Steff had been on a lot of dropships just like these. Buckets of bolts barely cobbled together with scrap metal, navy elbow grease, and enough thoughts and prayers to support an entire congregation.
She knew when they hit atmosphere. It was the same every time as the otherwise calm ride started to get bumpy. As the first wisps of what was hopefully oxygen and nitrogen licked at the craft, it caused turbulence. And this turbulence only got harsher as that blanket of gases grew thicker and thicker as they pushed through the exosphere.
Before long, the ship was trying its damnedest to tear itself apart, rattling something fierce. It was so bad that her teeth even started to clatter, making her jaw ache.
“Really glad the navy boys decided to give us the VIP treatment,” Steff chided.
A note of laughter ebbed forth from across the ship. “They know how to roll out the red carpet when they actually care about a mission.”
This would be Kristopher Hills, a kid barely out of boot camp. Heavy emphasis on the kid with only a few stray black hairs popping up on his otherwise pale virgin chin. They almost looked like pubes though Steff wasn’t cruel enough to point that out.
He seemed anxious, thumbing through the beads on his rosary.
Made sense, he hadn’t been on enough drops to know that this was unfortunately completely normal. Grunts like them didn’t get the fancy rides.
“Don’t worry. You got God on your side,” Steff teased, winking at him
Kristopher smirked, rolling a singular bead beneath his thumb over and over again. “A small mercy.”
“God got any words of wisdom for us,” a voice to Steff’s left asked.
Steff glanced towards it, seeing a tan woman with a buzz cut looking right at Kristopher. She was strong and rugged with the number of muscles on her body only being beaten by the sheer volume of tiny cuts and scratches which marked her flesh like craters on a rocky moon.
That would be Veronica Cruz.
Kristopher hummed. “Well, he did say that we were made in his image.” He nodded, pursing his lips together. “So, I doubt that he’d want a bunch of overgrown shrubs winning this war and taking over from us.”
“Just one of his tests,” Steff chided.
“Just one of his tests,” Kristopher agreed, chuckling. “Wish it was an awful easier test though.”
“They don’t send the marines in to deal with God’s easy tests,” an arrogant cadence cut in. “You should’ve joined the mobile infantry if you wanted that.”
Steff saw the cocky blonde across from her flash a smile, pulling the magazine out of his rifle and inspecting it. 
Unfortunately, this was Billy Sheridan.
Steff did the same, seeing the strange red bullets crammed inside her magazine. They looked like they were made of plastic while tipped with a silvery metal and the barest glimmer of a transparent gemstone. Definitely, the strangest rounds that she’d seen in awhile.
Oh joy, more experimental munitions.
Her robotic hand would’ve ached at the memories if it were capable of such things in the first place. Instead, she flexed those servos, opening and closing her steel fingers.
“I mean we can always hope that they give us the easy jobs,” Veronica said, shrugging. “Honestly, I think the navy owes us a little rest and relaxation after all the time we’ve spent pulling their asses out of the fire.”
“You go on wishing,” Billy said, leaning back into his seat and closing his eyes. “Been on way too many drops to still be holding my breath on that one.”
A new voice boomed in. “Just be thankful that the navy isn’t shooting us down to the planet on drop pods this time around. Like Private Curry said, we’re getting the VIP treatment today and we should enjoy it while it lasts.”
And there was Sarge, the last of their little group.
He was a big beast of a man with chocolate skin and a five o’clock shade which seemed almost permanently affixed to his face. Like usual, there was a cigar clenched between his teeth though he mercifully did not light it in the oxygen-rich environment of this dropship.
“We are orbital troopers of the Terran Marine Corp,” Sarge bellowed. “They send us in when they want oceans drained, mountains moved, and miracles performed. If this was an easy job then they would be giving it to someone else. That being said…”
He looked towards the final man on the ship.
While the rest of them were dressed in heavy tactical armour, made of steel and carbon composites, this man was dressed in fine tailored black pants and a matching dress coat. There was also a dark officer’s cap perched upon his head with a well-polished silver eagle on the front of it. This covered his short brown hair which was cropped close to his skull and looked well-manicured, just like the rest of him.
The man screamed OCNI prick.
“Why don’t we thank our friend in naval intelligence for making this trip just a little easier on us,” Sarge said, flashing a smile as he gestured towards the figure.
If Sarge wanted it, then Sarge would get it.
“Thank you, Sir!” the four other marines bellowed in turn.
OCNI merely smirked and nodded towards them before looking back to his electronic pad, flipping through it instead. It didn’t seem that he had words to spare on the jarheads.
“So, what are we doing at the ass end of human space?” Billy asked.
Sarge smirked. “OCNI needs a little intel on the xenos for weapons research. Apparently, it’s going to make winning the war just a little easier on us.”
Winning was a pretty big stretch in Steff’s opinion. Winning didn’t sound like losing a hundred-light-years of real estate in the first three months of conflict. 
But what did she know? She certainly wasn’t high command. So, she kept her thoughts to herself.
“What sort of weapon are we talking about?” Steff asked.
OCNI cleared his throat. “Classified.” But he then pointed to her weapon. “But the bullets are the first phase of this project. The xenos have an especially thick carapace so we developed diamond tipped tungsten rounds for you special forces types. Add onto that their floral nature and the munitions have also been treated with a thermite-agent to induce rapid-onset high temperatures. Should catch any plant life on fire in an instant.”
“Can’t be any worse than trying to get through a bug carapace,” Sarge commented, smirking as he thudded his chest. “And if we won Klendathu then we sure as shit can win this.”
“What was it like down there?” Kristopher asked.
Sarge grinned. “It was a whole lot of fun.” He then shrugged. “Made sure that they regretted flinging a rock at Earth. That’s for sure.”
“Hell, we probably just need to swap out the pesticide from that war and replace it with herbicide for this one,” Veronica said, grinning. “Pests are pests, just need the right chemical to get rid of them.”
Steff chuckled. “And let the navy have all of the fun?”
“Isn’t chemical warfare banned?” Kristopher asked, thumbing through his holy beads.
