Steff didn’t know that planets this peaceful even existed. There was nothing out there in the vast blackness beyond, no hint of civilization with not a single light flickering outside the confines of their immediate camp. The twin moons of the planet (one blue and the other white) offered a decent amount of illumination, enough that she felt confident that nothing would sneak up on them.
It was nice. This is the kind of place that Steff would’ve liked to retire to if it ended up back in human hands.
If it ended up back in human hands?
Of course it was going to end up back in human hands. When did she learn to allow herself defeatist thoughts like that?
She shook her head and focused on the project in her hands. Ever so carefully she used the tip of her combat knife to pick away at a hunk of wood that she’d found. There was no real objective with her only goal simply being to whittle it away, little by little. Maybe something would come of it or maybe it would simply be a bunch of wood chips by the time that Veronica took over from her.
There was a noise as footsteps approached and Steff placed her project down upon her lap. She instead reached for the handgun on her belt, resting her robotic fingers against the butt and readying herself to draw it in a second.
“Texas!” she called, already easing it out.
“Star!” a voice replied.
OCNI came from the direction of camp, moving over to her station and settling down on a log opposite her, warming his hands upon the fire.
“What are you doing up?” Steff asked, letting go of her gun and returning to her project. “It’s not your turn for a few hours.”
“Couldn’t sleep,” OCNI said.
He took off his cap and placed it upon a nearby stump, running a hand through his short hair and letting out a tired yawn. That act made him seem oddly human. Steff wasn’t used to OCNI dicks being anything close to approaching human.
“Is this your first op?” OCNI asked.
Steff shook her head, still picking away at the wood. “Fourth drop in the orbital troops though the first against an actual xeno threat.”
“What were the rest?” OCNI then asked.
“Labour disputes that needed a bit of mediating,” Steff said, shrugging. “Apparently the unions were getting a little rowdy and tearing shit down. We set them straight.” She kept at it, happy to see her wood getting smaller and smaller. “Before that? I did two tours with the regular marines. Both of them involved some peacekeeping work on Chipmunk planets.”
“Nasty business,” OCNI commented.
Steff shook her head. “They struck first. If anything, they should be thankful that we pulled them out of the dark ages and gave them a chance to do business with us.” 
OCNI reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a small paperback book, flipping through the pages of it until he found his mark.
“How about you?” Steff asked. “How many ops have you been on before this one?”
“None,” OCNI replied, sighing. “I was a pencil pusher in one of the regional offices but the recent conflict saw a need for new field operatives. This is my first drop.”
“No shit,” Steff said, chuckling. “Hell of a first mission.”
OCNI smirked. “At least we haven’t run into any of the xenos yet.”
“So, what’s your story?” Steff asked.
OCNI perked up. “Pardon?”
“What made you join up with naval intelligence?” Steff asked, motioning towards him with her knife. “You guys seem so mysterious.”
“Do you know the Ottenheimer(tm) family?” OCNI asked.
Steff nodded. “Don’t they own like a bunch of mining projects in the outer reaches?”
“Among many other things,” OCNI said. “Also, one of the few families which have copyrighted their name.” He smirked. “I’m the youngest son of the current CEO.”
Steff blinked. “Then what the fuck are you doing out here?” She motioned towards him, flicking her servos. “Aren’t you like a trillionaire or some shit.”
“My eldest brother will be,” OCNI said. “Father said that we needed to find our own way. My brothers are a bunch of bottom-feeding sycophants and work as lawyers or managers for the company because father wasn’t serious with his threat. Me and my little sister decided to actually do something with ourselves and joined the armed forces instead.”
“Is your sister OCNI?” Steff asked.
OCNI shook his head. “She’s still in training.” He sighed. “Where she’ll hopefully remain until this war is over.”
The fire crackled and sparks flew upwards, lifting lazily into the air.
“Do you have a name?” Steff asked.
OCNI stirred and then smiled at her. “Phillip.”
Phillip Ottenheimer(tm)…
“How about you?” Phillip asked. “What’s your story?”
Steff sighed. “The disgraced son of a trillionaire family forced to serve in the marines to reclaim my family honour.” When OCNI responded with a raised brow, she chuckled. “Nah, I was born on a factory planet to a single mom. Wanted to see the galaxy and the marines were offering me three meals a day, a hot shower, my meds, and a clean bed to sleep on while doing it.”
“Story told a thousand times,” Phillip commented.
Steff nodded. “That it is.”
She looked at the small hunk of wood, seeing that it was probably going to be impossible to get it any finer without slicing off a finger. So, she cast it aside and looked out upon the valley which lingered before them instead. 
It was hard to make out anything at this hour but she could see the darkened trees of a plantation in the distance. At least, she assumed it was a plantation as these trees were set up in neat and orderly rows. There was no way that it had been spaced like that naturally.
What kind of crop grew from trees? Coffee, perhaps?
“Can I ask you a question?” Steff asked.
Phillip stirred and looked up from his book. “Possibly?”
“Why is this black site so important?” Steff followed up, shaking her head. “Feels awfully reckless to put us here.”
“It’s classified,” Phillip said but then added. “But it’s something that would make the Accord and Moon Santos look really bad if it were to be used in xeno propaganda.”
“So, we’re covering up something horrid,” Steff said.
Phillip nodded. “I’m afraid so.”
“OCNI op,” Steff grumbled, blowing a puff of air into her cheek. “Is it at least going to help us win the war?”
“Nothing is going to help us win the war,” Phillip whispered before sighing. “Sorry, sorry, I shouldn’t be so defeatist.”
Steff lifted a brow. “What do you mean nothing is going to help us win the war?”
“Curry we’re deep behind enemy lines and a hundred light-years from where our frontier existed three months prior,” Phillip explained, flipping to the next page in his book. “It isn’t classified to point out the obvious and say this war is not going well for us.”
Steff winced. She’d had a feeling that this was the case. Anyone with half a brain could tell that losing twenty percent of your stars in three-months wasn’t a healthy sign. Still, hearing it from an officer certainly wasn’t something that she ever wanted.
“Sorry, like I said, I shouldn’t be defeatist,” Phillip stated.
Steff shook her head. “I appreciate the honesty. Doesn’t change the fact that we’re going to fight until we don’t have to fight anymore.”
“Better to die on your feet than live on your knees,” Phillip commented.
“Oorah,” Steff replied.
The fire crackled again and it brightened a little, allowing Steff to see Phillip more fully. The man looked tired, more tired than he had at any other point during this operation. It couldn’t have been easy to hold onto all of those secrets by himself.
“What are you reading?” Steff asked as she reached down and grabbed another hunk of damp nearly rotted wood. She started to pick at it with her blade, just like before. “Don’t see many physical books these days.”
Phillip perked up. “An old war story from the 20th century about fighting in a war.” He scoffed. “I didn’t intend for the moral of the story to hit so close to home but here we are.”
Steff snorted. “Maybe God has a sense of humour.”
“Sadly, I don’t believe in them,” Phillip said. “But if they do exist then I’m sure they do.”
Steff glanced at her rifle. “Are these new bullets really going to work?”
“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow,” Philip said.
Steff looked up and saw that his gaze was cast to the side, looking out upon the valley below. As she followed it, she saw that there was something amongst the rows of trees. Something which had started a campfire much like their own.
“Guess we’ll find out tomorrow,” she agreed, hating that sense of dread which suddenly besieged her.
