Just look at him!”


  He did indeed look like a Chester, somehow. Chester was a very fluffy little creature. He was also, apparently, a ‘scrungle’, a ‘dorkus’ and a ‘little man’. 


  Once we arrived home, we learned many new things about Chester. While he spent the first hour or so exploring the lower areas of the hab, locating his food and water, and sniffing everything he could reach, he eventually began jumping upward. He was apparently scared of the heights he was capable of jumping to in my very vertical hab. He clung to the leafy platform near my perch, meowing indignantly for help.


  Lauren looked at me with an amused look on her face. “Yeah, we had the same issue back on my home world sometimes. Cats measure a safe drop distance based on visual instinct evolved on Terra, but on a point four G planet they can easily jump higher than they think is safe to come back down from. We will have to build him a little staircase he can walk down.”


  “I can just get him.” I lifted myself up to the midpoint of the main space, and reached up to Chester. He made a hissing noise, and batted my tendrils away. I carefully retreated. Did he not want help?


  Lauren laughed from far below me. “Trust me, Miss Sycanthe. He's going to feel safest if we just let him do his own thing for a bit. The smell of his food will lure him down eventually.”


  I did not feel 
  
    quite 
  
  the same intensity of protectiveness towards this feline that I did towards Lauren, but leaving him up there still felt wrong. I lowered myself back down to her, and stroked her face to soothe my fretting.


  “The idea of just leaving a creature to figure out their own problems runs antithetical to everything I believe.”


  Lauren giggled as she rubbed herself against me. “Cats are just like that. They don't need you to constantly manage them. They just need their basics covered and to be loved.”


  I picked Lauren up and cradled her in my vines. “Does that make you my little kitten? You always surprise me by how effortless loving you is.”


  Lauren made a purring noise with her mouth by rolling her tongue, and put her hands up in front of her like little paws. “I guess so, Mommy. Meow!”


  I heard a light thump behind me through her giggling. Chester had made his way down the scattered leafy platforms that covered the walls, and rubbed himself against my leg as he passed me on the way to his food bowl.
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  Byre Avendula and I sat on my armchair, watching Lauren run around the hab playing with Chester. While he might be Ginkgo Biloba’s and Perrim Avendula’s floret, the Compact hadn't yet discovered a Beeple who didn't enjoy being doted on by 
  
    any
  
   affini, so I stroked his head affectionately while we talked in antennae gestures.


  The gossip that could apparently occur in a beeple hive community was beyond anything I had ever imagined. Eventually, however, we stopped making small talk and he pivoted to discussing the girl happily rolling around on the floor with her cat. “I'm very happy for Lauren. Even if I expressed worry about implantation, I think you made the right choice, Miss Sycanthe!”


  I ran feelers down the back of his fuzzy head thoughtfully. “I mean no offense, Byre, but you would have said I made the right choice either way, so I'm not sure it means as much.”


  “I suppose not, Miss Sycanthe. But… I've been around long enough to know some choices an affini makes are more perfect than others.”


  My feathers shook with a laugh. It wasn't even an intentional mimic of gesture. I supposed Lauren must actually be wearing off on me. “What were you 
  
    really
  
   so afraid of, Byre?”


  Before he could answer, Lauren jumped up to swing on one of the thick vines overhead, and Chester followed her. I felt Byre tense up in concern she would fall, in perfect sync with me doing the same. Beeple might be a floret race, but they shared our values deeply.


  Once she had her feet back on the ground and we relaxed, his antennae moved again to speak. “I once knew a first bloom who could not forgive herself for mistakes made with her first pets, and chose not to rebloom even a single time. That is what I feared most, that a lack of patience would lead to a disaster, and then cause you to not grace the universe with the many full lifetimes you deserve.”


  I squeezed him tight. Choosing to pass along when one was satisfied was an eventual fact of immortal life, but the thought of a 
  
    first
  
   bloom doing so was deeply upsetting. It was terrible that a creature like Byre should to have so directly experienced such a thing. “I am so sorry, Byre.”


  He squeezed me back. “I took a lesson from it, though. One of the skills you will eventually learn is to not over-promise yourself. I need you to promise me you don't intend to take another alongside Lauren.”


  I looked at him in confusion. “Why would I do that? Lauren is everything I could ever desire.”


  He wiggled his antennae happily. “Good answer! I will be honest and say that if you choose to ignore my advice 
  
    this
  
   time, I will no longer have the option of not involving other affini in your affairs, no matter how much you don’t like it. I really do mean it.”


  That sounded like a reasonable precaution, though I genuinely could not fathom any being managing to divide my attention from my precious one, other than perhaps occasionally Chester. “Understandable. I appreciate your concern and support, Byre.”


  “Now, if you don't mind, Miss Sycanthe, I want to drop the gloom and join in playing with Chester!”


  Byre took off from my lap, and started flying around just out of Chester's reach, who began chasing him around. I watched the two florets enjoy themselves as the happy creatures they were meant to be with a warm feeling deep in my core. The two of them laughed together, and I joined in, running around the hab with them.

 

 

  Lauren’s former feralist teacher friend, who I had learned from speaking to her owner was named Elizabeth, had finally agreed to a social event with Lauren, so she and I prepared lunches, a picnic basket, and a blanket to sit on.


  Chester’s fur had managed to get all over Lauren’s dress, so I pulled it off her and went to compile a new one. Chester, of course, had discovered that the casing of the compiler often produced significant amounts of waste heat, and the materialization surface had become one of his favorite places to lay. I gently picked him up and placed him in a sunny spot on my armchair, then compiled a new dress with light antistatic properties. After a moment’s thought, I instructed the compiler to make 
  
    all
  
   clothing compiled from then on have that property.


  I put Lauren’s hair into a bun, and clipped on a pink leash that matched her collar. The idea of her being able to get far from me stressed me greatly, even if we were unlikely to run into any crowds in the park. 


  She gave her cat a big kiss on the face, and we walked out of the hab together. The walk was not long. Rykar and I had both chosen to live in the same affini-heavy habitation zone near the university, and there was a park very close to the midpoint of both of our homes.


  Lauren and I saw the pair of them walking down the winding path in the distance. Rykar’s vines wrapped around his floret’s waist, subtly supporting her weight in the Martian gravity her body was still clearly not used to. Dr. Harper waved at us, and as we drew close, I saw she looked much healthier, and had absolutely no remnants of the injuries she had borne on our last meeting.


  The four of us stopped where the two sides of the path met, and I bowed slightly to introduce myself. “Sycanthe Lantana, First Bloom, she/her. I saw you at that incident at the university, but I am pleased to be able to properly introduce myself to you both under happier circumstances."


  Dr. Harper seemed about to speak, but her owner interjected first. 


  “Rykar Maculatum, 9th Bloom, he/him. This is my flower, Elizabeth, though yes, we have crossed paths before.” 


  I made careful note that he was a proper, traditional type, to speak for both himself and her. I would be sure to adhere just as well to the expectations of our roles, to leave a good impression.


  I remembered from what Rykar had told me about his pet that tomorrow happened to be a special day to her. “Oh, and happy early birthday, Dr. Harper-Maculatum. I am told it is tomorrow?” She nodded, though she looked distracted and blushing about something.


  Rykar and I put down the blanket, opened the picnic basket, and watched while our pets chatted as they ate. Apparently it was a revelation to Elizabeth that Lauren had been a prisoner-soldier of the rebel fleet. Eventually their small talk wound down, and Elizabeth straightened up and cleared her throat to speak up.


  “Lauren, I’m sorry. I took advantage of you in a number of ways that I am not proud of. I was dismissive of the differences between our journeys, I took your generosity for granted and… It was not appropriate of me to sleep with you, given that you are a student at the institution I taught at, even if you weren't my student. I messed up really badly, and the fact that you didn’t get seriously hurt says far more about your maturity and grace than it says anything about me.”


  This surprised me. I was under the impression that, despite being 13 years older than my Lauren, Elizabeth was much less mature. I glanced at Rykar in admiration. How had he taken a deeply entrenched feralist and made a proper pet of her so quickly?


  Lauren nodded in acceptance of the apology. “You were clearly going through a lot, Liz. But I'm glad you acknowledge that. You seem a lot less… haunted now!” 


  The two of them embraced. I knew exactly where this situation was going from my extensive training on terran bonding patterns. After all, much of my knowledge of transfeminine sexual practice had come from Lauren’s account of their night together.


  “Goodness, so affectionate. You two get along so well, and she used to talk about the day she met you in such… detail!”


  Elizabeth seemed to be in denial, as was certainly typical of recovering feralists.“I… I'm sorry, Miss Sycanthe, but I don't think this is ground Lauren and I should tread again.”


  Lauren seemed to be trying to cover for her friend. “Yeah, sorry Mistress, I don’t think Liz and I are really right for that. When I said a bunch of stuff about her being my girlfriend, I was still just getting used to having emotions for the first time. I asked like four other girls that month to be my girlfriend, because having girl feelings was so intense!''


  I was not convinced, and the last thing I was about to do was break from a clear procedural sequence while in front of Rykar. I drew out one of my vines, preparing to give Lauren her usual dose of sexual enhancers so the pets could play together.


   


  “Not in front of Elizabeth.”


   


  I froze. The sheer force of his command to stop was not something I could have possibly resisted. His hand was covering Elizabeth’s face, and after a moment of stunned silence I remembered why.


  I had done far worse than not following procedure. I had neglected a special case. Rykar had 
  
    specifically
  
   asked me to not draw any needles around his pet, and in my excitement to impress him, I forgot his instructions. I wanted to rebloom on the spot to avoid the embarrassment.


