It turned out that two-thirds gravity meant shit all when you were marching through the dense foliage of a tropical planet. Any slack in the gravity was more than made up for by the relentless heat, unforgiving humidity, and ceaseless number of pests zipping around and trying to suck blood.
Steff didn’t think that she was too violent by marine standards but a part of her wished that a cruiser would just glass this planet from orbit so she wouldn’t have to walk another fucking step. She grabbed her canteen and took a sip from it, groaning as she realized that she was already halfway through her daily supply of the stuff and only a couple hours into the mission.
“Are you sure?” Billy asked.
Steff looked up and saw that he and Veronica were standing side-by-side.
“Yes, I’m sure,” Veronica replied, shrugging. “It was Yamamoto who got the final home run during the 2489 series. The guy was the champion of less than a single G batting. Reason the New Winnipeg Warriors won a string of Universe Series.”
“I swear that it was Mohammad,” Billy grumbled.
“No, no, no, you’re thinking of the 2486 series,” Veronica replied, playfully punching him on the arm. “Fuck that was such a good game.”
“How do you know that?” Kristopher asked, chuckling as he looked towards her. “Wasn’t that before you were alive?”
Steff smirked. “Kid, if there’s a baseball fact then Veronica knows about it.”
Veronica nodded. “Call it my special interest.”
“If only you could turn that special interest into a money maker,” Sarge said, pushing through the brush in front of him. “Then you wouldn’t be stuck out here with us sorry sods.”
“Oh, it’s not so bad,” Veronica chided. “I’m only halfway towards trench foot at this point.”
“What the fuck? What do you mean only halfway? Trade boots with me!” Steff grumbled, feeling the squish of her saturated sock as she took another heavy step. “Please…”
Veronica cackled. “Not in a hundred light-years, dipshit.”
Billy smirked. “Oh, trench foot isn’t so bad. It helps build character.” He looked at Kristopher. “How are your boots?”
“It feels like I’m walking in fucking water,” Kristopher grumbled.
Sarge chuckled. “You should be thankful. Just means that it’s going to be easy to restock our canteens when we need to.” He took a pull from his own. “Back on Klandathu, the only water we got was the stuff we squeezed out of the fucking bugs.”
“Bullshit,” Veronica said.
“That is certainly not bullshit,” Sarge said, wagging a finger at her. “Those things evolved to hoard the stuff. They were like fucking camels. Though it did make the water taste like escargot whenever we had to drink it.”
“And how do you know what that tastes like,” Steff teased, shaking her head. “Holding out some secret millions on us, Sarge?”
Sarge smirked. “A man is entitled to his secrets.”
OCNI walked ahead. “It tastes like salt and slime.” He pulled out his pad and checked the map on it. “Seems we’re heading in the right direction.” 
And without further comment, he carried on ahead.
Veronica looked at Steff and Steff at her. The two of them shrugged at one another in a ‘what can you do about it’ kind of way. OCNI pricks were going to be OCNI pricks.
“So, what’s your favourite team?” Veronica asked Steff.
Billy scoffed. “You really think that she has one?”
“The Martian Ice Caps,” Steff answered, sticking out her tongue at Billy. “Won a hundred bucks betting on them last season.”
“Hey, you can’t blame a guy for making assumptions,” Billy replied, shrugging as he flashed that arrogant smile that Steff really wanted to punch. “I just know that girls like you aren’t really into sports. At least real sports where you don’t have an advantage.”
“Girls like me?” Steff asked.
Oh, here we go.
“Yeah, you know…” Billy gestured towards her. He didn’t need to finish that statement as he instead glanced below the belt.
“Trans girls?” Steff replied.
Billy shrugged again. “I mean that’s more polite than I would’ve put it.” He punched her on the arm. “But hey, aren’t you chalked full of surprises.”
Steff bumped right back into him, forcefully exerting her right to be there. “What trans girl cucked you, asshole?”
“None, I just like causing issues,” Billy replied, bumping right back into her. The two of them were at an impasse, trying to shove the other away and refusing to disengage. “I’m just glad that you’re one of the good ones.”
Veronica whistled. “Okay, tall, blonde, and in need of a foot up your ass. Enough of that.” She then looked at Kristopher. “You got a favourite team?”
“I’m more into soccer,” Kristopher replied, nervously rubbing the back of his head. “Sorry.”
“Hey no one’s perfect,” Steff teased, peeling herself away from Billy just as he did the same. A stalemate, like usual.
“Sarge?” Veronica asked.
Sarge grinned. “The Caledon Scots. Best team to play in over a G. Fernando was also a beast of a pitcher.”
“Can’t debate that,” Veronica replied before finally looking at OCNI. “How about you? Do they give you time to watch sports in naval intelligence?”
OCNI perked up and for a moment Steff thought that he was going to shoot down the discussion or ignore it entirely. Instead, he shrugged. “The Yankees.”
“The Yankees?” Veronica asked, scoffing.
“I like winners,” OCNI replied, allowing himself a thin smile. “It’s why your squad appealed to me.”
Sarge chuckled. “Well shucks, aren’t we honoured.”
“What about me?” Billy asked, stepping further away from Steff and instead coming up alongside Veronica again. “Don’t you want to know what my favourite team is?”
Veronica chuckled. “Come on Billy, we’ve been together since boot camp, I know that you’re a Starliner’s kid.” She smirked at him. “Even though they’ve been eating shit for what… fifty… sixty years at this point?”
Billy sighed. “It’s the Captain’s Curse. I swear to…”
He was interrupted as there was a crackle from Steff’s headset. Clearly, this was shared amongst the rest of the team as all of them came to an abrupt halt. The little indicator in the bottom right of her visor told her that it was a communication message from fleet command.
“What’s going on?” Sarge asked.
OCNI blew a puff of air into his cheek. “Must be important if they’re pushing this through on the public channels.”
“Maybe they want the ferns to hear it,” Steff suggested.
A second went by and then two, the silence somehow growing more oppressive in nature. It was like the surrounding jungle had settled down as well, wanting to hear what this was about to be said.
“This is a message from fleet command,” a robotic message stated. “As of fifteen minutes ago, Fleet Admiral Barasa was arrested, tried, and executed for conspiring with the xeno threat known as the Affini Compact. Going forward, Admiral Steiner has been given command of all Terran forces.”
Sarge nodded approvingly. “He’s a good man. After he took over at Klendathu, he made sure to keep casualties below thirty thousand a day. Got the right man for the job if we’re planning a counterattack anytime soon.”
Steff worked her jaw, not sure how to feel. Mostly, there was this sense of disdain. She’d never met Barasa but… why would he betray the Accord like that? What could the fucking ferns have given him that was worth stabbing the rest of humanity in the back?
The message continued and a new voice came on. Clearly this was the new Fleet Admiral in the flesh.
