
Three bogies in the middle of the field, unaware of the marines approaching. That’s what Steff saw through the scope of her rifle.
Two of them were settlers, a couple of civies: a dark woman in a dress and a tanned man wearing jeans and a sleeveless shirt. They seemed to be escorting the third figure through the field, giving it a tour as if it were a guest and not…
Not a fucking alien invader.
The fern was tall, towering over the humans who accompanied it. It stood at least eight feet in stature, if not larger than that. Its torso and complexion seemed almost human or was at least attempting to seem human with a familiar shape to that of one. Though its arms and legs were just vines, slithering and lashing out in order to provide it with locomotion.
“Shit’s creepy,” Billy grumbled.
Steff nodded. “Are we sure we need this thing alive?”
“We do,” Philip said, blowing a puff of air into his cheek. “Command says nothing about roughing it up however. So, use as much force as you deem necessary. All we need is a pulse and an assurance that it’ll wake up for interrogation.”
Veronica scoffed. “Does that thing even have a pulse?”
“It has something keeping it alive,” Kristopher said.
Sarge lifted a hand and they all came to a stop, probably a hundred metres away. Far enough that they could still comfortably talk and go undetected. 
“Alright folks we’ve done this before,” Sarge instructed, turning to face them. “Just because the xeno is ten feet tall doesn’t change anything. We go in, shock and awe. If they put up a fight then use force. But hopefully they’ll know what’s good for them.”
“Oorah,” the squad chanted, keeping the cheer muted lest they be overheard.
“Remember that corporate assets are expendable,” Philip added. “If they impede our mission, feel free to administer the cure at your discretion.”
Billy chuckled and flicked off the safety on his rifle. “Don’t need to tell me twice.”
“Fuckers deserve it for fragging those mobile infantry boys,” Veronica added.
Sarge nodded. “We’ll charge them and fire off warning rounds. Hopefully they’ll be too busy picking their jaws up off the floor to put up much of a fight. Cruz, Hills, you’ll be on my right. Curry, Sheridan, I want you on the left. OCNI I want you to take up the rear.”
They all nodded, fanning out and taking on their desired positions.
Before they moved, however, they all looked to Sarge and watched as he reached for a kit on his belt, pulling out what seemed to be a large medical syringe with a clear fluid inside. This was always the worst part of the op, the absolute worst moment.
Steff sighed and reached for her own pouch, grabbing a similar needle. The rest of the squad mimicked Sarge, each of them holding an identical syringe in their hand.
Sarge plunged his into the side of his neck, wincing as he compressed the trigger. Steff did the same, too focused on her own dose to see what the others were doing. There was a sharp bite of the needle breaking flesh, then a moment’s pause before the storm, followed quickly by an intense chill as something medicinal coursed through her veins.
A heavy ache pulsed in her skull, her heart hammering in her chest. She groaned through the pain, hating it so very much. Then there was clarity, excitement, boundless fountains of energy that made her feel divine. She was capable of doing anything. At this point, she very well could’ve fought God if that prick would’ve shown up.
Instead, she would have to content herself with the fern in the middle of the field.
Sarge’s gaze went straight ahead and he lifted his hand, ushering them forward with a silent command to advance. Together the squad followed his lead as they all pushed ahead at a jogging, cutting through the brush and grass before them.
A hundred metres didn’t seem very far, no, not in the slightest. Regardless, the trio in the field looked blissfully unaware. It turned out that these fucking had the situational awareness of a fucking rock. Which made sense because they were likely just as smart, thinking they could get away with fragging those MI boys in the name of the ferns. By the time they started to turn, confusion painted on their faces, it was too late to run.
Sarge aimed high and so did the others, all of them firing off a round. Their gunfire was loud, extremely loud as munitions went off with all the fury of a firecracker expended celebrating Warp Day. A five gun salute that was beseeching their adversary to surrender.
“Fuck,” one of the settlers yelped, scrambling back.
The other human ducked behind the fern who put its vines between itself and its human guides.
“Well, what do we have here,” the fern said, seeming more amused than anything else.
“Get the fuck down!” Sarge bellowed. “We have you outnumbered.”
“Fucking xeno,” Billy growled.
Philip stomped forward and drew out his combat revolver, aiming into the creature’s centre of mass. “As per Terran First Contact guidelines, you are now a prisoner under Terran Law. Come peacefully and we can promise you a swift end.”
“A swift end?” the fern asked, tilting its head to the side. Instead of fear, however, it seemed amused as it booped him on the nose. “Well, aren’t you just the cutest thing imaginable.”
Philip blinked. “What?”
The fern waved him off and instead looked back towards the tree. “I’m in the middle of some field research. Please wait until I’ve concluded with my investigation and then we can properly discuss your request.”
“Is…” Sarge eased the gun down, looking at Philip. “What?”
“Xeno, I don’t think that you really understand the…” Philip began.
The fern scoffed. “You come here reeking of your crude recreational stimulants, waving your toys around and expect me just to drop everything for you?” It shook its head. “You’re worrying my tour guides more than anything else, Terran. So, I suggest that you heed my warning and wait.” It cleared its throat and looked at one of the terrified locals. “Anyways you were telling me about how this specific species reacts in shaded growing environments.”
One of the guides, the woman, blinked. “Uh…"
“Is this really happening?” Billy asked.
The other human, the man, ducked out from behind the fern. “Why don’t you get out of here? Minerva is helping us realize that you military thugs aren’t the hot shit that you’re cracked up to be.” He moved over to a pair of bicycles resting against a nearby tree. “We got rid of the fuckers in the garrison and we sure as shit can get rid of you.”
“Frank, there’s no need to be so hostile,” the fern said.
Frank growled. “You ain’t had to live with their fucking boot of your throat, Minerva. Maybe if you did then you’d…”  He reached into the basket of his bike and that’s when Steff noticed that…
Her rifle bucked twice, two shots, in quick succession. One went right through his head, as the other pierced his chest. She hardly even processed that he’d gone for his gun before she fired. At least, that’s what the drugs told her. That was the joy of these combat enhancers, reacting before she could even acknowledge what she was doing.
The moment stayed suspended, frozen, this eerie echoing calm radiating through the air. It seemed like everyone was frozen in place.
The fern looked over, just in time to watch the human fall back with red fountaining out of his body. The eyes on its mask widened and its pain was as clear as day. The other human screamed, looking downright terrified by what was happening.
Billy fired and hit her in the neck. As she flew through the air, red sprouted out of her as well, splattering against the fern’s foliage and painting its green a crimson hue.
Then time caught back up as this human hit the ground, gurgling upon her own withering life essence.
“Fuck!” Sarge growled. “Ceasefire, ceasefire.” He looked at Billy and pointed towards the dying girl. “Hills put her out of her fucking misery.”
Philip blinked and looked stunned by the display. Though he quickly got to his senses, sneering at the bodies. “We did them a mercy.”
The fern was silent, looking down at its vines, taking in the way that red stained them. “A mercy?” it whispered. As it turned to face them, its eyes flared to the fiercest shade of red that Steff had ever seen. “You did them a mercy?!”
Philip snapped back to her, locking in and clearing his throat. “Now then, are you fucking done with your research?” He gestured towards her with his pistol. “We have a mission that we need to…”
The fern launched ahead, moving with all the speed that she could muster. She plowed through Philip, slamming him to the side with the force of a tidal wave crashing into a wayward vessel. He flew through the air and took a tumble, falling into the grass and out of view.
