
Shi leaned over the railing, looking down upon the cargo hold converted into some sort of cobbled together church. Rows of pews had been assembled out of metal crates with the walls adorned with posters that mimicked the stained-glass windows of more established planets. A whole regiment of tired faces looked out upon the pulpit, made out of hastily welded together sheet metal with an off-centre copper cross affixed to the front. 
An older white man stood there, commanding their attention. 
His hair was jet black but streaked with many strands of aging grey. Though age didn’t seem to impede him as his wild eyes matched the almost feral nature of his frantic wiry beard. He was dressed in a simple black suit, looking vaguely like a union boss who had consumed a little too much Jesus in his long and storied life.
“My name is Captain Brown and I am here to end slavery!” he hollered.
A righteous declaration which was met with a cheer from his congregation.
“He’s got spirit,” the girl next to Shi commented.
Shi looked over and saw one of the other OCNI operatives with her. Her codename was Red. A stout black woman who seemed more at home working senior management at a law firm rather than cobbling together the revolution.
The man on Shi’s other side, codenamed Orange, nodded. He was tall and mighty with pale skin, blue eyes, and short blonde hair. “And Stars know that we require a little spirit these days.” He looked towards Shi. “What are your thoughts on him, Green?”
Shi shrugged. “I like him better than the white nationalists. That’s for certain.”
“Would make him more appealing as a figurehead when we broadcast this shitshow to other stations,” Red added.
Orange smirked. “Think we might pick him over those…” He snapped his fingers. “What was that Jewish group called?”
“The Third Temple?” Shi asked.
“Bingo!” Orange replied, snapping his fingers one final time as he pointed towards her.
Their conversation was drowned out as the preacher went on, spewing his words with a fire that only the divine could’ve possibly provided him with. It was almost enough to make Shi believe in God herself. Almost. “I ask you today, brothers and sisters, to lift up your arms in holy revolution. We must not rest until every soul pining for freedom in the Milky Way has been emancipated and set free.”
“Think the Christian element will alienate people?” Shi asked.
Orange shook his head. “People like Christians more than a lot of other religions. Kind of has that social inertia thing going for it.” He smirked. “Plus, he has a sob story. Who doesn’t love a good old sob story?”
“A kid killed during the war,” Red listed off, swiping through her tablet. “And the other two ran into domestication pretty much the second the first fern ships docked at this station. People will sympathize with him.”
“Plus, unlike everyone else on this station, he isn’t bound to start picking fights with the other rebel elements before this thing actually kicks off,” Orange said. “Look at his congregation, it’s as diverse as you can get in this neck of the woods. I don’t see him having a race issue. He’s white enough that the white nationalists won’t be pissy. And I mean you can’t say Judaeo-Christian values without Judaeo so those Third Temple guys will probably tolerate him too. And then everyone else will just kind of fall into line once the battle lines are drawn.”
Shi nodded though the preacher’s voice once more lifted towards the ceiling, filling the room with his vigour and godly demands. “We are the children of God and he has given us a challenge to overcome, he has given us a duty to persevere against this occupation. But while the coming years may be difficult it is important to know that he is on our side. It is important to remember that he will not allow a quarter of his children to remain in the Affini’s vines for long. These plants are created from the viper who tricked Eve and crafted from the bark that tempted Adam. They are the devil presenting himself in another form, alluring and tempting to those weak enough to fall for his sickly-sweet ruse. But we will not fall for it, will we?”
“NO!” came a cheer from the crowd.
“So, what do we have on this station?” Shi asked, looking at her own tablet. “These guys, the white nationalists, the third temple guys, that one hydrocarbon cooperative…”
“Why are those commies hating the Affini?” Red interrupted. “Aren’t they both pinkos?”
Orange shrugged. “The Salvadors worked their asses off for three generations to get where they were on this station. It wasn’t easy trying to build something that wasn’t owned by the corps. I can see them feeling pretty pissed having a bunch of ferns show up and tell them that everything they struggled for is now meaningless in their new world order. That type of attitude can really brush up against someone’s pride.” He smirked. “Plus, it also gives us a scapegoat that we don’t have to feel guilty about.”
“I don’t know, I’d personally feel pretty good throwing those Fifth Reich assholes under the bus,” Shi grumbled, shaking her head before she swiped further through the list on her tablet. “And last but not least we have the Tibetan independence crowd.”
“Oh joy, I’m sure them self-immolating will distract the Affini for all of five minutes,” Red chided, giving her eyes a pronounced roll.
Shi glared at her.
“Kidding, kidding,” Red said. “We’re all working together in Singh’s grand mission. Means we got to learn to work with these nutjobs, right?”
Captain Brown once more boomed loud enough to drown out their conversation. “And if the Domestication Treaty says that this is to be our lot in life then it is a paper that should be treated as a call for sedition and burned in the fires of hell.” He hammered his fist into his bible, practically foaming at the mouth as he spat his sermon. “To do otherwise is to bow down at their feet and worship at the moloch of despotism.” 
Once more a cheer filled the room, a frantic kind of zealotry that was rare to see in this day and age.
“Singh really knows how to pick them, huh?” Orange grumbled.
Shi shrugged. “Desperate times call for desperate measures, right? Not many people are still willing to stand up for what’s right.” She pushed away from the railing, getting to her feet. “But I think we found our figurehead.”
Red nodded. “Now we just need a spark to set off this powder keg.”
“I got that covered,” Orange said.
He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a switchblade inside a thick plastic bag. Before Shi could ask what it was, he tossed it towards her. It lazily floated through the air, pulled down by a half gravity of this planet as it fell into her hands.
“What’s this?” Shi asked.
Orange looked back to the stage. “A knife belonging to the son of Salvador Gas’ president. Should be covered in his fingerprints so make sure to wear a glove or something.” He waved her off. “Go plant that evidence in a floret’s back. I’m sure our pinko friends would be pretty trigger happy if an Affini team came over to forcefully domesticate one of their own.”
“Why me?” Shi grunted.
Red chuckled. “Because I make a more convincing Christian and have a preacher to win over.”
“And last I checked, I’m the only one white enough not to get shot in the head by those Aryan pricks,” Orange said, winking at Shi. “Though I know that’d probably turn you on, you little freak.”
Shi flushed. “Shut the fuck up! It’s just a fetish.”
“Kidding kidding,” Orange teased, waving his hand. “But someone needs to show them where our weapon caches are before this thing properly pops off,” He nodded towards the knife. “Don’t worry, knowing the Affini, that floret will probably be too doped out of their mind to even try and stop you.”
“Singh said florets aren’t to be treated as enemy agents,” Shi whispered. “They’re victims just like the rest of us.”
Orange smirked. “And us OCNI folks are here to help translate his dreams into something a bit more practical. We all know how many of those human pets made a choice, and they need to be reminded that it was the wrong one.”