“This is a message to the brave souls fighting on the frontier and to our enemies in the Affini Compact,” Steiner said. His ascent coloured by a slightly Germanic edge. “I speak to you today as the new Fleet Admiral chosen by the president and her cabinet to defend Earth in its most vulnerable time. To the men and women serving, I want it to be known that I will do everything I can to ensure a swift victory in this war.”
He then cleared his throat. “To the Affini… I want it to be known that our navies, armies, and marines have been honed into a machine of lethal moving parts that you would be wise to avoid. We will not be intimidated. We will not be domesticated. And we will not back down. We’ve seen war. We don’t want war. But if you prosecute this war, I can promise you one thing, so help me God… someone else will raise your future generations. You have this one chance to surrender and continue your lives. You will not be given this chance again.”
A pause.
“May God protect the Accord and May God protect its troops,” Fleet Admiral Steiner said.
And with that the message came to an end. The little logo of fleet command flickered out, returning Steff to the present moment.
“I can’t believe Barasa would do something like that,” Steff said, balling one of her hands into fists.
Billy growled. “Fucking turncoat got what was coming to him.”
“Never liked the guy,” Sarge chided, nodding towards OCNI. “What do you think?”
ONCI shrugged. “I just hope that Steiner can actually pull it off.” He looked at his pad, abruptly pivoting to the left. “But that doesn’t change our current mission in the slightest.”
He pushed off of their current path and towards an especially thick wall of brush. As he was the officer in charge, no one else denied him as they followed behind.
And the second they were off of the beaten path, Steff winced, feeling a fresh water soak into her already drowned boots and soak into her already saturated socks. She really hoped this guy knew where he was going. If nothing else besides for the sake of her own waterlogged feet.
As they marched, Steff noticed Kristopher pull out a small pad of paper, jotting at it with a pencil. It didn’t seem that he was entirely paying attention, nearly catching his foot on a root but managing to avoid it at the last second.
“What’s on your mind?” Steff asked, coming up alongside him.
Kristopher stirred and slotted the paper back into a breast pocket. “Just trying to find a word that rhymes with ‘fern’.”
“Fern?” Steff asked, cocking a brow and pondering it. “Burn, churn, learn…” She glanced at him. “Why do you want to know?”
Kristopher bit his lip. “Uh… don’t worry about it.”
“Nuh uh uh uh… tell me,” Steff said, flashing a playful smile. “I promise I’m not an asshole like Billy. Your secret is safe with me.”
Kristopher sighed. “I was working on a poem.”
“A poem!” Veronica yelped. Clearly, she was within earshot as well. “Didn’t realize that you were a poet, Kristopher.”
Kristopher blushed. “I…”
“What’s everyone talking about?” Billy called. Thankfully, he hadn’t heard what it was.
Steff glanced at Kristopher before looking back at him. “We’re trying to figure out how to frag you!”
“Oh…” Billy pondered this. “Grenade in the mess tin.”
“Grenade in the mess tin?” Veronica asked.
“Yeah, imagine how funny it would be. I’m all unaware and I flip open the lid. Then… BANG!” Billy chided, extending his fingers with his explosion sound effect. “At least I die happy thinking about food.”
The conversation fell to the wayside as they one-by-one pushed through a gap in the brush, pressing through to the other side. As they took in the view, any further attempts at conversation immediately came to a close.
The first thing that Steff picked up on was the smell. It was decay to the extreme, being foul and sickly. Which made sense as she saw the various corpses which littered the ground, each being surrounded by a whole colony of flies.
“See we found mobile infantry,” Sarge said.
OCNI sighed. “That we have.”
All in all, there were probably twenty bodies, lined up along a former battleline. They were slumped against trees and sandbags, all aiming towards a ridgeline in the distance. They were still armed with rifles and munitions with cartridges and supplies littered all over the place. Their flag also remained affixed to its pole, standing oddly proud as it fluttered in the light breeze.
When Sarge spoke, any amusement was gone from his voice. “Cruz, Hills, set up position on those sandbags and make sure we’re secure from any potential xeno threats.” He then looked at Billy. “Sheridan, I want you to get up on that ridge.” He pointed to a small hill to their left. “And make sure that nothing is approaching us.”
Finally, he looked at Steff. “Curry, check the bodies and see what you can find.”
“Yes Sir!” the four of them chimed in near unison, scrambling to their designated tasks. There was no more small talk, no more jokes and ribbing. This had become an active combat situation real fast.
Steff moved over to a clutter of three bodies which lingered around their flag pole, taking a knee and checking them out. They were at a point where the smell of decomposition was downright putrid, making even her seasoned stomach sick. Their flesh was waxy, clammy, and long dead to the touch.
As she held a hand against one of them, it was ice cold, eerily chilled for such a tropical climate. She had expected to see vine marks or cuts, splinters left by wood. Instead, she noticed that one of them had a neat hole in his head.
The type of hole that might be left by a firearm.
“Sarge!” Steff called. “Do the xenos use firearms?”
Sarge perked up and looked at OCNI.
OCNI shook his head. “Combination of blade weapons built from their carapace with energy-based munitions for their ships. We don’t have any reports of them using projectile-based weapons at this time.”
Steff clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth as she looked at the other two. One had a round through their chest and another bore a gruesome belly wound. The latter could’ve been from a blade weapon but it also could’ve been from a gunshot that just hit funny.
“I think these guys were fragged by humans,” Steff said.
Sarge was now next to her, looking down and appraising the evidence as well. There was a cigar clenched between his teeth and he was puffing upon it. Honestly, even the harsh smell of synthetic tobacco was probably better than getting hit with the sweet scent of death.
“Sarge,” Billy crackled over comms. “Looks like the coast is clear.”
“Also safe on our end,” Veronica added.
OCNI grabbed his pad and started to jot down what they were seeing. “Maybe it’s that biological weapon we’ve seen in the field. The xeno could’ve turned the soldiers on one another.”
“Seems like we only have mobile infantry here,” Steff said, nodding to their kit.
Sarge shook his head. “And the bullet wounds are from a lower-powered round. Something that the militia might use. Our guns wouldn’t leave holes this small and mobile infantry uses the same rifles as us.”
“Fucking weird,” Veronica chided over comms. “Think the colonists…”
She didn’t say it but they were all thinking it. Conflict on the outer colonies wasn’t impossibly rare. But it still felt insane to have it happen in the midst of an active warzone. Surely, fighting against a conquering alien should’ve taken president over any little local squabbles.
“Working theory is the mind-altering chemical agent,” OCNI interrupted over comms. He was clearly thinking the same thing. “Humans don’t kill humans in these kinds of situations.”
Steff nodded. “Fuck, this shit must’ve been nasty.”
She looked up at the flag. It was the battalion’s colours. A simple blue flag with a golden soldier kneeling in the midst of a firefight. The company ID was embroidered beneath him while two strings of text lingered above and below his striking figure.
He died to make men holy.
So, we can die to make men free.
Sarge was silent for a good long moment, looking up at the sky. He was chewing on something, obviously thinking. Then he quickly turned towards the corpses which littered the position. “Hills… Curry… get shovels and start digging graves.”