Though its target was not him. He was just a distraction as the creature instead formulated before Billy, coming to a dead stop in front of him. In the blink of an eye, it towered above him. The vines on one of its arms suddenly hardened and it seemed to form a blade out of an impossibly hard wood. 
In the span of another blink, that blade cut through Billy, bisecting him, actually bisecting him in half at the waist. One half flew back into the brush while his legs fell to the ground in a heap.
“Billy!” Veronica yelped.
“Fuck!” Sarge growled, bouncing back up and raising his rifle. “Squad hit this fucking thing with sustained fire.”
Steff didn’t need to be asked twice as she levelled her rifle and opened fire. The recoil slammed into her shoulder but her robotic arm kept her aim steady, putting round after round into the fern’s centre of mass. 
Those special bullets hit the wood and simply bounced off, doing shit all in terms of damage. So much for tungsten and diamonds and the best engineering that Terran money could afford. This might as well have been paintballs for all the good it was doing.
The fern lost its shape, becoming a seamless mass as it merged into the ground. It became one with the grass, a creeping mass that was only given a presence by the fact that the surrounding nature parted as it whished around beneath Steff’s line of sight. 
Except nature parted in several different places at once, making it impossible to properly track where it was. The creature couldn’t be everywhere at once, right?
Before Steff could really focus on that question, the being snapped up and slammed into her, launching her skywards. Every fibre of her being cried out in pain as she flew through the air, tumbling roughly to soil below.
It felt like something broke inside of her, the wind was knocked right out of her lungs. Her world was swimming, her head aching with what might’ve been a concussion.
“Fuck,” Steff groaned, aiming her rifle upwards and waiting for the killing blow.
But it never came.
“Sarge!” Veronica called.
Her voice was cut off by an ear-shattering explosion, sounding like a pair of fragment grenades going off, one after another. Steff’s ears rang and she could see pieces of body armour arc through the air above, carrying visceral chunks of whomever was attached to them when they’d exploded.
A body cut through the grass and Steff nearly opened fire. Only to realize that it was Kristopher offering his hand. She took it and struggled to her feet, just in time to see that fern throwing what was left of Sarge to the side, smacking the pulp that was his carcass into one of the trees.
“Fuck!” Steff hissed. “Kristopher, focus fire on the vines, we need to cut down on its locomotion and buy Veronica some time to…”
She was cut off as the being merged back into the grass, becoming invincible once again. This time it was only absent for a fleeting moment as it soon sprung up and plowed right into Veronica, slamming her to the side. 
Veronica smashed against a nearby tree head first. There was a sickening crack and Steff just knew the worst had happened as her body slumped to the ground below.
“Game over, man,” Kristopher whispered.
Steff bumped into him. “We need to get out of the grass. It’s using it to hide its movements.” 
Kristopher looked frozen in place so Steff slapped him, snapping him back into action as she practically pulled him along. The two of them sprinted, bolting away from the scene and trying to put some space between themselves and the fern.
“I don’t want to die,” Kristopher hissed.
Steff snarled. “Then keep your head on your fucking shoulders. If you panic then you’re dead. Do you understand me?”
Kristopher nodded.
The brush ahead of them suddenly exploded upwards as the fern took shape before them, surging ahead. It plowed into Kristopher and encased him totally, squeezing him like he was a fucking orange. 
There was this horrifying scream followed by a visceral tearing sound. A cruel dying gurgle came from between the vines as a thick red drizzled out of the gaps. This lasted a split second before the creature let go of the pulp that was once Kristopher. 
It then plowed into Steff, once again, slamming her backwards with enough force to send her tumbling across the ground. This creature was keeping her in the grass, denying her a chance to properly flee.
She hit the dirt like a rag doll, spinning and bruising as she fell head over heels. Her world was knocked in all sorts of directions, becoming jumbled and hard to parse. By the time she finally came to a halt, she did so in something… wet.
“Curry?” a familiar voice weakly croaked.
“Billy,” Steff replied, looking towards him. Or well… the upper half of him. She should’ve put him out of his misery but that’s when she realized that her gun had gone flying, leaving her totally defenseless. “Fuck.”
Billy wheezed, nodding towards his own rifle. “Give it hell, sister.”
Then he said nothing at all… nor would he ever again.
“Oorah,” Steff whispered, grabbing the rifle and trying to get to her feet. Every muscle hurt, every joint protested as she forced herself into a standing position. Her body was battered and hurting but that just meant that she was still alive.
The grass fluttered in the breeze with splotches of red marking the green. There were vast swathes of the crimson, each designating a different spot where her squad had been dispatched and slaughtered, cut down like fucking animals.
It made her angry, so very angry.
She clutched the rifle and swept it in an arc, trying to spot the fern. 
And she did, seeing that it was no longer trying to hide. 
The alien stood fully erect and towered above Philip, glowering down at him. The officer remained locked onto his knees, unable to get up. It was a miracle that he was still alive, struggling for breath as the fern’s vines coiled so tightly around him. 
Steff readied herself, gritting her teeth. She knew that she should’ve opened fire. But she also didn’t want to hit the only other living human.
She noticed that Philip still held his service revolver though a vine forced it to his side.
“I’d like to discuss terms,” the plant said, growling and pushing Philip back down as he attempted to rise. “Under Compact law regarding species undergoing domestication.”
“Fuck you,” Philip rasped.
The Affini tightened her grip. “Not an answer that I accept. I’ve seen enough dead Terrans today.” She looked up and saw Steff, placing Philip between the two of them. “Lay down your arms and surrender yourself to my care. I can assure you two that I will find you a loving home.”
“Is that the best you can really offer us?” Philip snarled. “Being a pet?”
“It is a far kinder fate than what you subjected those poor settlers to,” the Affini said, its bright red eyes seeming to bore a hole right into him. “Surely you must understand that living under our care is better than death. Your brains must’ve at least evolved to that point.”
Philip went silent for a moment, looking down at the ground. Steff should’ve opened fire, she should’ve ended his suffering and taken out the fern with him. But something caused her to hold back and rest her finger against the trigger guard instead.
“You’d ask me to live on my knees?” Philip asked.
Steff tensed, knowing what he would say. Her gaze went to the revolver.
The Affini nodded. “I promise you that life on your knees is actually quite comfortable if you give it a chance.”
Philip chuckled. “Is it now?”
For a moment, Steff thought that he would accept. It seemed so hopeless. 
This thing had shrugged off everything that they had put into it. It had hunted down a squad of marines as if they were nothing more than rodents scurrying away from a sinking ship.
Instead, Philip snarled and pushed up, putting all of his strength into rising to his feet. The Affini was taken aback, buying him a few precious seconds to get up, to stand, to act, to…
He fired and his head snapped to the side.
To give himself the chance to die on his feet.
“What?” the Affini whispered, holding his now limp body. It looked at Steff with a wide-eyed and somber purple brimming in its irises. “Why did he do that?” Its eyes then flared a fresh and hellish red as it shook Philip’s lifeless body. “Why did you do that?!”
Steff growled and answered her question by squeezing the trigger. She felt the recoil as round after round hammered into the fucking fern. Foliage snapped off of its body as she’d aimed for the vines, causing the creature to stumble back.
But that’s all that she managed to do. 
The Affini barely even flinched against the munitions, rebounding quickly enough and lurching towards her. It seized the barrel of her rifle, bending it upwards as if it were made out of wet cardboard.