Shi looked at the knife, seeing the fine ivory handle and the long steel blade. It was a pretty tool though one that looked so very deadly if used inappropriately. But in the end, she slipped it into her pocket, heading towards the cargo bay door.
She would do what was best for humanity, no matter who she had to hurt to get there.

[hr]
The knife entered between the ribs, jerking and jagged as it cut into the floret. It spilled her pretty red onto the floor, coating the blade in viscera.
This was the hit new video that had been making the rounds from Jupiter. 
Singh decried it as failed propaganda, little more than a glorified snuff film made by some of the less productive rebel factions. Yet, Shi couldn’t help but watch. There was just something about it that was so… enticing.
Erotic even.
Shi forced herself to look away from the little screen, feeling this creepy and depraved guilt burrow into her mind. 
This wasn’t healthy.
She instead caught her reflection in the tinted noodle shop window, seeing her hollow brown eyes looking back at her. She was an unassuming thing, short and thin with a narrow face covered in olive-tinted skin. And her hair was trimmed short, spikey and accented with streaks of purple.
She wore a heavy green army jacket covered in sewn-on patches for at least a dozen different punk bands, each angrier than the last with her music. And her jeans were torn in several places while her leather gloves were covered in studs and spikes
Not the kind of kid you’d expect to see upholding the status quo on the Accord’s dime. That’s probably why she’d been able to get away with it for so long.
Not that an Accord dime went very far these days…
“You done with that?” the cook asked.
Shi looked at the remains of her meal and nodded, watching as he took the bowl and empty glass of beer away from her. Back in the day, she would’ve flicked him an extra buck or two. These days she hadn’t even needed to pay for the meal. It still felt strange. She didn’t like when things felt strange.
She got up and shoved her gloved hands into her pockets, heading out of the shop and into the enclosed streets of the colony. It was dark out there with neon lights offering the bulk of the illumination. As she looked up, she saw that the ceiling had been painted blue and white, a mockery of what an actual sky should’ve looked like.
The ground beneath her rumbled, shaking the corridor as the planet’s maglev whizzed by a few stories below her feet. You got used to it after the dozenth time of that happening.
Where the fuck am I going to find a floret?
Potentially, Shi could cross over to the Affini station but she knew that they would scan her and take issue with the knife… and her less than convincing documentation. Which sounded like a great way to get caught and domesticated.
That being said, these turncoats weren’t exactly walking the human parts of the station very often. And if they were, then they were likely going to be flanked by those freaking ferns who kept them on a short leash.
Shi was brave but she wasn’t stupid. Maybe she could gut them but she also knew that the fern would probably do some pretty unspeakable things to her for the trouble.
Maybe a distraction could help with that? Start a fire somewhere. Everyone loved to gawk at a nice fire. Maybe the Affini also shared that trait. Or maybe they weren’t interested in rubber-necking and watching someone’s livelihood go up in smoke.
This job was so much easier when it was just humans. Humans acted like humans and even the unpredictable ones were easy enough to read. But these ferns weren’t like that. They didn’t act anything like humans. 
What was their game? What were they planning with this whole ‘helping us’ façade?
Shi turned a corner and stopped dead in her tracks.
There was a girl, looking at a wall littered with faded adverts for products and services that either no longer existed or no longer needed marketing. 
Her skin was pale but cheeks rosy with her brown hair cut into an adorable pixie cut. She was lithe, but not too thin, still looking so incredibly pretty in the sundress that she wore.  This wasn’t the kind of neighbourhood for dresses or pretty girls to be walking alone in.
Then Shi noticed the band of metal around her throat and the small green sprout which poked out of the side of her neck.
What the fuck?
Was this her lucky day?
Shi looked around, hoping to see one of those ferns. Maybe the human had just wandered a little bit away or maybe she was waiting outside for her owner. 
This… this smelled fishy. This was unpredictable. She didn’t like unpredictable situations. But there was no denying the fact that there wasn’t a fern to her left or right, nothing but Shi, the floret, and a few humans who loitered around and would likely stay oblivious once shit actually hit the fan.
Shi swallowed her nerves and grabbed the bag out of her pocket. She opened it and pulled out the blade, holding it to her side before discarding the plastic as refuse.
Should I say something?
Would a rebel shout something about gutting the oppressor before slamming the knife inside of them? It felt cliché. Plus, what human would sympathize with gutting one of these poor creatures. The enemy was the Affini and this was simply something done to hurt them.
Just like they hurt you by taking Suzie away.
That’s how Singh would see it. A necessary but sad sacrifice, not something to be gloated or worshipped. This was an ember for a revolution, that’s what she told herself. No one would remember the murder when they celebrated a free humanity by the time the fires finally ran their course.
And each thought spurred her on, putting even more strength into her step. It wasn’t long before she found the courage to clutch the blade and advance, walking over with a briskness that even caught her off guard.
The little floret didn’t seem any the wiser, simply reading what was on that billboard. It wasn’t until Shi was mere feet away that she suddenly turned around.
But instead of fear, the floret was smiling with an eerie amount of glee. “Look up!”

The strangeness of that request made Shi pause midstride. She did just that, seeing the mass of vines above her. How hadn’t she…
They lashed out and grabbed her, hurtling her upwards and smacking her into the ceiling above. 
She was out before she even had a chance to scream, being washed in an unnatural blackness.
[hr]
Shi’s head was killing her, pulsing with all the aggravation of a hangover. Which sucked because she hadn’t even gotten to enjoy the night of drinking beforehand.
She groaned as she slowly came to, seeing nothing but blackness all around her. Had the impact blinded her?
A fear crawled up from her core. That is until she felt the thick fabric which covered her head. She tried to remove it but that fear only strengthened as she realized that her limbs were attached to a chair by some sort of thick rope. And that fear intensified further as she realized that she was completely naked.
Fuck me…
This wasn’t good. In fact, this was the polar opposite of good. Good was currently orbiting a whole other fucking planet right now.
Don’t freak out, don’t freak out.
“Oh good, you’re awake,” a familiar feminine voice called.
Shi tensed as she heard footsteps approaching. Soon a delicate hand carefully plucked the bag off of her head. She saw the adorable human grinning at her, just like before, smiling from ear-to-ear.
“Hi! I’m Kimmy!” the human beamed, offering a tiny wave. “And Sir says my pronouns are it/its. What about you?”
Shi blinked. “What?”
“Did he do some damage?” Kimmy asked, tilting its head to the side. “You tried to stab me but instead fell right into his trap.” She reached forward and poked her forehead. “And now we’re here because we need a password to open up your computer.”
Shi groaned. “Fuck off.”
She looked down and confirmed that she was completely naked with not so much as a tiny bit of clothing protecting her. Her petite chest, thin core, and flaccid cock were all exposed to the unnaturally chilled air of this… storage locker. It wasn’t a pleasant place to be in, this dark and dreary office with musty smelling cardboard boxes littered around.