Steff bounced to her feet and grabbed her shovel, extending it and sinking it into the soil at her feet.
“Sergeant,” OCNI said. “This mission is time sensitive.”
Sarge growled. “You can’t expect us to just leave them like this.”
“I know this is a touchy subject but if we fail to destroy our objective before the xenos reach it, it could result in a lot more massacres just like this one,” OCNI said, shaking his head. “If not worse.”
Steff ignored him and just kept on digging. It was Sarge’s orders until it wasn’t.
Sarge walked away before turning back around. He started to march back and forth, pacing as he ran a hand through his hair. It was clear that he didn’t appreciate the decisions which were being made for him.
“Sir,” Billy called. “They’re mobile infantry, they’d leave us behind if the tables were turned.”
“Private Sheridan,” Sarge cut in. “I’d suggest that you pick your next words carefully. These kids died making sure their colours didn’t fall into enemy hands. That deserves respect regardless of who they are.”
“Yes, Sir.” Billy went silent before saying. “Sorry, Sir.”
In the end, Sarge stomped over to the flag, carefully detaching it from its pole. He neatly folded it before sliding into a small kit which lingered upon his hip.
“OCNI is right, we can’t stay here,” he dictated. “Only thing we can do is get this mission finished and return these colours to their proper home.” He sighed. “Squad reassemble and get ready to resume march.”
Steff nodded and folded her spade back up, sliding it onto her belt. Though she couldn’t help but glare at OCNI as she did so.
It didn’t sit right to leave her brothers like this.
[hr]
Steff snarled, feeling her organic arm burn as she pushed herself up with it. Not many people could do a one-handed push-up. Even less could do ten of them in a row. But Steff wasn’t like most people, she was a marine and didn’t buckle where lesser humans might.
Once through with this burst of push-ups, she then scrambled to her feet, starting to run around the small enclosure which had been afforded to her. She knew that to go from one side to the other was roughly twenty-metres. Do that a hundred times and that was a two-kilometre run.
As she jogged, she looked out the window which made up one entire wall of her cell.
This planet outside was a lovely violet in colour with lavender plants billowing in a breeze that she had never been allowed to enjoy. It was the fifth planet that her captor had taken her too since she’d fallen into their custody. 
She didn’t know how much time had passed. A month… maybe two? The days all kind of just bled into one another at this point.
As she reached the wall, she brushed her hand against it and then pivoted, springing back and jogging to the opposite wall. She tapped that and then switched directions again. Back and forth, she went, pushing through the ache in her muscles. The ache told her that she was alive, the burn told her that she was ready to rejoin the war at a moment’s notice.
After enough of these back-and-forth sprints, she dropped back to the floor, pressing down with both hands and resuming her push-ups. She wasn’t at them for too long, however, as the door to her spacious cell opened. 
And in came Minerva. 
The Affini had changed over the last few planets, as well, becoming more human in her shape and appearance. While still distinctly alien, at least her lips and complexion shifted in an almost natural way, mimicking a human little by little. And her body had also adopted a more traditional homo sapien shape to it. Though she was still incredibly large, towering in terms of stature.
There was a tray in her hands with a meal upon it. She brought it over to the only table in the room, placing it down upon it.
“What are you doing?” Minerva asked. She looked right at her, seeming curious as she tilted her head to the side.
Steff grunted and pushed herself up into a handstand. “Exercising.” She growled as she started to do a vertical push-up, slowly lowering herself to the floor before springing back up. Her balance was perfect, her strength as relentless as her disdain for this situation. “Got to stay in shape.”
Minerva hummed. “Interesting.” She grabbed the chair that she always utilized, pulling it out and settling down within it. All the while, she watched, taking in the performance. “I brought you a meal.”
Steff grunted and managed one last handstand push-up before dropping to the floor and then bouncing to her feet. She walked over to the table and slid into her own chair, seeing what her captor had prepared for her today.
It was some sort of noodle dish with what looked like chickpeas in a vaguely red sauce. Honestly, it smelled delicious, spicy and flavourful, better than anything she would’ve had prior to her captivity.
And she hated that.
She also noticed that her coffee was different this time around, being this fancy little thing with foamed cream that had a fern-like pattern drawn into its froth.
“What’s this?” Steff asked, picking it up and sniffing it.
Minerva reached out with one of her tendrils, pointing down at it. “I believe you Terrans call it a ‘latte’.” She smirked. “I wanted to try making something else for you since I was getting bored of crafting the same cup of coffee over and over again.”
Steff carefully picked it up and took a sip.
Fuck… 
It was unfortunately good.
“How is it?” Minerva asked, having a knowing little smile which betrayed that she’d already been able to glean the marine’s reaction.
Steff looked away. “It’s fine. Better than anything I could make.” Her stomach growled so she started on her meal, popping a bite of the pasta into her mouth and chewing. “So, what do I owe the visit to, ma’am?”
“Is it wrong that I wasn’t to spend a little time with you?” Minerva asked, pursing those viney lips together.
Steff shook her head. “I’m flattered but we’re enemies at war.”
“I suppose from your perspective that’s true,” Minerva said, leaning back into her seat. “What were you doing just now?”
Steff chowed down, throwing manners to the wayside. She was a marine. Manners were for the officers, not for grunts like her.
“Exercising,” she answered. “I’m trying to stay in shape for when I eventually rejoin the war effort.”
Minerva looked away from her, glancing out the window. She seemed to focus on the alien terrain and wasn’t paying much attention to the human in front of her.
“Why haven’t you tried to escape?” she asked.
Steff cocked a brow. “Pardon?”
“I’ve spoken with quite a few of my sisters and many of them have had their Terran pets try and escape on them,” Minerva said. “It never goes well but the attempt seems to be relatively common from one Terran to the next.”
“I’m not a pet,” Steff grumbled, clenching her cutlery hard enough that it hurt.
Minerva smirked. “Call it what you will but that doesn’t change the question. Humour me.”
“The opportunity hasn’t presented itself,” Steff said, unsure if she should truthfully answer. But if she was in for a penny, she was in for a pound. “Say I try to get out of this cell.” She looked over her shoulder, pointing to the planet with her thumb. “I’m on a strange planet and I’m not even sure there’s a human garrison here. Hell, I don’t even know if the air is breathable.” She shrugged. “So, let’s say I get out… then what? I die in some jungle. That’s not helping the war effort in the slightest.” She motioned with her fork. “Sure, I could try and go for one of your shuttles but I’m not a pilot. I don’t know shit about flying, let alone navigation.” She frowned. “So, you find me and capture me. I’ve just given you a perfect excuse to shoot me up with some of your weird xenodrugs or whatever? Then I’m too fucked up to be of any use.”
Minerva studied her for a moment, nodding. “Thank you for your honesty.” 
The vines in her chest shifted and she pulled out her electronic pad. She placed it upon the table, positioning it right between them. 
There was nothing on the waxy screen, the device totally inert.