  “Apologies, I forgot about your warning about her needs, I acted without thinking, Sir.” 


  The commanding tone in his voice vanished. “Just ‘Rykar’, please,”


  I felt awful. I was supposed to be a caretaker to all xenosophonts, and here I had just put one in danger of extreme distress. I clung to Lauren anxiously. I was fighting a losing battle with thoughts of inadequacy when Lauren’s giggle broke the tension.


  “Oh wow, I think I get how he was able to tame Liz now!” 


  Elizabeth laughed, and she thankfully seemed willing to simply move on from the enormous lapse in judgment I had just made.


  “So, how has Byre been? He and his brother sent me well wishes after the conference thing, but I know you're close to him specifically?”


  Lauren responded in her full bubbly exuberance. “Oh, he's fine! He visited us a few days ago, and after him and Sycanthe did their antenna talk thing we played with Chester for like an hour. Oh! I didn't tell you, I got a cat! He's the goodest most fluffy little boy!”


  Lauren pulled her handheld tablet out and began showing Elizabeth some of the hundreds of photographs of Chester we had taken in the week or so we had him, with many declarations that he was our ‘grumpy prince’ and other similar descriptions.


  I wanted to speak to Rykar and apologize again, but did not want the pets to know they were being talked about. I gave him an antennae gesture to signal initiation of conversation, and the white areas of his imitation hair separated slightly to answer me in the subtlest of movements. “Yes, Sycanthe?”


  I felt a little small. The gestural tone indicators had been in the most formal of all possible wording. I was being addressed 
  
    teacher-to-student,
  
   by another affini, yet again. I reminded myself that this was the consequence of my earlier error, and resolved that I would simply earn his respect as an equal and make my amends.


  “My apologies again for my mistake.”


  He didnt even look at me while responding, stroking his pet and watching her and Lauren talk about felines. “Think no more of it, Liz is fine, that is all I care about.”


  Speaking down to me in tone aside, I was glad he was not angry with me. “I was wondering, Rykar, how did you master shifting in shape so completely? I have not yet encountered any others of our kind who can mimic a terran face so perfectly.”


  He flicked his antennae in amusement. “You think so? In the mirror, all I notice is how I might improve. Fortunately, Liz likes this appearance, which is what matters.” His tone was not quite explicit in addressing me as a peer, but the emphasis on his experience being above mine was much smaller. I took this as a good sign.


  “My appearance is designed partially based on a Terran creature called a parrot, and my body is much lighter to allow me to fly on most bodies in this system. I mostly chose it to match my natural feathery flowers though.” Swapping one extinct flighted animal for another was not important, easier to just say parrot.


  “Yes, choosing a persona for a new species is difficult, and my appearance is mimicry rather than original as yours is. What matters is being comfortable for those we are around, and Liz was a particularly deeply rooted feralist. When I took her case I designed this persona around what she appeared to most need. I almost chose a feminine one, but this seems to have worked out fine.” 


  I signed my understanding with a left side wiggle. “I lack the fine control you have. Hands in particular have eluded me, i lose track of the fingers and they simply unravel so quickly.“


  “Hands are difficult. You’re hardly alone in preferring vines over them, and Lauren doesn't seem bothered. Besides, I have many blooms of practice. You’ll get there, sapling.”


  My plumage fluffed a little at the term of endearment being used. Our pets were now chatting about the merits of a genre of fiction that Elizabeth was apparently a fan of but that Lauren found to be absurd. Something to do with wolves. I ran my vines around her almost unconsciously, the feeling of her skin against me deeply calming of my nerves.


  Rykar’s antennae were still, as he gently stroked his pet’s hair as she passionately expounded on classical literature. He started gesturing again after a moment. “I think it is important for affini to mold themselves to those we make our companions, rather than the other way around. Lauren is your first. Your 
  
    true
  
   first. Cherish every moment you have with her. You are very sweet together.”


  I nodded. I knew Rykar called his Elizabeth his First Floret, but I assumed he simply subscribed to the practice of resetting the number if there was a period where one did not have any pets.


  “What was your first like, Rykar?”


  He did not answer for a moment. “Sycanthe, I am not actually a ninth bloom. I have had hundreds of reblooms at this point. Liz is my first in multiple galaxies. As far as I care, she is my true first as well. None that come before matter.”


  I had already known he was quite old, but 
  
    hundreds
  
   of reblooms boggled the mind at the timescale implied. I coiled myself tighter around Lauren anxiously, and she paused from her conversation to giggle into my leaf cover. I was glad that she was oblivious to our conversation. It was a little eerie even for me, the idea that past pets could simply be forgotten. I supposed that would be a required eventuality, but I didn't want to think about that at all, and signed to Rykar that I wished to stop discussing this topic entirely.


  We joined back into the conversation our pets were having, sharing our opinions on the subject at hand, and the more I held Lauren, the better I felt. Elizabeth was actually quite charming and witty once she opened up. I could see why she was such a good match for one with a lot of experience who might prefer a challenge. Lauren was perfect for me, however.