Not that it really mattered as Steff had run dry, clicking against a hollow magazine. She hadn’t even thought to save one round for herself.
[hr]
Every fibre of Steff’s being burned. All of her muscles ached as if there was a fire raging inside of them, festering deep within.
Depression was a hell of a thing to come back from. Exercising after weeks without was nearly just as daunting.
Yet, she pushed herself up, growling as her body snapped upwards. Twenty push-ups shouldn’t have been this hard. This fern was making her soft.
Sweat glistened upon her brow as she lowered herself towards the ground, tapping her chin against the floor before forcing herself back up. She fought through the burn, through the aches, and through the exhaustion of it all. She was a marine and even though she was under new management that didn’t mean that she was going to let something as simple as achy muscles keep her down.
The door to her chamber opened and vines slithered inside.
“Hello, dear,” Minerva greeted upon entering.
Steff grunted and pushed up, yet again. “Sup?”
“Just thought that I’d bring you some lunch since your appetite has returned,” Minerva said, placing the tray down. “I seem to recall that you enjoyed those fried chickpea patties that I made for you.”
Steff still had ten more push-ups to do. The old her would’ve worked through them. The new her really liked the sound of falafel and she especially enjoyed the smell of it. So, she met somewhere in the middle and did five more before she bounced to her feet and walked over to the table.
She flopped into her chair and pulled over her tray. Without even a second of hesitation, she grabbed a fork and speared one of the tiny patties, shoving it into her mouth. Not the most ladylike thing in the world but if Minerva cared, she didn’t let on.
“Isn’t that scalding?” Minerva teased.
Steff nodded.
“You are a remarkably durable creature,” Minerva commented, smiling at her. “It’s good to see you in good health again.”
Steff held up a finger and chewed, buying herself a few seconds to swallow. “It’s good to be in good health,” she finally murmured. For good measure, she picked up the cup of carrot juice and washed it down. “You seem to be doing pretty good too.”
“Always a fine day when I get to rub my scientific advancements in another researcher’s face. Especially when she was so sure that I was wrong,” Minerva replied, winking at her. “But you didn’t hear that from me.”
Steff continued to chew, nodding along. “Is this about your grand theory that you could fix me without pumping me full of drugs?”
“Oh no…” Minerva shook her head. “I published that weeks ago and it’s been received rather well. Your case study is already being applied to the domestication and deradicalization of capture service members throughout domesticated Terran space.” She then smirked. “This was another pet project of mine, discussing the bonding potential of a material that we’re backward engineering from your people.”
“How the hell do you know all of this science shit,” Steff chided.
Minerva shrugged. “During my first bloom I got into biology. During my second I got into physics. On my third I changed things up with chemistry. Then on my fifth I got into poetry. You start to pick up enough things after a few lifetimes.”
“How many blooms have you gone through?” Steff asked.
“A lot,” Minerva said, smirking. “I’m much older than I look, dear. When I was born, I think your race was building pyramids in the middle of the desert.” She shook her head. “Currently, I’m getting into astrophysics but that doesn’t mean that I can’t lend my expertise to other subjects when it’s required.” She sighed. “I just hope that this domestication crisis resolves itself quickly. Ripping apart warships is rather tedious work.”
“Awful lot of humans between here and Earth,” Steff commented.
Minerva nodded. “That there is.” She looked at the human, gesturing towards her. “I see that you’re exercising again.” Her lips peeled back in a playful little smirk. “Still thinking about returning to your marines and fighting the good fight.”
“Fuck that,” Steff said, shaking her head. “I’m not dying so some fucking quadrillionaire can buy his tenth megayacht. Nah, I’m doing this for myself.” She flexed one of her arms, showing off her bicep. “I like how it looks.”
“It is a good look,” Minerva agreed, making a show of eying her up. She even licked her lips like some sort of intergalactic cougar. “A very good look.”
Steff flushed. “Thank you, ma’am.” She then flashed an equally cocksure smile. “You’re not bad looking yourself.”
“Is that so?” Minerva asked, looking down at her vine arms and flexing her wooden fingers. “It’s taken a bit of getting used to but I think I’m really starting to figure out these Terran forms rather well.”
Steff took another falafel, dipping it into some sort of spicy hummus. “Plus, you know what they say about idle hands.”
She popped the bite into her mouth and started chewing. Minerva seemed to have tailored the spice level well, perfect for her little white girl palate.
“I have no idea what they say about idle hands,” Minerva replied.
“They’re the devil’s plaything,” Steff commented, shrugging. “Or at least that’s what the corporate teachers taught us back in school.”
Minerva blinked.
“I’m guessing they don’t say that in the Compact?” Steff asked.
Minerva slowly shook her head. “They most certainly do not. I believe the Terran term I’m looking for is: ‘what the fuck?’”
“You ferns really need to learn a little work ethic,” Steff commented, getting a knowing smirk as she pointed at Minerva with her fork. “When's the last time you put in an honest ten-hour workday? It’s like you don’t even want to win this war.”
“I’m not falling for this,” Minerva said, glaring at her. “You brat.”
Steff could only grin, leaning back in her chair. “Anyways, are you here to talk about domesticating me?”
“I am,” Minerva said, nodding “Now since there is no formal domestication treaty signed between the Compact and Accord at this time, we are operating under ad hoc law drafted to cover domestications during an active domestication crisis.”
“What does that mean?” Steff asked, taking another sip of carrot juice. “I uh… I don’t exactly have a great grasp on Terran law, let alone your laws.”
Minerva nodded and her vines parted as she pulled out a tablet and placed it upon the table. She swiped through it, humming and hawing as she read. “Terms for civilian populations. Skip.” She kept scrolling. “Terms for combatants who willingly surrender. Skip.” She kept on scrolling even further. “Terms for combatants who are captured in combat.” She cleared her throat. “In the event that a member of a race experiencing an ongoing domestication is captured while resisting Affini aid, their fate is to be determined by the party who captured them.”
“So, it’s up to you,” Steff said.
Minerva nodded. “And I won’t lie… I’ve put in considerable work and have very little interest in letting you go.”
“Not that I really have much to return to,” Steff commented. “I don’t exactly have a skillset that’s going to be useful in the near future. Not that I’d really need a skillset in general.” She worked her jaw. “And you don’t seem like you’d be too overbearing.”
“And you don’t seem like you’d be too high maintenance,” Minerva rebutted.  “Also, you’re smoking hot and I really want to sleep with you.”
Steff choked on her spit. “Fuck dude, you can’t just say that.”
“Why not?” Minerva asked, shrugging. “I’d rather have all my cards on the table and I believe that honesty is very important.”
Steff shook her head. “Fair point.” She scoffed. “I guess I wouldn’t mind getting down and dirty with a fern.”
“Fern fucker,” Minerva jeered.
“Shut the fuck up,” Steff shot back, glaring at her. “I’m just weighing my options here.”
“Weighing whether or not you want to put your dick in my fern bits,” Minerva shot back, grinning from ear-to-ear.
Steff grunted. “Well, who’s the brat now?”
“Fair, fair,” Minerva said, looking at the back of her hand. “When it comes down to it, I will be domesticating you. I just want to judge your interest in it beforehand. Maybe give you a little leeway when it comes to discussing terms.”
Steff probably should’ve been enraged by this, probably even angered. But she just couldn’t bring herself to care. Maybe months ago, when she was a fresh capture, she would’ve died for the cause but at this point…
At this point…
At this point, she just laughed. “Fuck it, domesticate away.” She held up her hand, presenting one finger. “Though I have one condition.”