Billy shook his head. “I mean against humans, sure. But isn’t that why they’re called human rights, genius?” He tapped a finger against the side of his head. “Last I checked those things certainly weren’t human.”
“And they started it in the first place,” Steff added, letting out a note of tense unamused laughter. “Just like the fucking chipmunks. All of these freaks are starting shit they can’t finish.”
Everyone went silent for a moment. They didn’t need to speak. The bite of losing New Carthage to a meteor storm was still a fresh and collective trauma. 
If that’s what the xenos so called ‘domestication’ was going to look like then Steff didn’t know a human alive who wasn’t going to fight them tooth and nail.
“How do the xenos keep getting through our asteroid defenses anyways?” Billy asked. “Though that shit was supposed to be preem.”
OCNI hummed, tapping at his pad. “It’s a mystery. But we’ll hopefully get a confession out of them once they surrender.”
“Whole lot of war between then and now,” Veronica chided, flashing a coy smile as she wagged a finger between her comrades. “But hey, I think we could afford to take a couple of galaxies out of the peace treaty. What do you think?”
Steff grinned. “Hell yeah, we do.”
“Got a manifest to destiny!” Sarge added.
“If they’re telling the truth about having them in the first place,” Kristopher said.
Billy nodded. “The newbie has a good point.”
The turbulence got even worse, the ship obviously hitting the thermosphere now. The rattle grew so bad that even Steff wondered if this thing was really going to hold together. Though it also told her that it wasn’t going to be too much longer before they reached landfall.
Sarge chuckled. “Kind of feel sorry for them.” He chewed on his cigar. “Gonna be in for an awful shock when they find out what the Marine Corp is capable of. We’ve been kicking alien ass for over a hundred years and we’ll be doing it for the next hundred at least.”
“Oorah!” the four marines chimed in unison.
OCNI scoffed. “Don’t you mean Cosmic Marine Corp?”
“I certainly do not,” Sarge dictated, popping the cigar out of his mouth and pointing it at the officer. “We didn’t agree to your navy nonsense when you changed the name to that dandy ass shit. But it’s okay, us marines are the forgiving sort and can overlook it.” He winked. “Sir.”
OCNI didn’t seem very perturbed by this, merely shaking his head.
The turbulence immediately got even worse still, shuddering violently enough that Steff’s teeth clattered together constantly now. This was the Mesosphere, the worst it would get… hopefully.
Steff slipped her rifle back into a slot by her side, instead grabbing her helmet. She wasn’t afraid of flying but this was always the part where she wanted to distract herself. Even if that was hard with how much her body jostled around and teeth snapped against one another.
She started to wipe down her visor with a rag, holding the helmet with her cybernetic hand and polishing it with her natural one. It was already clean and didn’t take long before it was absolutely spotless, allowing her to catch her reflection in the tinted glass.
Ah, there’s my ugly mug.
She flashed herself a toothy smile, turning to look at the collection of shrapnel scars which blemished her left cheek, running up from the chin all the way to her ear. Another sight which would’ve made her artificial hand ache if it had a way of registering the pain.
Her hair was also trimmed in a very unauthorized style, the orbital marine classic. A faux hawk, shaved around the ears, short on the sides, and messily trimmed at the top. Her hair was black with a tiny wisp of whitish-grey poking out from the very front.
“Rough ride,” Kristopher grumbled.
Steff chuckled. “Always is.”
“Fuck, I think the turbulence has messed up the tranny in my suit,” Billy growled, digging his fingers into his harness. He looked at Steff, flashing a bastard’s smile though even he looked shaken by the descent. “Think you can help with that, Steff?”
Kristopher snickered, covering his mouth with a hand. Probably just nerves as his leg was bouncing up and down.
Still, Steff growled and flicked her middle finger between them. “Fuck you.”
Billy responded with that pearly white grin that came whenever he twisted the knife.
Veronica scoffed. “You’re just jealous that her cock is bigger than yours, Billy.”
“Hey that’s not true!” Billy yelped. “My cock is huge.”
“Alright, alright, marines, let’s focus on the mission instead of discussing Private Sheridan’s less than stellar dimensions,” Sarge said, nodding towards OCNI. “What’s the situation down on the planet, Sir?”
OCNI swiped through his tablet and suddenly a projection flickered to life in the middle of the drop ship's cabin. It was the planet seen from above the atmosphere. This one was a little more oceanic than the standard Earth-like with about ninety percent water and ten percent land. It seemed far more tropical too, having no ice caps or deserts.
“The planet has been dubbed Poseidon,” OCNI started to brief. “An agricultural colony set up by Moon Santos for the purpose of growing coffee, sugar cane, and raising fish. A fresh colony that’s about ten years old and has a population of roughly thirty thousand workers.”
The ship finally levelled out and the turbulence lessened. A collective sigh of relief rumbled through the cabin. They must’ve hit the Stratosphere and the first wisps of atmospheric stability.
“We lost contact with the colony six weeks ago,” OCNI continued, not seeming at all phased by the sudden lack of turbulence. It didn’t seem that he was really phased by anything at all. “As we’re near the frontier, high command is assuming that the xeno threat, who dub themselves the Affini, have landed forces on this planet.”
“What type of garrison did this colony have before this?” Sarge asked.
OCNI touched a button and a cluster of yellow dots appeared on the planet’s biggest island. “A couple regiments of citizen militia with officers from Moon Santos corporate security. Plus, a battalion of mobile infantry with limited OCNI supporting assets.”
“OCNI supporting assets?” Veronica asked, scoffing. “I see where this is going?”
“So, weekend warriors, rent-a-cops, and army boys,” Steff said. She was unable to stop herself from shaking her head. “Surprised they even held out as long as they did. This sector has been under xeno control for close to eight weeks now.”
OCNI nodded. “Probably benefited from there being more important assets in the area.” He tapped away at his pad. “Our mission has two objectives. First, we are to secure an OCNI black site…” He pressed a button and a purple dot on the big island appeared. “And ensure that confidential data does not fall into enemy hands.”