Really the only colour was Kimmy in its green dress. The dear had moved over to a workbench, plopping down upon the edge of it. It kicked out its legs as it reached for a tablet of its own, typing upon it.
“You’re in big trouble,” Kimmy teased. “Sir isn’t like those other Affini, he doesn’t play with his food.”
Shi felt a pulse of fear run through her blood, chilling her further.
Kimmy glanced up at her. “If you give me the password now then I’m sure Sir will gladly just ship you off for processing and won’t go through the trouble of… teaching you a lesson.” It purposefully looked left and then right, ensuring that it kept its voice low. “And this is between you and me but I didn’t find his teaching methods very fun when I went through them myself.”
Shi growled at it. “I’ll never give that up. Like I have any interest in betraying the human war effort.”
“The war is over,” a deep masculine voice droned.
The door to the room opened as a heavy figure entered. He was easily eight feet tall, possibly even larger than that, approaching on two heavy wood feet which clicked against the ground with every step. His figure was like that of a Terran, though far larger. His hands were claws, razor sharp and jet black, like obsidian. And his face was that of a predator, narrow and angry with a beak you’d find on a hawk.
Shi tried not to flinch but it was hard once she took in the fullness of his appearance.
She’d assumed that all Affini were green but this one was made of dark violet leaves with red blooms seeming to create the effect of a vest upon his chest and a hard brown wood acting as his arms and legs. A series of blue petals sprouted forth from the back of his head, creating this short ‘hair’ which clashed with his green eyes that seemed closer to gemstones than wood.
“The war is just getting started,” Shi stated, glaring at him. “Just because you smashed a few fleets doesn’t mean that the rest of humanity isn’t going to keep fighting.”
The fern sat down on a chair across from her, his sheer mass causing it to creak. Once he settled into place, his pet rushed over and knelt beside him, looking down at the floor with utter obedience. He rewarded it by gently scritching it behind the ears. Something which it seemed to enjoy immensely, shivering and purring.
“Regardless, I will be needing that password,” the fern said. “The knife you were holding was covered in someone else’s fingerprints and it seems like you were acting for a larger cause than just petty revenge. I’d like to know more details about this to ensure… stability for this planet’s ongoing domestication efforts.”
Shi growled. “Never.”
She expected the fern to show disgust at her act of defiance. What she hadn’t expected was for him to smile with his eyes momentarily rippling with a gleeful golden hue.
“I’m happy you said that,” the fern said, shaking his head. “I’m tired of Terrans who break before the fun can properly begin.” He looked right into her eyes. “My name is Carlos by the way. I’m the Affini they send in once the scientists and artists have had their fun… ‘fishing’ and would actually like a sector properly pacified.”
Shi tried her best to act strong, to steel herself and remember that she was a Free Terran who wasn’t going to break or bend against the cruelty of a world that hated her for not laying down and dying. But it was impossible to hide the fear which seemed to be brewing within her breast. There was no hiding the fact that this beast was going to hurt her.
Carlos looked down at his pet. “Would you mind grabbing my tools, dear?”
Kimmy looked up and nodded. “Yes, Sir!” It then sprung to its feet and went over to a box off to the side of the room.
Carlos got up from his seat and came even closer, lording over Shi fully. He flexed his fingers before her eyes, giving her a chance to see just how sharp the wood really was. She wasn’t aware that it was even possible to make wood that sharp. But there was no denying the truth as it was plainly presented to her. “It’s funny, you know? If you would’ve been willing to surrender to our domestication, you’d be afforded far more rights than you are right now.”
He placed those claws upon her belly, digging them in just deep enough to poke through skin. The pressure was enough to make Shi hiss, whimpering as she saw small pricks of blood bubble forth and drain down her skin.
“A floret is offered safety and all the things necessary for a good, long, and healthy life,” Carlos stated, tutting. “You on the other hand are a feralist and I find myself not wanting to be so careful.” He sighed and dragged his claws slowly to the side, cutting into her and leaving four aching streaks behind with fresh red draining out of them. “Though I must ensure that your rights are properly respected. And that’s just what I’ll do.”
Shi whimpered. “Fuck you.”
Carlos chuckled and drew his claws back. The black wood was now stained red as he flexed his fingers. He looked at them with curiosity, seemingly amused with the way the warmth of her life danced and shimmered, droplets of it dripping onto the floor below. 
The sight intrigued… disgusted Shi.
Carlos suddenly pressed forwards and grabbed her cheeks, smearing her blood upon them. “This will stop the second you provide me with that password. I have a duty to ensure the safety of this planet and right now you and your comrades are in the way of that. Surely you can appreciate duty, correct?”
Kimmy came back over and placed a bag on a table next to Shi, opening it and pulling out a few tools. Each seemed to be scarier than the last as it brought out various implements that could be used to bludgeon her. These range from a leather strap to a heavy metal hammer.
“Do you know why I chose this form?” Carlos asked.
Shi said nothing, trying to focus on breathing. The less talking she did, the less obvious it would be that she was terrified.
“A few galaxies ago, the race I base myself on was a conquering species who had managed to acquire half of their native galaxy,” he stated. “That’s not something that we encounter every eon.” He smirked. “Not that it really afforded them too much more time in the grand scheme of things. They were domesticated in a little more than a decade. Regardless, the species had a fierce appearance and I thought that it would be useful for my own line of work to replicate their success.”
He drew away and grabbed a thick strap of leather from his workbench, looking her over as he twirled it between his fingers. It was like he was studying her, getting ready for whatever terrible things he wanted to unleash.
Soon enough he started to hit her with this strap, smacking it into her body again and again. The leather fell upon her, so very heavy, as he snapped it against her thighs and arms, peppering her body with a series of rapid but forceful blows. 
Each was a dull and meaty thud. Not a clap. But a proper thud which drove the ache and pain deep into her flesh. Shi swore that she could feel it within her very bones.
She cried out, finding her endurance wavering, screaming against the shower of abuse. Her attempts to squirm and get away meant absolutely nothing as there was nothing that could be done to avoid this current situation.
“Give me the password!” Carlos snarled, pausing with his beating to glare at her.
Shi snapped at him. “I’m just an angry worker who wanted to gut your little princess. Don’t read into it too much.”
“Liar,” Carlos stated, resting the thick leather against her cock.
Shi’s eyes widened but she couldn’t do anything as the band drew away and then snapped down, smacking against her junk so very firmly. The pain was explosive and harsh, causing her to snap forward and let out one hell of a scream, feeling her throat rubbed hoarse as she hollered with all of her might.
The pain was white hot, knocking her senses loose and replacing them with this feral desire to merely survive. Her struggling resumed as she tried everything to pull herself out of the chair that she was bound to.