“What’s that?” Minerva asked.
Steff leaned back in her chair, folding her arms in front of her chest. “The collars that I’ve seen on all the florets are some weak shit. I want something that…”
Before she could even finish her though, Minerva had opened her chest and plucked out a thick metal chain from inside. She dropped it onto the table where it landed with a heavy thud. “Will this do?”
Steff looked at it and pursed her lips together, nodding.
“Anything else?” Minerva asked.
Steff shrugged. “Can I still swear?”
“I don’t know?” Minerva smirked, leaning forward in her seat. “Can you?”
Steff thought about it. “Fuck. Shit. Ass. Bitch. Tabarnak.”
Minerva blinked. “What does Tabarnak mean?”
“I don’t know,” Steff admitted, scratching at her chin. “We had this Quebecois guy in our battalion.” 
Minerva nodded, clearly not knowing what that meant. Not that Steff really knew either.
“Anyways, where is the paperwork?” Steff asked.
Minerva drew out a folder from within her mass of vines, placing it upon the table. It seemed that whatever was inside was about a hundred pages long. She also grabbed a fine wooden pen, placing it next to the document.
“Please give that a review and I’ll…” Minerva watched as Steff flipped open the first page and signed it. “And I’ll just go fuck myself I guess.”
Steff grinned. “Did you fill it with tons of stuff to fluster me?”
“I…” Minerva sighed and looked down at her hands. “I filled it with tons of stuff to fluster you.”
Steff closed the cover and slid it back towards the fern who was apparently her legally binding Mistress now. At least that’s what she assumed the document stated. “If it makes you feel any better, I also didn’t read my contract with the marines.”
Her Mistress got up and drifted around the table, reaching out with a vine and picking up the collar. “It most certainly does not make me feel better. Regardless… you did sign the document.” She came up behind her, placing a vine upon her shoulder. “So, tell me… which limb would you like me to amputate first, my little cock sleeve.”
Steff’s eyes widened. “Wait! What?”
Minerva snickered. “Kidding, kidding.” She massaged into her shoulders, her touch feeling oddly nice. “I’ll make sure to properly and methodically…” A vine gripped Steff’s chin, forcing her to look up and see her Mistress smiling down at her. “Work your contract’s terms into you when you inevitably step out of line.”
Steff felt something in her breast. This warmth which seemed to ebb outwards. It made her flush while also causing something else within her attire to harden, shifting against the material.
“You’ve just made it that much more enjoyable for me,” Minerva said, drawing the metal chain around Steff’s throat. It was heavy, present, this hefty that she kind of enjoyed. It was like a weighted blanket for her throat, a constant reminder of how she was owned. “So… thank you for that.”
The chain was loose enough that it wouldn’t get in the way but tight enough that there was no chance that it was going to fall off by accident either.
Minerva produced a padlock which she snapped into place at the front of her collar. Though unlike a traditional padlock this one had no keyhole nor any obvious means of removing it. This was it. She was now officially owned with no chance of backing out now.
And that was honestly kind of thrilling.
“But what I can tell you, dear,” Minerva said, holding her. “Is that I will take care of my guard dog and make sure that her needs are adequately met.”
What was the catch?
Why did there need to be a catch?
Because there was always a catch.
But… that wasn’t true for the Affini.
Steff drew in a breath. “And I promise to protect my Miss… my…”
“You got this,” Minerva teased.
Steff growled, hating how much she blushed. “I promise to protect my Mistress! And will kill anyone who gets in her way.”
“I uh…” Minerva smirked. “I appreciate the thought sweetie but let’s dial that back a little.”
Steff grinned. “Fair.”
Minerva drew away, giving her some much-needed space. Rather than returning to her side of the table, however, she instead moved towards the door.
Steff stayed seated in place, looking at what remained of her meal. Her brain was swimming with energetic little thoughts. They were bouncing around within her grey matter. It was hard to latch onto anything as she simply stared ahead.
Minerva cleared her throat. “Well, are you coming, dear?”
Steff perked up and looked over her shoulder, seeing that Minerva was perched near the opened door. She was gesturing towards it.
“Don’t you want to see your new home?” Minerva then asked, flashing a playful smile. “Don’t tell me that a little collaring has put you in subspace already.”
Steff scoffed and bounced to her feet. “Not everyday that you sign over your freedom.”
“Well thankfully this wasn’t your first time,” Minerva replied, slipping out of the room. “And I can promise you that it’ll be so much better this time around.”
“That’s what I’m hoping for,” Steff said.
She got up and followed after her Mistress, happy to finally leave her cell behind.
[hr]
Steff heard the heavy thud of music all the way from the other side of winding corridors. The heavy beat was filled with enough bass that the hall itself shook, vibrating more and more as they got closer to their final destination.
Minerva led her along, clutching her leash within a wooden hand.
There were numerous other couples heading in that direction. Many of the Affini seemed so confident while their florets looked sheepish about being led along in a partial state of dress. So many of the girls and boys were bashful, embarrassed, even blushing in their addled state.
Steff didn’t care, simply grinning as she showed off what years of exercise and hard work did to the Terran form. Her core was sculpted from marble, her arms powerful, and her thighs large enough that some of these subs would’ve needed more than two hands to properly measure them.
And her Mistress ensured that she showed off every inch of this body. All she’d been allowed to wear were a simple pair of boy shorts. Well, that plus her collar and a heavy metal muzzle which kept the guard dog properly pacified, hiding away those razor-sharp teeth. This pup wouldn’t be biting anyone tonight it would seem.
“Never been to one of these before,” Steff commented.
Minerva smiled. “Well Darius invited us and I know how he loves to overdo it with his celebrations.”
A floret wearing a transparent white dress looked at Steff, blinking at the sight of her. The guy was so cute, a femboy to the extreme. He was short and lithe with soft skin and blown out eyes that were about the size of saucers.
Steff responded by snapping her teeth at him. It seemed to take him off guard as he stumbled back and yelped in surprise. This earned Steff an extremely displeased look from both his Mistress and also her own.  Though she knew when Minerva’s displeasure was just for show, sensing that undercurrent of amusement just now.
“What did you use to do for fun?” her Mistress asked, tugging her along lest she cause another scene.
Steff shrugged. “Play sports, whittle, fuck…”
They stopped outside the lecture hall which had been converted into some sort of impromptu night club. Even through the thick wooden doors, Steff could see the strobing of light come through with reds and blues leaking out the cracks in the entryway. It seemed like whatever was taking place inside was loud and flashy, seeming like it would be a whole lot of fun.
Minerva didn’t spare a moment before she pushed through the door, leading Steff along. 
It turned out that the door was actually doing a pretty good job of holding back the party. As they pushed through, it suddenly became deafening, booming and bouncing with all the energy of the cosmos distilled into this singular venue. A fist of music came rushing forth and punched Steff right in the stomach. She swore that she could feel every individual note as it vibrated her brain within her skull.
The strobing lights bathed the sea of guests in their glow, acting as the only source of illumination. There were so many Affini and florets in here, dozens if not hundreds of them all wedged into the space. Every single one of them  were as skimpily dressed as Steff with some even being completely naked.
THere was also a trend going around of using some sort of body paint which glowed, adding even more colour to the scene.
“Do you need earplugs!” Minerva shouted over the music.
Steff grunted. “Do I look like a bitch?”