“Here to pester me for more information?” Steff asked, spearing a red vegetable and popping it into her mouth. “Because even if I was going to give you anything, I think we’re a few months past it being relevant.” She then speared another one of the same red vegetables and held it out of the Affini to see. “What is this thing?”
“I believe they’re called tomatoes,” Minerva said.
Steff popped it into her mouth and savoured it. “They’re pretty good.” She shook her head. “Never seen one before. Are they alien or something?”
“Steff, can I ask you another question?” Minerva interrupted.
Steff cocked a brow but gestured for her captor to do so.
“Why do you still resist me?” Minerva followed up. “I know for a fact that you have never enjoyed accommodations this spacious, food this nutritious, or a break from labour this prolonged.” She reached out with a vine and brushed it against Steff’s face. It was tender enough to make Steff sick to the stomach. “Can’t you see that I offer you safety from hunger, illness, and the elements?” 
Steff growled and placed down her cutlery, feeling her appetite quick to leave. “Your safety means forsaking everything that I’ve worked my ass off for. Your safety comes at the price of my species’ freedom and our place in the stars.” She shook her head. “What’s the point of being pampered under your system if all I can aspire to be is some fucking pet. What kind of dream is that?”
“Is it any worse than what you were previously limited by?” Minerva asked. She poked at her tablet and an image came up. It was a neighbourhood much like the one that Steff had been raised in with workers herded into cramp accommodations and breathing sickly air. Faces looked out upon whoever was taking the photo, looking afraid and desperate, barely better than cattle being led to the slaughter. “For the majority of your species this is as high as they’ll ever climb.”
Steff looked away, feeling uncomfortable memories come to her. A mother no longer in the picture, a father who she never met, and friends who were too illiterate to even write to her.
“But I climbed,” Steff said, holding her head up high. “I left that shithole and anybody else could’ve done the same if they really tried. That’s what our system means, ma’am. It gives people the chance to work hard and pull themselves up instead of being handed these things. That’s how humans evolve and get stronger, by working hard for our place in society instead of being leeches upon it.” She shook her head. “Plus, if I stay in the service, I might even get to climb higher and become an officer. Then I’d get a chance to actually retire somewhere down the line.”
“I know how your society treats women like you,” Minerva tried, eyeing her up. “I could… remove that obstacle from your life. I care little for your species’ hang-ups regarding biological sex and other archaic standards like that.”
Steff growled. “You don’t know shit.”
Minerva flipped to another photo, showing dead soldiers. Another method of attack. “And if you stay in the service you could end up like this just as easily as you could end up captured. You’d be just another body which marks our progress towards Terra.”
Steff glared at her. “And what do I get if I submit? I get to be pampered with a fucking collar around my neck? Forced to serve a fern like you instead of being something better?” She waved her off. “Maybe you’d have better luck trying out that line on one of those fucking slum suckers than me. They love their handouts.”
“What if I could prove to you that this line of reasoning works on your fellow soldiers?” Minerva asked.
“Why…” Steff shook her head, growling. “Why are you even wasting your time with this? I’m not going to crack. No matter how nice you are or how good these fucking tomatoes are. You’re not going to get me to just give up on everything that I’ve fought for. My freedom is worth more than a little comfort.”
“A part of me is doing this because I find you fascinating, little Terran, and I wish to keep you around. A much larger part of me is doing this because I see you suffering when you don’t have to be. It’s called empathy,” Minerva said, placing a wooden hand over hers. She exerted enough strength to deny Steff the option of pulling back. “Your species keeps pets, correct? Dogs and cats?”
Steff grunted as she tried her best to pull her hand away. But she knew that it was a fruitless endeavour. She was playing on the Affini’s terms. “We do.”
“And if you saw a cat suffering, would you not try and aid it?” Minerva asked.
Steff said nothing, looking away. She wanted to shout that she was a member of a sentient species and not some animal. But she knew that this type of discussion wouldn’t amount to much against one of these fucking ferns.
Minerva nodded. “Exactly. You are one of the many lesser races we’ve encountered and I have the ability to help you. While you might be stubborn, so am I.” She smirked. “And unlike you, I have plenty of time to spare in the grand scheme of the cosmos. Your domestication is an inevitability and all I need to do is spare a few minutes of my day to drill that lesson into you until you finally learn it.”
“Shut up!” Steff growled, lashing out with her robotic hand. “Just shut up…” She glared at her captor, her anger quickly fading to a hopeless that felt foreign to mull on. “Please. I don’t want this and…” She sighed, unable to finish that thought.
Minerva let go of her hand. Though she didn’t seem very perturbed by the outburst. If anything, it was like she’d been expecting it.
“Do you gamble, Terran?” she asked.
Steff scoffed. “From time to time.”
“Would you feel confident making a wager with me?” Minerva asked, grabbing her tablet and tossing it to the side. Though instead of crashing to the ground, it hovered and expanded, growing to offer a far larger screen. “We are on a contested planet at this very moment. One where your brethren have been cornered into one last stubborn redoubt.”
Steff gawked. 
There were other humans here?
“We are about to offer them ad hoc terms of domestication,” Minerva said. “And I would like to wager on the outcome of that offer.” Her mass of vines shifted and she once more grabbed the collar, placing it upon the table. “If your comrades agree to accept it then you will join them.”
“And if they don’t?” Steff asked.
Minerva smirked. “Then you are free to rejoin them and leave this planet. You’ll go on to surrender another day and we can resume this discussion then.” She held that hand to her chest, splaying vine-like fingers across her wooden chest plate. “You have my word. Some of your ships are on their way as we speak.”
“How do you know that?” Steff asked.
“Your code was cracked mere minutes after we first encountered it. It was relatively… simple in its design,” Minerva said. “Regardless, the relief force is being led by an Admiral Ali and his flagship Saladin’s Sword. If that means anything to you.”
Steff knew those names. Not well, but well enough to know that they were at least real.
So, she sighed and held out her hand. “Fine, you have yourself a deal.”
The Affini looked at her extended hand and seemed curious about what she was supposed to do with it. Hesitantly, she reached out with one of her tendrils and brushed it against Steff’s hand, coiling it around her palm a couple times. It was the best that Steff could ask for as they shook on it.
“What is this?” Minerva asked.
“Humans shake on deals to make them official,” Steff replied.
Minerva smirked. “How… interesting. We prefer to have things in writing.” She looked Steff in the eye, winking at her. “Which you’ll find out when you eventually sign your domestication contract.”
“If you win,” Steff answered, winking right on back at her.
“Of course, of course,” Minerva said.
The screen to their side flickered to life, showing off a first-person perspective of another locale. Steff could tell that it was the same planet. The plant life was that same universal lavender colour which all of the species seemed to adhere to.
It seemed to be from an Affini’s perspective, everything looking smaller than it should’ve if it were a human walking around. Plus, the motions didn’t feel like footsteps, being more jerking and jarring, like vines pulling a bulky mass along.