[hr]
Steff looked at the half-eaten meal before her. It tasted like dirt. Everything the last two weeks had tasted like dirt.
Her mind was numb, her body barely propelled by some instinctive force to keep her alive. Not thriving, not improving, just… alive.
She had a feeling that it wouldn’t do that for much longer. There was this raw draining sensation that burrowed into her mind. It wasn’t going to let her keep going that much longer.
Was this depression?
It felt distinctly possible. Not that she’d ever had it before. But what else would stop her from eating a full meal for weeks on end? What else would keep her face fuzzy? What else would stop her from exercising and sleeping?
Depression. It had to be depression.
Depression that this war was lost. Depression that everything she had fought for was a lie. Depression knowing that her freedom and managed democracy were just smokescreens to make getting abused by some corrupt system more palatable to a grunt like her.
How could anyone come back from knowing that and not feel hollow?
Steff had looked into the abyss and simply blinked. There was no other way to really describe that horror which now permeated every moment of her existence.
All in all, she should probably end it now. Her gaze went towards the knife which rested within her meal. It might be enough to get the job done. What was the point of sticking around? Her species was going to lose, her system was going to be demolished. There was no place for a rabid dog like her within the Affini Compact.
What did a race of scientists and artists need with a girl whose only practical skill was pulling a trigger in the name of democracy?
Before she could focus on that, the door to her cell opened.
“How are you enjoying the view?” Minerva asked, stepping into the room.
Steff looked to the side and saw another alien planet beyond her window. The air of this one was hazy and sick, reminding her of the planet she had once called home. It was the prettiest view that a planet like this could possibly provide, showing off the little bits of dying nature which somehow managed to survive in a climate as hostile and polluted as this one.
“It’s fine,” she whispered.
As she looked back at Minerva, she saw that the Affini had a box in her hands.
“Are you not hungry?” Minerva asked, looking at the half-finished meal. She used her vines to pick it up and put it off to the side, placing the box down on the table instead. “If you’d like me to prepare you something else, I can…”
“I’m just not hungry,” Steff said, hoping to hide how she was withering away.
Minerva nodded. “I don’t like seeing you like this.”
Steff clenched her hands into fists. Another emotion poked through, prickling at her brain. Though even rage was muted by the smothering blanket of lethargic depression which now made up her entire world.
“What’s in the box?” Steff asked.
Minerva pushed it towards her. “I believe you Terrans call it an olive branch.”
Steff lifted a brow but popped it open, peering inside. As she did so, something caught in her throat, a warble that nearly made her cry. She recognized the items, seeing the lost artifacts that belonged to her squad so many months ago.
“I thought you might appreciate them,” Minerva whispered.
Steff nodded. She did… as much as she hated to admit it.
“Why do this now?” she asked.
Minerva sighed. “I planned to gift these to you once the pesky business of your domestication was finally concluded but…” She shook her head. “I can see that you would benefit from them now. Plus...” She looked at her vines, rolling them over one another as if twiddling her thumbs. “I was hoping that you could help me understand them.”
“Understand them?” Steff asked.
Minerva nodded. “I want to know why they were special to you and your team. I want to know what makes a Terran tick.”
Months ago, Steff would’ve assumed this was some sort of trick. Some means of getting information that could be used in the war effort. Maybe she still believed that but now she was simply too tired to really put up resistance.
If revealing the secrets of a few humans cost the Accord the war then Steff would own that.
The first thing she selected was a battered pad of paper with a pen. It was in remarkably good shape after all it had endured. There was only a little bit of dirt embedded into the paper. Text scrawled its various pages, this neat and orderly penmanship with the occasional word scribbled out or replaced with something else.
As we go to fight the fern
I pray that we do not burn
For the pain we bring to man
In the name of high command
Just one of many little poems written in the book. 
Steff read on, picking all sorts of troubled subjects, stories of various missions before he joined their squad. She got an understanding of who he was, the kind of boy who’d been pushed into service much like herself.
These were all of mixed quality, hobbyist and nothing like those that would get generated by the media corporations. Still, they felt like Kristopher, oozing his personhood.
Steff realized that she’d been focused on it for a little too long, quickly placing it aside. As she looked at Minerva, the Affini looked expectantly at her, nodding towards it.
“Kristopher was a poet,” Steff explained, smirking. “At least that’s what he told us during the operation. He was a new addition to the squad and this was our first mission together. Good kid.”
At least he was until Minerva killed him just like she’d…
Steff shook her head.
Minerva might’ve delivered the killing blow but she wasn’t the reason they were there.
Look at yourself, becoming a fern fucker, little by little.
“Steff?” Minerva asked.
Steff snapped back and let out a heavy breath. “Sorry, just… stuck in my head. What did you say?”
“I said that we’ve collected quite a bit of Terran poetry and literature in the course of our domestication,” Minerva explained; apparently for the second time. “I hear we’re gathering it together in a grand repository of arts and I was wondering if Kristopher would’ve liked his work stored there with those produced by other Terrans.”
Steff allowed a small smile to grace her lips. “I didn’t know him well enough to… to make that sort of decision for him. But I also can’t imagine that he’d say no to it. I kind of like the idea of him sticking around in some capacity.”
She closed the book and slid it over to Minerva who then picked it up and started to read through it herself. For such a large creature, she proved remarkably careful with it, carefully flipping from one page to the next as if she was worried about damaging it with the tiniest wrong movement.
“It’s nice to see something like this,” Minerva said.
“Like what?” Steff asked.
Minerva sighed. “We’ve been struggling to figure out what to do with fighters like yourself. Many of my sisters wonder what is the best means for deradicalizing the many Terrans who resist us… like you. It’s just good to know that there is more to you than what we face in the field.”
Steff scoffed. “Thanks.”
Yet, she… kind of liked to hear that. Though it was hard to understand why.
“May I ask why you refer to us as ferns?” Minerva asked, brushing her vine over one of the poems.
Steff shrugged. “Just something that the jarheads cooked up. Makes you feel…”
“Like less of a sentient being?” Minerva asked, offering a sly smile. “Because to you Terrans, a fern is a mere plant, correct?”
Steff gritted her teeth but nodded.
“And I suppose that’s why you call the Rinan chipmunks?” Minerva followed up. Yet, it was clear that she already knew the answer.
“Something like that,” Steff went on, not wanting to admit that Minerva had hit the nail on the head. “Man…”
Lightning crackled outside, turning the sickly clouds bright orange. And from those clouds an equally ill yellowish rain started to fall. This was a miserable planet but the closer they got to Earth, the more miserable the planets started to turn.
Minerva lifted a viney brow.
Steff shook her head. “Kristopher knew the risks but he was still just a kid.” She scoffed. “Honestly, he was too good for the marines.”
“All of you Terrans are too good for a fate like that,” Minerva stated.
Steff sighed. “But especially Kristopher.”
“All of you,” Minerva repeated, touching a vine to her hand. “You didn’t deserve that sort of fate either.”
“Do you feel guilty for killing them?” Steff asked.
Minerva sucked in a breath and looked off to the side. There was a certain sick satisfaction to getting her to react in such a manner. “I wish I could’ve displayed more of a level headedness back on Poseidon.” She sighed. “I wish I could’ve thought of an outcome that would keep the most humans alive instead of taking the course of action that I did.”
Steff nodded. “Me too.”
She reached into the box again and pulled out a lamented baseball card. It belonged to a player from the New Winnipeg Warriors. Steff tried to recall who he was but she did know that Veronica really liked his rookie card.