“Oh, cut the tough guy act,” Minerva chided as she produced a pair of black earbuds. “Last thing I need is you going deaf because you’re stubborn.”
Steff rolled her eyes and popped the buds into her ears. They cut down on the music, making it loud but reasonably so.
They also apparently had some strange magic tech in them as she heard Minerva speak clearly over the din of music. “Come along, let’s see if we can find the others.”
As they ventured deeper into the club, Steff saw that this was one part rave and one part orgy… sex party… something lewd. All she knew was that some of these bodies were not dancing in the traditional sense as all sorts of xenobits were bumping into all sorts of other xenobits.
Steff wasn’t allowed to gawk for very long as her leash soon went tight and she was forced to stumble after her Mistress.
“Eyes forward, pet,” Minerva chided. “You’re here for my protection after all and I would be remiss if I let you get distracted from your duties.”
Steff scoffed. “Am I now?”
Minerva nodded. “I’ll free those sharp teeth of yours once I need to sick you on someone. Until then, I’ll keep you muzzled in order to protect all of these darling florets from a rabid animal like you. ”
Why was that so hot?
Steff hated that getting talked down to had this sort of effect upon her. She hated that it made her feel flustered. And she absolutely despised that it sparked some life below her belt. It felt deeply unfair that it should do something like that.
“Minerva!” a familiar Affini called. “Steff!”
Steff looked over and saw Juno slithering ahead, being followed closely by Becca. 
Becca was completely naked though her body was covered in all sorts of glowing streaks of paint. Her eyes were blown out and she was smiling from ear-to-ear with an addled glee.
“Steff! Steff! Steff!” Becca called, rushing ahead and hugging her. “I heard that you did xenodrugs for the first time.” She grinned up at her. “Did you like them?”
“They were alright,” Steff replied, hugging her back.
“Alright, she says.” Minerva rolled her eyes. “As I recall, you completely forgot that you were a person and then had the greatest orgasm of your fucking life. So show those drugs some respect, thank you very much.”
“Yeah, and that was alright,” Steff replied, grinning with every ounce of bratty glee that she could possibly muster. “And it was also the greatest orgasm of my fucking life so far.”
“Such language,” Juno chided, shaking her head. “You’re going to give my floret a potty mouth.”
Becca blinked and then brightened. “Fuck!”
“See!” Juno yelped, pointing towards her own pet.
Minerva smirked. “You should see some of the words that I get her to use in the bedroom.”
Becca snickered and drew back. Rather than drift away, however, she instead grabbed Steff’s tits. 
This took Steff completely off guard, making her yelp as Becca squeezed them. Though she quickly realized that the other floret had left glowing handprints upon her tits: one pink and the other yellow.
“Darius is giving out body paint,” Juno explained.
“Oh joy!” Minerva beamed with a faux enthusiasm, rolling her eyes. “I see that he thinks that it’s a good idea to give our pets paint that they’ll track all over our hab units. Let me guess, he’s also handing out glitter?”
“He is!” Becca beamed, practically vibrating. “I was going to grab some but Juno said that I could have it later.” No, she was in fact vibrating. “Also also also… he’s giving out all sorts of candy!” She looked up at Steff, seeming just shy of bouncing off the walls. “He gave me the biggest gummy Terran that I‘ve ever seen.”
“Hell yeah,” Steff replied, patting the top of her head.
“I am going to throttle that fern,” Minerva grumbled.
Juno smirked. “Maybe you should unmuzzle Steff so she can bite him.”
“I’m game,” Steff offered, grinning nice and wide.
Minerva shook her head. “No, you’ll stay muzzled until I have a need for your mouth.”
“Biting him is a use of my mouth,” Steff stated.
“It is a use for her mouth,” Juno added, nodding along. “Unmuzzle her.”
Minerva smirked. “I’ll consider it.”
“Ten-Hut!” A voice suddenly shouted over the music, ripping Steff right out of the party.
Steff tensed and went rigid, snapping off a salute completely on impulse. You could take the Terran out of a marine but you couldn’t take the marine out of a Terran apparently.
This only earned her a string of laughter from everyone present as another couple approached. One was an Affini who walked on six legs, looking kind of like a centaur with a human torso and head. Her foliage was green with strands of orange and purple blooms blossoming in several places upon her body. This was Persephone. 
Next to her was an older floret who wore leather fetish clothes that covered her torso and crotch. She came over in a wheelchair, propelling herself along with powerful arms. Her hair was short and red with streaks of grey mixed into it and a few wrinkles cut through her weathered complexion, each earned through a different campaign during her military service. This was Jessie, formerly Colonel Jessop of the Mobile Infantry.
And it would seem that not even napalm could keep her down.
“That’ll never get old,” Jessie teased, grinning at Steff.
Persephone stroked her hair, like she was some sort of elderly cat. “You’re evil.”
“You can stop me at any time,” Jessie replied, looking up at her. “You are my owner after all.”
“Please don’t make her stop,” Minerva teased, ruffling Steff’s hair. “It’s very funny seeing my precious floret do that.”
Steff grunted and drew her hand away from her brow. She instead flicked her Mistress the middle finger.
Becca gasped. “You can’t do that to your Mistress!”
“Watch me,” Steff teased.
“It’s quite alright, dear,” Minerva replied, reaching forward and ruffling the girl’s hair. “I’ll make sure she pays for it later tonight.”
Steff grinned.
“How about a peace offering?” Jessie asked. This is when Steff noticed that there was a pair of drinks within her lap. She grabbed them and offered one of them to Steff. “Tastes just like whiskey but won’t give you a nasty hangover in the morning.”
Steff chuckled and took it, clinking glasses with her fellow war hound. “You used to get hangovers? Guess they make you MI girls soft, huh?”
“No but that’s the line the bartender sold me on,” Jessie replied, puffing up at the challenge. “Apparently, it’s some sort of class-something mixed with class-that to create class-whatever. Sadly, it doesn’t burn when it goes down but that should make it palatable to you marine wimps.”
“I feel like we should stop this,” Persephone teased.
Minerva chuckled and gripped her pet’s collar, making her presence known. “You know, from where I’m standing, both of your branches were equally as effective against the Affini.”
“That being none at all,” Juno quipped, hiding her grin behind a vine.
Steff looked at the drink and tried to figure out her angle of attack. The cons of a muzzle were that it lacked any gaps for something as bulky as a glass to enter. And it was also long enough that she couldn’t very easily pour it into her mouth either.
Finally, she said fuck it and simply tilted her head back. She looked straight up, spilling the contents of the glass through the gaps in her muzzle. This caused most of it to go into her mouth though a fair amount stained her cheeks and drizzled down her neck as well. As promised, this stuff tasted just like whiskey though slightly sweeter and without the burn, kind of like a premixed old fashioned.
“Are you plying my pet with drinks?” Minerva asked.
Jessie smirked and sipped hers. “It’s a party and a big one at that, ma’am.”
“I heard that Darius got an advanced copy of the broadcast and has prepared something special for it,” Persephone said.
“My. Ears. Are. Burning!” a fruity voice called.
Steff looked back down and saw an Affini strut forwards. He was slender and tall with a collar of purple leaves that coiled around his neck and went downwards, like a living jacket. His hair was long and made of bright orange and yellow petals which bounced with every step he took. There was also a pair of wide-rimmed sunglasses perched upon his nose, looking like a larger pair of the kind that human celebrities used to wear.
The man of the hour… Darius himself.