  Eventually, the sun began to set, and after we all said our goodbyes, we went our separate ways.
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It was a lovely day, and Lauren and I were visiting Rykar and Liz at their hab. The pets were out in the backyard, doing some kind of workout routine together, or at least Liz was. It had flips and jumps and kicks, all set around an elaborate obstacle course. I was glad they were having fun.
I had been sitting on the porch, talking with Rykar about the mountain ranges on Vasaii, the planet I had originally been uplifted on. How the vistas across the natural landscapes had been so beautiful to fly around. He asked me about the cities, and I stalled. The structures that had been constructed by sophonts on Vasaii, rather than natural forces, were a subject I tried not to think about. I changed the subject to Lauren’s upcoming final exams, and we chatted about that for a while instead.
However, as soon as Liz and Lauren finished and made their way over to us, I was far too distracted by the state of Rykar’s pet to continue. 
I stared at Liz’s shoulders, abdomen, forehead, and legs incredulously. The sweat on Liz’s body shone vividly as it caught the light. It was not just a solution of water and salt, but saturated in particles that were clearly affini in origin. Clearly  Rykar  in origin.
Lauren dove right into her favorite spot in my torso, while Liz paraded herself over to stand next to the owner whose genetic material she was literally leaking from her pores. 
I did not want to be prudish. But this was still far outside what I expected of him. In the affini language, so as not to upset Liz, I voiced my concern. “Is she sweating reproductive cells? Have you been pollinating her?  astonished, questioning, student to teacher.” 
Rykar held a hand up and answered me in English. “In my pet’s presence, please speak a language she understands. It is a good practice in general, to establish mutual trust and open communication.”
I hesitated, then nodded and repeated my question so they would understand as well. “You've been-  pollinating  her?” 
The look on the Terran’s face was one of confusion. Clearly, she was ignorant to what was going on.
Rykar clued her in. “Oh, Liz- You can’t see it, because it's only visible in the ultraviolet spectrum, but your entire body has been saturated by my reproductive cells, and the sweat is making it extremely visible.”
I could see Liz’s pulse rise, and she turned to Rykar with what looked like fury. He squeezed her affectionately, and she seemed to calm, then turned to me.
“No offense intended, Miss Sycanthe, but why is that something you consider noteworthy? You walk around with Lauren on a leash.” I felt Lauren poke her head out from my chest when she heard her name.
I ruffled my petals a little indignantly. I walked with Lauren on a leash because I didn’t want her to get lost. That had nothing to do with long-obsolete reproductive mechanisms.
“I don’t understand the comparison, Dr. Maculatum. That is simply how one travels with a pet.” 
I remembered what Rykar had told me about not generalizing about florets, and corrected myself. “Well. A pet of her type and inclination, anyway. But pollination is… vulgar! Besides, she doesn’t even have a pinnate! What is even the point of doing it?”
The purpose of pollen was to be rubbed on a floret, and then to have the floret be drugged into an adorable little stumbling mess, and rub against other florets, and… I was starting to squirm a little at that idea.
Rykar mercifully rescued me from my own thoughts. “You never know, I hear she used to be quite the ladykiller. However, Sycanthe, you have so much still to learn about what activities truly accelerate bonding the most. And in what positions.” 
Liz rolled her eyes. “Sir, I’m going to go take a shower, unless you need me here to embarrass me more.” I felt Lauren giggling in my chest. 
Rykar looked at her with love. “No, you can run along, Liz.” 
The back door to their hab closed, and after a moment I could faintly hear a shower running. Lauren had nestled herself against my core, and tugged on one of my vines three times. I knew what that meant she wanted, and gently released a light puff of her favorite hallucinogens while I composed my thoughts.
“What do you mean by that, Rykar? Activities that accelerate bonding?”
He laughed. The fact that he continued to mimic human expressions so seamlessly, even when it was just him and I talking, unnerved me. “It is a bit of a crude joke at my darling wife’s expense, and not meant to be taken literally.”
 Wife.  That word sat with me oddly. The concept did not perfectly translate between cultures, but it bore a great resemblance to the concept of a Union between affini. A relationship of equals. There was something tantalizing about the thought of having that with a pet, but also forbidden.
“How do you see Liz, Rykar? When you call her your wife, and yourself her husband, what does that mean to you? Do you see her as truly your equal, or is that title merely an affectionate term for your pet?”
“Why do you say that like those are mutually exclusive, Sycanthe?”
“Because they are. We are the Affini, and they are the pets. That is the way things are.”
“I disagree. I love Liz, and she loves me, and we are equals in that love, even if the differing circumstances of our origins mean that how we support each other is different.”
I knew many affini handled their florets in a variety of ways, but this seemed like an absurd amount of leeway to give a floret who had been domesticated specifically because of being a danger to herself.
“How is that possible? She is your pet. You have final say over all matters of her being.”
He shrugged. “Technically, yes, I suppose I do. But she can just tell me what she wants herself, and I can arrange it. I’ve never really cared for the paperwork.”
“That is a strangely negative way of describing our entire way of life, Rykar. You leave her own care up to her? That is a recipe for disaster. What if she makes a mistake?”
There was a noticeable purple glint in his eyes as he responded. “Not entirely, no. She is still  mine,  I just don't need a clerk to tell me that. Besides, I could make a mistake too. Why should my judgment always outweigh hers?”
My petals flared in frustration with his recklessness. “Because she is not an Affini! You are! We are capable of universal benevolence, xenosophonts are not.”
“Sycanthe, ‘universally benevolent’ is not even a  coherent concept  in a universe with more perspectives than just ours. There is no such thing as a benevolence that exists without a relative frame of reference. That can be a dangerous oversimplification to make.”
I tried not to let the depth of my shock show, but the erratic motion of my antennae betrayed me. “If not that, then what are we?”
“We are unconditionally loving by default. We have no ulterior motives when we say we want to make others happy, which Terrans in particular have a difficult time accepting given their history with capitalism. But that does not mean we are always right. There is nothing unique about us, nothing special to our essence that makes us  better  than them. Every single sophont in the universe, given time, would behave like us in our position and our culture.”
I tilted my head in the way Lauren did when confused. “I am unsure of the distinction? Is acting out of pure love, seeking to care for the intrinsic value of caring, not the same thing as universal good?”
Rykar leaned forward intensely. “Love can be wrong. Love can be selfish, and it makes mistakes. We can fall in love with an idea of what someone is to us, and we have the power to bend who they were before to fit our narrative in a way that tramples the beauty they originally held.”
“I will concede this. There can be no objective statements made without relative position. But what is wrong with accepting ourselves as the default position from which to measure all subjectivity? We are the dominant culture of the entire local group.”
Rykar frowned at me. “And what if we encountered another galactic civilization who did exactly what we do, but better? Would it be correct for us to try to domesticate them? Or would we fall in place as their subjects?”
I was startig to raise my voice. “That is a nonsensical proposition! There is no such thing as the Compact but better!”
He smiled at me infuriatingly. “Probably not, but it’s an interesting thought experiment. Especially because convergent evolution could easily happen.”
“It could not! We are the Affini, it is simple as that. We watch over the rest of the universe, because they need us.”
Rylar frowned. “I disagree. We do have many unique or rare properties, granted. Immortality, effectively unlimited resources, the ability to assemble matter at will, mastery of the sciences. However, none of those are what being Affini is. They are all just  technologies.  We possess the greatest capacity for conquest of any force we have ever known. But having power is not a mandate to use it, we are this powerful  because  we form these symbiotic partnerships at a societal and individual level. Ours is the most successful societal evolutionary strategy ever devised.”
“You are suggesting that if another species developed these things, they would also be fit custodians of the universe? Rykar, imagine if the Terran Accord had done this. Can you imagine the suffering?”
I thought of the woman now quietly murmuring nonsense with her hand pressed against my core. The ways she had been mistreated by her society, and how terrifyingly worse they could have been with unlimited power.
Rykar shook his head. “No, Sycanthe, I am suggesting that only a culture like ours could be as powerful as us. We have these advantages, atomic compilers, engineered immortality, firebreak defenses, and uncountable, unspeakable weapons, all of which were borrowed or improved by the species we make ours. So many advancements adapted from or improved by those species and cultures we took in.”
I tried to imagine what the Affini without these things would be like. I could not. I knew he was older than some of these inventions, but they had been all I had ever known.
Rykar continued after a pause. “The Terran Accord is an example of expansionism without love, and was ultimately weak because of it. The only members of their culture who are truly strong are those whose hearts are truly loving and cooperative. Our way of life brings out the best in all who experience it, and that makes the Compact unstoppable as a pure side effect.”
I nodded, that did make sense. Might did not make Right, but our form of Right would perhaps  inevitably  produce Might.
“I… I suppose I have no argument against that, but something about it still feels wrong to me. I cannot see any member of a pet species as someone I am not inherently responsible to care for. They might  potentially  have been a race that would become the Affini, as you say any could, but they did not. We did.”
My wandering mind lingered on the human I loved so dearly. Wife. Union. A dynamic I expected to perhaps one day find with another affini, a relationship of mutual care. Something I found myself craving aspects of from someone I had promised to be a caretaker to for her entire life. I would never ask that from her. That was not the way of the Affini. It was not a xenosophont’s job to take care of  us. 
“Sycanthe, why do  you  think we take pets?”
“They need us.”
He raised an eyebrow at me. “Perhaps, but we need them just as much. To define ourselves by. I look and act like a human for the same reason you look more or less like a Vasaiian.”
I stared at him in silence. I was sure many affini recognized my appearance for what it was, but none had ever acknowledged it directly before. 
“I wish to honor their memory, even if I never met them. The Vasaiians never got to see the stars.” I thought back to time studying the race who had once lived on my homeworld, but died before the Affini could save them from themselves.
He nodded, and spoke softly. A voice of reverence for the dead. “I know that you have seen firsthand what a race of xenosophonts going without the Affini present can result in. Vasaii isn’t the first ruined world we have ever found, and won’t be the last. The humans were lucky to already be spread to the rest of Sol before they killed Terra. We cannot actually save the entire universe, Sycanthe. But we can make the individuals we do reach their best selves, and that is what truly matters.”
Flickers of memory, of flying between skyscrapers of shattered glass and stone, searching for clues as to what Vasaiians were like. The constant, painful knowledge that we could have prevented it, had we been there sooner. How every bit of their history we had uncovered had shown just how badly things went for xenosophonts without our help.
“Then why try at all? What is the point? Your nihilism seems destined to the end goal of abdication of our duty to the universe,” I was very glad Lauren would not understand a word of this conversation.
“Even though my reasoning may seem negative to you, I still believe that the position we come into by being affini constitutes an ethical imperative to spread our love to the rest of the universe. But it is still on us to remember we are not a higher class of beings.” 
“If that is true, then on what possible ethical basis do we get to take pets at all? How can you be Liz’s caretaker, if you are so fallible.”
He chuckled. “Sycanthe, you lack even the slightest of awareness of how fallible I know I am. I’ve been around long enough to have made every mistake it is possible to make with a pet. Liz depends on me in many ways, but her and I are both just sophonts. I have the benefit of age, perspective, and not having been poisoned by capitalism. She is mine because I love her. The human way. Just like you clearly love yours.”
I was taken aback. “Of course I love my Lauren. But love as humans experience it is full of imperfection. Such marks of selfish desire are a blemish on the care we owe those who promise themselves to us.”
Something in him felt dark as he replied. "Down the road of thinking imperfection must be erased is the insanity of reducing a pet to a pile of infinite pleasure without cognition, rather than simply letting them rest."
I shuddered slightly. I did not like the thought of class-O drugs, which were a last resort for terribly unfortunate situations, and rendered a pet into a state of permanent  and absolute bliss, at the cost of really being a sentient being at all. I had a horrifying thought. “You haven't…?”
Rykar’s face stopped imitating a Terran visage quite so perfectly, and for a brief moment, I truly saw the unfathomably eldritch and ancient being he truly was under the mask. “As I said. I have made every mistake it is possible to make with a pet.”
I was silent. 
Rykar was silent.
The trees in the shared backyard blew slightly in the wind.
I stroked the sleeping woman tucked into my chest to soothe my frayed nerves. 
Eventually, I spoke. “Rykar, I have reached my limit for a conversation this intense. I respect that you have perspective on a scale of time I cannot even fathom, but I still do not agree.” 
Rykar steadied himself, the undulation of his form smoothing back out. “I apologize for the turn this conversation took, youngbloom. I have a much more pleasant bit of advice for you, for bonding with Lauren.”
“What is that?”
His face split into a cheeky grin as he answered. “I assume you know what a pleasure graft is?”
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  Lauren had mostly come up from her usual morning mix of medications and more recreational drugs, and had a breakfast of an omelet cooked with enough ground Mariner peppercorns to incapacitate the average Terran from spice saturation, just the way she liked it. With her final exams complete, there was not much we needed to do other than relax, and that was what we were doing.


  I looked up from the safety manual I had been reading when I heard her let out a loud moan of pleasure from inside the nestlike hollow in my chest. She was touching herself under her dress in a way I found irresistibly cute. I coiled myself tighter around her. Pressed her against my core, released gasses laced in euphoric compounds for her to inhale. The rhythm of her heartbeat lapped over the soft hum of my being like a drum. Hers was the steady percussion, mine the chords of melody. 


  I thought about the graft I had gotten for penetration- the one Lauren had called a strap- but rejected the thought of using it yet. I still had not done enough research into the proper way to please her body to risk ruining her first time, which the research I 
  
    had 
  
  done had often said was apparently important to Terran women.


  I felt her pulse quicken, her breath come faster, and tightened my grasp around her in response. Her mouth whispered little murmurs about being mine, and I surrounded her entirely with the sound of my own voice affirming her as such.


  Her climax arrived, and she screamed into me, her entire body tensing up before collapsing back into a pile among my soft internal petals and the edge of my core. Her breath was deep and satisfied as she nestled against my very being.