“I was curious about what this item is,” Minerva commented, gesturing towards it.
Steff smirked. “It’s a baseball card.”
“A baseball card?” Minerva asked. Clearly having a name did little to solve the mystery. “I… I’ve heard of the sport but how are these cards involved in it?”
“It’s like…” Steff worked her jaw, trying to figure out the best way to describe it. “You can buy these packs which have random cards in them. Each of these cards represents a player in the Milky Way League. So, you try and collect the players who you like.”
“Why can’t they just print the cards for the players that you like?” Minerva asked.
Steff shook her head. “Then it feels less special when you buy a pack that has them in it.”
“So… they artificially keep the supply of favoured cards low?” Minerva asked, smirking. “How uniquely Terran.”
Steff chuckled. “Yeah… I guess it kind of is.” She ran her thumb over the card. “I think Veronica bought about a hundred packs before she got this one. Shit luck since it wasn’t even that rare.”
“Did she play baseball?” Minerva asked.
Steff nodded. “We all did. Well… except Kristopher.” She smirked. “We were part of our battalions’ team.”
“What position did you play?” Minerva asked, pondering her question. “At least… I think they’re called positions.”
“I was outfield,” Steff explained. “I uh… I caught the ball whenever someone hit it.”
Minerva nodded. “Perhaps that’s something that we could do to help acclimate the recent additions to our ship.” She pulled a tablet out of her foliage and started to take notes on it. “Do you think that your fellow warriors would be interested in a recreational baseball league?”
“Couldn’t hurt,” Steff replied. 
Was this information helpful to the enemy? Perhaps. But at this point, she hardly cared. If the Accord fell because of a POW baseball league then the war really was hopeless.
She reached back into the box and pulled out the next item, frowning as she saw a familiar deck of cards.
“You don’t seem thrilled to see this,” Minerva replied, pointing towards it.
“Billy was a dick,” Steff said, sighing. “He would always give me hell for being trans.”
“Trans?” Minerva asked.
Steff nodded. “You know the whole… being a girl and having a dick thing.”
“That seems like a strange reason to give you hassle,” Minerva replied. “A significant number of you Terrans experience a disconnect between sex and gender. It’s only natural that you would try to bridge that gap.”
“A significant portion?” Steff asked, scoffing. “I think the number of trans people I’ve met can be counted on one hand.”
“Really?” Minerva hummed. “Our early research into Terran health states that the factor could be as high as one-in-twenty, potentially even higher than that. It’s hard to really grasp as your old healthcare system had a tendency to artificially suppress that rate.”
Steff scoffed. “Don’t lie to me.”
“What would I benefit from lying?” Minerva asked. She then nodded towards the cards. “Are those for another card game?”
“They can be,” Steff said, opening the box and taping the deck out into her hand. “Billy used to do magic tricks with them.” Minerva clearly didn’t understand what that meant, so Steff went on. “He’d ask you to pick a card and then he’d do some weird sleight of hand stuff to accurately pick out your card after putting it back into the deck. All without looking at it.”
“May I see?” Minerva asked, extending a vine.
Steff shrugged and handed them over, watching as the Affini shuffled through them, giving them a look. “Did you hate Billy?”
“No,” Steff answered, sighing as she looked off to the side. “Hate is a strong word. He… he gave me older brother vibes.” When Minerva didn’t interrupt she went on. “Like he gave me hell but I had a feeling that he’d have my back if push came to shove.”
“Oh?” Minerva asked.
Steff frowned. “A couple weeks before we were on Poseidon, a couple guys from another unit were harassing me. Calling me a tranny.”
Minerva nodded.
“And Billy socked one of them in the jaw,” Steff said, chuckling. “Said that he was the only one who gets to make fun of his squad’s tranny.”
“So, he insulted you while protecting your honour?” Minerva asked.
Steff nodded, frowning as she really thought about it. “Something like that.”
Minerva suddenly let out a pleased little sound, transfixed on the cards. “Oh, that is a clever little trick.” 
“Did you figure it out?” Steff asked, glancing at the deck.
She watched as Minerva placed down a Jack of Spades face up before resting her vine upon it. A couple seconds went by and then she lifted it, revealing that the card had changed to the eight of hearts.
“What?” Steff whispered.
Minerva chuckled. “It appears that there’s a chemical in the card which changes its appearance whenever it conducts heat. A clever trick, if I do say so.”
“You have got to be kidding me!” Steff yelped, cackling. “Is that really how he did it?”
“I believe so,” Minerva replied, shaking her head. “Like I said, it’s a neat little trick.”
Steff closed her eyes, sniffling. “Fuck…” She felt fresh tears in her eyes as she proceeded to burrow her face into the crook of her sleeve. Which only succeeded in irritating her further as she felt her fuzzy cheeks rubbing against the material. “I miss them, Minerva.”
“I know you do, dear,” Minerva replied, tenderly stroking her hand.
Before Steff would’ve flinched away or lashed out at something like that. Even a few weeks ago, she’d hate to be to be touched by this fucking fern. Now… now she honestly found the touch kind, inviting, something that she so desperately needed in times like these.
“It hurts me to see you like this,” Minerva said.
Steff opened an eye, glaring at her. “Then why did you bring me this stuff?”
“I didn’t mean sad, I meant…” Minerva sighed, shaking her head. “You are so strong, dear, and it pains me to see you fall into this sort of depression.”
“Did you expect me to just accept the truth, that my entire life was wasted defending a system that would gladly grind me under heel? Did you expect me to take that well?” Steff asked. She forced herself to sit up, wiping at her snotty nose. “I’m tough, ma’am, but… even I have my limits.”
“Then why not live for a better system?” Minerva asked.
Steff looked to the side. “I…” She shook her head. “I don’t deserve a better system.”
“Yes, you do!” Minerva cried, gripping her hand. “This box is full of proof that you and your squad were more than just your service to this archaic and brutal system. Kristopher was an artist, Veronica had a fun hobby, even Billy was more than just some bastard. I’ve been with you for months, dear, I know that you are so much more than the war stories and battle wounds which mark you. No matter what you did in the past, there is still a future for you amongst the Affini.”
She accented that point by using a vine to trace the scar which blemished her cheek.
Steff closed her eyes. “You don’t know shit.”
If only Minerva knew how red her ledger really was.
“Then tell me that I’m wrong,” Minerva replied. “If you can sincerely do so then I will gladly admit that I have much to learn.”
Steff pulled her hand back and ignored the question, reaching back into the box instead. The next thing she pulled out was a familiar zippo lighter and nice long cigar. It was strange to think this was the only part of Sarge which had survived.
“A narcotic, correct?” Minerva asked.
Steff nodded and smelled it, picking up on the harsh scent of artificial tobacco. “I think Sarge smoked these to seem tough.”
“Poisoning yourself is acting tough?” Minerva asked, scoffing at the idea.
“It is when you have the personality to back it up,” Steff stated, popping it between her teeth and tearing off one end of it with a powerful bite, spitting it aside. Just like Sarge would’ve done. It tasted foul but she ignored it, snapping open the lighter. Honestly, she was surprised that Minerva wasn’t trying to stop her. “And I can assure you that Sarge had the balls to back it up.”
Minerva nodded. “I believe you.”
Steff lit the tip and inhaled.
Oh God…
Oh fuck…
She hacked and coughed, spitting out the cigar and a cloud of ashen smoke. As it fell to the table, she hammered a fist into her chest, trying to catch her breath. Both her throat and lungs burned.