“What sort of data?” Billy asked.
OCNI smirked. “Classified.”
“Bullshit,” Billy grumbled.
“And secondary?” Kristopher asked.
OCNI swiped his tablet and the projection in the centre of the ship shifted, showing off this vaguely human-shaped tree monster. It looked fierce with a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, cold gemstone eyes, and long tendrils that had been transformed into blades. Green vines wove between various sheets of hard brown armour, clinging to them in order to give its body shape. It was like a mimic, trying its best to look human but falling well into the uncanny valley.
Not the kind of thing that you wanted to run into.
“If the xenos are present, high command wants us to capture one of them,” OCNI explained. “In the event that this proves impossible, they would like as many corpses as we can get our hands on for the purpose of dissection.”
Sarge nodded. “What does OCNI have on them right now?”
“Very little,” OCNI said.
Veronica scoffed. “It’s been three-months . What do you mean you have very little? You must’ve picked up a couple test subjects from the skirmishes, right?”
OCNI didn’t answer that. Instead, he flipped through his pad and the image shifted, showing off an x-ray view of the creature. In the very centre of the bundle of vines and wood, was a yellowish pod that beat like a heart. “It seems that most of the creature’s body is an organic structure built to protect and house this… core. Our leading theory is that you destroy this and the xeno is dead.”
Steff picked up her rifle and popped open the magazine, seeing those diamond-tipped red bullets. “So, punch through the shell with these and hope that the flames damage the heart?”
“Exactly,” OCNI said.
“Should be easy enough. Nothing’s harder than diamonds and tungsten, right?” Steff replied, slotting her magazine back into the rifle. She then offered a crooked smile. “Guess mobile infantry really is useless, huh?”
“I will not be weighing in on your locker room fights with other branches,” OCNI commented. “But I will say that this garrison was not afforded the same munitions as yourselves. High command has deemed them too expensive for general use.”
“How are we supposed to handle the locals?” Kristopher asked.
OCNI shrugged. “They are not a priority and we are tasked with only completing our primary and secondary objectives. If militia and mobile infantry elements are still intact, they are to provide a rear-guard action to cover our operation.”
“Got to love an OCNI op,” Veronica grumbled.
“I will warn you, reports from occupied space state that the xenos have been using biological weapons to influence local populations to their cause,” OCNI said, swiping over to a still shot of a pink cloud rolling over an entrenched position. “They seem to utilize a strong pheromone that impedes a human’s ability to make sound judgement. As of now, we are unsure if our gas masks are capable of filtering it out.”
Sarge nodded. “So, watch out for human turn coats.”
“Avoid, if possible,” OCNI said. “But know that Moon Santos has given permission to liquidate commercial assets if they impede our mission.”
“Any cure if we get infected with that shit?” Billy asked, sounding only a little worried.
OCNI smirked. “Your rifle is loaded with it.”
Billy paled in response.
The ship shuddered and rapidly decelerated, coming to a standstill as it finally settled upon solid ground. 
They were here.
A shudder ran through the length of the vessel as the door at the back swung open, arching through the air and landing with a meaty thud. 
Steff started to unbuckle herself, getting up and getting ready. She put her helmet on and slung on her pack, grabbing her rifle as well. Thankfully, this planet had two-thirds of a standard gravity, meaning that two weeks worth of supplies only weighed as much as… well… ten days worth of supplies on a proper planet. 
It was the small things that you learned to appreciate in this line of work.
As she exited the craft, she could see a dense jungle all around her with towering trees reaching for the heavens above. If it wasn’t for the fact that they had landed on a dirt road then it could’ve been mistaken for virgin terrain. This wasn’t the kind of place that she wanted to be fighting in but sadly no one had asked for her opinion.
Her comms suddenly crackled and she saw it was a message from OCNI. “Our craft will remain here for fourteen days. After which point, they have orders to evacuate without us.”
As she looked at him, she was happy to see that he at least wasn’t skimping on his own supplies, carrying an equally heavy pack. Nice to know he was going to pull his weight on this operation.
Steff saw Sarge out of the corner of her eye as well. It seemed that the man was taking immediate advantage of the presence of nitrogen in the air, sparking a lighter and using it to ignite the tip of his cigar.
“Plenty of time,” he said. “We’ll get it done in seven.”
[hr]
Well… fuck.
Steff groaned as she leaned back into the hard wooden chair, feeling ten days worth of strain catching up with her all at once. Her body was incredibly sore, like she’d just been tossed around by a predator and left for dead. 
Which wasn’t the furthest thing from what had actually happened.
Part of that was the numerous bruises which covered her body, the rest was the comedown from combat stimulants. A high that was always brutal to overcome as if all of her serotonin receptors wished for a quick and merciful death.
What I wouldn’t do for a cigarette… or coffee… or recreational amphetamines right now.
But she had none of those things. 
Instead, she was in some sort of floral themed prison cell with hard wooden walls, an equally hard wooden chair, and shocker of shockers, an extremely hard wooden table. And when she said hard, she meant it. It was the kind of hard that she couldn’t even pick at with her nails as she tried her best to do so.
The kind of hard that stops diamonds and tungsten flying faster than the speed of sound…
She looked to her left and saw a massive window, made of a strong plastic-like material, overlooking the jungle below. It was strange to see the hell she’d been prowling for more than a week from this perspective. This all felt so surreal, like being out of body in a way.
Her gear was missing because of course her gear was missing. The xenos weren’t dumb. They weren’t going to leave the marine with her armour, weapons, or tools. Hell, they didn’t even leave her with her mess kit or toiletries.
Instead, she had to bide her time in her combat fatigues, shorts and a tank top.
She started to play a game from her childhood. It was something she’d break out whenever she had to listen to boring adults talk. She taped twice with her left pinkie then once with her left ring finger. Twice more with her pinkie then once more with her ring finger before moving on to a single tap from the middle finger. The cycle repeated in binary: pinkie, ring, middle, index, thumb.