Two florets hung from his arms, like models at a New Hollywood afterparty. One was human and the other some sort of fox-thing. Both of them were smiling with blown-out eyes and body paint covering their totally naked forms. Steff couldn’t tell if they were men or women and quickly realized that maybe it was time to read the colouring book on third genders that Minerva had been pestering her to look at.
“Well if it isn’t our esteemed captain,” Darius said, grinning at her. “And her brave little attack dog too. I didn’t think I could pry you away from your duties.”
Steff grinned and playfully nipped at him.
“I can find a little time for an occasion like this,” Minerva replied, winking at him.
“Not everyday that we get to conclude something troublesome like this.” Darius then looked at Persephone. “Where is Caitlyn, dear? I was so hoping to introduce her to Lily and Fylix.” He squeezed his florets tightly upon saying their names. “The two are always looking for new playmates.”
“Is that the cute blonde girl?” the fox asked.
Darius nodded. “Just the one.”
“She is attending the tea party hosted by Neith,” Persephone said, still stroking Jessie’s hair. “The dear still doesn’t do good around loud noises. So, I thought that she’d benefit from a little quiet time instead.” She bit her lip. “I hope she’s okay.”
Jessie placed a hand over her Mistress’, patting it. “She’s fine, ma’am. I promise. We talked about it before we left and she was very excited for Neith’s thing. Apparently there’s this uh…” She paled. “What’s the term for lacking a gender?”
“Agender,” Minerva answered.
“I knew that,” Steff lied.
Jessie nodded. “There’s this agender twink from the class-j cafe that she wants to flirt with. Probably doesn’t want us cramping her style.”
“Fair, fair,” Persephone drew in a breath. “I just worry.”
“I know you do,” Jessie said, sipping her drink. 
“Is that Juno and Becca?” Darius suddenly asked, turning his attention towards them.
Juno waved. “Good to see you again, Darius. How are things treating you down in agricultural sciences?”
“Oh, you know, I’ve developed a few new crop strains to help with Terran food production. And also, three different strains of xenodrugs from all of those lovely samples taken from our new dominions,” Darius went on, giving his fox a squeeze. “Fylix here is helping me test one of them right now.”
Fylix giggled. “I don’t know what those Terrans were cooking but it was wasted as a pesticide.”
Becca grinned. “Can I try some of them, Daddy Darius?”
Darius smirked and drew away from his pets, holding out an orange flower. “Only if your Mommy lets you.”
Becca looked up expectantly at Juno. 
“Fine.” Juno rolled her eyes. “But if she’s too zonked out to dance then I am holding you personally accountable.”
Darius chuckled and spurted a cloud of vapour right in Becca’s face. “Just a little stimulant. If anything, it’ll make her more…”
Becca started to bounce, really jiving to the bass of the music.
“Steff, Jessie, either of you want some?” Darius then asked, pointing that orange flower towards them.
Jessie shook her head. “Few decades too late for party drugs, Sir.”
“No thank you, Sir,” Steff answered.
Darius sighed theatrically. “You military types are always so boring.” He looked at Minerva. “Order her to have fun.”
“I’m having fun,” Steff shot back.
Minerva chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “Darling, I’m ordering you to have fun.”
“I’m having lots of fun!” Steff repeated, glaring up at her. “I’m enjoying this whiskey that isn’t whiskey. It’s very tasty.”
Minerva nodded and looked back at Darius, smirking at him. “I’m afraid that she’s already having fun.”
“I can see why you like her so much,” Persephone teased. “She takes after you.”
“Hey, hey, hey,” Steff chided, puffing out her chest. “I’ll have you know that I was boring long before I met her.”
Becca giggled and came up beside her. She looked like she was about to say something though immediately got distracted, tracing a finger along her arm instead. “Can I touch your muscles?”
Steff looked at her and lifted her arm, flexing it. 
Which seemed to please Becca who had to use both hands in order to cup her bicep. The zonked out human seemed extremely gay as she started to squeeze it, staring in awe.
“How do you do it?” Becca asked.
Steff smirked. “Twenty push-ups every morning and forty-five minutes of upper body workout three times a week.”
“That’s so much,” Becca whispered.
“Protestant work ethic,” Steff teased as if that answer would suffice.
Jessie gasped. “You can’t say that, private. You’ll make the Affini drug that out of you.”
“I’ve tried,” Minerva chided, rolling her eyes. “Though I will admit that it can be useful…” She narrowed her gaze as she looked at her floret. “With very heavy moderation.”
“Yes ma’am,” Steff teased, snapping off a playful salute.
“So, what’s this special surprise you have planned?” Minerva asked, turning her attention towards Darius. “You seemed very proud of it.”
“I am extremely proud of it,” Darius said, grinning with glee. Still, he lifted a vine and poked her on the nose with it. “But I’m afraid that you won’t be getting any spoilers from me.”
A voice called from the stage. “Darius, it’s your set!”
Darius perked up. “I’m afraid that I must get to my hobby. You ladies have fun.” He paused to wag a vine at Minerva and then at Steff for good measure. “And you two have fun. That’s an order from the head of agricultural sciences.”
“I’m the captain,” Minerva called. “You can’t order me around!”
“No excuses!” Darius shouted back, snapping a vine between his eyes and hers. “Or I’m collaborating with the other heads and locking you out of the science ring.”
Before Minerva could retort, he had already mounted the stage and moved over to an electronic setup. His florets joined him, dancing to the music as a fresh tide of heavy bass rang out through the confines of this room.
Minerva sighed and looked at the Persephone. “How are things going in the biology department?” Then at Juno. “And how are things...”
Both of them gave her a look.
“Sorry, head scientist’s orders,” Persephone teased. “He told you to have fun.”
“Talking about science is fun!” Minerva tried.
Steff chuckled and tugged upon her leash, trying to draw her Mistress’ attention over to a free cubicle with a comfy looking bed inside. “Less science, more having fun.”
Minerva looked towards her and then followed her gaze towards that very same comfy bed. She caught on quickly enough, nodding towards her companions. “I’m afraid that my floret wants to get her shit fucked.”
“Damn straight!” Steff called, waving her hand.
Becca beamed and looked up at Juno. “I want to get my shit fucked too.”
“Then I best oblige,” Juno replied.
Persephone looked down at Jessie who simply shrugged. 
“Want to go dancing?” Jessie asked.
“I would love to go dancing,” Persephone replied, following after her floret’s lead as she wheeled towards the dance floor.
Good, that left Steff alone with her Mistress.
Minerva seemed to take the hint as she slithered towards the private little booth. She used a vine to peel back the transparent curtains and ushered for Steff to go inside first.
“What a lady?” Steff teased.
Minerva chuckled. “I have my moments.”
Steff plopped down upon the bed, sprawling out and stretching her form taut. She wanted her Mistress to see every inch of exposed flesh, all of her enticing muscles, bits of chub, and daring little scars which marked the floret as having a storied past.
And Minerva seemed to eat it up, practically purring at the sight. “How did I ever get so lucky?”
“You captured a soldier and then spent several very long and tedious months deprogramming her,” Steff stated, sticking out her tongue. “So, I’d say it’s less luck and more you put in the leg work, ma’am.”
Minerva clambered upon the bed, laying down upon her back. She drew her hand towards her own crotch and Steff saw that she was fluffing her stem, bringing some life to this organ.
“Then perhaps I should be rewarded for putting in all of that hard work,” she teased.