That was fucking terrible.
Minerva quickly snatched the cigar from her and put it out. “It’s a shame that your species never invented the range of substances ours did.” She smirked. “I could provide you with three different stimulants that would be easier on your system than this and likely far more effective in their application.”
“Fuck dude this is so much worse than cigarettes,” Steff whispered, rubbing at her throat. Though she then perked up as she thought about those little white gifts from God. “Any chance that you have any…”
“I most certainly do not,” Minerva replied.
Steff sighed and glanced at the small collection of artifacts which lingered upon the table. It was hard to see these tokens as anything approaching the fullness of the individuals who had held them prior. These were mere fragments of once proud personalities. This had been her family and so little of them remained.
A part of her wanted to blame Minerva, to blame the Affini in general.
But she…
Steff sighed.
It wasn’t Minerva’s fault. She may have pulled the trigger but someone else put them in front of the barrel.
“I miss them,” Steff whispered.
Minerva nodded. “I’m sorry. We can stop if this is…” She frowned. “I wanted to put this together to help you heal.”
Steff went silent, looking down at her hands. She no longer felt repulsed by the sight of flesh down there, coming to terms with the fact that her body was just like this now. It was better this way; she knew it deep down.
Don’t let the fern get to you…
She gritted her teeth.
“I believe there’s a life for you beyond this domestication,” Minerva said. “I believe there’s a future with me where I can give you the room to grow and become your own person.”
“Why are you wasting your time with me?” Steff asked.
Minerva frowned. “I…” She sighed. “I see the girl who nearly blew a hole through me with a rifle. I see this creature who is broiling with rage and emotion, this Terran who I know has the willpower to do great things with a proper guiding hand.”
“Why don’t you just pump me full of xenodrugs and get this over with,” Steff tried.
Minerva frowned. “The drugs are not a punishment, dear. They are a tool to help those less fortunate overcome their issues. If I thought it would improve your quality of life, I would happily do so. But you are strong, stronger than so many of the creatures I’ve known. I know you don’t need them and I know that you can come around to seeing things from our perspective if given the chance.”
Steff went silent again, shaking her head. “You’ve mentioned an experiment. What does that mean?”
“I…” Minerva sighed. “I wanted to prove that I was capable of treating a human without pharmaceutical intervention.”
“Pardon?” Steff asked, her eyes growing wide.
“Your species bears a collective trauma that is nasty and hard to bear,” Minerva said, shaking her head. “Many of my sisters believe that the use of xenodrugs may be the only way to help you overcome this stigma. I wanted to prove that even a marine as stubborn as yourself could be treated with therapy and made to see things from our perspective, living a rich and fulfilling life on her terms, not ours.”
Steff nodded, sighing. She should’ve been angry but she just couldn’t bring herself to feel that any longer. “Thank you for your honesty.”
She didn’t like the fact that she was a lab rat, didn’t like it one bit. But she also couldn’t deny that it was a little refreshing to hear that she wasn’t some lost cause either.
“Why do you want me as your pet?” Steff asked.
Minerva smiled. “I am a busy Affini who overworks herself. You seem like a capable pet who I can trust to be somewhat independent.” She frowned. “When I say that out loud, it sounds negligent.” She sighed. “Regardless, I want someone I can trust to make her own decisions and brave enough to advocate for herself in my absence.”
Steff nodded, glancing towards the smoggy view outside. She couldn’t deny that it sounded kind of nice, in a sense. Plus, was being domesticated by this fern really any worse than being indentured to the marines?
“There’s one last thing in the box,” Minerva said.
Steff stirred and reached inside, feeling a book against her fingers. As she pulled it out, she saw that it was the same one that OCNI had been reading all the way back on Poseidon. It seemed ancient and worn with brittle yellowed pages.
“All Quiet on the Western Front,” Steff read, smirking.
Minerva nodded. “I think that you’d benefit from reading it.”
“Would I?” Steff asked, chuckling. “Do you really want me to be reading old war stories? I might get combative again.”
“I don’t think this one will make you do that,” Minerva said.
She shifted about and pulled something else out of her mass of vines, placing it upon the table. It was the metal collar, this seamless band of silvery alloy.
Steff knew it would be on her soon enough but…
“I’m not ready,” she whispered.
Minerva’s eyes widened but she nodded regardless. “Soon?”
“Soon,” Steff said, nodding in agreement. “I just… I need a little more time.” She sighed. “Not an easy thing to admit that humanity has lost. Not easy at all.”
Minerva smiled and caressed her cheek with one of her countless vines. “But I know that you’ll be brave enough to face it, my little marine.”
And for the first time, Steff didn’t hate that touch.
[hr]
There was a knock at the compartment door, a single professional sounding tap as a set of knuckles fell upon hardwood.
Minerva perked up and looked towards it, smoothing out her vines. She’d altered her appearance to cover herself with a shroud of leaves that looked vaguely like a yellowish dress. It went well with the matching vest that Steff wore.
“Come in!” she called, waving a vine to remotely open the bulkhead.
Steff had never met an admiral before, no one above the rank of lieutenant really. She’d expected a tough and grizzled man who was greying and a little bloated.
Admiral Ali was not this. He looked like was in his early fifties, being well dressed in his uniform. He was tall and slender with a brown complexion and well cropped black hair that hadn’t been touched by grey. A dusting of stubble lingered upon his cheeks and heavy bags rested under his eyes. Though Steff supposed that she could forgive him, considering what he’d been up to for the last few months.
Behind him was an Affini who politely nodded to Minerva. She remained outside as the door closed behind the admiral. Steff could only imagine that she acted as his escort.
“Captain Zephyr,” Ali said, standing rigid and snapping off a salute.
Minerva nodded politely, gesturing to the seat across from her. “Admiral Ali, I’d like to thank you for your assistance in helping with rescue efforts after your surrender. You’ve helped save many Terran lives over the last few days.”
Steff came over from the kitchen with a tray in her hands. She placed it down on the coffee table between them. On it were a couple cups and a small pot of coffee which smelled strong and accented with cardamon. A new recipe made especially for the admiral.
“Just doing what I can,” Admiral Ali said, offering a thin smile. “Thought since we made the mess, the least we could do was help fix it.”
He looked at Steff and was puzzled by her appearance, tilting his head to the side. Yet, he didn’t comment as he instead took the little pot of coffee and used it to fill up his cup.
“It smells delicious,” Ali commented.
Minerva nodded. “I made it myself.” She then looked towards Steff. “This is my companion, Steff. She was a member of your Terran Marine Corp.”
“She looks the part,” Ali commented, scoffing. “Those bastards nearly staged a revolt when I hoisted the white flag. Tough motherfuckers.”
“Sounds like marines,” Steff said, settling down next to her Mistress. She waited for Ali to finish before also fixing herself a cup, blowing upon it and taking a sip.
“I do thank you for surrendering when you did,” Minerva added, nodding. “I know it might not feel like it but you did the right thing by doing so. And I thank you for your willingness to do that.”
“Why did you surrender?” Steff asked.
Ali frowned. “I can’t divulge information that will put other Terran forces at risk. But I weighed the cost and benefits of continued resistance and realized that I was only leading the men and women under my command to their deaths.” He sighed. “And I couldn’t bear to have anymore blood on my hands.”
Minerva nodded. “It’s noble of you.” She then motioned towards him. “Was there something that you wished to discuss? I’d imagine there’s a reason you wanted this meeting.”