Then onto the right hand. Though by the time she reached her right middle finger, she’d lost track. At which point it was right back to the start: pinkie… ring… middle… aiming to tap out binary with all ten digits.
She never reached all ten.
There was a click from the hard wooden door.
And Steff stopped taping.
She watched as it opened and the being started to creep through from the other side. It didn’t walk in the traditional sense, the legs feeling like they were more for show than any real utility. Instead, vines creeped in, clutching at the various surfaces as the creature seemed to pull its way into the room in a bundle of chloroplast-rich mass.
It was tall, taller than Steff had anticipated. OCNI’s briefing really hadn’t done this creature any favours in terms of the reality. This thing was probably close to ten feet tall, towering over even a seasoned marine like herself.
The being’s face also felt like it was for show. It didn’t move naturally. Steff didn’t know how to really describe it. It was like it was trying to match emotions but hadn’t quite learned to do so naturally. Kind of like watching an AI that was only half-baked, still in need of proper training in order to act like anything approaching a human.
Though just like the briefing had said, the creature seemed to be made of two separate substances. There was the hard wooden shell overtop of those soft fleshy green vines. Up close, she could tell that even the other features of its body fell into these two camps. The teeth and eyes were made of wood, while its lips and tongue were similar to the vines. Really the only thing she hadn’t expected were two flowering sprouts which sprung up from its forehead, looking kind of like cattails though fluffier and a vibrant orange in colour.
“Hello,” the xeno said. Its voice was a feminine and breathy whisper, almost sultry in quality. It also didn’t come from its mouth, seeming to ebb from deep within the writhing mass of vines. “I brought you a beverage. I believe you Terrans call it coffee.”
Steff saw the mug in its hand, steaming with billows of vapour. She could smell it too, the richness of it. It made her exhausted brain shiver and mouth water.
The xeno placed it down upon the table before curling at the chair opposite of Steff, settling down within it. This made it a little more reasonably sized but it still towered above Steff, looking down at her.
Steff looked at the cup, touching a hand to it. It was hot. “How do I know that you didn’t poison this with the same shit that you gave the colonists?”
“The xenodrugs?” the xeno asked, shaking its head. “There’s no reason to do that to you. If I wanted to do that to you, there are so many more efficient ways than putting it in your beverage.” Those viney lips curled into a sickly smile. “Trust me. You’ll remain untouched by them until I deem it necessary to utilize them.”
That sounded… fair enough. If only extremely creepy.
Steff picked up the mug and took a cautious sip, sighing as the flavour hit her tongue. “That’s good.”
So far, so good. It didn’t seem that her entire ethos was being overwritten in real time. She looked at the xeno for good measure.
Yep, no… still a fucking fern that I want nothing to do with.
“Thank you, I grew it myself,” the xeno said.
“The coffee?” Steff asked.
The xeno nodded. “The plant intrigued me when I first saw it and I wished to replicate it to the best of my abilities.” She pointed a vine towards Steff. Her English seemed halting, unsure of itself, clearly a second language. “You’re also rather intriguing.”
Steff scoffed. “What does that mean?”
“Most of the humans that I encounter have a more visceral reaction when in tight confines with us Affini,” the Affini said. “A flight or fight response that requires medical intervention to help overcome. But your heart rate is eerily stable when compared to the others.”
Steff leaned back into her chair. “Ma’am, my job involves me getting dropped from above the atmosphere in a glorified cargo pod that has a ten percent chance of plastering me on the ground at several times the speed of sound. It’s going to take more than an oversized Halloween decoration to scare me.”
“Halloween?” the Affini asked though she pondered something else. “Also, you call me ma’am immediately.” She smiled at that. “How… interesting.”
Steff blushed, biting her tongue. Though she wondered why that made her blush. Maybe it was the creature’s tone, alluding to something that wasn’t really there.
“You are an enemy officer, correct?” Steff asked. “Thus, I am tasked under military law to treat you like one of my superiors unless it compromises humanity’s war effort. Don’t take it personally.”
She took another sip of the delicious coffee, happy to feel the comedown from stimulants taper, just a little.
“I see, I see,” the Affini said. Its vines and flesh shuddered as it produced some sort of electronic device from inside its mass of matter. Though even their electronics looked oddly organic, made of the same hardened wood and using some weird biological plastic for the screen. “I’m sorry that I was only able to speak with one of you.”
Steff felt a pang at that, gritting her teeth. She hadn’t quite had a whole lot of time to come to terms with the fact that her squad was… no longer in the equation.
“Don’t be,” she said, looking away from the creature. Her gaze settled upon the tattoo on her arm: a marine pod burning as it cut through the atmosphere. One of many such tattoos. Though the unique emblem on the pod, a mermaid with a trident, reduced it to one of five matching tattoos and the only one left in the galaxy. “They were marines and their sacrifice will be remembered.”
“How gruesome a fate,” the Affini stated. “But not to be unexpected when it comes to your Accord.”
Steff tensed her jaw, feeling anger bubbling up. Yet, she pushed it down. She knew this song and dance. If the Affini could get a rise out of her then she’d be far more likely to give up something that she shouldn’t.
“Can we get this show on the road?” she asked, taking another sip of her coffee.
The Affini poked at her tablet. “I believe you traditionally ask for a name, rank, date of birth, and service number. Is that correct?”
“How it works on our side,” Steff said, sitting up straight and looking down at the tablet. There was a picture of her upon it but that was it. “Steff Curry, private first class in the Terran Marine Corp, born November 15th 2524, serial number A6B115C56.”
The Affini dotted all of this down before looking back up at her. “Why did you come to this planet?”
Steff scoffed. “Steff Curry, private first class in the Terran Marine Corp, born November 15th 2524, serial number A6B115C56.”
The Affini shook her head. “I am not the enemy that you make me out to be.”
“Steff Curry, private first class in the Terran Marine Corp, born November 15th 2524, serial number A6B115C56,” Steff repeated.