Steff smirked and watched as this growth grew taller and taller, stopping at about eight inches of length. It looked small upon her Mistress but she knew from experience that anymore than that and it would quickly grow uncomfortable.
Or well… it would only grow uncomfortable without xenodrugs pumping through her blood. Something that their prior session together had proven.
Steff pushed herself into a kneeling position on the bed, reaching down and hooking her thumbs into the waistband of her boy shorts. 
As she started to wiggle out of them, she looked off to the side, spotting that familiar tattoo on her arm. Her squad’s emblem surrounded by four glowing blue flowers. What would those four flowers think of her now if they were still around to see this?
Would they understand? She hoped they would understand.
Minerva placed a vine upon her cheek, tracing her scar. “Darling?”
“Sorry, it’s…” Steff realized she’d paused mid-striptease. “Just got in my own head.”
“I can sense that,” Minerva teased, poking at the little bud in her neck. “We’re kind of interfaced, remember?”
Steff drew in a breath and finally exposed her waist, allowing her cock to spring forth. This seemed to settle Minerva’s worries as she laid down upon the bed. And she looked more than eager to cash in on her reward as she gestured towards her own crotch.
Not that Steff really needed the suggestion as she clambered over her, positioning herself directly above her Mistress’ stem.
“Lazy fern,” she grumbled.
Minerva flicked her chin with a vine. “Mouthy ape.”
Steff grabbed Minerva’s stem within one of her hands, holding it steady as she started to ease herself back against it. The pointed tip easily parted her seasoned hole and pushed inside relatively effortlessly. It was still strange how this organ always came pre-lubed.
Minerva purred. “Good girl.”
Maybe at one point this would’ve been difficult. But the Affini had taken great care in making sure she was always ready for this, always an eager little toy that could be filled.
Steff groaned, shivering as she felt that organ brush against these sensitive places, feeling warmth pressing against her prostate. She was a good Terran, slowly easing herself up and down, fucking herself upon this organ.
Minerva reached out with a vine and lazily coiled it around her midsection, holding onto her. At the same time, she rested a heavy hand upon her breast, roughly caressing the nipple with her wooden palm.
Little by little, Steff’s own anatomy started to harden, becoming erect. There was that familiar heat within her belly, brewing and ebbing throughout her form. A part of her was wondering if Minerva was secretly giving her xenodrugs because she never used to be able to get off while bottoming in the past.
“You’re all natural,” Minerva purred.
Steff glared at her.
Minerva smirked. “I promise that I’ll only be reading your thoughts tonight, little Terran. It’s so much easier than talking over the music after all.”
Her words said one thing but her smile betrayed that this was a bold-faced lie.
Steff picked up the pace, venturing deeper and lower than before. Each motion caused her cock to arc through the air. It smacked against her belly as she bounded upwards before coming back down and smacking against Minerva’s pelvis as she bottomed out. There was already a bead of something sinful and thick upon the tip, glistening in the strobing light of the rave.
The music made it so easy to build a rhythm, bouncing herself upon Minerva’s anatomy to the energetic tempo of the song. In a way, this was just like dancing, just… a very different kind of dancing. The kind of dancing that was actually… just… uh… sex! 
Minerva held her a bit tighter, shivering and moaning herself. Her stem twitched inside of Steff, seeming eager for this as well.
“This was a wonderful idea, little one,” Minerva said, looking out upon the dance floor. “Though I do question if you’ll be able to dance after we’re through.”
“Don’t you worry about that,” Steff groaned, smacking her backside all the way down. Her form went rigid as she felt Minerva buried so deep inside. That stem twitched against all sorts of wonderful nerves inside of her. “Fuck!”
She noticed that Minerva still looked off to the side, offering a wave to someone out there. That’s when she remembered that the curtains were transparent. And as she looked to the side, she saw that Juno and Becca were waving towards them.
Was it strange that Steff liked the audience? It felt like that should’ve been strange.
Regardless, she waved back at them before looking down at her Mistress. She dedicated herself entirely to the task. She went faster, harder, fucking herself upon Minerva like she was a marine on a mission who would stop at nothing to finish it.
The world became background noise, something that she largely ignored. Instead, she focused on the heat and pleasure, the euphoria of their time together.
In the background, she swore that she heard the music cut out. But surely, that wasn’t the case. And surely, it wasn’t the case that she heard the familiar voice of the president of the Terran Accord starting to talk. No, that would be crazy.
“Fellow Terrans,” President Grace certainly didn’t say.
Steff closed her eyes, feeling that warmth in her chest. It was just building like a pressure cooker ready to vent.
“I come to you today to thank you for your service to the Accord…”
Steff gasped, clenching around her Mistress. Her backdoor was gripping at her stem so tightly, trying to milk an unmilkable organ. She was getting close, so woefully close to the brink.
“Our armies, navies, and marines fought valiantly for the cause of freedom and did their best to uphold our values. And I would also like to extend a thanks to our corporate partners for their valiant sacrifices in both market cap and military equipment.”
“Fuck!” Steff groaned, feeling her cock twitch. She was getting addicted to this sensation, slamming herself down and wanting this fern shaft as deep inside of her as possible. “Close.”
“Are you asking for permission dear?” Minerva asked.
“But our best was not good enough.”
“Please, Mistress!” Steff gasped.
Minerva hummed. “I don’t know? Do you think that you deserve it, little Terran?”
“As of thirty minutes ago, I have ordered a galaxy wide ceasefire.”
“I deserve it!” Steff yelped.
Minerva grinned. “I guess you do.” She wrapped a vine around her cock, stroking it so eagerly. “Cum for me, dear.”
“With that, I am issuing our immediate surrender and the end of the Terran Accord. May God help us all. Thank you and may the stars take mercy upon the children of man.”
Steff swore that she heard a cheer but was too in the zone to really appreciate it. 
All she felt was that fire inside of her finally snapping. Her cock twitched and she watched as a rope of her pearly white cum launched high into the air. It was followed by another rope and another after that. All the while, she just kept riding her Mistress, gripping her stem and clenching around it for everything it was worth.
It felt like the orgasm would last forever, like it would become her very existence. But even nirvana had its limits as the last of her seed landed upon Minerva’s vines.
And of course, Minerva offered up this vine for her to clean off. Something which Steff only did because she was contractually obligated to do so. Yep, that was her story and she was sticking to it. After all, there was absolutely zero enjoyment to be earned from being devalued into cleaning up her own cum.
…
Okay, maybe it was kind of hot. But only a little!
“I think that might’ve been the best orgasm of my life,” Steff whispered, blinking through her post-orgasmic stupor.
Minerva smirked. “I could tell.” She then looked at the dance floor. “That was quite the speech.”
Steff blinked. “Speech?”
“Nothing, petal,” Minerva teased, ruffling her hair. “Don’t worry about it.”
The music entered an interlude as Darius grabbed a fresh disk.
“Who’s ready to hear my hit new single?” Darius screamed.
The crowd went wild as he slapped down the disk. It was more electronic music, heavy with a deep thudding bass that seemed to shake the entire room. It wasn’t bad, by any stretch, but it also didn’t have enough twang and discussion of space trucks for Steff’s liking either.
“I love you,” Minerva said.
Steff smirked. “Is someone feeling sappy after sex?”
“I want to hear you say it,” Minerva added. She sounded serious, more serious than usual.
“Sorry,” Steff drew in a breath and smiled at her. “I love you, Mistress.”
“And I want to hear you tell me who you belong to,” Minerva added.