  We stayed like that for a while. I had a truly perfect creature nestled inside my chest, and all I could do was admire every part of her I could see with the many photosensitive receptors inside my torso.


  I wanted to stroke her with a hand, but still struggled with that level of fine shape dexterity. I focused on the shape in my mind, winding tendrils together in the specific shapes Rykar had advised. It was ephemeral, and I kept getting tangled. I managed three fingers before slipping again. This was frustrating.


  I was interrupted from my struggle when suddenly, Lauren's eyes flew open and her face split into an enormous grin.


  “Wait. Miss Sycanthe. I just realized something we can do now that I don't have a uh, what-I-had-before!”


  I stopped trying to form fingers, reached into my chest with my vines, and pulled her out to sit on the perch beside me. “What is that, my Lauren?”


  Her eyes widened with excitement as she answered. “Go to the pool!”


  Every part of me tensed up in fear. It rippled through every leaf and petal of my wings. I steadied myself and pushed it down. “That sounds… Why did you never mention this desire before?”


  She winced slightly. “Uh, just trust me, I absolutely could not have gone to the pool before getting bottom surgery. Not an option.”


  I assumed this was another of humanity’s bizarre customs of segregating themselves based on an imagined biological binary. 


  I lowered us back down to the floor level, and set Lauren down, furiously looking up how best to rescue drowning terrans without ever entering the water. Frustratingly, all the guides I encountered presumed the reader was able to swim. Concerning.


  Lauren stood before the mirror, trying on various designs of swimsuits. She seemed particularly fond of turning to the side and admiring her front, running her hands down her tummy to her thighs.


  I decided to simply not think about my anxieties, and perched on the armrest of the couch, trying to coax Chester to let me pet him. His clear favoritism towards Lauren for all things other than ‘scratching me’ was starting to become irksome. Lauren insisted it was just because my vines were too cold for him, but I remained convinced it was simply the natural affinity between two pet species, or perhaps from having evolved on the same planet, like the affini and beeple had. Eventually I gave up, and compiled a rodent-shaped treat that would run around on little mechanical legs for him to hunt and catch.


  As Chester whizzed past her, chasing his prize, Lauren twirled happily in the swimsuit she had chosen, and beckoned me over. It was two separate pieces, pink and yellow striped. It looked like she had specifically tweaked the colors to match mine in the color spectrum she could see, which was a very cute detail. 


  I had been trying not to worry about the idea of her swimming since she had brought the idea up. I was not personally fond of bodies of water. My petals, soft and meant to catch air for flying, were extremely spongy and carried every drop they touched. Bathing with Lauren was done standing, or often with her reclined in my vines, in the shower on the second floor of my home.


  Submerging underwater was an entire other matter. I tried not to think about how quickly terrans could die without air. Would just one floatation device be enough? I compiled four just in case, and stowed them in my chest.


  I knew I was avoiding another thought. A memory, from a world I left just three years ago. A pane of glass exploding, ocean water once held at bay rushing into a space that I was in. A desperate plea for help from a companion.


  I pushed it away. It was not important. I slipped a coat over Lauren’s swimsuit so she wouldn't be cold on the way, and it was time to get out.
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  We arrived at the gym building at Tharsis, and followed the signs to the swimming area. I tried not to dwell on how quickly my precious Lauren could drown if something went wrong. While the implant would greatly extend her time spent safely underwater, a situation where it took ten minutes to retrieve her was not entirely inconceivable. I was shaken from fretting by a sharp whistle sound and a faint ‘no running!’ from ahead of us. I noticed the sound of splashing and laughter joining it, echoey and distorted by the tiles around us.


  We turned the corner, and I saw the swimming pool. It was worse than I thought. At least fifty meters wide and a hundred long, with white dividers between areas of different depths. I clutched the flotation devices I had brought for Lauren anxiously inside my chest.


  I could faintly see one of humanity’s interstellar neighbors in the Milky Way, the serpentine, aquatic Xa'a-ackétøth, sitting in a metal chair at the bottom of the deepest part of the pool. They were wearing a red sash with “lifeguard” written on it, scanning the water with their array of six eyes and occasionally turning the pages of a presumably-waterproof magazine. Another lifeguard surveyed from a chair above water, but they were an affini.


  I looked around the pool in confusion. Laruen had insisted earlier that going to the pool was something she had been entirely unable to do before having her reproductive organs altered. However, there were many terrans present who appeared to have the same arrangement she used to, judging by slight bulges in swimwear. I would have to ask for a clarification later.


  One such terran, a young independent man with tan skin and hair whose ends were dyed pale blue, earned himself a loud whistle blow when he pushed a catlike floret who was covered in scales and fur into the pool, and I watched in terror as the two of them laughed and splashed each other with water. 


  This was a truly lawless place. I felt overstimulated just being here, but I was not going to deny Lauren her pool time for my sake. After all, many affini were swimming alongside florets, laughing, splashing. I could absolutely do that. I might not be able to swim, but surely I could simply stand in the shallows and let her have her fun?


  I prepared to attach some of the many floatation devices I had brought to Lauren, but before I could, she had already jumped into the deep end of the pool. I froze in a panic. She was going into the water. Every stem inside my hollow chest twisted into knots with anxiety. 


  Her curled body crashed into the surface, parting the surface tension on impact, followed by a jet of water upward as the hollow space above her closed. She was entirely submerged. Entirely underwater. She couldn’t breathe. I had to save her, but I couldn’t move. Glass cracking, the tunnel collapsing around me, I-


  Her head popped back up over the surface. She had been under it for a second at most. The smile on her face was beautiful, but did little to undo the twisted ball hidden inside me.


  Lauren paddled about, easily treading water with gentle motions of her legs. She looked up, and saw I had not followed her in. She giggled, and splashed me. “Come on, Miss! The pool is wonderful!”


  I physically recoiled from the water that flew in my direction, and suddenly, she wasn't smiling anymore. 


  “Miss Sycanthe? What’s wrong?”


  I reached down as close to her as I dared with a vine, and spoke from it in a tiny voice only she could hear. “I am… scared. Of bodies of water.”


  She blinked in surprise. “Oh! Why didn’t you say so?”


  “Because it is not my role to be afraid of things! I am supposed to be the one taking care of you and giving you everything you desire!”


  Lauren clambered out of the pool, shook herself off, and grabbed one of my vines in her hand.


  “Come on, Miss Sycanthe. Let’s get you out of here.”


  She pulled me along, over to one of the single-room bathrooms we had passed on our way in. She dripped water everywhere, but was beyond caring about that.


  The door closed behind us. I slumped against the wall, and slid down until I was sitting. My head was mostly level with Lauren’s.


  “Everything is fine. My petals are simply very absorbent! It takes a lot of effort to get them dry, you know.”


  She was utterly unconvinced by my lie. “You're not exactly good at hiding how you feel, Sycanthe. I know you're afraid of like, 
  
    everything.
  
   It doesn't make you a bad owner- or partner- or that I don't love you.”


  The sturdiness of the tile walls helped compose me, but the tightness in my vines was too much. I crumpled in on myself, a hollow body designed to fly folding in until I was solid. Dense as solid wood, but smaller than even Lauren. A pathetic little trembling bush of failure.


  “I am just nervous. You know how I get.”


  Lauren planted her hands on her hips, scrutinizing the wound up bundle of leaves and wood that was her owner with a sharpness in her eye I rarely saw. “Sycanthe, this seems like much more than just you being nervous. This is obviously a trauma response. What happened? You don't have to only ever confide in Byre and Rykar with your little antenna wiggles. You can talk to me.”


  The gnarled knot of my tightly compressed core ached to hear her words. I could not. It would be inappropriate. But stupid, selfish impulse won out, and I found myself pouring out the source of my fears.


  “I once was exploring a tunnel system in the world of my origin with a friend. A Beeple, just like Byre. I ran ahead, and disturbed something I shouldn't. A seal broke, and an entire ocean of water filled the tunnel. We had to be rescued by other affini. My friend forgave me, but she had put her trust in me and I had failed her with my recklessness. I left to join the Terran pacification campaign immediately afterward.”


  It was not the whole story, but telling my pet 
  
    any
  
   of this was bad enough. I would not let her bear my burdens, but it did at least explain why I was scared of water specifically.


  “Oh, babe…” Lauren’s arms wrapped tight around my hardened little cocoon. I trembled against her. Normally she was so small and fragile in my arms, but in this moment, she was the entire world.
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  I somehow managed to compress myself even tighter. “I am sorry. I should not be telling you any of this.”


  My pet stroked my scrunched up surface with her fingertips as she held me. “Shhhh. Do you want to go home, Sycanthe? I can just come back here by myself later. I could even have Byre keep an eye out so you know I’m safe!”


  I rustled my leaves in thought. “No. I want to do this with you, slowly. Carefully.”


  I unfolded my balled-up form, and stood again with as much dignity as I could muster. This was unbefitting behavior of a pet owner. I would brave this challenge for her, to prove my worthiness.


  We walked back out to the pool, and this time, made our way to the shallowest part, where a set of tile steps led down into the water. I stood at the precipice. Reminding myself this was not a crumbling undersea ruin on Vasaii, it was a perfectly maintained swimming pool on Mars.


  Lauren tugged on my vine. “Step with me, Sycanthe? On three? One, two, three!”


  I stepped forward, and hesitantly put my foot onto the first submerged step. My entire body was rigid, but then, slowly untensed.


  I felt immensely silly.