“There is,” Ali said, pulling out a little chip from his breast pocket and placing it upon the table. “I wished to discuss the fate of me and my men. See if I could try and negotiate favourable terms for our willing surrender.”
Minerva nodded. “Is there a concern that you have?”
“I…” Ali glanced at Steff. “I am worried that we’ll be cast in chains and enslaved by the Affini, forced into relationships against our will.” He frowned and pulled his gaze away from Steff. “I am also worried about families being split apart.”
Steff smirked. “I am here of my own freewill, Sir.” 
Ali perked up and looked unsure of her statement. “Is that so?”
“Regardless,” Minerva interrupted. “We have no intention of breaking apart families and we don’t utilize slavery in any capacity, especially as some sort of sick punishment. And I am not averse to discussing some form of arrangement since you and your men willingly surrendered to us.”
Ali pressed a finger down upon the chip and a hologram flickered to life. It was of a planet that didn’t seem very developed, one of those wild planets that were numerous on the edges of human space.
“This planet was set aside as a natural preserve by one of the megacorps,” Ali explained. “It is fertile and could host a colony and support them amply. I would like to take my men there and colonize it. It would keep them out of your hair and also keep all of us together. You have my word that there would be no risk of us relapsing into open conflict nor would we even have the industrial base to do so if we wanted to.”
Minerva nodded. “That seems agreeable though some of your men would need to remain in our care.” She lifted a vine before he could comment. “I have a duty to make sure that any Terrans who prove themselves a risk to peace are properly treated and have that ideology removed. And you, yourself, have stated that there are those amongst you who threatened mutiny to stop your surrender.”
“This is true,” Ali said, rubbing a thumb over his knuckles. He cautiously picked up his coffee and took a sip. “I don’t like the idea of leaving some of my men behind.”
“You would be leaving them in the vines of someone who can properly care for them,” Minerva said, gesturing to Steff. “I hate to use my own petal as an example but does this strike you as the kind of individual who lacks free will or agency.”
Steff sat up a little straighter, smirking.
“I passed plenty of other Terrans who are more glassy-eyed and dependent than her,” Ali commented. “Many more.”
Steff deflated a little, hating to admit that he had a somewhat valid point. At least, from her point of view.
“Admiral, how about his,” Minerva said. “We can not assist with this relocation until the ongoing domestication crisis has ended. In that time, you’ll be given residency within one of our stations. During this time, you can get a taste for life under the Compact while giving us time to assess the potential feralist rate amongst the men in your command.”
Ali frowned. “Sounds like captivity.”
“It is but I can promise you it is a far freer captivity than if you continued to resist,” Minerva said, straight and to the point. “After the domestication is completed, I will assist in getting yourself and any of your men who desire it, a home on this planet. But if any of your men decide they would rather have a home with the Affini than you must respect their wishes.”
“And for those souls that decide that they want to continue the fight?” Ali asked, taking another sip of coffee. He seemed stern, unblinking, even in the face of defeat. “I doubt that you intend to let them remain with me.”
Minerva nodded. “For the caste who decides that our offer isn’t generous enough, I will need to hold onto them. Like I said, we can’t allow these feralist ideas to taint the approaching peace.”
Ali sighed. “I don’t like these terms.”
“They are more generous than a lot of other Terrans in your position will be receiving,” Steff cut in, flinching as Ali looked at her. Even if she wasn’t in the Terran military anymore, it still felt wrong to be talking to him as anything approaching an equal. “I’m sorry, Admiral, but we’ve lost this war. Surely, you can see that.”
Ali pondered this statement but nodded, conceding to this point.
“The Affini get to tailor our lives going forward and being given this much is incredibly generous,” Steff added, motioning with a hand. “Surely, you can also see that we wouldn’t be nearly as generous if the tables were turned and you were accepting Minerva’s surrender instead.”
Ali frowned. “It’s going to be a hard pill to swallow.”
“It is,” Steff said, sighing. She picked up her cup and sipped it. “But if I could come around to seeing it from Minerva’s point of view then I am sure you and your men can do the same.” She cracked the thinnest smile. “That being said, if some of those marines need some sense knocked into them.”
“Steff!” Minerva hissed.
Steff simply grinned.
Ali chuckled. “I’ll make sure to send them your way.” 
“I do have good news for the men who are willing to play ball,” Steff added, placing a hand upon Minerva’s vines. “The food is good, the accommodations are spacious, and we have a few soccer and baseball teams for the florets in this fleet. I’m sure we wouldn’t mind adding a couple more teams made up of your men until this domestication business is sorted.”
“No football?” Ali teased.
Steff chuckled. “Ferns think it’s a smidge too violent.”
“Steff, dear, we talked about what terms we use for the Affini,” Minerva chided, rolling her eyes. Still, she couldn’t help but smile. “Regardless, I don’t wish to present my offer to your men as a conqueror, Admiral. I wish for a future where we have a productive partnership and the idea you have for this planet sounds very nice if you are sincere in your offer to live peaceful lives.”
“I am,” Ali said, bowing his head.
“I hear you’re an honourable man amongst the Terrans,” Minerva said.
Ali frowned. “When war allows it.”
“Was there anything else that I could assist you with?” Minerva then asked.
“No, no, I think that just about covers it,” Ali said, sighing as he shook his head. “I’ll rejoin my men and help with our transit to this interim facility.” He got to his feet and then saluted, standing rigid and at attention. “Thank you, ma’am.”
“My pleasure,” Minerva said.
Ali looked like he was about to leave but at the last second, he paused and opened his coat. Inside was a holster with a service pistol inside of it.
Minerva tensed, ready to lash out.
Ali pulled it out and looked it over, before grasping the barrel and offering it to Minerva specifically. “A symbolic show of my surrender. It’s a tradition within human warfare to give up your sword but…” He smirked. “We haven’t used those for many centuries. So, this will have to do.”
Minerva cautiously reached out, grasping the pistol and pulled it towards herself. “Thank you, Admiral. If you have any further questions or issues, please don’t be afraid to ask.”
Steff got to her feet and saluted him as well, which seemed to be enough as the admiral stepped out of the room and back into the vines of his handler. His footsteps echoed down the hall, growing fainter and fainter.
“What do I do with this?” Minerva asked, once he was safely out of earshot.
Steff looked over and offered up her hand. 
Minerva looked unsure, for a split second, but gave it up regardless. “Be careful.”
As Steff took it, she was surprised by the weight of it. It was loaded. “Why did the Affini let him load this thing?” She pressed a button and released the magazine. Then she pulled back on the receiver and ejected the last round. As it sprung upwards, she quickly snatched it out of the air. “That could’ve been dangerous for him.”
“That’s a fantastic question,” Minerva whispered, accepting the gun back from Steff. “But still… do I mount this?”
“It’s a trophy from a fallen enemy,” Steff commented. “What do you traditionally do with those?”
“Melt them down and repurpose them into something a bit more useful for the betterment of sentient life,” Minerva commented.
Steff shrugged. “Then do that.” She reached up and began to unbutton her vest, starting to shrug it off. “The man has some pretty impeccable timing, huh?”
Minerva scoffed. “That he does. Thank you for being so patient and holding off on our… scene.”
“What would’ve happened if I didn’t?” Steff asked, starting on her shirt as she fumbled her way through the buttons. “Would you tell him to fuck off while plowing me?”
“I mean I could multitask,” Minerva teased, offering bedroom eyes.