Carlos gripped her shoulders and shoved her back into the seat, squeezing her flesh tightly enough that those razor-sharp claws pierced her skin for a second time. “Stay put or this will hurt so much worse for you, Terran.”
Shi focused on breathing, trying to grit her teeth through that aggravation festering within her core. Her junk was numb but she was sure it wasn’t damaged… hopefully.
“What is your password?” Carlos asked again, brisk and to the point. “Do not play with me Terran.”
Shi closed her eyes. “It’s the funniest thing.” She scoffed, grinning. “I can’t seem to remember. Must’ve…” She let out a shaky breath, feeling all the bruises and marks, all at once. “Must’ve slipped my mind.”
Carlos drew his claws down her chest, racking them into her flesh and cutting gruesome scratches into the skin along and between her breasts. These cuts were deep enough to bleed, drawing forth a few more thin trails of glistening red.
And with them another tortured scream escaped Shi’s lips. Sweat glistened upon her body and her heart was hammering so frantically within her chest.
“Would you like to try and remember?” he asked.
Shi smirked and opened her eyes, forcing herself to look at him. “Do you have a mother?”
Carlos scoffed. “Long ago.”
He put a little bit of space between them, inspecting the heavy strap of leather rather intently.
“That’s crazy because…” Shi grinned at him. “I slept with her just last night. Got all up in her chloroplast, you know?”
Carlos chuckled at that. “You’re resilient. I’ll give you that.”
“Welcome to naval intelligence, asshole,” Shi rebutted, lunging forward and testing her bonds. She even attempted to bite him, snapping her teeth together for effect. Not that she had much success in getting out of her bondage or anywhere near him. She just wanted to prove that she wasn’t about to get cowed by a few bruises. “Now are you done with the foreplay or are you just going to keep wasting my…”
Carlos struck her across the face with his claw before quickly back handing her with the very same hand. His wood was more than hard enough to bust her lip, causing a strand of bloody spit to spew out of her mouth and splatter to the side.
“I think we need some rules going forward,” Carlos stated, aiming the leather down and hitting her thighs again and again. Each blow offered that heavy and painful heft, driving a pain so deep into her flesh that it felt like her bones were tenderized. It was a miracle that they weren’t breaking under the pressure. “You will refer to me as Sir.”
Shi hissed as the blows kept coming, hitting her legs, arm, and fleshy sides. However, it didn’t exactly take an expert to realize that he was aiming to bruise and not kill, hitting the fattiest parts of her body and avoiding her soft and squishy organs. That was good, it meant he knew enough not to kill her by accident.
Which meant that all she had to do was outlast him. That would be easy enough. Damn pinko probably had to clock out for his coffee break anyways.
“Sir, yes, Sir,” Shi grunted, hoping that she held onto enough sarcasm as she glared at him. “But you can still go fuck your…”
He gripped her throat and slammed her head back. His grip was tight enough to compress. Shi gasped, choking and sputtering against his claws. The fern took his time, choking her as he dragged one claw along the front of her throat, cutting the skin just above her windpipe.
“Thank you,” he whispered, nipping at her with his beak. “So many of your comrades have offered me poor company for these interrogations. They spill their guts far too quickly.” He trailed the leather up the length of her now hardened cock. “It’s been too long since I got to properly enjoy myself.”
He let go of her throat and looked at the blood upon his digits. As he looked into her eyes, he popped two of them into his beak, savouring the flavour of her blood. 
Shi was repulsed, swallowing her fear at the sight of this depravity. Thankfully, he then stepped away after that, putting a bit of space between them
Kimmy stepped forward and flashed a bright smile. Both of its hands were behind its back. “Sir has made you so beautiful.”
It rocked back and forth upon its heels, taking in the view. For a moment, Shi thought that was all it was. Then it pulled out a handheld mirror and turned it to face her, giving her a chance to see just what she looked like.
The view was not a pleasant one. There were several places where blood had been drawn with claw marks covering her core and neck. Her lip was swollen and a heavy bead of bloody spit hung from it. And her arms and legs were no better as they were marked with too many pulsing purple welts to properly count.
It looked like she’d just survived a crash and not a couple minutes with this Affini.
Shi gripped the chair and focused on breathing. She just had to last a little longer. After all, he said that he wouldn’t kill which meant that it couldn’t get too much worse than this.
“Kimmy, dear,” Carlos said, rubbing the back of its neck. “Would you kindly grab my tools? I think I’m ready to collect my trophy.”
Trophy…
He was having a laugh if he honestly thought that Shi was anywhere close to breaking.
Carlos grabbed his chair and dragged it back over to her, settling down in his seat. He reached out and caressed her cheek. “I really am a busy Affini, dear. It would be so much easier for both of us if you’d just tell me the password.”
“What?” Shi scoffed. “Are your piece of shit computers unable to crack the two-thousand-bit encryption on my device?” She drew in her bloody spit and launched it right in his face. “Classic xeno skill issue.”
Carlos didn’t even flinch as it hit his mask. He merely smirked and patted her on the cheek. “I guess you need a little more time.”
Kimmy came back over with a box, placing it on a table next to Carlos. It then opened the lid and fished out a pair of pliers, placing them directly upon the table. They were simple and utilitarian with the clamp stained with long dried blood.
Carlos picked them up and inspected them. “I collect something from each member of a species that I’ve had a part in helping domesticate.” He glanced at her. “A memento to help me remember all the good work that I’ve done to protect my species and our beloved sophonts who willingly join the Compact.”
Shi glared at him.
“Your race is the fifth domestication that I’ve had a part in helping with,” Shi said. “So, I’ve built quite the collection.”
Shi watched as Kimmy pulled something else out of the box. It was a simple four-litre glass jar, remarkably average in terms of everything besides for what was contained inside.
Teeth…
The thing was halfway full of Terran teeth. Some were white and pearly, others yellowed and gross. Some were molars while others were sharp canines. Regardless of what they were, they were all tinged with a slight dusting of bloody red.
“Fuck,” Shi whispered.
For the first time since waking up, she realized just how fucked she really was.
“This is my Terran collection,” Carlos said.
He snapped his claws and Kimmy came over, settling down upon his lap. It rested its hands on its legs and drummed its fingers against its thighs, not reacting in the slightest as Carlos hooked a finger into the corner of its mouth before drawing it wide open and to the side. This revealed that there was a gap between two of its molars.
“You’re a sociopath!” Shi screamed.
Carlos smirked. “Perhaps.” He waved and Kimmy took the hint, getting up and moving over to a position behind Shi instead. “My views are often… unconventional compared to my peers. As Affini we are trained to take care of our sophonts. And I do! But I have a more holistic view on the subject. My outlook is that I want all of you Terrans to benefit but that means firmly treating a few troublesome weeds for the health of the organism as a collective.” He pointed the pliers at her. “And you are a weed, dear. This pesky little creature who’s burrowing her roots into the soil and spreading a cancerous poison throughout the garden.”