And true to Minerva’s word there was a barricade in front of the creature, a massive concrete fortress. It still seemed to be in Terran hands with the flag of the Accord proud fluttering in defiance. It wasn’t in good shape, marked and tattered by war but that ragged old flag still held true.
The walls were also not in the best of shape either. They were torn open in places with haphazard sandbags being used to form impromptu lines of engagement. A few mobile infantry were posted at them and they all looked haggard and tired, barely holding on. Steff couldn’t even begin to imagine how long they’d been under siege for.
It didn’t seem that any of them were aware of the creatures lingering behind the lavender brush, just out of sight.
“Reading you loud and clear, Admiral,” one of the troopers said into his radio. “We’ve got ferns crammed up our asses on all sides. We have wounded and civilians under our care and we’re well past our capacity for taking care of them. Universal blood and sterilization kits ran out this morning. We need immediate evac and air support if we have any hope of holding onto this rock.”
The Affini just kept watching.
“Ten minutes?” the trooper laughed. “Yeah, we can wait ten minutes. Stars above, it’s just good to hear someone alive on the other end.” He nodded to whatever they said. “No sign of the ferns since the last…”
The Affini chose that exact moment to push through the brush, apparently wanting to really accent the irony of that statement. 
Their presence made the trooper immediately stop speaking and Steff could only wonder what this creature looked like from their perspective. She could see green vines push forth and there was an intense fear painted upon the various troopers’ faces. All of them levelled their weapons but none fired. Did they even have munitions left?
Steff glanced at Minerva and saw that her captor was also watching, intently. She rubbed one vine over the other, reminding Steff vaguely of nervously rubbing hands together. Perhaps she wasn’t as confident in the outcome as her cocky demeanour let on.
“Brave Terrans,” the Affini on the screen called. “Please lay down your arms.” Those vines were in a passive position, like she was holding up her hands. “We can take care of your wounded and protect your families. We are your friends not your enemies.”
The troopers stepped back, still not firing. The tension was thick enough that you very well could’ve heard a pin drop.
The trooper on the radio, who Steff could now tell was a captain, looked at them. “What makes you think that we believe you? You’ve been slaughtering us for the past…” He paused, looking at something that lingered to the Affini’s right. “Colonel? What are you doing here?” He shook his head. “Where did you get that dress from?”
“We only reacted to your aggression in self-defence,” the Affini stated. “Your government has lied to you. We didn’t come to eat you, slaughter you, or send you to work in our mines. We want to help you and liberate you from your suffering.”
This colonel that Steff couldn’t see spoke. “She’s telling the truth, Captain Lee. Our men have been taken care of and so have their families. I can promise you safety if you lay down your arms. We have hot meals and medical teams waiting nearby. The Accord…” She struggled, sighing. “They lied to us. They lied to all of us, Captain.”
The captain went silent, looking down at the ground. He seemed so tired, defeated, and broken. All of the men in that fortress looked like they were on the brink of collapse. His rifle slipped from his fingers, clattering loudly to the ground below. And it seemed that his men were barely holding onto their own firearms, just waiting for an excuse to lay them down as well.
Steff watched, awestruck by the scene.
A million emotions played out for the captain and Steff felt every single one of them. There was shame there, an intense shame that seemed to take up centre stage within her mind. What if they had been fighting for the wrong…
The captain suddenly sneered and grabbed a smoke grenade off of his belt. He popped it and a vibrant red started to billow forth from inside.
With his other hand, he grabbed his radio, shouting into it. “BROKEN ARROW, ADMIRAL! I REPEAT BROKEN ARROW!” He growled and threw the smoke onto the ground, right at his feet. His voice was frayed as he spoke. “On the red smoke.” 
“What are you doing, Captain?” the colonel shouted.
The captain sobbed. “Making sure our families don’t become slaves, you fucking traitor!”
Minerva sucked in a breath. “Broken Arrow?”
Steff’s eyes widened. Her despair and shame fled in an instant. Instead, all she felt was that righteous anger, bubbling up in her breast. She knew what was about to happen but she still couldn’t look away either.
Humanity had proven defiant, just like she predicted.
“Oorah,” she whispered.
There was a boom over the screen as an aircraft on the other side broke through the sound barrier. It was soon joined by a rapturous symphony of gunfire which seemed aimed not only at the Affini but also at figures on either side of it. The traitorous colonel seemed to catch a bullet, screaming in the ensuing firefight.
The captain’s voice came forth over the chaos. “The blood of the martyrs will water the meadows of Earth!”
A declaration that was met with a cheer by his compatriots.
Then it happened.
The fighters were overhead, their sleek grey dropping something from underneath their fuselages. In the blink, these objects flew towards the ground. In another, they impacted, bringing the feed to an immediate end.
“Persephone?” Minerva yelped, lashing out with her tendrils and grabbing the table. She was leaning forward with fear in her eyes. “Persephone!”
A fresh anger filled Steff. The kind that came with a healthy amount of piss and vinegar. She grabbed the knife off of her plate. It was a blunted butter knife but it was the best thing that she could get her hands on at this very second.
There was no logic to her. There was no clear thinking to this fury. This was the kind of feral vigour that came with being shown a snuff film of her brothers and sisters.
“Was this all set up to mock me?” Steff growled.
There was genuine anguish in Minerva’s eyes. “Why? Why did they do that? We only wanted…” She then looked towards Steff and noticed the knife. “Oh.”
Steff lunged at her, thrusting the knife forward with her robotic hand. She felt a gleeful satisfaction as it connected, both the blade and her hand plunging into the gap between the fern’s chest and shoulder plates, stabbing into the endless expanse of fleshy green vines.
Yet, it wasn’t enough to reach that core. This blow didn’t kill.
Instead, the vines snapped out and wrapped around her metallic arm, forming a cocoon of sorts made out of the hardened wood. Steff tried to pull back but it was hopeless. The vines encased her appendage so totally. 
Minerva was simply stronger and she was now at a disadvantage.
“What the fuck?” Steff whispered.
“Why did they do that?” Minerva asked, her own voice rising. “Why did they do that?!” She looked at Steff as if expecting an answer from her. “Was living under our care really worse than dying? Was it really worse than killing so many beautiful souls for your own stupid fucking pride?” She growled. “Is this what they teach you Terrans?”
Steff tried to pull away. Only, as she attempted to do so, she felt a sharp pain in her limb.
Her eyes widened as she looked at the cocoon.
That… that was impossible. She wasn’t supposed to feel pain in that limb. That limb wasn’t even capable of experiencing sensations anymore.
“Maybe I was foolish in how I decided to treat you,” Minerva said. There was so much anger in her voice, a hollow kind of fury. Her eyes were bright red, boring a hole through Steff’s very existence. “Maybe I should’ve pumped you full of xenodrugs. Perhaps you weren’t worth the trouble of keeping intact.” One of her vines came forth. This one was different from the rest: dripping with a sinister pinkish fluid. It was close enough Steff could feel the warmth of it. Even without touching her, it felt alluring, the vapours alone meddling with her ability to think straight. “I could have a much easier time rewriting you from the ground up. You know that, right?”