Steff scoffed. “I’m sure that would go smashingly. You trying to explain that his men aren’t going to be reduced to slaves while balls deep inside of a Terran fucked up on at least three different substances.”
“My stem doesn’t have balls thank you very much,” Minerva chided, rolling her eye plates.
Steff finally pulled her shirt away, revealing that there was another layer of clothing underneath her usual attire. This layer was skin tight and made out of some shiny black substance. It reminded her a lot of latex though her Mistress had told her it was made out of a series of advanced nano-machines which could do all sorts of magical little things to a pet like her.
“Are you sure that you want to try out some xenodrugs tonight?” Minerva asked.
Steff smirked. “Why? Are you getting cold feet?”
“Kind of…” Minerva sighed. “I don’t know. Never mind.”
“No, no, tell me what’s on your mind,” Steff said. Yet, she didn’t stop stripping, removing her pants and shoes next. This revealed that her entire body was coated in this shiny black material, from neck to feet. Though it wasn’t entirely uniform in its design with a seam over the crotch and another around her chest which might allow access if it was so desired. “I’m not going to push this if you don’t want it.”
“I’m just afraid that you’ll hold using xenodrugs against me,” Minerva said.
Steff paused and pondered this. “I’d hold it against you if you used them without asking for my consent beforehand. But… Becca looked like she was having a good time and I really want to see if I could also have a good time while using them. Does that make sense?”
“It does,” Minerva replied, taking in a breath “And I can’t deny that I wouldn’t like to see you getting all high and susceptible.”
She accented this statement by extending a vine and brushing it against her precious pet’s cheek.
“Glad we’re in agreement,” Steff teased, stretching her arms and pulling her body taut. She allowed herself a proud smirk, grinning with glee. Her hips arched from side-to-side, wiggling her body to really show how enticing she looked in her skin tight attire. Certain assets visibly shifted around within the packaging. “So, what are you waiting for you fucking fern? Scared the big bad Terran is going to get the better of you?”
Minerva’s eyes pulsed red and her lips peeled back, showing off far more of those sharp wooden teeth than would’ve been natural in a Terran mouth. It seemed that Steff’s choice of language had done something as her Mistress slithered over, coiling a vine around her waist while using another to grasp her collar.
“You should watch your tone, dear?” Minerva chided, practically purring as her authority was questioned. “It could get you in trouble.”
Steff scoffed. “Why?” She looked her over. “I don’t tend to respect things that I’m not scared of. And you’re as cuddly as a fucking…” She was cut off as the vine around her collar pulled back upon it, yanking the chain into her throat and briefly cutting off her flow of air.
Minerva studied her as she sputtered, looking her in the eye. “Pathetic little toy is all talk and bluster, isn’t she?”
Steff gritted her teeth and balled a hand into a fist. She knew that her Mistress could take it, knew it from experience. So, she lashed out and smashed her fist across her wooden cheek. The blow landed and snapped her Mistress’ face to the side. It hurt, punching what was essentially hardwood but it felt good to hear her Mistress audibly gasp.
Minerva looked shocked as she focused back on Steff, that reddish hue returning to her eyes in full force. But above all else, she looked intrigued, enticed by what was going on. Her vine slackened around Steff’s collar as she instead used it to stroke her pet’s cheek, caressing it so tenderly.
“I don’t break easy, toy,” Minerva warned.
Steff flashed a bratty smile. “Neither do I.” She winked at her. “Maybe if you behave yourself, I might not sprinkle you with weed killer after we win this war.”
Minerva chuckled, her voice filling with a daring venom. She forcefully grabbed Steff’s various limbs, within her vines, using them for complete control. She forced her back, slamming her against the wall and using her impressive weight to pin her in place.
Her Mistress was rough. The blow hit with enough force that Steff’s body ached and her vision swam as the breath was forced out of her lungs.  This was good. It proved that Minerva believed all of that stuff about how tough her precious floret really was. 
Steff couldn’t move in the slightest. The vines effectively kept her trapped in place to the point that even breathing felt laboured. 
Her Mistress got close, eyeing her up and very eagerly invading her personal space. She seemed amused as she extended her alien tongue and dragged it along her flesh as if tasting it. This appendage was warm and slick, making Steff shiver as it graced her exposed skin, traveling up from her neck, along her check, and tracing the length of her scar.
“Your fear tastes delicious,” Minerva chided.
“Fuck,” Steff whispered.
She could feel herself harden within her suit, pressing against the tight material. And it seemed that her Mistress noticed as well as a heavy vine pressed into her girth, roughly pawing at it. The nanomachines did something, thinning out and effectively transferring the pawing into something that felt pleasant and palpable as if her Mistress was touching her directly.
Steff couldn’t recall being a submissive before all of this Affini nonsense. It must’ve been something that her Mistress had been sneaking into her food. There was no other explanation to how something like this happened to her, making all of this feel so good.
“By the time that I’m done with you, little Terran, you won’t even remember your name,” Minerva whispered, chuckling so darkly. “All you’ll know is the pleasure that the Compact can provide as you are ceaselessly teased and toyed with.”
“What are you…” Steff whispered.
Minerva chuckled. “Toys like you are too broken to successfully integrate into our system. So… I’ll simply have to apply a little something to permanently erase your freewill. We call them Class-Os, feralist, and you’d be an amazing candidate to test them for your species.”
It wasn’t really a Class-O, nor were they used like that but the line was delivered so naturally that it tickled at that fearful little voice at the back of Steff’s brain. It activated her fight and flight reflexes which felt panicked being pinned in place like this.
“You wouldn’t…” Steff growled.
Minerva chuckled. “I can and I will, Terran. And I’ll do it again and again until the embers of this little hissy fit that you call a rebellion are properly snuffed out.” She shook her head. “These feralist ideas should never be given room to breathe in the first place and it’s only responsible to do something about them.”
Steff watched as Minerva extended one of her vines, reaching out for something that was just out of her field of view. This forced her to look her Mistress in the eyes, sensing the lust brewing inside of that stupid fern. 
A moment later and that vine came back into view. There was a black gasmask dangling from the tip of it. The same kind that Steff would’ve used in the event of chemical warfare.
Minerva wrapped yet another vine around her throat though didn’t squeeze. Instead, she used it to manhandle her and hold her head steady. This allowed her to start easing the gas mask over her head, pulling it in place.
It was an especially tight fit and made of actual latex, unlike the suit. It clung to her cheeks and immediately felt hot and sweaty and more than a little claustrophobic to be trapped within. This attire was skin tight as it got, denying her any freedom away from the now universal pair of materials which clung to her skin.
Her only view were two tiny portals in front of her eyes which greatly narrowed her vision. The air beyond was so moist and hot that it clouded these portals with condensations which she was unable to wipe away.
For now, she could breathe, taking in small rasps through the tiny hole in the front of her mask. But it seemed that Minerva wanted to test the air tightness as she placed a vine over said hole. In an instance, the flow of oxygen was gone. 
And with it, panic set in. It was a feral kind of panic as Steff squirmed and tried to fight back against the vines which held her. But the gesture was utterly fruitless.
“Oh, that’s some genuine fear, isn’t it?” Minerva teased, grinning. “Interesting.”  She kept the vine there, continuing with her sadistic little experiment. “Very interesting indeed.” She looked Steff in the eyes, staring longingly. She was smirking, more to herself than Steff. “Ten seconds, dear.”