Kimmy gripped her head, using one hand to grasp her hair while using the other to hold her jaw and force it open. For such an unassuming creature, it was remarkably strong, handling her with shocking ease.
Carlos also aided, using a few vines to tug at her mouth, opening it as far as it would possibly go. It almost felt like her jaw would dislocate under the strain but he seemed to stop just shy of that, giving himself the maximum amount of space to work with while not inflicting any long-term harm by breaking bones.
He then grasped the pliers within his claws, approaching her mouth with them. Ever so carefully, he eased them past her lips and settled the metal in place amongst her molars. Once there, he grasped one of her teeth, digging his pliers into it and applying a decent amount of pressure. This alone hurt like an absolute motherfucker, making her cringe as the nerve inside wanted nothing more than for her to not be there.
But he didn’t listen to her nerves. He actually did the opposite in fact.
“Give me the password and I’ll give you something for the pain,” Carlos offered. “I have substances that could actually make this feel quite good.”
“It’s true!” Kimmy beamed. “He gave me something that made me cum when he pulled it out.”
Shi glared at them.
“Fair enough,” Carlos whispered. “I doubt you’d need any of that to enjoy this.”
What did he mean by that?
Then he yanked, hard, swiftly pulling the pliers down. In a moment, they were out of her mouth, leaving nothing but pain and the taste of coppery blood behind.
“Fuck!” Shi half shouted, half moaned. There were tears in her eyes, genuine and miserable tears. She sniffled and closed her eyes, wishing that she was anywhere else but here. “Fuck you! Fuck you! FUCK YOU!”
She didn’t see him put her tooth in his collection but she heard the drop, picking up on that distinct clank of her bone matter against the bone matter of countless other broken Terrans. Just another one for the rapidly growing collection.
Kimmy drifted away, moving somewhere else.
As Shi opened her eyes, she saw Carlos smirking at her, holding his hands together. “If it’s any consolation, eighty percent of your species caved at this point. You are tougher than the average Terran by a fair margin, dear”
He placed a hand upon her leg, patting one of the many bruises he’d just left. 
A vine suddenly snapped forth from his sea of foliage. It pricked Shi in the shoulder, shooting something cold into her body. It made her alert, wincing as everything just felt more real.
With that taken care of, Carlos got to his feet, moving towards the room’s exit.
Kimmy grinned as it stood before Shi. “Now we match! Sir thinks that Pinnates should match.”
“No spoilers, dear,” Carlos teased, patting it on the back.
Pin… Pin what? Wasn’t that a… fuckkkkk this hurt… wasn’t that like a steak or something?
“I’ll be back in a bit,” Carlos instructed as he reached the door. “Kimmy will keep you company until I return.” He was just about to leave but paused, looking at his pet one last time. “Do you mind giving her a haircut in my absence?”
Kimmy came up beside him, standing on its tippy toes. This seemed to endear Carlos who smiled and bent forwards, allowing it to place a kiss upon his cheeks. “Of course, Sir!”
Carlos slipped out of the room and it was just the two humans left behind.
Shi waited a moment before looking at Kimmy. “Can you let me out of here?”
“What?” Kimmy asked, turning to face her. “Why would I do that?”
“Look… I know…” Shi swallowed her anxiety, drawing in a breath and letting it out slowly. “I know what guys like that can do. But I can get us both out of here. I know a safe place where he can’t get to you anymore.”
Kimmy blinked at this before snickering, covering its mouth with a hand. “Why would I want to get away from him? He made me better.” It shook its head. “And he’s going to make you better too! Just you wait and see.”
It walked over to one of the many boxes and reached inside, pulling out some sort of black bag. With it in hand, it then returned to the chair, placing it down upon that table which had held all of the prior horrors.
At this point, Shi was having an almost Pavlovian response to seeing something placed there, feeling grim apprehension brewing deep inside of her.
“I was a pesky little rebel before him too!” Kimmy beamed. “Was running with a group that wanted to overthrow our masters in the name of…” It paused, sighing. “I can’t remember why we wanted to do it anymore. Point is, he helped me see that the Affini should be in charge and he’s going to help you see that too.”
Shi shivered, feeling like she’d just been punched in the gut. This stupid girl was broken, through and through. She should’ve felt something at that realization. But she barely even reacted as it grabbed an electric razor from inside the bag.
“What are you doing?” Shi whispered.
Kimmy came up behind her, placing a delicate hand upon her shoulder. It held Shi in place with ease. Not that she really had the strength to resist anymore. At least, not against this human. “Sir says that all the sophonts we touch need to be prepared for domestication. Which means that they have to be prepared for their new owners to pick a name… fashion sense… personality… hairstyle. We got to make them customizable. Can’t do that if you already have a hairstyle, right? That would just be silly.”
Shi’s eyes widened but she couldn’t muster a response as she felt the razor cut through her hair. All she saw was a cascade of blacks and purples fall down, fluttering to the floor below. It was followed by another and another cascade, adding to the rapidly growing pile of her discarded personhood.
How long had Shi fought for the right to have her hair like this? How much had she spent on colouring it? How long had it taken to grow?
All of that was gone so very quickly as the razor ran across her scalp again and again.
Did she look like a boy now?
“You know this would just be easier if you told us the password,” Kimmy stated, tenderly stroking her shoulder. “Then we can help you move past this little episode and also help all of those pesky rebels who hate the Affini for no good reason.”
“Fuck you!” Shi snapped.
Kimmy sighed. “Sir isn’t going to be happy about this.”
“Fuck you and fuck your Sir!” Shi snarled, squirming in her chair. But no matter how hard she attempted to fight back, the ropes kept her pinned in place. “Once I get out of here, I’m going to slit your fucking throat.”
Kimmy gasped. “What a genuinely awful thing to say. Don’t you see that the Accord has filled you with all of this toxic and misguided rage.” It finished with the last little bit of hair, turning off the razor and placing it down upon the table. As it made its way around the chair, it smiled at her. “But that’s okay because we’re going to help you get better. We’re going to help you become something new.”
It reached forth and ruffled what was left of her hair, touching those sharp little patches of glorified scruff.
Shi closed her eyes. “You’re sick.”
“I was but then Sir helped me see things with fresh eyes,” Kimmy stated. “And I know that he’ll help you do the same.” It drew its hand down to her cheek, cupping the swollen mark left by Carlos’ backhand. As it looked into her eyes, it leaned forwards and gave her a delicate kiss on the forehead. “Now if you tell me what I want to know then I won’t show you what your new haircut looks like.”
Shi sobbed, sniffling as tears edged out of her eyes. “I can’t… please...”