Steff tried to tug back but there was no fighting the inevitable. She surrendered her limb and braced for what was about to come.
“What do you say to that Terran?” Minerva asked.
“Don’t…” Steff said.
“Our deal is off,” Minerva snapped, finally slackening her grip upon her robotic arm. “Clearly, your kind can’t be trusted to make rational decisions. I refuse to believe that you’re even sentient enough to offer informed consent in the first place. Thus, I am making this decision for your own good.”
Steff watched in horror as she finally managed to pull her limb free. The cold unforgiving metal was gone. 
She gawked as she flexed fingers of flesh, feeling sinew, muscle, and bone beneath. Half a decade’s worth of pins and needles suddenly hit through a newly reborn limb, making her hiss and massage at the flesh in an effort to make it go away. It was like she had never lost it in the first place, being a perfect mirror of her existing organic hand.
There was no wood, no bark nor leaves. At a glance, it was made of her flesh with her blood pumping through its veins.
It was a miracle…
And that was horrifying.
“How?” she whispered.
Minerva reached out and coiled a vine around her throat, using it to strangle her as she forced her gaze upwards.
“You disrespected me by throwing that punch, little Terran,” Minerva said, scowling. “I disrespected you by giving you your arm back.”
Steff’s lips quivered, struggling to speak. “That wasn’t your right.”
“At the rate this domestication is going, it will be soon enough,” Minerva said.
Though she paused, looking into Steff’s eyes. In an instant, her expression softened and the red blinked away. Even with this poor mimic of a human’s complexion, she still managed to display shock and then disgust. Though it was impossible to tell who it was aimed at.
The vine soon fell away and Minerva quickly shook her head.
“I…” she croaked.
Steff looked down at the ground, flexing those foreign fingers of hers. A maelstrom threatened to consume her. She felt repulsed, sick, knowing that her body wasn’t completely her own anymore. Every fibre of her being wanted to rip this faux limb off and bring back the familiar steel.
“I need to go,” Minerva said, rushing towards the exit. “We’ll talk later.”
Steff didn’t reply as she heard the door close behind the fern. Her only reply came as she then curled into a ball on the floor, letting out a broken sob of defeat.
[hr]
Steff brushed a card against a scanner on the bulkhead door. It chimed, accepting her permission as the hard wood parted, allowing her to slip inside. She stepped into a familiar apartment, shrugging off her satchel and placing it upon a lounging chair that was both familiar and also far too large for a Terran of her size.
“I’m home,” she called, making her way over to an equally large fridge.
She reached above herself and opened it, looking through the shelves of products and grabbing an apple from inside. She polished it off upon her vest before taking a bite.
“I’m in my lab,” Minerva called. “Did you have fun?”
Steff scoffed as she chewed. “As much fun as I could have, being your errand girl.” She returned to the satchel and grabbed it, moving towards another room in their apartment. “A whole lot of Affini dotting on me, calling me brave and obedient for being able to leave the house unattended by my Mistress.”
Minerva chuckled. “I mean it is remarkable, dear. So many of you Terrans require constant supervision or you end up hurting yourselves.”
“Could that possibly be the xenodrugs that so many of your sisters like to use, by any chance?” Steff teased, rolling her eyes. “That might impact a Terran’s ability to make sound judgement.”
Minerva hummed and allowed herself a thin smile. “The thought never crossed my mind.” She was hunched over a microscope, turning a little knob as she looked over a sample. Of all the spaces in this apartment, this was the least human, being large and filled with all manner of foreign machinery that Steff still didn’t know the purpose of. “Was Persephone able to get you what I asked for?”
Steff placed the satchel down and started to unload it. Inside were several neatly wrapped packages, labelled with what elements were inside. Most were simply wrapped in a little parchment paper though some other ones were encased in waxy glass and submerged in oil.
“Of course,” she said.
Minerva didn’t look away from her work but still used a vine to pat the top of Steff’s head, ruffling her hair. “Good petal.”
Steff hated that her Mistress’ affection made her blush.
“Why do you need this much cesium?” Steff asked. She tossed the sample high into the air and then caught it, seeing the way the golden fluid sloshed around in its oil bath.
She was about to do so again but Minerva quickly snatched it away from her, placing it upon her workstation. 
“I’ve been running a number of chemistry experiments and wanted a good quantity of the stuff.” She finally drew away from her work and looked towards her floret. There was a smile on her lips as she did so. “It feels like chemistry is the only pursuit that I have any time for with this whole domestication business still ongoing.”
“We’re getting close to Earth,” Steff said.
Minerva nodded. “I know but the Terrans are only getting more destructive in their desperation.” She sighed. “I am just thankful that we have the means to reverse some of their more damaging acts of self-sabotage.”
She shook her head, clearly not wanting to focus on the subject.
“Did you meet Persephone’s new pet by any chance?” Minerva asked.
Steff nodded. “She’s cute. This adorable little blonde who looks like she’s afraid of her own shadow.” She looked up at her Mistress. “What’s her story?”
“Heard they pulled her out of a collapsed bunker during a recent campaign,” Minerva said. “Claustrophobia is not an easy fear to conquer.” Then she added, almost like an afterthought. “How was Persephone?”
“Very condescending…” Steff pursed her lips together. “Also gave me a chocolate bar for being so helpful.”
“Was it one of the good ones?” Minerva asked as she slipped out of the room
Steff looked off to the side, blushing.
“Well?” Minerva followed up.
Steff sighed. “Yes, it was one of the good ones.” She followed after her Mistress, leaving the lab and returning to their living space. “Can I ask you a question, ma’am?”
Minerva didn’t walk but glided over to the lounging chair, settling down within it. There was plenty of space for Steff to join her but she didn’t at the moment, instead wandering around the room and chomping her apple.
“Of course, dear,” Minerva said.
“Why did you send me to pick those up?” Steff asked, nodding back towards her Mistress’ lab. “You could’ve just as easily produced those yourself.”
Minerva hummed. “Because I know how you function, dear. You’d get stir crazy if I keep you confined to our quarters for too long.” She motioned through the air with a vine. “So, I create these little tasks to give you some form of enrichment. Plus, I get to show off how brave and independent my darling little floret really is.”
“So, it’s busy work.” Steff scoffed. “Same shit, different imperialistic system.”
“Oh, I so dislike it when you compare us to the Terrans,” Minerva murmured, sighing. “I’d like to think that our domestication is a little more appealing than what your species offered.”
“All I’m saying is that it was remarkably easy for me to make the switch,” Steff teased.
Minerva tilted her head to the side. “Only because you saw how appealing our system was. Correct?”
Steff rolled her eyes, hoping that her Mistress couldn’t detect that. “Of course, my legally-binding Owner.”
“Sarcasm is an unladylike trait,” Minerva teased.
Steff stuck out her tongue. “I’m a very unladylike floret, ma’am.”