The Affini studied her for a good long moment. Those eyes of hers molted to a red in colour before settling back to their previous hue. She asked a few more questions and each time was rebuffed by the exactly same answer. Just like Steff had been taught.
She had rights as a prisoner of war and it seemed that this xeno was at least willing to respect those. Oddly so… in fact. Wasn’t she supposed to be brain bleaching Steff or whatever xenos did when they got their hands on humans like her?
“What is this?” the Affini finally asked, placing a small packet on the table with a few pills inside of it.
Steff recognized the kit, three cyanide tablets, given to every marine to avoid capture. Sadly, she’d been too distracted to take them.
“Why don’t you try them yourself?” Steff asked, flashing a cocky smile as she winked at her captor. “It’s a Terran candy.”
The Affini lifted a viney brow and picked up one of the pills, purposefully popping it between those flexible lips of hers. She made a show of swallowing, humming as she did so, as if pondering the flavour of them.
And Steff watched in growing horror as absolutely nothing happened. That dose would kill a dozen humans with ease.
“Ah… I see what these are,” the Affini said, snatching it off of the table. “Best to keep that away from little creatures like you.”
Steff growled. “Little creatures?”
“Oh, so you do know how to say other things!” the Affini beamed, offering a coy smile. She reached out with one of her vines, brushing it against Steff’s cheek. “I was starting to grow worried that you’d taken a head injury during your capture.”
Steff didn’t flinch, staying rooted in place. This was an attempt to get a rise and she wasn’t about to walk right into the trap.
“I can see why so many of my comrades have taken a liking to your species,” the Affini said. Her voice transitioned to that of an adult teasing a child. “You’re so obedient to your ideals. Fix those ideals and you’ll make perfect little florets.”
“Excuse me?” Steff asked.
Oh no there was that anger, coming to the forefront.
“I mean you die for a society that treats you like dirt, a system that crushes you under heel, and for humans who live fat off of your surplus,” the Affini said, tutting as she shook her head. “And now you get to live for a system that’s actually going to take care of you. Doesn’t that sound nice?” She held a vine to her wood chest plate. “I think it sounds nice, in my humble all-knowing opinion.”
Steff drew in a breath. “We die for a system that keeps us free in a universe that has decided that we’ve committed the horrible crime of not rolling over and accepting our deaths. That’s why I fight and it’s the same reason my friends died. We fight for our species, not the elites.”
“And what do you call what you’ve done to those precious Rinans?” the Affini asked. “Did they threaten you with extinction?”
“They threw a meteor at us,” Steff replied. “Just like the bugs and just like you.”
“Rather strange that all your enemies use the exact same attack method,” the Affini commented. She pawed at her pad, playing a video of a meteor storm that hit New Carthage. “A single asteroid that artificially breaks apart before it hits the atmosphere to enhance the damage. Always to a population centre with limited strategic value.”
It was rather strange…
Shut up, brain, and let the heart do the talking.
The Affini shrugged. “I admit that we did start this conflict but we are not keen on such indiscriminate methods of war as meteor bombardments. Domestication is kind of pointless if all you have is a corpse by the end of it. We only started the war because we care so badly for the plight of your civilization and wished to liberate you from suffering. Blessed with abundance and squandering it like you do.”
“We are the human race,” Steff replied, puffing out her chest. “The stars are our birth right. And we will ensure their full democratization.”
“And they will be yours,” the Affini replied as she offered that same ever present sickly-sweet smile. “But you’ll only have them under our loving guidance. And you certainly will not have them if you hold onto these problematic views.”
Steff growled and used her robotic hand to brush aside the vine on her cheek, having had enough of it tickling her complexion. “I am here because I wasn’t brave enough to join the courageous fallen in defending our freedom and managed democracy. Don’t take my cowardice as being some sign of submission to you.”
“Managed democracy,” the Affini said as if testing out the phrase. “By the motherseed, isn’t there a lot to unpack there.” She shook her head. “But you must see the fault in your system. Your race has the ability to mend your…” That very same vine reached out, coiling around her metallic arm. She was strong, forcing it out so she could take a closer look at it. “Defects. But they lock that gift away from you. Does that sound fair to you?”
“Couldn’t afford it,” Steff said, trying to tug her arm back and finding the plant wasn’t so willing to give it up. “Boo hoo, I got a badass robot arm out of it. I’m not too torn up about it.”
“You know that I could mend it right now,” the Affini said. Her vine wormed into the cracks, filling the various mechanisms as if feeling it up to get a better understanding of how it worked. “It’s an easy enough fix. Though only with your permission of course.”
Steff yanked back and finally managed to get her arm free. She had a feeling that was only because the Affini willed it. “Get fucked.”
“How did it happen?” the Affini asked.
“Munitions accident,” Steff said, wincing as she realized that she’d actually answered a question honestly. “Experimental round misfired and blew off my hand.” She shrugged, reaching up and touching her scarred cheek. “Got a few scars out of it too.”
“You revel in these imperfections?” the Affini asked, lifting a viney brow. “How odd.”
Steff chuckled. “It’s called being human.”
She had intended the statement to bite, to be defiant and spit in the face of her captor. Instead, the Affini just looked amused.
“Well, we prefer to fix what is fixable, providing comfort and health to everything we touch.” The Affini winked at her, letting out a thin stream of laughter from behind one of her wooden hands. “It’s called being Affini.”
Steff gritted her teeth and looked away.
“I suppose since you were so kind to provide an introduction, I should do the same,” the Affini said. “My name is Minerva. I don’t really know how to discuss my rank but I guess the closest you could say is Captain.”
“In the Affini Navy?” Steff asked.
Minerva hummed. “That makes my role sound more militant than it really is. Our society needed ships and Affini to help with the domestication of your species. My vessel was merely in the right place at the right time.” She sighed, shaking her head. “So, like all Affini, I am simply doing my part. Believe me, there are more productive things that I could be doing with my time but…” She reached out with a vine and booped Steff on the nose with it. “Your species is not playing along.”
“Of course we’re not playing along!” Steff shouted, slapping that vine away, yet again. “Do you really just expect us to give up?”