“But you can!” Kimmy beamed, stepping back and lifting its hand above its head. “That’s the power of yes! ‘Yes’ can make all of this stop.” It floated away and grabbed the mirror. That horrible mirror. That funhouse mirror for showing Shi just how ruined and horrific she’d become. “Just say yes. Three little letters! That’s all I need.”
“No…” Shi whispered.
And for her disobedience, Kimmy turned the mirror towards her. 
Shi saw the boy she used to be, seeing that short static-like hair which clung to her scalp. It hadn’t been this short since bootcamp… since her family… since a childhood growing up with…
She cried, hollered, feeling the fight knocked right out of her with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer to her ribs. All she could do was slump in her chair and weep for everything she’d lost and for what she’d just become.
What was the point of fighting and resisting? There wasn’t an outcome where she came out of this alive? Either she died to the torment or she experienced an ego death so total that her pulse might as well have stopped.
She was barely coherent when the door to the chamber opened and that accursed figure stepped back inside.
“I tried my best, Sir,” Kimmy called.
Carlos nodded and came over, patting it upon the head. “I saw, dear. But I think we’re going to have to try something a bit more creative with her.”
More creative…
How much deeper could this fern’s threshold for ‘creativity’ genuinely go?
Carlos came over and placed a bulky hand upon the back of her chair. He tilted her further and further back, not stopping until her head rested against the ground.
The position hadn’t been comfortable to hold in the first place but now it was even less so, feeling her legs positioned above her with the blood flowing out of them. Everything she knew about medicine told her that this wasn’t a position that she wanted to hold for very long.
“Would you mind grabbing some water?” Carlos asked Kimmy, reaching out and tenderly stroking Shi’s cheek. “I think our guest might be thirsty.” Then he added, almost like an afterthought. “And a rag to help clean up the blood.”
Shi couldn’t see Kimmy but she could hear it, stepping away while offering the faintest giggle imaginable. What did it know?
“It’s right, you know,” Carlos stated. “Three little letters are all that stand between you and making this stop.” He scoffed. “Or well three letters and then however many other letters it takes to explain your password but those letters aren’t nearly as important as the first three.”
Shi sniffled and ignored him, not even having the strength to tell him which hole to shove it in. If he even had holes in the first place.
“Only one other Terran has gotten to enjoy what I’m about to do to you, you know?” Carlos explained. One of his vines eased forth with a vibrant orange bud attached to the end of it. Shi couldn’t help but watch as it floated over. “He was a general, I believe. It was so much fun to hear him begging for mercy. This insolent little feralist wept like a child. He got off on this almost as much as you did.”
“I’m not getting…” Shi began.
Carlos scoffed. “Of course, that erection is surely just for show.”
Shi watched as the petals on the bud slowly peeled back, revealing a sharp needle underneath. It suddenly lunged forwards and stabbed into the side of her neck. Something oozed out of it and coursed into her blood, feeling ice cool within her system.
Almost immediately the world started to alter, shapes morphing and become less grounded in reality.
The Affini looked sharper, scarier, his eyes seeming to glow a shade of red which projected his influence upon the very nature of reality itself. Shi swore that she could see spiders crawling along the ceiling and that she could feel them upon her skin, burrowing into her still open wounds.
She screamed at the top of her lungs.
Carlos chuckled and allowed his lips to peel back. Only they didn’t stop peeling, revealing more and more jagged and razor-sharp teeth. His expression kept growing until it seemed that the entire room was that sadistic smile. And from it every horror she knew started to spill forth, washing over her in a tide of terribleness.
It was a drug, she’d been drugged.
But that didn’t make the horror any less real or easier to endure.
“What is your password?” the cosmos boomed.
Shi sobbed. “Please!”
An angel seemed to hear her pleas as a being of white floated out, carried by wings. Was that… was that Kimmy? No, no, it had to be something else, something genuinely good. There was no way that creature was any close to an angel.
Maybe you’ve died and gone to heaven?
If she had then why did everything still hurt so very terribly?
The angel held out a bottle of water towards her lips, holding the cool plastic against them. 
Shi drank, guzzling down this precious substance until the entire bottle was drained. It helped, cooling her tongue and aiding with the ache festering within her mouth. Was she clenching her jaw? It felt like she might.
The devil himself came back into view, that wooden mask narrowing back in upon a sharp beak. Her world once more became blackness with the only thing of substance being that mask looming over her.
How could she even fight back against this?
However, the angel was still there, unseen, wiping at her lips with the rag and cleaning away the bloody drool. But it was now out of view, forcing Shi to vie with this primordial evil almost exclusively on her own.
“Give me the password and I’ll stop this,” the cosmos shouted on Carlos’ behalf.
Shi grunted and tried to get up. Yet, the chair still obeyed her natural limitations, anchoring her to the ground below. She might’ve been tripping balls but that didn’t mean she could just leave her current situation behind.
Why didn’t he just use a truth serum? If we have that then surely so do they?
Because he was having fun with you…
Suddenly the angel changed its kindly disposition, grabbing the rag and pulling it tightly over Shi’s mouth and nose. In an instance her ability to breath was muted by the thick absorbent material. Muted but she could still do so, breathing in and exhaling in panicked bursts.
Only Carlos apparently had something else in mind as he brought out another bottle of water. He purposefully twisted off the cap, causing it to snap open with a sharp cracking sound. His hands and face were still so much larger than they should’ve been. Where had the rest of him gone, he was just a floating presence that seemed to have taken over her world.
“Deep breath,” he instructed.
Shi tried to take the deepest one she could possibly muster but her breathing was so quick that it felt like a paltry prize indeed.
Carlos tilted the bottle to the side and that cold water hit the towel. It soaked into the material so quickly and oozed through, touching her skin and coating it with a blissful coolness. Though bliss was woefully short lived as it soon drained into her mouth and nose. 
Shi had been trained to resist torture. She just hoped the affini wouldn’t notice the flash of arousal that followed understanding in her mind. Surely, that was just the drugs in her blood, surely it was just some class-whatever-the-fuck doing this to her.
In an instance, Shi couldn’t breathe as the water began to pour into these orifices, and all thought was erased by one overwhelming reaction.
SHE COULDN’T BREATHE!
Shi attempted to squirm and fight back but there was no fighting against the bondage. Her body protested but she just kept thrashing, trying everything to shake off this duo.
“She’s a fighter,” the angel teased.
The devil chuckled. “They always are until they aren’t.”
Seconds felt like hours, hours like an eternity. All the while Shi still couldn’t breathe. She sputtered and coughed, wheezing through the wetness of the towel. Surely, she was going to drown. Surely, she was going to die.
Please…
At the eleventh hour, the angel peeled the towel to the side. And Shi took immediate advantage of this, coughing up water and wolfing down air. But this respite lasted barely any time at all as the towel was reapplied after only a couple desperate puffs of life.