She finished off the apple and tossed it into a receptacle that was located next to the sink. Yet, she didn’t come over to her Mistress, folding her arms in front of her chest. “You should go visit Persephone more often. She misses you.”
“I know, I know,” Minerva sighed. “Perhaps after this domestication is over. I still get anxious thinking about…” The sentence faltered, fading to silence as she rubbed two vines together. After a moment, she instead decided to change the subject. “You look good today.”
“You say that everyday,” Steff replied.
Minerva chuckled. “Because it’s true everyday.” She finally patted the spot next to herself. “Come here, darling. I wish to enjoy your company.”
Steff didn’t decline, coming over and clambering upon the lounging chair. It was a cozy fit with her pressed tight against her Mistress’ warm body. 
Minerva didn’t spare even a moment before her vines coiled around her form, clinging to her outfit and flesh. It was far more intimate than a cuddle with another Terran, more universal as it seemed that her entire body was used to cradle her floret tightly, not giving her even the smallest amount of wiggle room.
It still felt foreign, being the small spoon. It was strange, vulnerable. Yet, it was probably just as deranged for her to even consider being the big spoon with someone this much larger than herself.
“How has your day been, my petal?” Minerva asked.
Her vines had formed around Steff’s still new arm, lifting it up. It was like she wanted a closer look at it, feeling the muscles and flesh.
Steff closed her eyes. “As nice as every other one of them since you brought me into the fold.”
“I’m happy to hear that,” Minerva said, kissing the top of her head as she idly stroked at her short hair. “I hope my duties weren’t too taxing.”
“I can assure you that I’m capable of walking a couple of kilometers and grabbing a small package for you,” Steff teased.
Minerva nodded and said nothing. Though that didn’t mean that she was idle. Her vines were exploratory and teasing as they moved along Steff’s skin. One of them dipped between her legs and pressed down against her crotch. Another wove around her collar, tugging it ever so gently.
“Someone’s in the mood,” Steff teased.
Minerva chuckled. “I always am when I’m in your presence.”
“Well, what are you waiting for?” Steff asked. “You…” She groaned as a vine firmly pushed into her pants, worming its way inside. It wasn’t long before it was against her bits with more than enough force to be felt. “You know that I want it.”
“I want to hear you say it,” Minerva replied.
Steff drew in a breath, feeling a healthy red in her cheeks. She didn’t know why it made her blush to say she wanted it. Maybe, it was the fact that it made her sound needy and dependent. She never used to need to ask for these things in order to get what she wanted.
“Mistress…” Steff started. “I would like to have sex.”
“Fantastic,” Minerva said, drawing her vines away abrupted. She instead motioned with one of them, beaconing for her to stand up. “Strip for me.”
That command certainly didn’t help with the warmth in Steff’s cheeks. But she was a good little marine, following orders and getting up. She looked off to the side as she started to unbutton the cuffs on her shirts.
Being sultry was never a thing she really had to worry about before Minerva. But she tried her best to act enticing, taking her time to pop open the buttons on her outfit as she slowly shed her attire. Her body wasn’t feminine, like a lot of other florets, but she knew that her Mistress liked her regardless, adoring her muscles and scars.
Because she was a weirdo…
Her vest fell away then her shirt, pants, and all of her other attire soon after. Before long, she stood almost completely naked with only her collar lingering as an accessory. She was also as hard as a rock with her anatomy leaking a droplet of something thick.
Minerva got up and floated to the side, curling at the space as she came up behind her floret. Her vines started to coil around her flesh, snaking around her belly and beneath her petite breasts. It wove around her limbs and hugged them all so tightly.
This wasn’t merely a lover’s caress. This was something else, something more universal and restrictive in nature. She knew that her Mistress had something kinky in mind as her legs were forced together and her arms pulled above her head.
An intricate lattice work of vines started to weave around her form, squeezing her from all sides. It was like a work of art done in rope, pulling Steff taut and leaving her so very exposed. Flowers bloomed on these green vines, offering a lovely cascade of reds, purples, blues, and yellows. It felt far too beautiful for a woman of her modest qualities.
All the while her erection kept twitching, unattended but still so needy in this moment.
“Try escaping,” Minerva commanded.
And Steff did, tugging with her arms and legs. At first, she had limited success, almost slipping out of the impromptu bondage. But this bondage was a living orgasm and it evolved to fend off these threats, finding the weakness and remedying them with relatively ease. It wasn’t long before even these little victories became impossible to achieve.
Only then did Minerva slither back around, floating into view. She seemed pleased with herself. 
One of her vines caressed the underside of Steff’s erection. It was a teasing motion, barely anything at all. Enough to keep her hard and needy but no closer to accomplishing anything of actual substance.
“Mistress,” Steff groaned.
Minerva tilted her head to the side, lifting a brow. She didn’t even bother with words.
“I…” Steff groaned. “Don’t tease me like this.”
“I will tease you however I see fit, dear,” Minerva answered, drawing closer. She lifted her prey so that they were roughly eye level. Yet, Steff had never felt smaller in her life. “And you’ll be a good girl and let me have my fun.” She reached up and squeezed her cheeks, smirking as she adopted a mocking cadence. “Won’t you, brave little Terran?”
She then leaned in and brushed her lips against Steff’s neck, poking at the flesh with those hardened wooden teeth of hers. It almost seemed that she was content with just nibbling. Until she wasn’t, as she sank her teeth in, suckling so very firmly. It would surely leave a love bite behind.
“Fuck!” Steff roared.
Yet, Minerva wasn’t entirely cruel, completely evil. One of her vines wrapped around Steff’s erection, coiling tightly. She started to pump along it, jerking her off. Her flesh was slick with some sort of warm natural oil, more powerful than any Terran-based lube.
“You’re mine,” Minerva whispered.
Steff groaned and closed her eyes, feeling a heat in her core. Those vines were so tight, so unrelenting and intense. This was an impossible situation to get away from. It felt humiliating to be laid bare like this. 
For a split second, she despised her subservience, her lack of autonomy and free will. But then the pleasure picked up, that heat growing that much more intense. And with it any feralist thoughts were quickly whisked away. 
Her Mistress had even added a second vine. One which filled her hole and pushed up against her prostate. She pressed against it so eagerly, not letting up in the slightest.
“But you were also a good girl today,” Minerva commented. “A dutiful little steward, picking up my deliveries. I don’t see why I would possibly deny you.”
Her vines went faster, jerking and pumping into her hole. Her bondage tightened as well, offering this satisfying squeeze which felt like it was just shy of crushing her. Those vines gripped her breasts, using flower petals to tease her sensitive nipples. Steff didn’t know that her body possessed so many erogenous zones but her Mistress sought them out as if they were second nature.
When she opened her eyes, she saw that Minerva was touching her collar, reading the tag upon it. The phrase on it was a parody of some of Steff’s first lines ever spoken to her.