  It was actually nothing like the frigid ocean water I was so scared of. It was warm and gentle, lightly salinized to aid in floatation. The next step was easy. Then another.


  Lauren jumped up and down excitedly. The water came up to her hips. The world had failed to end.


  She brought me deeper. All the way up to her shoulders, and then, she was treading water. Supporting herself even where she might slip under.


  I was not exactly 
  
    calm
  
   about the whole affair, but the paralyzing fear was gone. She smiled at me so hard her eyes were forced shut. “I’m so proud of you, Miss Sycanthe!”


  “Thank you, Lauren. I could not have done this without you.”


  I could not have done this without her. That thought split like a hydra, consuming all in its complexity. My pet loved and accepted my limitations, and helped me overcome them. But every drop of joy was chased by guilt.


  I could not have done this without her. I was weak. What did I bring to her she could not get from any other affini?


  She smiled at me, and I made myself smile back. There was a thought I could not shake. I thought back to where she had held me, comforted me. A tiny little writhing ball of nerves, unworthy of her. Terrified of the most common liquid in the universe, to the point of literally unraveling on a tile bathroom floor. Lauren deserved better than that, better than me.


  Inside my chest, on the tablet Lauren could not see, I opened my communications app, navigated to Byre Avendula, and sent him a message.


  
    
      ‘You were right. I cannot care for Lauren alone. Can we meet to discuss the co-ownership you suggested tomorrow?’
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  Byre Avendula hovered at my head level as I sat on my usual bench on the Tharsis campus. Lauren was still at home, and I had left her with Chester.


  Byre’s antennae buzzed with incredulity at what I had asked him to meet about. “Miss Sycanthe. You cannot be serious. You were vehemently opposed to co-ownership just a few months ago. Everything has been going fine. What could have possibly changed?”


  Byre spoke with more confidence than I had ever seen him carry. I assumed it was because both of his owners, Ginkgo Biloba and Perrim Avendula, were sitting together at a suspiciously placed table at a polite distance. That table had 
  
    definitely
  
   not been there yesterday. I felt ambushed, but he had warned me he would not respond alone to future problems.


  “I became aware of failings in my character that I believe render me insufficient as a caretaker as defined by the Terran Domestication Treaty.”


  Byre’s antennae hung down his face in a display of doubt in the accuracy of what I said. “I see. Did you already have a potential co-owner in mind?”


  “Perhaps Rykar Maculatum? He is fond of Lauren.”


  Byre’s entire body shook in a display of grim humor. “Miss Sycanthe, I've known Mx. Maculatum for a few of their blooms now, and I cannot think of any affini 
  
    less
  
   likely to cooperate with what you are suggesting. If they weren’t visiting Ganymede right now, they would be standing right next to me, telling you this isn't a good idea, in much more certain terms than I am.”


  “Fine. I do not have anyone chosen already. But I am still an unfit guardian. That is why I asked you for help, as I have no particular third party in mind.”


  “Can you at least tell me what happened to set this line of thinking in motion?” His subconscious body language continued to be that a beeple would show towards an affini they were expressing absolute confidence in. I wished he would stop thinking so highly of me.


   “I… burdened her with my woes. I am at all times terrified past the point of rationality when she is not near me. I was too afraid to even enter a swimming pool without her at my side!” Shame curled the edges of every loose stem of my wings.


  “And did she say this was a problem? If this is why you think you 
  
    need
  
   a co-owner I absolutely refuse to help facilitate it. I would be harming you if I did. That said, do you 
  
    want
  
   a co-owner?”


  The sharpness of the thought of my Lauren belonging to another made my leaves curl into knots. “Of course not! But it isn't about what I want. She needs me to be perfect, to be not only an affini, but 
  
    Affini.
  
   The concept, the ideal. She deserves that. Not someone who aches to be held by her and told it is going to be okay.”


  “Miss Sycanthe, are you actually suggesting that you think a Terran Accord orphan and conscripted child soldier cannot handle her owner having anxiety?”


  I was beginning to let my own anger with myself seep into my voice and gestures. “She should not have to! She suffered enough, her days should be nothing but happiness, not dealing with some firstbloom’s problems and need for reassurance.”


  “Fine then. You want me to arrange class-Os? I would miss the person she is now terribly, but that 
  
    is
  
   your choice to make.”


  I looked at Byre in horror. His antennae laid dead still, no indicator of his emotions I could detect. “You are not actually suggesting doing that.”


  “Of course I‘m not. But that is the natural end point of your logic, Miss Sycanthe! That she should have no experience that is not absolutely perfect. That her feelings and wants must be pedestalized so highly that you actually disregard them entirely for fear of disturbing an object of worship.”


  I looked over at the table. Perrim and Ginkgo were not even pretending to talk to each other anymore, too focused on listening in. I felt increasingly small under their gaze.


  “What else am I to do? I feel like the universe's most imperfect affini, trying to care for the most perfect pet that has ever existed.” I felt pathetic even saying it.


  Byre put a hand on my face in a gesture of sympathy. “Sycanthe, your biggest issue is that as soon as you are upset you stop talking to her. You go to me or Rykar, talking around her in languages that she doesn't understand, denying yourself reassurance from the one sophont you most need it from.”


  My plumage shook in frustration. “I have read every guide to caring for a Terran ever published, and none of their suggested sequences include dumping your own insecurities on your pet.”


  Byre waited a moment, then spoke again. “I have seen the two of you together. You are a model pair, and bring out the best in each other. At least when you allow her to. It would be another matter if Lauren had naturally formed a second bond and you wanted to expand your little family, but you're just grasping at the idea of a co-owner because you're scared. She only has eyes for you. You have to trust her.”


  I wanted to believe him. But I didn't believe in 
  
    myself.
  
   “How can I trust that confiding in her would not be hurting her?”


  “Sycanthe, most humans 
  
    like
  
   feeling that they are helping their partners. It makes them feel special and that they matter. You won't find that kind of knowledge on any flowchart, any manual. You just have to take the leap and trust her. Tell her how you really feel. Let her in, make her the fullest object of your desire like I know she really wants to be.”


  I looked at him in shock. “That sounds incredibly selfish.”


  “Love 
  
    is
  
   selfish, Sycanthe. That's not a failing, it's a source of endless joy. Trust me when I say, you want the same things she does, you just have to let yourself have them.”


  I thought of her holding me at the pool when I crumpled into a tiny cocoon. How much better I felt when I let her comfort me. That wasn't on the sequence of steps of any care plan.


  But really, nothing about our relationship was. At every point, I had brought her the greatest joy when I followed my own instincts and impulses rather than guides. Had I followed ‘The Plan’, she would not remember who I even was.


  There was no flowchart box for getting Chester, no conditional listing for our shared love of her cartoons. I certainly let her eat far more spicy food than the default parameters would suggest.


  There was no one correct sequence of actions that led to perfection. Only a range of possibilities to explore, and discover the ones that led to happiness. I had been doing it without realizing the entire time, but denying myself the parts of that happiness that were meant for me in any way outside of the prescribed expectations of an owner and her pet.


  Byre seemed to recognize the change that came over me. “Go, Sycanthe. Tell her your history, your real history. Trust her, and give her a chance to comfort you like you do her.”


  I hugged him tightly, and wound my antennae around his in the greatest expression of thanks an affini could communicate to a beeple.


  “Thank you, Byre. For everything.”


  He nuzzled his face against mine. “Yeah, yeah, better make me a bridesman.”


  I was not sure what that meant, but I was already gone before I had time to think about it. I coiled like a spring, then leaped into the air with my wings spread wide, catching the wind, soaring back home as fast as I could.
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  I walked through the door, and was immediately greeted by Chester leaping up onto my shoulders. He had been significantly more affectionate towards me since my ordeal yesterday, which I found touching and welcomed. How ironic that I had been more willing to unquestionably accept it from Lauren’s pet than her.


  Lauren was sprawled on the couch more or less where I had left her, munching hot corn chips and watching a video of another floret cutting a bar of soap into some sort of sculpture on her tablet. She put the device down, and rolled over to face me.


  “How was your talk with Byre, Miss Sycanthe?”


  I sat on the floor, so that her eye level and mine were the same. “It was very productive. He stopped me from doing something very foolish.”


  Lauren’s giggle was perfect and beautiful as always. “I had a feeling. He does that a lot, doesn’t he?”


  I nodded. “We are very lucky to have him in our lives.”


  Chester curled in my lap. I attempted to form a hand to stroke his fur, failed, and simply pet him with a vine instead. His purring soothed me.


  I was silent for a while.


  Lauren reached one of her adorable little hands out, and stroked down my anxiously twitching antennae. “I get the feeling you want to talk about something, Miss Sycanthe.”


  A ripple traveled down every petal on my body. It was time.


  “Yesterday, you mentioned that it is obvious I am often scared.” She nodded and I continued. “As your owner, this puts me in a difficult position. I cannot ethically allow my-”


  “Babe. 
  Stop
  .” 


  I looked at her in shock. Her beautiful eyes drilled into mine, carrying a determination I had never before seen. She might be adorned in a companion dress and collar like a pet, but the woman looking at me had far more resolve than most to shush her owner.


  “I don't need you to be 
  
    Miss
  
   Sycanthe all the time. Sometimes you need me to be your girlfriend, your 
  
    partner.
  
   I know those are Terran concepts and don't line up perfectly but that’s what we are. I know that’s what we both want. To have both.”