“It would be the smart choice,” Minerva said, sighing. “I’d really like to get back to what I actually enjoy doing with my time.”
Steff glared at her. “And what’s that?”
“Science, exploration, poking at the secrets of reality and trying to figure out how they tick,” Minerva chimed in, pointing at the cup of coffee. “A whole universe of wonders that need to be investigated, cataloged, and studied.”
“And why am I here?” Steff asked, looking around the room. “If you’re not even a military officer, why are you keeping me here?”
Minerva perked up. “Because you happened to be operating on a planet where I’m located. Call it fate or dumb luck. But I think I can learn quite a bit from you.” She leaned closer, smiling. “Get a frame of reference for an average Terran when we draft articles of surrender. See if we can find a cord worth plucking.”
Steff pulled back in her chair, working her jaw. Yet, she couldn’t help but chuckle, letting out this grim ripple of laughter.
“What’s so funny?” Minerva asked.
“You know that I’m only a private first class, right?” Steff replied, throwing off a cocky smile as she took another sip of her rapidly cooling coffee. “So, I don’t think I’m really the best person to accept your surrender.”
Minerva studied her for a moment before slowly shaking her head. “Don’t play smart, little Terran.”
Steff scoffed. She thought it was pretty funny.
“We will liberate your poor from the tyranny of your few,” Minerva added, waving her a vine through the air. “Your pesky ideals are flawed and we will prove as much. The only question is when such a thing will occur.”
“If you think that freedom and liberty are flawed then you’re in for a pretty nasty surprise, fern,” Steff said, leaning forward. “You’ve dealt with nothing but remote garrisons and colonial troopers until this point. You might’ve got the better of my squad but when you have the boot of the real military crammed up your green ass, you’ll realize that us humans aren’t going to be like any of your other conquests. We aren’t going to go quietly into the night. I can promise you that much.”
Minerva smirked. “Does your real military include a fleet consisting of over one hundred warships by any chance.”
Steff went silent.
“Because I have news about the state of the war that you might like to hear,” Minerva added, smiling. Her unnatural lips spread so wide. “I believe the commanding officer had the family name Hood. He… sorry… she has been very helpful in teaching us about your species.”
“Lies,” Steff growled.
But if it was a lie how did the Affini know that last name?
“A system which does nothing but extract wealth and funnel it to a few is not a system we have any tolerance for,” Minerva said. “You fought bravely little Terran but you still fought like a seedling throwing a tantrum: violent but extremely misguided.”
Steff looked off to the side. No, there was no way, no chance, not in a million years.
Humanity would hold. Humanity had to hold. They were God’s chosen successors. They were given Eden and this gift was theirs and theirs alone to defend.
“We’ll see,” Steff finally said, scoffing. She hoped that Minerva couldn’t pick up on that note of indecision lingering in her voice. “I give it two weeks tops before there’s a squad of marines breaking me out of here.”
“You could use some playmates,” Minerva teased.
There was something nagging at Steff… a question. 
She knew that the Affini had access to things that could scramble her brain. But it seemed that Minerva had told her the truth. This coffee had just been coffee and hadn’t been tainted by any sort of substances.
“Can I ask a question?” Steff ventured.
Minerva nodded. “I will try my best to answer it.”
“Why aren’t you frying my brain like you did with the colonists?” Steff asked.
“We didn’t fry their brains,” Minerva said, shaking her head. “We simply helped them see things from our perspective. Xenodrugs are just a tool which helps with that. However…” She leaned closer, her smile tugging at those vine-like lips. “You’re a little pet project of mine and I don’t want to use them on you at this time.”
Steff swallowed. She didn’t like that tone, didn’t like it one little bit. There was something about it which gave her the first genuine fear that she’d felt while sitting here.
“You’re not getting a collar on me,” Steff growled.
Minerva smirked and her vines shifted as she pulled something else out from her mass of plant matter. It was a collar, a band of silvery metal with a ring on the front of it. She placed it upon the table, stroking the material with a tendril of hers.
No article of clothing had ever felt so threatening. Its mere presence seemed to suck the air out of the room.
“I will,” Minerva said. It was a fact; her voice made that clear. “And when I’m done with you, you’ll be the one to put it on yourself.”
Steff closed her eyes. “I’d rather die for my race.”
“I know you would,” Minerva said, brushing that very same tendril against her cheek. “But I’ll make sure that you live for mine, little Terran.” She chuckled. “And you’ll thank me for it by the time that it finally happens.”
[hr]
Donk!
Steff cried out, writhing against the glass in front of her. A frantic breath escaped her lips as a bolt of pure euphoria was driven through her. Her voice only grew in terms of volume, panting so vigorously in the throes of this purifying pleasure.
Vines were all over her body, gripping at her midsection, clinging to her arms, stroking at her complexion and legs. One of them was wrapped around her erection, jerking her off so swiftly. Another two were in her hole, pumping into it. When one pulled back, the other pushed forwards, ensuring that she was never left empty for even a moment.
“Mistress!” Steff cried out in the Affini tongue.
Minerva leaned closer, brushing those lips against her neck. Two years had done much to improve her attempts at a Terran form, giving her soft lips which brushed against Steff’s flesh. 
Just like those years had improved her mimicry of a feminine Terran body, giving her a rounded figure that looked almost like a living breathing fertility idol in terms of oaken hips and soft bosom. And a head of flowing rose and violet-like flowers that descended to her shoulders, almost like some sort of luscious quasi-hair.
“Look out upon my work, ye mighty, and despair,” she whispered, a tease, daring and sultry. She used her language as well, having lost the need for English so long ago.
And Steff looked out upon the vastness of space. A gas cloud crackled with static electricity, brightening the blackness and showing off a human flotilla. Or what was left of one as dozens of larger ships were upon them, tearing them apart with tentacles. It was a brutal slaughter as carbon composites and aluminum were torn to pieces with little more resistance than Steff tearing open a bag of chips.
She didn’t care, it was their fault for resisting.
“Fuck!” Steff groaned.