Steff opened her mouth to say it. But she paused just as the bass kept growing and growing, making it difficult to both think and get her point across. It would hopefully drop any second now.
“I belong…” Steff began regardless, raising her voice over the din.
Then the bass hit its very peak, cutting out and offering up an isolated soundbite instead
“With that, I am issuing our immediate surrender and the end of the Terran Accord.”
That’s when the bass finally dropped.
Steff blinked. “Did we fucking surrender?”
“Holy shit, you really were in the zone,” Minerva teased, grinning from ear to ear. “That’s adorable.” Regardless, she reached out and gripped her pet’s face, forcing her to look at her. “Now focus, you little creature. Tell me who you belong to.”
Steff scoffed and forced herself to look her Mistress  in the eye. “I belong to you, Mistress”
[hr]
The End…
…
…
[hr]
“The De Gaulle only managed to evacuate with half of our crew before Grace pulled the plug,” Captain Phillipe said.
Captain Qin sighed. “The Eventide’s Grace only has ammunition for half its PDSs.”
“The Moscow only left with a few cargo ships, maybe enough food and fuel for a month,” Captain Drago boomed, shaking his head. “Munitions are even dicer.”
“And the Independence is still venting atmosphere in a third of its compartments,” Captain Isaacs said.
The air in the room was somber, the attitude desolate and grim. The space was dark and dreary, the gravity a fraction of what it should be. Everything from the quality of the air to the temperature had been cut in order to save supplies and buy them just a little more time.
“Maybe we should just surrender,” Captain Qin said.
The man on the other side of the table shook his head. “Are you familiar with the story of Valley Forge?”
The captains all looked at him.
“A piece of military history from eight hundred years ago, only allowed to survive due to the former United States of America’s influence on our modern-day Accord,” the man said. “But during their War of Independence they set up winter camp at a site known as Valley Forge.”
The man walked away from the table and moved over to his commanding chair, slowly ascending the steps towards it.
“Those winters were not kind to the Americans,” the man went on. “Desertion thinned their numbers while disease, starvation, and the cold weaned those truly faithful to the cause of liberty.” He looked out upon them. “But from those hard winters something better was built. The concept of freedom and democracy were allowed to flourish in a world of despots and absolutism. From those harsh winters we saw the complete restructuring of human society.”
Admiral Singh looked out upon the four captains who remained in his flotilla. At the four captains who had promised to continue the fight.
“The Accord was a rotten organism,” Singh explained. “We pursued personal wealth at the cost of everything else. Is it any surprise that the Affini won when the common Terran could barely scrape together the food, shelter, and medicine necessary to survive. What is freedom and democracy to someone like that?”
He reached for a pad on his desk and swiped through it, getting to the registry for his own ship.
“This is our Valley Forge,” Singh said. “This is our chance to endure the winters and starvation and illness and desertion. And this is our chance to overcome all of that and help build a better society for humanity, free from greed, free from the conflicts which divided us, and free from the Affini who threaten to erase everything that makes us human.”
He brushed a finger across the keyboard, changing the name of his vessel from the Victory to the Valley Forge in real time. His own personal symbol of embracing the changing times.
“We have five ships,” Captain Phillipe said.
Singh nodded. “But there are other groups out there. We are a spark but even a spark can catch with enough time and the proper kind of kindling. There are humans out there still willing to fight and we will bring them together under our banner.”
“Admiral,” Captain Drago drew in a breath, letting it out slowly. “It sounds like you’re discussing becoming communist.”
Singh looked at him, plucking the pin of the Accord off of his breast. He examined it, resenting the memories attached to it. “I am discussing adopting whatever philosophies are necessary to win this war. Economic systems matter little to me if it means getting to breathe free Terran air under the light of a free Terran star.”
This seemed to be enough of an answer that the captain conceded the floor to him.
“We are no longer fighting for the Accord!” Singh shouted, dropping his pin to the floor. He lifted his foot and smashed it under his heel. “We fight for humanity. I will provide you with this one opportunity to either commit yourself to me or give yourself over to the new world order offered by the Affini. I only ask that you keep my ambitions away from them.”
The captains all looked between each other, sharing a silent exchange.
Qin was the first to pull his pin off, dropping it to the floor and smashing it under his heel. Then Isaacs did the same before Phillipe and Drago joined in upon the small impromptu ceremony. By the end, five shattered plastic pins were left broken on the floor.
“I don’t give a rat’s ass what the future looks like just as long as it doesn’t have those fucking ferns in it,” Isaacs growled. “Rather be red than livestock, you know?”
The others all agreed, nodding along.
“You four have ships to attend to,” Singh said, puffing out his chest. “And so do I. I’ll inform you when I have an idea of what our next move is going to be. Do what you can to stabilize your ships and ensure the loyalty of your crews. These coming months will not be easy but we are soldiers of the cosmic navy, We’ve endured hardship before.”
They all saluted and made their way towards the door, leaving Singh alone on the bridge.
Well… mostly alone.
“A rousing speech, Sir,” a female voice said, coming out of the literal shadows where the dimmed lights hadn’t reached. “Are you really willing to throw away everything that made the Accord what it was?”
She was slender but tall with a head of blonde hair trimmed short, almost boyish. If Singh had to guess she was probably thirty years younger than himself, one of those kids who’d been rushed through the academy to get as many bodies into the field as possible. Everything about her betrayed a prim and proper background but he knew that there was dirt under her nails.
A whole lot of dirt.
“Yes,” Singh answered, turning off his tablet. “What made the Accord what it was made it a weak and hollow virus that was doomed to fail. If it wasn’t the Affini then someone else would’ve kicked the door down and brought the whole structure with it. If anything, I should be thankful that it was them who did it and not someone aiming to genocide us instead.”
He caught his reflection in the black glass of his device. 
The person who looked back at him was a tired old man with brown skin, short salt and pepper hair, and a wild beard that was a matching hue. His stature was short, yet strong, the years having done little to deter the seaman who used to compete in weight-lifting at the Inter-Branch Games.
This wasn’t the kind of man who should’ve been leading the human war effort. He was too angry, too hot headed. Yet, there was an adage about how desperate times called for desperate measures. And there was no time more desperate than the complete surrender of humanity.
“You can’t expect victory when half of your populace is actively cheering for your downfall,” Singh explained. “Now please tell me that OCNI has some good news, Julia.”
Julia handed over a tablet with some sort of document pulled up upon it.
Operation Gladio.
“Weapons caches littered across the remains of Terran space along with a whole list of groups that might be willing to pick them up and cause some trouble for the ferns,” Julia explained. “Should act as a way of keeping their eyes off of us for the foreseeable future.”
Singh sighed. “A distraction isn’t worth much if we don’t have a concrete objective to work towards.”
“Which is where my second piece of good news comes in,” Julia said, holding out a small glass cylinder. 
Singh took it, looking at the contents inside. It was a simple black seed embedded in a tiny amount of soil. There was a small green bloom sprouting out of it and reaching for a tiny UV light contained in the capsule. 
“What am I looking at?” he asked
“The Affini equivalent of a stem cell,” Julia explained, pointing towards it. “It’s what Moon Santos and OCNI were collaborating on, back on some backwater called Poseidon. Most of the project was lost during the invasion but we managed to scrounge up a few samples and documents.”
Singh studied it. “And what will this little seed do for us?” 
Julia placed her hand upon his shoulder. “This is our silver bullet, Sir. This is how we’re going to win the war.”