  I felt myself trembling again. This tiny creature could peel me apart with her gaze alone, leave me bare to my core. The intensity of the love and acceptance I felt radiating from her was only matched by my own fear of being unworthy of it. 


  I answered hesitantly. “I do want that. More than I think I have been willing to admit to myself.”


  She twirled my antennae around her finger gently as she replied. “But you're also scared of it. Terrified of it, of letting me treat you with the same love you show me. Why?”


  I thought back to those gleaming cities on Vasaii I had spent my entire youth in the shadow of. Mile tall glass gravestones to beings who we could only reconstruct from the shadows their self destruction had left.


  “All my life, I have existed under the context of what happens when xenosphonts are allowed to make their own choices. I was uplifted from mountain-growing flowers on a planet called Vasaii. It is on this spiral arm of the milky way, closer to the galactic core. It was a beautiful place. Ruins of great cities of sculpted glass and stone, overgrown craters from collapsed artificial caverns, crumbling bridges that spanned the sky itself.”


  She tilted her head to the side in that adorable way she often did when asking a question. “Ruins? What happened to the people that built it? What were they like?”


  “I never got to meet them. When the Affini arrived, the planet was covered in absolutely vicious engineered microorganisms that attack any animal life not adapted to fight them. We believe the Vasaiins wiped themselves out about two thousand years ago.”


  Her eyebrows raised in surprise. “Wow, that’s a long time.”


  I shrugged at her. “To you perhaps, but we pass affini every day that are older than that. We could have done something. My earliest memories are of exploring ruins of a civilization we failed to save. Life is so precious, and so fragile. I pushed myself to grow quickly, to learn all I could about them, and take that knowledge with me when I moved on from the planet of my origin.”


  Lauren nodded, and continued stroking my face. “Doesn't sound like something you could have done anything about. The Compact wasn’t even in this galaxy yet, right?”


  I trembled with guilt. “No, we were not. But what if we had been? What if we had done better?”


  Lauren frowned at me. “You're taking responsibility for something from before you even existed, Miss Sycanthe.”


  “You are right, but it shapes one’s expectations, to develop in the context of what happens when we fail. No affini ever directly said to me that this was what happened without us, but the message was clear. The universe needs us, needs us to be perfect for them, or they will die by their own hand.”


  Lauren’s eyes had a sad look to them as she replied. “Sycanthe, I’m going to be blunt, but you have to learn not to apply the lessons you take from a planet that died millenia ago to a personal relationship. The Navy taught me how to kill people when I was sixteen, and I prefer not to talk or think about it nowadays. If I hadn't been able to leave that behind… we wouldn’t be here, would we?”


  I stared at her, this terran who had been considered an adult by her own culture longer than I had been by mine. She had been denied any real youth by her upbringing, and here I was, wallowing in mine. I could only begin to wrap my mind around the horrors of her never knowing stability, her abandonment by foster families, her conscription into the military. 


  “No. We would not. I could stand to learn so much from you, my pet. I admire your strength, your willingness to be completely vulnerable.”


  “To be fair, you do help with that with the drugs and the implant. If I even got close to a trauma flashback, it would steer me away. It happens a few times a month. You gave me that gift, Sycanthe. I didn’t understand just how much better things could be until I had it. Before a part of you lived in my nervous system, I thought I understood what pure love is, but I didn't. Maybe you need a little core sample of me in you.”


  I laughed. Not as mimicry, but pure reflexive expression of feeling. “Stranger things have occurred. I think just having you by my side helps a lot. Having my Lauren.”


  I rubbed a vine deep into the fur behind Chester’s ears as I let my inner thoughts out. “I admired them so much, from the opposite side of a wall cleaved by time. The Vasaiins, I mean. They were the mysterious builders of my world. They never traveled further than their own moons, but mastered architectural engineering to a degree rarely seen in civilizations of their level of advancement. Even thousands of years later, their works stood proud in relative splendor. The views from the mountains were incredible. The sky itself was broken up by bridges that spanned entire sub-continents. Cities that sprawled through overgrown jungle. It was a sad sort of beauty.”


  Lauren smiled at me. “We should go visit there together. Maybe for our honeymoon.”


  I froze. Our what? Lauren kissed my antennae, then slid off the couch to stand next to me. 


  “This is where I have to tell you that I have to talk to you about something, too. Or more specifically, ask you something.”
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  Lauren took a vine in each of her hands, and looked up at me with the eyes I could fall into for eternity. Every little crease in her face as she smiled was so beautiful. Every pore and mark, the tiny little scar on her cheek she hadn’t let me fix, the allure of her breath. Her own heart rate was rising too, and I could see in infrared that the temperature of her skin was rising.


  “Sycanthe, I realized something yesterday. When you were all shrunk down to that little dense blob of the person I love. All the grandeur of the Affini stripped away, just purely you. It solidified something I had thought of occasionally, but, it made me realize I 
  
    needed
  
   it, and so do you.”


  Lauren lowered herself to one knee. Her voice quivered slightly as she continued. “I didn’t have a specific plan for when to do this, but this feels like the moment. I love you, and you already gave me everything I thought I wanted before I met you.” 


  She let go of my vines, balled her hands in fists with her pointer fingers up, and held them forward. I watched in confusion, as she wiggled her fingertips side to side and curled them in a left to right sequence.


  I watched her in confusion. “Lauren, what are you doing?”


  She did the same sequence of motions with her fingers.


  “Speaking your language, just like you speak mine.” 


  She repeated the gesture a third time, and suddenly I realized. Her fingers might lack the full articulation of antennae, but the sequence she was attempting was specific and unmistakable.


  A declaration of eternal love, followed by a request for a true Union.


  I involuntarily shook, and felt Chester leap out of my lap in surprise. “I… Lauren, how did you…”


  “I asked Byre how to say this. I haven’t learned everything yet, but I wanted to ask you this in 
  
    both
  
   our languages. Sycanthe, I’m already yours, but you aren’t mine. I want to change that.”


  There were tears in her eyes as she completed her proposal. “Will you marry me? Let me promise to take care for you like you deserve, when you need it most? Be my wife, as well as my owner?”


  I looked at her like it was the first time I had ever seen her. The incredible sophont who had floated over to hug me on a rebel ship near Neptune, and never let go. Who had never once shown a drop of the uncertainty in me I constantly felt in myself. The pet that had practically kicked my door down as soon as she learned of my return to Mars, knowing exactly what she wanted even when I was plagued by doubts.


  Doubts I did not feel in this moment. No decision tree had ever been concocted that could compare to the absolute certainty I felt. Selfishly, unquestionably, lovingly, I wrapped myself around her.


  “Yes. I want that very much, Lauren. I want to marry you. To place my trust in you as you have in me. To know that even if trusting can be terrifying, that we will see through it together.”


  Anxiety was not, of course, conquered in a single declaration. But rather than burying it, I simply asked for the reassurance I needed. “Do you… still wish to be mine in the Affini way?”


  She nodded enthusiastically. “I know a 
  
    fully
  
   equal partnership isn't how you operate, and it isn’t really what I 
  
    want
  
   from a relationship either, but I want to take care of you too, Sycanthe. To fully learn about all the stuff that goes on in your head, and continue to heal from the past as partners.”


  “I… thank you, my Lauren, my pet, my wonderful partner. I don't know how I deserve you, but I will strive to find out.”


  She stood from her kneeling position, and I knew that I urgently needed to get the grafts required to cry in joy alongside her. The wetness on her face sparkled and I wanted to share that with her.


  “I knew you would say yes, of course. It’s silly that I thought, like, it was ever a question. But this was always something I dreamed of. Being a wife. And you want that from me, and…”


  Her emotions grew too great for her to speak, and she just made a high pitched squeaking noise, which I could relate to heavily. I pulled her in to hug me instead.


  After a moment, she tapped me, and I let go. She took a step back, and took several deep breaths to recompose herself.


  She smiled, then reached into her pocket. “You know, there is usually something that gets given to someone who is getting married, in Terran culture.”


  She pulled out a small box, and opened it. In it was a light silver ring, roughly three centimeters in diameter, with a pointed phytotech interface point on the inner surface. 


  “Do you remember what I said, Miss Sycanthe, about how the implant you gave me helps me with anxiety by stopping it before it starts? This is… well. Its your implant.” She grinned wide. “Me!”


  I understood the significance of a wedding ring, but did not grasp the analogy she was making. “What do you mean?”


  “Like I said, I decided I was going to marry you at the pool. I compiled this yesterday, and carried it all day so it would record my ‘biorhythm’. But more than that, It is a monitor ring, it detects your emotional state. If you start getting freaked out, I get a message on my tablet, or if you allow it, we get a receiver put into my implant and I just feel it like a new sense.”


  I stared at her in awe. “Did you make this all by yourself?”


  “I've been thinking about this for a long time. Rykar helped me figure out how to make it happen. The best thing about the Compact is not having to do everything yourself, love.”


  She smiled at me, and I smiled back. She pulled the ring out of the box with one hand, and grabbed a vine with another. However, I pulled it back.


  “It is my understanding that wedding rings go on fingers.”


  “Sure, but I’ve never seen you make one before.”


  I nodded, and gathered my focus. “I want to try. At least for putting it on. To celebrate being your wife in the terran way.”


  I elevated a dozen vines, and poured my focus into them. Weaving over each other to form a solid surface. It was hard, but I could do it. One finger was easy, two possible, but the third had the entire thing begin to unravel.


  “You can do it, Sycanthe.”