Minerva chuckled. “Be thankful that I appreciate your tone.” One of her vines moved up along her side, slipping in underneath the collar that she wore. She coiled around it and tugged, manhandling her with commanding ease. “Some of my sisters might punish you for such language.”
Steff’s collar was unique, different from so many of the other florets. It was a thick chain, weighty and made of steel. There was a tag on the front of it, utilitarian but getting the point across, proving who the brave Terran gave her allegiance to these days.
Steff’s mind was running a million miles per hour. She didn’t trust herself to make a counter argument. “F-fuck.”
Minerva went even harder, stroking faster and pumping into her hole with more and more fury. 
There was a fire in Steff’s belly and it seemed that her Mistress was kind, feeding it with every little motion that she took. It felt like those vines were purposefully born just to seek out her prostate, bearing down upon it.
“Tell me that you like the view?” Minerva said, kissing her floret on the side of the neck.
Steff groaned. “The view is…” She cussed, gasping as her cock twitched within her Mistress’ vines. “It’s magnificent.”
“Think about all those brave Terrans who will soon find a home amongst our kind,” Minerva added, tutting. “Just like you, my adorable little petal.”
The vines moved and flipped Steff around, turning her to face her Mistress. In an instant, the destruction of man was gone and all that existed was that kindly smile which Minerva wore. Steff loved her, she loved her so very much.
Two of these vines then coiled around her wrists, both of which were now made of flesh and bone, and pinned them against the glass with ease. Minerva became the totality of her vision, grinning and leering at her with a predatory glee.
Steff tried to look away, feeling almost overwhelmed. She glanced at the implant in her arm and saw the tendrils of plant life which burrowed into her skin and extended into rivers of aetheric blue which coursed through the appendage.
Though it seemed that her Mistress did not approve of her looking away as the vine which coiled around her collar extended and gripped her cheek. Minerva forced her to look back into her eyes, leaning forwards and pushing her lips against her own. This kiss started tender but didn’t take long to heat up as the woman’s lips parted and her tongue ventured forth to fill the emptiness. 
The appendage tasted of plant matter and grew increasingly bulky and long as it forced its way into her mouth. It burrowed deeper and deeper, pushing into her throat. Steff gagged against it but her Mistress just squeezed her harder, not giving her the option of retreat. This kiss was on her terms, just like everything else about their relationship.
All the while, she continued to hammer at her hole, treating her prostate like her own personal stress ball.
Fuck… fuck… fuck…
Steff started to squirm and gripped at her Mistress’ chest plate, groping at one of her breasts. She squeezed it, hard, trying to anchor herself in place. But as she tried to push back, Minerva only held her tighter. There would be no air until she said so.
Her lungs started to ache and her squirming grew actually desperate. There was a bit of a fight to her now, attempting to push back against this all powerful being. Though her efforts proved utterly futile.
Three…
Two…
One…
Only then did Minerva finally pull away. Yet, instead of easing her tongue back into her own mouth, she instead pulled her entire face away, slowly drawing her tongue out and giving Steff a chance to appreciate its full length. Inch after inch came free, each seeming even more impossible than the last.
By the time it was entirely free, there must’ve been close to a foot of this dripping organ, glimmering in the low light of the ship. Minerva gave it a playful wiggle before finally drawing it back into her mouth, smacking her lips together with a crude satisfaction.
Steff just gawked, panting for breath.
“Are you close, petal?” Minerva asked.
Steff groaned and nodded. But even she knew that this wasn’t going to be enough.
“Nuh uh… remember your rules,” Minerva teased, slowing with her thrusting until all of her vines remained totally motionless. “We both know what you signed.”
Steff groaned, clenching her jaw. Those last fleeting feralist thoughts lingered upon the tip of her tongue. But she denied her urges to use them, not wanting to compromise that pleasure which was so obviously mounting.
“I’m close… Mistress,” she whispered.
Minerva purred. She reached out with a single vine and placed it under her chin, casually drawing her gaze upwards and forcing eye contact. “Then cum for me, darling.”
And just like that, she started to renew her efforts, pounding at her hole while also jerking her off so swiftly. Her pace became more and more vicious, powerful, seeming to take glee in her petal’s growing debasement.
The fire in Steff’s core became a supernova, approaching critical mass. Her hips pumped forward, almost subconsciously, fucking the air and vines in some desperate effort to try and get off. It wouldn’t be much longer now… it couldn’t.
Then it hit. 
The fire reached a crescendo and her core shuddered so violently. The supernova had reached its peak and the stars would bear witness to its glory. 
“Mistress!” Steff shouted at the top of her lungs
A strand of white erupted from the tip of her cock and arched through the air. It would’ve landed upon the floor but a vine suddenly lashed out and intercepted it, drenching the green in a layer of her sticky essence instead. The first shot was followed by a second and third, each a little weaker than the last. Still, Minerva ensured that they landed upon her appendage, not wasting even a single drop of this almost sacred fluid.
Minerva grinned and started to slacken her grip, drawing out of her hole and removing her vines completely. “You’re such a good girl.”
As the vines fell away, Steff dropped to her knees, collapsing onto the hard bulkhead below. She looked up and saw that one of her Mistress’ vines now lingered just before her lips. It was the very same vine which was covered in her sin, dripping with her white seed.
Steff knew what to do as she leaned forwards and took the tip of this vine between her lips. She bobbed along it, quickly, gliding up and down so effortlessly. Her tongue roved the flesh, picking up on the salty taste of her own essence as it mingled with the fresh earthy flavours of her Mistress’ body.
Minerva made a pleased little noise and reached out with a wooden hand, using it to cup Steff’s complexion. She stroked at it with what she called fingers, gentle and tender, the carrot after being so liberal with the stick. “Good girl, just like that.”
Steff was about to draw back but Minerva shook her head. This was a sign to keep at it. So, she obeyed.
She glanced up at the Affini with pure devotion in her eyes. Her cock had faded but she could still feel a certain warmth down there, wanting to touch it.