Once more she was left floundering, suffocating. And the devil decided to add to her torment, cracking open another bottle of water. He took his time pouring it over her face, drenching her complexion in a slow but unrelenting drizzle of the stuff.
The ropes burned, cutting into Shi as she attempted everything in order to break free. At the same time, she tried to pull her face to the left and then to the right, hoping to shake off the rag which covered her airways.
But no matter what she tried, the angel held it tightly in place, smiling down at her all the while. No this wasn’t an angel… or if it was, it had fallen so long ago.
“Sir, I think she might pass out,” the angel said, its mouth unmoving but the message relayed right into Shi’s mind.
The devil laughed. “She won’t.”
Shi was going to die. She was going to fucking die. Her body was failing, her lungs burning and mind along with it. The water oozed into her mouth and nose, causing her to sputter and cough so violently, attempting to gasp for air that wasn’t there.
Her heart was hammering, threatening to explode within her chest.
And at the last second, the rag eased back.
“Fuck!” Shi hollered. Her head lurched forwards as it was the only part unbound. “Fuck you!”
The devil grabbed her forehead and forced her back down quite roughly. “You know, your friends don’t even need to know it was you who gave us the password.”
Shi whimpered, wheezing and panting.
“When this is all over you can lie and tell them that we cracked it with our codebreaking technology,” the devil chided, tutting as he rhythmically taped a claw against her scalp. “Maybe you could even believe it yourself. Is it really a lie if it feels like the truth to you?”
Shi snarled. “Fuck you!”
The angel was about to pull the rag over her face again but the devil lifted his hand, making it pause. A reprieve if brief.
“Think about all the lives you’ll save by conceding,” the devil whispered, his voice as sickly sweet as syrup. It seemed to worm its way into her mind. “Revolutions are nasty business and people will be hurt if you succeed in starting one. In fact, the ethical thing to do would be to give us that password and avert this one while you still can.”
The devil lies…
Shi wasn’t even religious but she knew that adage. But she also wanted the hurting to stop, the fear to end.
The devil waited a moment, peering down at her from his post as the entirety of her personalized universe. It felt like he gave her all the time she needed to decide. Stars were born, grown, and dying in those eons it took for her tortured mind to work through the data and make a decision.
“I can’t,” Shi finally whispered before breaking down in a fresh sobbing fit. “I can’t! Please don’t make me betray them.”
The devil sighed and snapped his fingers. And with that, the angel pulled the rag back across her face. And the devil then grabbed another bottle of water. The sound of the plastic cracking was enough to chill her blood, the sound just as deadly as a bullet snapping through the air before slamming into the side of her skull.
And it remained chilled as the stream drizzled out and hit the rag, soaking into it so totally.
In an instance, air was gone and the trickle of water took its place. Shi hacked and coughed, trying to squirm but both the devil and angel ensured that she wouldn’t be allowed to break free from this torment.
“These OCNI people are fun,” the angel teased.
The devil scoffed. “Are you enjoying yourself, little one?”
“I mean…” the angel paused. “I’m having fun if you’re having fun?”
“Then you are having fun, dear,” the devil replied.
The conversation was this booming echo, seeming to have no real point of origin. Not that Shi could really afford it any of her meagre attention. All she knew was that her lungs ached and brain was on fire with asphyxiation.
Any second now and she’d finally slip away from this torment.
Maybe dying wasn’t…
And then the rag left her face.
“Fuck!” Shi shouted, gasping with everything she had.
Something stabbed into the side of her neck, injecting her with a substance that was white hot as it flooded through her veins. In a matter of seconds, her vision started to clear and the angel and devil left her view. All that was left were a familiar Affini and his human toy.
“Impressive,” Carlos stated, gripping her chair and lifting her back up into a sitting position. He handled her like she weighed nothing at all. “Very impressive.”
Shi whimpered and wheezed, sobbing. Mucus and tears drained down her face, adding to her misery.
“I’m running low on ideas,” Carlos stated. His smile failed to hide the lie.
Kimmy moved over to the chair across from Shi and sat down upon it, kicking out its legs. It smiled at Shi and for the first time, she appreciated how dangerous that seemingly innocent smile really was. There was a demon behind that adorable face.
Carlos slithered over to it and leaned in, whispering something into its ear. Whatever it was made the human’s eyes widen and caused its smile to become that much giddier. By the end of their conversation, it lifted its hands and rested them upon the armrests, somewhat mirroring Shi’s current state.
What was it up to?
Carlos slithered over and grabbed a coffee table from the side of the room, dragging it across the floor. It made a horrifying screeching sound as he slowly brought it between the two humans. 
Once it was there, he then snapped open his chest cavity, giving Shi a chance to look deep into this thorny mass of plant matter and at this pulsing red heart of pure evil. A series of vines came out as he grabbed a wooden box from inside of himself, placing it purposefully upon the table, facing Shi.
“Last chance to give up that password,” Carlos commented.
Shi couldn’t even muster the strength to tell him no. All she could do was sob again, shaking her head.
Carlos seemed more disappointed than genuinely upset by this. It was like he was scolding a child and not… doing whatever this was.
He positioned himself between Kimmy and Shi, extending a vine with a blue bulb towards both of them. Yet again, the petals peeled back to reveal a matching barb which he shoved into both of their necks at the same time. Shi winced but Kimmy barely reacted, just sitting there and accepting it. Whatever was inside that bulb felt warm as it coursed through her veins, filling her brain with his poison.
And whatever it was, also left her paralyzed below the neck.
Carlos drew his claws along the various ropes, snapping them open one after another. Not that Shi could do much with that as she was now anchored in place by whatever narcotic was in her system.
“What is this?” she whispered.
Kimmy snickered. “The consequences of wasting your last chance.”
It lifted its left hand, nice and slow. This gave Shi plenty of time to appreciate that her own left hand mirrored this without her consent. She was like a puppet on a string, watching in horror as this floret moved her fingers for her.
“What the fuck,” Shi hissed.
Kimmy giggled, covering its mouth with a hand. Which of course caused Shi to cover her own mouth. “Aren’t the Affini neat?”
It then leaned forwards and reached out which caused Shi to also lean forwards and reach out, involuntarily resting her hand upon the lid of the box. Under Kimmy’s guidance, she opened it, revealing a revolver and a single bullet inside.
“What the fuck!” Shi hissed.
Kimmy delicately moved her body, picking up the revolver and snapping open its chambers. Then, just as carefully, it used her fingers to grab the bullet and slide it into the gun before snapping it closed and giving it a spin. The sound of the iron clicking repeatedly into place was as deafening as anything she had experienced in her woefully short life.
“I’m told this is an old Terran game,” Carlos stated, coming up behind her. He rested his vines upon her shoulders, massaging into them. “And I wanted to see it played.” He tutted. “But I’m told that you can’t play it with florets, so you’ll have to do. So, thank you for that, oh brave and independent Terran.”