  I nodded. She was right. I could. I started over, weaving the structure layer by layer. Just as I was about to reach the point of unraveling again, I wrapped another tendril tightly around the thumb, and finally, tied the entire thing together. I nervously inspected my creation, opening and closing into a fist to make sure it would not come apart. Four fingers might be less than Lauren had, and I nearly undid it to try for a full five, but I reminded myself that it was enough. I was enough.


  She took my hand in hers, and slid the ring up my finger. I marveled at the intimacy of that moment, her gentle fingertips running against the fibrous surface of mine.
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  She sank it into place,twisted it slightly, and gave it a single tap. I felt the interface spike press into the underside of my finger. I parted the exterior surface, allowing it access to my circulonervous system. The communications handshake between my core and the device took a few seconds, and then it linked.


  Suddenly, I felt… peace. It was like a little hint of how I felt whenever I looked into her eyes, when I stroked her hair, when I heard her voice. A whispered microcosm of all the ways I was attuned to her very being, directly broadcast into my very core. Not deafening, but a gentle drip, a soft reminder of her presence. The very thing I would sit on a park bench all day waiting for a hint of, now accessible permanently.


  I remembered the other feature, the warning system. “And… you say, If I feel overwhelmed… you will know?”


  She nuzzled into the fluffy petals of my shoulder. “Immediately. And I’ll care for you. I’ll be your guardian, just like you are for me. I'll give you all the love and hugs and reassurances you can even handle.”


  “So I won’t need to ask if I need your affection?”


  The tears on her cheeks caught the light in a manner whose beauty no poet could ever do justice. “Nope!”


  “What if I ask anyway?”


  She laughed, and I held her tight. Every feathery petal on my body rippled with happiness. “Wife,” I whispered.


  She nuzzled against me. “Wife.”


  I pulled her back, so I could take her beauty in again. “Wife!”


  She nodded again. “Wife!” 


  We sat on the floor like that for a while, petals rustling, grinning like fools, vines twisting, giggling, crying. Eventually, Chester made his way back between us, and sprawled across our laps, and we showered him in affection too.


  I let myself flatten out into a little nest, and we lay there together. A family. My family.
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  I slammed my hand down on the desk in the front of the Affini Services Office.
“I need to get a Notice of Unity immediately! And absolutely any other form that bears any resemblance to one!” I would not normally shout in an office, but the situation absolutely mandated it. “I would also like to invent a Notice of Intent to Marry! And file it before the others!”
The clerk jumped up excitedly, and snapped to action, bustling about and gathering forms from a dozen different drawers in a vortex of vines, and perhaps fabricating multiple brand new ones. Lauren giggled adorably from next to me, and I wound a vine around her arm. She had been willing to wait for a proper ceremony, but we would do that later. Ascension itself would not stop me from marrying her right this very afternoon. 
I admired the ring on my hand as we waited. A gift not only from my Lauren, but with aid in its creation and presentation from others who cared for me. It subtly hummed its faint reminder of my beloved’s presence into me, and it was now linked to a tiny chip we had gotten installed in Lauren's shoulder before coming here. I would never be trapped alone in my own head again. She would always know, always come to console me with her presence.
Eventually, the clerk gathered up the inch-thick stack of papers I had requested, and pointed us towards a side room with one of their antennae. I gave a waggle of thanks back, and Lauren held up her fingers and repeated a slightly clumsier thank you as well.
We sat in the area of the office designated to fill out paperwork, on a special chair with seats that seemed designed for terran and affini to both be at comfortable height above the table. The table was some kind of rock slab, and covered in pens, pencils, even crayons. Whatever would be needed to complete the forms this office existed to facilitate.
I had signed the newly minted Notice of Intent to Marry over at the clerk’s desk, and placed it lovingly in a rectangular depression in the table meant to scan and hold completed documents. I looked at the first page of the real paperwork, scanning every term in close detail. For all my focus, I could not help but babble.
“I love you. I love you. You're going to be my wife.” I kept repeating it, to remind myself it was real.  Sycanthe Lantana, First Bloom,  I signed at the bottom of the page.
Lauren signed and initialed the page before her. “You're gonna wife me up? Guess I'll have to wife you right back!”
I realized something. “Wait, should we incorporate your original last name into our unified last name?”
Lauren laughed awkwardly. “Remind me to explain to you later why the orphanage naming me ‘Wu’ was not great of them later, Miss Sycanthe. But no, all I want to ever be is Lauren Lantana, First Floret.” Her eyes widened. “First Wife!”
“I am not taking any more wives! Lauren Lantana, Only Wife!” 
She finished the last of her stack of papers, and put down her pen. “I’m going to keep saying the word wife until you make me stop, Miss Sycanthe.”
I squeezed her against me as I finished the last of mine. “I will be doing the same, my wife.”
We left copies of all our forms with the clerk, and I held her hand as we walked out of the office as Sycanthe and Lauren Lantana, Wives.
 