Steff tried to calm her rowdy mind but already the air inside the mask was growing woefully stale. There wasn’t a whole lot of it in the first place, a few tiny breaths which had been trapped inside with her and those were gone in an instant.
“One… two… three…” Minerva counted down.
Steff groaned as the vine upon her crotch pressed even more firmly against her cock, being quite rough as her Mistress’ forcefully pawed at her.
“Four… five… six…”
Steff felt a small warmth in her lungs, the embers of breathlessness starting to be felt. It was a nice sensation if a little worrying, making her squirming renew with just a bit more vigour than before.
“Seven… eight… nine…”
Something in Minerva’s eyes changed, her smile unrelenting. She was up to something, that much was obvious.
“Nine and a half… nine and three quarters… nine and….”
Steff’s eyes widened and her squirming became just a bit more desperate, legitimate even. Her resistance picked up at the same time that the burn in her lungs started to grow pronounced. She needed air and she needed it now.
Minerva sighed. “Fuck where was I…” She pondered the question, still holding that vine over the little airhole. “I seem to have lost count.” She looked her floret in the eye, grinning with that razor-sharp smile of hers. “Perhaps I should start over.”
Steff’s eyes widened and she felt ice course through her veins.
Thankfully, it seemed that Minerva was only joking about this as she lifted her vine away. “Kidding, kidding, I am not that cruel.” She chuckled, winking at her. “Yet…”
Steff felt the cool air slowly ooze inside her suits and she greedily wolfed it down, feeling that fear slowly fading from the back of her mind. She closed her eyes and took a few moments to collect herself, trying to still her frantic heart.
“Mistress…” She whispered to herself.
Minerva chuckled. “Enjoying yourself, dear?”
Steff nodded.
“That’s good,” Minerva said, brushing a tender vine across her covered cheek. “Because I am also enjoying myself immensely. This was an amazing suggestion.”
When Steff opened her eyes, she saw that there was a filter clenched tightly within her Mistress’ vines. It looked almost identical to the ones that Steff would’ve used in actual combat situations. The only difference was that this one was bright pink, clashing with the blacks and greys that made up the rest of her attire.
Carefully, oh so carefully, Minerva started to screw it onto the mask, giving it a couple of purposeful turns before it was locked securely in place. The flow of air momentarily slowed before coming back with the added quality of smelling slightly of something floral.
What was that…
“Breathe in nice and deep, dear,” Minerva whispered, drawing her vines away. “And let all of those pesky feralist thoughts pop like tiny bubbles inside your silly Terran brain.”
Steff breathed in, as she was told, but didn’t feel much of anything. Or at least… that’s what she thought.
But she started to feel warm, so very warm to the touch. And then her skin started to grow more sensitive. She could feel the material upon her flesh, squeezing and clenching against it. It felt good to be squeezed like that, touched like that. It started to feel like every fibre of her being wanted to be touched and stimulated in such a manner.
“Mistress,” Steff whispered.
Minerva chuckled. “Seems that you’re starting to feel it.” She drew the vines away from her limbs and instead wrapped them around her midsection, using them to pull her in close and embrace her so totally. “Starting to grow more sensitive and needy.” She purred. “Willing to do anything if it means getting pleasured.”
Steff tried to resist, tried to hold onto her roleplay for just a little while longer. But this narcotic was far too effective in its embrace. Her mind grew so very hazy and all she wanted to do was drop to her knees and surrender herself to her Mistress’ all-knowing care.
Was this the power of xenodrugs?
“Fuck…” she whispered.
Minerva chuckled. “Now you can see why I was so hesitant to use these on you.” She pressed a vine against her crotch, pawing at her sex through the tight latex. “It would be so easy to break you with some of these.”
That touch had never felt better than now. As the material thinned and allowed contact, it nearly felt overwhelming. It was like every nerve in her body had been amplified a thousand times over, being impossibly receptive to the touch. It was nearly enough to send her spilling over the edge, as pathetic as that sounded. 
Regardless, her cock twitched so eagerly. It wanted to be touched.
“Breathe deep, little toy,” Minerva whispered.
Steff barely knew what breathing was but she did as she was told. The air grew even heavier and the smell of flowers became more pronounced.
Her mind was a fog and thoughts found no home within her grey matter. All she knew was sensations, feeling like she was on the verge of going supernova.
“You look so adorable, right now,” Minerva purred. “Your pupils are blown out, as black as the night sky…”
Steff let out a haggard breath, balling her hands into fists. The latex-like material shifted against her frame, this fabric acting like an embrace which touched literally every single atom in her flesh.
“Come on, feralist,” Minerva teased. “Tell me what you intend to do to me after you win this little war.” She grinned, so very obviously in control and revelling in that. “Tell me how you’ll turn me into a slave or grind me into compost beneath your mighty Terran heel.” Her smile was vicious, as sharp as knives. “I dare you, toy. I want to hear your rage, your passion, your desire to fight because it only makes it that much sweeter when you finally break.”
Steff gasped and groaned, squirming. 
Her Mistress only squeezed her tighter, holding her against her powerful frame. Even more vines coiled around her, holding her even that much tighter than before. She wasn’t given even an iota of freedom, not so much as an inch of give.
All the while that vine continued to grind against her cock, stroking it in heavy pawing motions.
Steff cried out and felt her organ pulse with life. It felt like it was far too soon but there was no denying how effective the drugs festering in her lungs had become. She felt as if a live wire was coursing through her body as a shudder crawled throughout her limbs. After a couple euphoric twitches, something sticky and warm plastered the interior of her suit.
Had she just done that without asking for permission?
Oh no…
Yet, it didn’t seem that Minerva minded in the slightest, looking rather pleased with herself if anything.
It was the strangest thing... she… she didn’t soften nor did her libido go down in the slightest, even after this climax. That was impossible, surely that was impossible. There was no way that a cock could recover so quickly.
Minerva smirked. “Did you honestly think I’d get you like this and then content myself with just one, toy.” She did draw away, a little, putting the barest semblance of space between them. “It’s a long night and I’m getting my worth out of you before it's over.” She chuckled, her amusement sounding crudely. “And if you forget to ask for permission again, I’ll have to really punish you.”
Her vines drew away from Steff’s body, forcing her to rely on her own strength to stay upright. A terrifying proposition as she started to wobble back and forth upon her feet. At this point, a stiff breeze very well could’ve knocked her over.
And much more than a stiff breeze came about as Minerva placed a vine upon her shoulder, forcing her onto her knees. It felt right to kneel before the Affini, felt proper. Her mind was like soup, trying to get even a halfway coherent thought unstuck from the mental muck.
“Mistress,” Steff whispered, breathing in nice and deep. Her desperate puffs had become hurried, cycling through the pheromones quicker and quicker. Was there even any air in this mix or was she breathing in this substance alone. It felt like she was never capable of catching her breath. “Hot.”
“Are you warm, dear?” Minerva asked. She studied her pet, looking into the foggy glass of her mask. There was that ever present coy smile upon her lips. “By the Motherseed, it’s nice to get to do this to you.” She shook her head, tutting as she did so. “I didn’t think that I would enjoy getting to see you like this so much, little one. Shows you what I know.”
She touched a vine to Steff’s cheek and used it to turn her head towards her lap. There was something there that Steff had never noticed before, a growth made of a smooth but polished wood. It looked vaguely like a phallus though long and tapered when compared to her own.
Surely, it must’ve been a fresh graft.