It seemed that Minerva noticed this as well, nodding and granting silent consent for her to do what she needed to.
So, Steff pawed at her crotch, casually pressing her palm into her own anatomy. It felt divine in a sense, making that tingling warmth ebb throughout her form.
Minerva seemed to have had enough as she allowed her hand to fall to the side while pulling the other one out from between Steff’s lips. She then settled into a comforting seat within her cabin. Though she slid over in order to leave enough room for her precious floret to join her.
Steff panted for breath, trying to calm her rowdy mind. The euphoria of the moment was still so prevalent, clouding her judgement. Yet, she held onto enough of her faculties to at least stumble over, falling into the plush seat.
Her Mistress was immediately upon her, pulling her close and cuddling her. Her vines were so warm, her presence nearly tropical in its quality. 
One vine stroked at Steff’s hair while another toyed with her arm, gently touching the implant. Her style had remained unchanged since her subjugation, a messy faux hawk, just the way she liked it. But even this rugged cut was fair game as her Mistress petted it over and over.
“So, what is your assessment of this battle?” Minerva asked as she looked out the window. It felt like a loaded question but they were well past the point of needing those in their relationship.
Steff took in a breath and let it out slowly. Little by little, the layers of lust were leaving her and her sound judgement slowly started to return.
“The humans are getting desperate as we near Earth,” Steff explained, nuzzling against her Mistress’s chest plate. “I never got to see the navy boys fight very often but I can tell that they’re starting to scrap the bottom of the barrel in terms of officers based on the way they handled themselves. The ships were out of formation and isolated.” She closed her eyes and sighed. “If it wasn’t for the fact that you want to take them alive, high command would be getting a lot of good kids killed today.”
As she cracked open an eye, she could see that Minerva looked rather dark about this.
“Ma’am?” Steff asked.
Minerva shook her head. “Sorry, I just… it does not sit well with me knowing that these poor Terrans are being led to their death. Makes me wonder how many more will die through mere inaction or accident before we finally end this war.”
“It isn’t your fault,” Steff said, sighing.
“Never said it was but that doesn’t make it any easier,” Minerva commented. “Thank you for your assessment. It’s times like these that I’m glad that I left you with your faculties, my little marine.”
“Be honest with me, are we the worst the Affini has come across?” Steff asked, biting her lip.
Minerva scoffed. “No but definitely up there.” She glanced down at Steff, squeezing her even tighter. “Not that I blame you. You certainly have very little of a cross to bear for the behaviour of your species. Be assured that those responsible will meet their fate at the hands of a Class-O.”
“What was the worst?” Steff asked.
“During the domestication of our second galaxy,” Minerva started to explain. “We stumbled upon a species which conducted all transactions and social norms through a hierarchy based on the ability to perform acrobatic feats. The sheer inequality of that system edged out humanity by a thin margin. I believe they called the system ‘parkour’.”
“You’re fucking with me,” Steff commented.
Minerva offered a gleeful grin. “That’s for me to know and you to wonder.” She booped her on the nose though used that same vine to then turn her cheek, revealing her lingering blemish. “You know I am really glad that I let you keep this as well.”
“Are you now?” Steff grumbled, peeved but not offended. Her blemishes, like the rest of her, were her Mistress’ property to enjoy.
Minerva nodded. “So many of my sisters have these soft florets who they love to parade around. Looking so cute in their twirly dresses.” She smirked. “Yet, I’m the only one who has a brave little guard dog to keep her safe. You’re unique and I appreciate that about you.”
“Are you allowed to enjoy unique things, Miss Post-Scarcity Society,” Steff teased. “I thought you Affini frowned upon that.”
Minerva snickered. “I don’t believe that’s how it works.” She then winked. “Regardless, I won’t tell if you don’t.”
There was a beep from a tablet nearby and Minerva grabbed it, pulling it back towards herself. She sighed at what she saw. Whatever it was made her get to her feet, carefully drawing away from her darling floret.
“My apologies dear but I must attend to the recent additions,” Minerva said, patting her on the top of the head. She then drifted towards the door.
Steff got up. “Let me come with you.”
Minerva smirked. “In your state?”
“I’m an ex-marine,” Steff said, pounding a fist against her chest. She got up and worked through the ache in her muscles. Once stable, she then reached down, gathering together her scattered attire from the floor. “I’ve been fucked harder and rebounded quicker than this. Just grab me a cup of coffee and I’ll be fine.”
“In that case, I’ll just have to try harder next time,” Minerva teased.
“Bet?” Steff asked.
She started to pull on her attire, stumbling into it rather quickly. Far quicker than she necessarily had to as she knew the fleet would take at least a little while to even start gathering humans, let alone transport them onto this ship.
Her attire was different from other florets, being that attack dog that her Mistress claimed that she was. She wore fine tailored black dress pants, a white buttoned-up shirt, a burgundy vest and black gloves. And it all came together with that ever-present heavy chain collar she wore, making her look very much like the human version of a rottweiler.
Though even the rottweiler was dolled up just a little as there was a lovely violet-coloured bloom which lingered behind her ear, rooted to another implant upon the back of her neck.
Steff looked at herself in the mirror, flashing a proud smile.
“Oh my…” Minerva said, taking her time to appraise her fully as well. One of her vines brushed against her cheek while another wrapped around her midsection, pulling her close. “Perhaps we could keep the humans waiting just a little longer. I’m sure you could go for a round five.”
“Do I look like a bitch?” Steff grinned, rising to the challenge. “Of course I can go for a round five, Mistress.”
Sadly, fate conspired as her Mistress’ pad beeped again. It would seem that there would be no making the feralists wait.
“Seems that even the Affini can’t always have what they want,” Steff teased, glancing towards it.
Minerva frowned and slowly pulled her vines away, settling them back into her mass of foliage. “That it does.” She was about to turn to face the door but she lingered for a moment. “Can you answer a question for me, petal?”
Steff nodded.
Minerva reached out, one last time, in order to stroke her cheek. “I want to hear you say it. Tell me who you belong to?”