 
The Notice of Unity hung on the wall. The brand new Declaration of Intent to Marry hung above it. A Contract of Union was next to it, flanked by a Formal Declaration of Love, Recognition of Pinnate Status, and finally, a much smaller Terran Marriage Certificate. 
Lauren was not merely my wife. She was my wife in every single possible way there was to be, signed in triplicate, notarized, and sent to the official central archives on the  Sphenophyllia  in orbit over Mars. 
Other than one. Technically optional, but no, it was not optional. Not to me, not to her. 
I was going to  fuck my wife. 
I carried her up the stairs to the second floor. Chester was sleeping on top of the compiler, and probably for the best. I turned into the bedroom we almost never went into, and closed the door behind me so he wouldn't wander in.
I put her down on the carpeted floor, and she had pulled her companion dress off of herself before I even had time to think about stating my intentions. We both just knew. I cupped my hand behind her head and a set of vines under her legs and back, and lowered her onto the bed.
Lauren’s naked body lay before me, sprawled across the sheets in the mattress we only occasionally chose over sleeping in my perch. I admired her soft curves like it was the first time I had ever seen her, and in a way, it was. I had never seen my wife’s body like this before today.
Throughout our relationship, I had touched her many times, flooded her with endorphonins, made her climax to the point of passing out. But what I had in mind was something else, something different, a deeper sort of intimacy.
She had never had another penetrate her body for sexual pleasure before. I was, to say the least, anxious about being the first. Over the entire time of her being my pet, and particularly since getting the graft intended to do so, I had done my research in preparation for this moment. Watched hours of terran pornographic material, took meticulous notes, memorized the exact nerve pathways, looked up guides and methods, and consulted several of my old contacts on Summer Station about what their florets enjoyed.
I hesitated. Couldn't I still do more? There was a tremendous amount of contradictory information between various Terran resources on how best to please those with a vagina, and I had not truly cut through the noise yet. I would be feeling out the way forward in the dark.
I felt Lauren squeeze my vine. “Darling?” The yearning in her eyes enraptured me as deeply as they ever had. I would gladly fumble in the dark of the openings of eternity that were her dilated pupils.
I might have uncertainties, but I was not alone. I was with her, and she was worth taking that leap for. I might make a mistake, or be imperfect, and she would love me all the same. She was mine, and I was hers.
I drew the graft I would be using to  consummate our marriage  from within the hollow of my chest. Lauren had named it my ‘strap’ when I had gotten it at Rykar’s advice. A slightly curved purple rod with a rounded tip, and a ridge about an inch down its length, with a slightly soft surface that was similar in texture to Terran skin. It could also change shapes freely, but it felt best to keep it similar to what her biology expected at first.
The pressure sensors inside it could be mapped to my core directly, such that I would get physical pleasure from the experience as well. I had kept that functionality inactive until now, but it was time. I opened my circulatory system to the grafted organ, and felt it integrate into my sensory map after a few seconds.
I brushed against the strap with one of my tendrils experimentally, and felt a grazing touch along my core. It was an intense feeling. I turned my focus back to Lauren, lying patiently underneath me like the cutest ragdoll to ever be made.
She was so incredibly tiny under me. I wrapped my vines around her limbs, binding her to me. She existed entirely within the shadow cast under me by the overhead light. I eclipsed her, overwhelmed her, and soon, I would be  one  with her.
I traced my new fingertips down the soft skin of her tummy, gliding over every one of the stretch marks she had chosen to keep. Little soft seams, stripes of fresh skin as her body had been perfected since we met. Finally, I reached her hips, and pulled her legs apart. She gave me no resistance, only biting her lip and moaning.
I ran tendrils over her breasts, pinching at the slightly puffy pink mounds on their peaks, and she whimpered adorably. More tiny creeping vines fluttered over her scalp, interlaced between strands of smooth, glossy black hair. She tried to touch me back, but I put my hand on her chest and pushed her back down firmly.
“No. Be still.” It was not because I refused to let her in, but because this was how I so selfishly wanted her.
She nodded frantically. “Yes, Miss Sycanthe.”
I felt her limpness in my clutches and let the roaring inferno of possessive passion take root in my soul. Her submission to me was absolute, her surrender to my love complete. She reclined in my grasp, begging me to take her with eyes I could gaze into forever.
I went to pour a few drops of a slippery fluid over the strap from one of my vines, but her arousal had already lubricated her vagina to the point it wouldn't be needed.
I ran the strap between the folds around her entrance and shuddered at the sensation. Feeling my pet's body against my core was a greater physical pleasure than I had ever known. Every whimper she made was a plea, every gasp a request.
Yet again, I found myself lost admiring her. Surely, the terrans must have had some evolutionary pressure to be perfect pets and perfect companions. It was not possible that a creature this attractive be the pure result of random natural selection.
I lined the strap up to slide into her. “Are you ready, my love?”
“Yes, please. Please, I need you!”
I obliged her plea, and pressed forward into her. The heat of her body against me was incredible. I felt her pulse against the top of my core, every twitching muscle. At once, I felt grander, more powerful than I ever had, and yet also the most secure, most enveloped I had ever been. Another inch deeper, more moans, more begging. More desperate for me to control her.
The carefully crafted mask I had designed to maximize relatability to humans twisted, my more natural, angular edges free from restraint. Less and less I resembled anything a creature evolved to escape predators should ever feel safe around, and as I started to linger on that thought, her eyes sprung open, my wedding ring telling her the direction of my thoughts, and uttered the words I most needed to hear.
“You’re beautiful… like this. Don't hold yourself back. I want this. I need this. Need all of you.”
I rewarded her honesty by digging my claws into her arm and slamming into her, a pained squeak followed by a moan of submissive joy. She was  mine,  and I could do what I wanted to with her. She wanted it that way, promised herself to me every bit as much as I had to her.
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I wound a tendril in and against her clitoris, and relished in every involuntary shudder I coaxed out of her. The full depth of the strap now rested inside her, and the sensation of my core completely surrounded by her warmth made me euphoric. I slid it into and out of her, and my entire body trembled from the sensation of her sliding over my very being. I peeled away more of my vines to bind her limbs into place even tighter, rocking her up and down on the strap like a moaning toy.
Withvery pass, further and further I slumped against her, core bare to her, and she kissed the surface of my most vulnerable place. The feeling of being inside her overlapped with that of her lips against me, and I let out a shrieking roar of my satisfaction.
The vibrations of her voice against my core cut through the waves of stimulation. “Sycanthe. Owner… Miss Sycanthe. My wife…” Lauren murmured all the names she knew me as. “Mommy…”
Any semblance of coherent form was lost as I felt her tighten around me and scream as she hit her first climax. It was not going to be her last tonight. I rubbed against the bottoms of her feet as her body expressed the incredible intensity of her feeling, squeezing additional shudders of pleasure out of her orgasm.
The first peak had been sober, but now I was going to fly her far past the bounds of human experience. A single dose of sensory heightener would have been enough. I sank that needle into her sixteen times, until the reservoir behind the flower producing it ran dry. Every whisper of my touch against her would be an entire ocean of experience, and the more she reacted and writhed the more I needed to touch her everywhere at once.
I collapsed into a cocoon around her, bringing every single square millimeter of the thin surface that kept our very beings apart into contact. I flowed into her mouth, exploring the edges of her throat, pressing myself into every point of touch I could make against the barrier of her skin. Then, I broke even that. A dozen pinpricks all over her body, injecting her with my love, drawing in her blood, feeding it back into her infused with pure ecstatic chemical bliss.
Each stroke of the strap inside her was a touch of divinity against my entire existence. She was so small in my grasp, her body and mind made my plaything and possession. Her surrender would be infinitely rewarded, with greater and greater joy than she could ever have thought possible. The look in her eyes, inches from mine, went far past love. In this moment, she was enraptured in devotion to the point of worship.
Her screams of pleasure were my guide. I poured drip after drip of bonding accelerants into her, a drug I had never let myself use with her. She would be on enough to bond for life with any inanimate object she even happened to see, but her entire field of vision was of me, the orbs of my eyes pouring my hypnotic love into her overwhelmed brain. Mine. Mine to keep, mine to control, mine to love forever, my wife.
It was unfair to every other affini who had ever or would ever lived, that this, the most perfect pet that could ever have existed, belonged to me, and me alone. Any doubt in my devotion to her was seared out away by my will, and the loop of endorphins flowed back into me and did the same.
Her orgasms bled together, each tightening her around the strap inside her. I drank her pleasure like the nectar of the Everbloom itself, until she had no more to give. Her body simply gave up. A human brain never meant to handle such stimulus burned out like a light, taking her consciousness with it. 
Her pulse shifted as the implant took over regulation from her brain. An independent Terran could not even  survive  an experience like this, if only from sheer xenodrug dosage alone. However, the part of my being inside her spine took over every function needed, and made sure that she would be fine by morning. Her heart would never again need to beat to the signals of her brain. The implant would operate that which belonged to me. Every beat, every breath.
She passed out murmuring my name. Sycanthe. Sycanthe. Sycanthe. Her tight grip around the vine coiled against her palm went limp and relaxed. Her breath against me slowed to a gentle, regulated rhythm. The purple swirling glow of my own eyes was the last thing she saw before slipping into sleep.
I gently pulled the strap out of her, and reflected upon what we had just done. I had been aggressive, possessive, reckless, and thought just as much, if not more, about my own enjoyment than I had hers. I had taken her selfishly without holding back.
And she absolutely loved every moment of it. The buzz of anxiety that I had made a mistake was there, of course. But having her blissful sounds of rest made them feel faint. Something I could actually reason with rather than simply panic about.
I twisted tight around her. I was a protective cocoon, coiled like armor around the being I would love forever. Stillness finally claimed me as I felt creeping exhaustion spreading through every strand in my body. Before I knew it, I had joined her in rest.
 

 
The shuttle that had ferried us down from the Occantalis II overhead and that would double as our living quarters for the next week landed on the surface of Vasaii in a large clearing on a high cliff overlooking a bay. 
I injected my own vine with a sobering agent and stood. I had spent the  time on board the logistics vessel surrounded by other affini who could help watch Lauren experimenting with the various affini targeted substances that the compiler could make. So far, durataxin drinks were my favorite. I had never experienced inebriation before, but was starting to understand why Lauren enjoyed it so much. 
Lauren jumped ahead of me, as she always did, eager to see the promised vistas. The planet was mostly untouched from how it had been when the Compact had first arrived here, a living, breathing museum of natural life that would be allowed to slowly reclaim the ruins and turn them to rubble and sediment over time.
Not that the life on Vasaii could exactly be called natural. The biological weapon that had wiped out its creators took most of the biosphere with it, and the few species that had managed to to resist it had not yet diversified to fill most ecological niches. The debate as to if the planet should simply be allowed to develop naturally from its mass extinction or be reengineered to a designed balance had raged my entire time living here, and it was no closer to settled now that only those most entrenched in their opinions still remained on the planet.
There were not many affini left on Vasaii. A tomb world without native sophonts was hardly a draw, but being on the way to Terran space from the galactic core did give ships a reason to stop by on their way to more exciting places.
My wife’s voice pulled me out of my reflection. “Come on, Sycanthe!”
I stepped down the shuttle ramp, and looked directly up. The great bridges in the sky stretched in a way that defied the imagination, as ever. How the Vasaiins had managed to construct them with chemical combustion engines, rudimentary electronics, and steel alone was a mystery even now.
While Lauren poked at the various grasses with scientific equipment- she was studying to be a biochemist, after all- I opened my tablet and sent greeting messages to old friends. None would be available to meet today, so we had nothing to do but explore. Well, that or get drunk or high together and have sex, but we had already done that for the whole trip here, and would time for plenty of that during the rest of our honeymoon when the suns had set.
I consulted the map on my tablet, and identified a nearby mountain that had never been charted by anything other than long range scans. I pulled Lauren over, and showed our destination to her.
“Sounds great! Let’s go!”
The gravity on Vasaii was lower than Mars, so flying would be much easier. I triple checked Lauren’s emergency parachute, then plopped her into her usual nesting place in my chest and took off. The mountain I had chosen was a ways away from the nearest ruined city, but we could see the faint glitter of ancient glass and metal from across the bay. 
Lauren remarked on the sight from within her seat inside me. “It’s beautiful. You told me it was beautiful, but like… wow.”
She was right. The sprawling cityscape shone in the mid morning sun, and from high in the sky the transportation hub it centered around was obvious. Streets widening, converging on a point at the center. The edges of the city were a battlefield of encroaching jungle, slowly reclaiming every crack eroded into concrete by the rain over thousands of years. It might be a mausoleum, but it was certainly something to behold.
After about ten minutes of flight, we had made it to our destination. We landed about halfway to the summit. Lauren excitedly scanned and cataloged the various plants we passed during our hike to the mountaintop. I told her of my many adventures as I took the lead and cut us a path up the meandering natural erosion path of what must have once been a riverbed. She admired and touched every single one of the fluffy yellow, orange and purple flowers we passed.
We had taken a pause at a natural clearing by a fallen tree, when I heard Lauren squeal with excitement.
I watched her run off again, and then froze as I saw what had caught her attention. An entrance to a tunnel. No doubt full of broken glass, rusted metals, everbloom knows what-
It was Lauren’s turn to freeze. She stopped where she was, like she had just been grabbed. Because she had. My wedding ring had sent its signal to the receiver in her implant, and she ran back to me immediately.
“Hey. It's okay, Sycanthe. I’m here.”
I nodded, the panic fading as she held my hands in hers. It was okay.
“Of course. Thank you, my pet.”
“You are very welcome, Miss Sycanthe.”
We walked over to the tunnel in the mountain face with curiosity. Lauren pulled a flashlight off her hip, and peered into the depths. There were signs written in the Vasaiin language that indicated it was part of a transit system.
I relayed this information to Lauren, and her face lit up. “Adventure!”
I hooked a vine into the loop of her collar. The certainty of the connection soothed my nerves. “Very well, but you're staying close. No running ahead, and If I say we turn back, we do.”
“Understood, Miss Sycanthe.” 
And so, Lauren and I stepped into the uncharted tunnel together, hand in hand, ready to face what came next.
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