“A couple more deep breaths, dear,” Minerva whispered. “And then I’ll put that mouth to good use.”
She coiled a vine around Steff’s body and then pushed back, slamming her against the wall. Her Mistress was rough but that was okay, Steff could take it. The impact was so harsh that her world swam but it didn’t hurt, not yet, if anything it just made her body somehow feel even hotter. It just made her harder.
This substance apparently made everything feel good.
Her breathing was so quick. It honestly felt like she was in the midst of a sprint and trying to sate the burning in her lungs. But it was never enough as she needed more, more… MORE!
Who… who am I?
What was her name?
Fuck, this stuff was intense.
Thankfully, it seemed that Minerva had her fill, gripping the bottom of Steff’s mask and peeling it away from her complexion. 
The air outside was so very cool against Steff sweat-stained cheeks, making her shiver as it licked at them.
“Mistress,” the human who might’ve been Steff whispered.
Minerva chuckled. “Perhaps I gave you a little too much.” She hummed. “Can you open your mouth for me?”
The human obeyed and opened her mouth, nice and wide. Her Mistress, she knew this plant was her Mistress, gripped her cheeks and tilted her head upwards, manhandling her and inspecting the inside of her hole.
“Remarkable dental hygiene,” her Mistress commented, smirking. “A very good pet.”
The human tried to wag.
Minerva nodded. “If you can open your mouth then I have no issue using you.” She slithered over and took up position in front of the human, angling herself so that this phallic stem was before her pet’s lips. “Take care of me, little Terran.”
And the little Terran obeyed, leaning forwards and taking the tip between her lips. The wood was oddly smooth for being wood and tasted vaguely of maple syrup, very sweet compared to her own salty essence.
It felt good to have her Mistress between her lips. It was like giving her Mistress pleasure was somehow giving herself pleasure in turn, feeding that sinful warmth festering inside her belly.
Minerva even reached down, sparing a vine to paw at her crotch. “Very good, my pet.”
The human shivered… no not a human… a thing. This thing was an object, a pet, a piece of living property. It barely even clung to sentience at this point. It was just a bundle of endorphins that was willing to do whatever it could to feel good.
Minerva drew it away from her growth, tilting her head to the side. She held a hand in front of its face. “How many fingers am I holding up?”
The thing blinked. “What are fingers?”
Minerva shrugged. “Close enough.” And then she allowed it to come back in, pressing down upon her stem without hesitation. 
It tackled the task with dedication, bobbing lower and lower with each successive stride. Honestly, it felt like it shouldn’t be able to venture this deep, feeling the firm wood bulge against its throat. Yet, it managed to tackle the task, suckling and gagging and making all sorts of crude noises as it tried its best to pleasure the God who wished to use it.
Who cared about breathing or gagging? It simply felt too good to obey. There was a mess of fluids and an explosion of sensations, each feeding its desires more and more.
All the while its Mistress pawed at its crotch, keeping it on edge.
Holy shit, you’re high…
It would’ve snickered and giggled if its throat wasn’t currently warming several inches of wood. As it looked up, it could see the way its Mistress moaned, using another vine to stroke its cheek. An oddly kind gesture compared to everything else that had led up to this.
“How much further can we go?” Minerva asked, drawing a flower over. A sharp barb poked forth. “I kind of want to see if you can get any more adorable.” She hummed but sadly put it away. “Maybe later. I am enjoying your throat far too much to do something like that.”
Instead, she placed a hand on the back of its head and pulled it forwards, lodging herself nice and deep within its throat. This proved too much to handle, even for the addled thing, as it started to sputter and gag, pulling back against the hand. Though its Affini was strong, far stronger than it, easily holding it in place.
“You look so cute, drooling all over me like that,” Minerva teased, tapping a finger against the top of its skull. She held it there for a few long moments, moaning softly as her poor little toy choked and sputtered. “To think you used to act tough in the face of my dominance. Maybe I should keep you like this all of the time.”
The thing liked the sound of that, it liked it a lot.
Finally, the Affini released her grip and the thing pulled back, hacking and coughing as it did so, sputtering up all sorts of fluids. It wasn’t allowed to collect itself, however, as its Mistress gripped its face and forced it to look into a nearby mirror.
The toy that looked back was far different than its frayed memories could recall. Its face was smeared with spittle and sap, blushing bright red. Those eyes in its skull were blown the fuck out, with irises that were the size of saucers.
But it wasn’t allowed to look at itself for very long as Minerva grabbed hold of it and got up, carrying it over to the bed as if it weighed nothing at all. She tossed it onto the sheets and quickly pounced upon it.
She abandoned her traditional form as she snapped out with vines, unwinding and becoming this seamless mass of plant matter. Half of her vines anchored herself to walls, while the other half manhandled the toy beneath her. The only human thing that remained was the mask upon its face, grinning with bright green eyes.
Minerva spared no time before she tore the crotch away from the toy’s suit, allowing its erection to snap free and stand tall. While she toyed with it, this was not her focus. Her focus was on moving the toy around and positioning the thing’s backdoor so that it was in line with her mighty erection.
“I don’t get to do this often enough,” her Mistress whispered, smirking. “I miss fucking one of you lesser beings with my stem.”
The toy couldn’t help but gawk at the mask smiling down at it.
“I…” the toy tried to say though was cut off as its Mistress toyed with its erection.
It soon felt something press against its backdoor, probing it with very little caution or care. Its Mistress was greedy, pressing forwards without restraint. Strangely, she hadn’t used lube. Though it would seem that she didn’t have to as this stem pushed forward easily enough without it.
Soon enough its Mistress was working her stem back and forth, cooing and moaning under her breath as she did so. The sensation was so divine and helped sate that crude warmth brewing within the toy’s stomach. Or at least, helped a little. 
It moaned, gripping at the sheets. Every fibre of the toy’s being was on fire, those xenodrugs having amplified every sensation to a truly impossible degree. It bordered on incomprehensible, impossible to grasp.
Back and forth its Mistress pressed on, pumping into her again and again. Her mask seemed so caring, her expression soft and tender.
“You look beautiful,” Minerva whispered.
The toy groaned. “Thank you, Mistress.”
The Affini groaned as well and picked up the pace, hammering forcefully into it and treating it like nothing more than a sleeve. Though she also reached out with one of her vines, holding out a purple bud. Ever so carefully, she brought it before the toy’s face and spurted it with a burst of yellowish pollen.
The toy breathed it in and then sneezed it out. 
It tapered the high, just a little, enough that Steff could appreciate who she was. Not that it did anything about that euphoric pleasure which seemed to course through every fibre of her being. No, it didn’t seem like anything could control that.
Her eyes were wide and back arched away from the sheets, pressing up into the sea of vines and foliage which pressed down upon her. Her voice rose higher and higher, matching the growing tempo of her Mistress’ hips.
She’d rarely bottomed but this was… this was something else. This was proof that it could feel so nice.
This was beautiful, this was passionate, this held all of the fury of a supernova just begging to burst. And it wouldn’t be much longer until it did, showering the cosmos with this unrelenting sensation of blissful nirvana.
How could any sane creature deny the Affini their dominance? It all made so much sense with those drugs filling her silly little head.
“Close,” Steff wheezed, groaning. “Please let me cum.”
Minerva growled. “Me too, dear.” She snarled under her breath, coiling vines around her pet and forcing her to look her in the eye. “Tell me…” She groaned, burying her face into the crook of her neck. “Tell me who you belong to.”