Steff Zephyr
Fifth Floret
Domesticated the 351th Day of 91612 ACE
V3RY CU73
She studied it for a moment long then looked away from it, instead making eye contact with Steff and smirking at her. With that vine, she applied leverage and pulled her into a kiss. Like all the others before it, their mouths soon meld together. It was passionate and hot, her Mistress’ tongue taking very little time to fill the divide between them.
The impending asphyxiation was an attack on two fronts. First, Minerva started to wedge her tongue into Steff’s mouth, pushing into her throat. At the same time, another vine slipped away from her collar and instead coiled around her neck, squeezing it enough to compress her carotid arteries.
There was something so blissful about breathlessness. It came with this oddly euphoric high which clouded her better judgement. At the same time, it also had this tender burn which paired so nicely with the heat that seemed to be burning in her loins.
She was so thankful that her Mistress had opened her eyes to how good something like this could really feel.
Her cock twitched and she felt her essence spill forth, some of her pre coating her Mistress’ chloroplast. It wasn’t a climax but it was a sign that it was definitely approaching. As such, Minerva slowed, moving back to that teasing holding pattern.
It was frustrating enough that Steff would’ve groaned. At least, if her throat wasn’t currently stuffed with that unrelenting tongue.
There was no option in terms of fighting back when it came to this kiss. She could barely move her arms and legs, being reduced to pathetically squirming against the vines which clung to her. They nearly crushed her, squeezing her with an unforgiving strength.
Thankfully, her Mistress apparently didn’t like the idea of her passing out. So, just as the burn in her lungs grew to a worrying degree, she drew away from the kiss and settled for nibbling upon her shoulder instead. Her tempo then also resumed, jerking her off so very quickly.
Steff panted for breath. “Close.”
“What was that?” Minerva asked, perking up.
“I’m close, Mistress,” Steff said, flushing as she willingly fulfilled her end of the contact. 
Only Minerva decided to stop, drawing her vines away from both her erection and backdoor. Though she still held onto her so tightly, denying her the freedom to take care of her erection herself. The pleased little smile upon her lips betrayed that she enjoyed the way that her brave Terran twitched so eagerly, obviously so desperate for any form of stimulation.
“Mistress?” Steff asked.
Minerva smirked. “How much do you want to cum, dear?”
“What?” Steff barked out, wincing as she realized what she’d just done. “I… I…”
“Clearly you don’t want it that badly,” Minerva teased, tutting with a practiced ease. “Maybe I’ll just keep you like this and make you take the slow path down. How does that sound?”
Steff shook her head. “Mistress, please.”
“Please what?” Minerva asked.
Steff balled her hands into fists. She tried to fight back and finish the job herself. But obviously, Minerva didn’t let her get anywhere close to doing something like that. For her own safety of course. “Please let me cum. I’ll… I’ll do anything.”
“You’ll do anything for me regardless,” Minerva said, grinning. “My brave little marine never says no to an order. Isn’t that right, dear?”
“Yes, Mistress,” Steff whispered.
Minerva gently coiled a vine around her cock, not stroking nor jerking with it. She simply made her presence known by squeezing the sensitive flesh, cradling it within her familiar warmth. “Tell me how badly you need to cum.”
“I need it more than I…” Steff shivered. “I need it more than I need anything in my life.”
“More than you need food?” Minerva asked.
Steff nodded.
“Water?” Minerva followed up, licking her lips. “Air.”
“Yes, Mistress,” Steff said.
Minerva made this faux sounding whistle. “You must need this pretty badly, my brave little marine.” She started to slowly stroke, teasing the flesh but getting nowhere close to actually achieving climax. “Tell me that you’re happy to be owned.”
Steff gritted her teeth. Her subconscious mind knew that she benefited from this, that her life was better as a pet. But there was that stubborn feralist marine lingering upon the tip of her tongue. She felt some pride in her humanity still and it was so hard to lose that.
“Well?” Minerva asked.
That fire in Steff’s belly wanted her to cave. Her rational mind wanted to cave.
“I’m…” Steff groaned. “Mistress, please!”
Minerva stopped stroking, following through with her threat. She just watched her, smirking and knowing that she would crack if given enough time.
Steff growled. “I’m happy to be owned by you, Mistress!”
Minerva grinned. “I know you are, dear.”
She renewed her efforts, grasping her cock and stroking it so very quickly. Her eye was on the prize, pounding away at her shaft. She even rubbed at her backdoor, pressing down upon her prostate as she jerked her off.
The fire caught and quickly reached its crescendo. She was already so close and that final push just felt inevitable at this point.
“Fuck!” Steff roared.
Her cock twitched and a strand of her fertility flew forth. It landed upon her Mistress’ vine, along with the burst after that. Spurt after spurt ruptured forth, each feeling just as divine as the last. 
It took far longer than normal for her to work through the motions, feeling her orgasm hitting that much harder than usual. She wasn’t even aware that she possessed the ability to spill that much seed after so long on HRT.
Honestly, it felt impressive to witness the mess that she managed to leave behind.
Once finished, Minerva slackened her bondage, allowing her to slip free and settle back onto the floor. Steff dropped to her knees, bracing herself against the floor with her hands.
Yet, that vine stood there, before her lips; another of her contract’s unique stipulations. And Steff followed through with it, taking it into her mouth and suckling it clean. Her Mistress wasn’t idle as she pushed it between her lips, even prodding against the back of her throat.
“Very good,” Minerva teased. “I’m so proud of you.”
She let Steff keep at it for a little while longer, seeming pleased that her adorable floret was so dutiful in her task. After the vine was spotless, she drew it back, instead touching it to her pet’s cheek and stroking her complexion.
“Join me on the loveseat,” she instructed, getting up and sliding over to the furniture.
Steff wouldn’t dare decline, getting to her feet and lumbering over. She joined her beloved Mistress, settling into a spot right next to her. Her body felt so sore, her stamina more than sapped from the lovemaking.
“I forgot to mention something,” Minerva commented. “We’re having guests over later this week.”
Steff perked up. “Oh? Do I know them?”
Minerva nodded. “Do you remember that couple from the Ozymandias?”
Steff flinched. She did.
“It’s okay…” Minerva whispered, cuddling her tightly. “A lot of time has passed since then.”
“I… I wasn’t good to them,” Steff said.
Minerva nodded. “You were stressed. It was a hard time for everyone.”
“That doesn’t excuse what I did,” Steff commented, shaking her head. Her gaze fell to her tattoo, spotting the drop pod flanked by four glowing blue flowers. “Just like it doesn’t excuse what I did back on Poseidon.”
“Then this will provide an excellent opportunity for you to apologize to them,” Minerva said, tenderly stroking her shoulder. “I promise that this won’t be an ambush.”
Steff went silent, still looking away from her Mistress. She didn’t trust herself to voice her thoughts.
“Have I ever led you astray?” Minerva asked, still stroking her flesh. When Steff didn’t answer, she touched a vine to her cheek, using it to force her to look back at her. “Tell me, dear, who do you belong to?”