“You said you wouldn’t kill me!” Shi shouted.
Kimmy lifted its hand and placed a phantom version of revolver against the side of its head, meaning Shi couldn’t stop herself from doing the same with the real thing. Once more hot tears streaked down her cheeks, watching as Kimmy moved its thumb and cocked the hammer for her.
The seconds went by and the pause became woefully pregnant. Then it squeezed the trigger on her behalf.
CLICK!
Shi let out a sigh of relief, this note of genuine pleasure amongst the misery.
“I won’t kill you,” Carlos stated, patting the top of her head. “There is only one set of fingerprints upon that gun.”
Shi gasped. “What?”
Kimmy cocked the revolver for her again, pressing the barrel even more firmly into the side of her skull.
Fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK!
“It’s a tactic that you attempted to use with the knife,” Carlos said, his voice daring and dripping with sadistic glee. “When they find your body, they’ll see it next to a gun that’s covered in your fingerprints. Just a disgraced member of OCNI who painted the walls with her brain upon failing her mission.” He tutted, sighing. “It’s so tragic that I couldn’t intervene and save you before you hurt yourself. But they won’t question an Affini with such a seasoned record as myself.”
“This is wrong!” Shi shouted.
Kimmy squeezed its finger and Shi pulled the trigger. She cringed but couldn’t help but let out a hollow note of laughter as all that hit her was an equally hollow click from the gun.
Four chambers left and one bullet. Those weren’t fun odds.
“One last chance,” Carlos teased.
Shi winced. “I die for Earth.”
Kimmy squeezed its finger and Shi pulled the trigger again.
Click.
“Fuck!” Shi shouted.
“Does that sound like an appealing end for you?” Carlos asked. “Dying for a planet who put you in this position in the first place. Wouldn’t you rather live in a system that’ll actually take care of you?”
Kimmy started to ease down its finger, causing Shi’s finger to tense as well. It was so close to pulling the trigger.
“L!” Shi shouted.
Carlos drew back and nodded towards Kimmy who eased its finger off of the trigger, resting it upon the guard instead.
“The password is…” Shi shuddered, sobbing through the wave of emotions. She hated herself so much for what she was about to do. “It’s L-0-V-3-T-H-3-M-3-T-5.”
Carlos smirked. “What do you think Kimmy?”
“That sounds like the password we used to crack her device,” Kimmy replied, snickering. “I think you finally broke her, Sir!”
Shi blinked. What did they…
“You…” Shi whimpered, cackling with a chain of harsh laughter. Her head was swimming right now. “You already knew the fucking password?”
“We knew it before this game even started,” Carlos teased, dragging a gentle vine along her chin before poking her forehead with it. “And all of your comrades were dealt with before we even started this.” He smirked. “So, you went through all of that for nothing.” A pause. “Isn’t that funny?”
Shi just sobbed, crying, feeling every emotion course through her system all at once. They fucking knew the password already! She went through that for nothing!
“Red and Orange were captured and shipped off,” Carlos stated, pointing to two teeth in the jar. “Captain Brown has been taken somewhere where he can never hurt his children again.” He drifted around to a position in front of her, grinning. “Grand Wizard Lee has been given treatment and put in a position where he’ll lose all of those pesky ideas of supremacy either Terran or white. Along with any other thoughts that a Terran might have.” He then walked over to Kimmy, placing his claws upon its shoulders. “And the Salvador Family, Third Temple, and Tibetans have all been given a very stern talking to. I’m told the conversations were enlightening and tensions have been addressed between us and them. It turns out that opening a dialog can be rather effective though it's not my preferred method of conflict resolution.”
Shi whimpered. “Fuck you.”
“And that is only scratching the surface,” Carlos went on, swiping through her device. “You know some of the stuff on here is really…” He whistled. “Well I found it very fun to explore with you. Did you enjoy being a character in one of these little stories you read?”
Kimmy snickered. “Don’t worry, I never found self-inserts very cringey!”
Shi flushed with shame. “This is different.”
“Anyways, I think we’re just about done here,” Carlos said, nodding towards his pet. “Please finish this, dear. Let’s give her a grand finale.”
Kimmy pulled the trigger for Shi again.
Click.
“Wait!” Shi shouted. “I’m sorry!”
Kimmy did so again.
Click.
“I don’t want to…” Shi attempted
Kimmy pulled the trigger for her one last time, cycling to that fabled final round.
This was it…
…
Click.
Wait, that had been…
“I told you that I wouldn’t kill you, dear,” Carlos said, leaning forward and kissing the top of Kimmy’s head. He was unable to hide the amused chuckle from his voice. “It’s not my fault that you didn’t believe my words.”
Kimmy pulled its hand forward and brought the gun out in front of Shi. It then snapped open the chamber, revealing the base of the one brass bullet inside. With fresh eyes, she could see that there wasn’t a firing cap embedded within it but instead a distinct blue colour which was rimming the hole.
“A dummy round?” Shi whispered.
Kimmy grinned, winking at her. “Gotcha!”
And that’s when the Terran, formerly known as Shi, finally broke.
[hr]
Steff stood at the window with her hands folded behind her back. 
She could tell that Minerva wasn’t pleased. The Affini had a certain energy about her whenever she was holding onto something that she really wanted to let out.
It made sense as Steff felt similarly. On the other side of the glass was the ship’s medical bay. Usually, one or two beds would be occupied. Right now, many more of the beds were occupied with medical staff occupying themselves. Someone had been busy in the worst possible way.
“Who did this?” Steff asked.
Minerva grunted. “That’s what I would like to know.” 
There was a chime at the door and the hardwood slipped open. 
A strange Affini slithered into the room. He was tall and strong with a canopy of dark purple flowers mingling with reds and blue. His floret entered beside him, looking oddly adorable for the companion of such a terrible creature, wearing a bright flowery sundress.
Or florets rather. There was another girl there, looking a little dopey as she clung to one of the stranger’s vines. She seemed cute in that matching dress though there were numerous cuts and bruises upon her arms and legs. Steff had to admit that she kind of liked her wild black and purple hair, even if it didn’t really match her attire.
“Thank you for your assistance, Captain Zephyr,” the Affini stated, bowing his head. “I’d imagine that the Autumn’s Flourish has research matters to attend to and it couldn’t have been easy to divert course.”
Minerva went rigid. “There were Terrans who required medical care and we have a duty to aid with this ongoing domestication in all capacity we can. Scientific matters can always be delayed for the good of our sophonts.”
“Very true,” the stranger said, smirking as he extended one of his black claws. “Carlos Plutarch”
Minerva took his claw and shook it. “Minerva Zephyr.” Her gaze turned toward the glass. “Do I want to know why so many Terrans needed medical care all at once.”
“The local commune stationed on this planet were having issues domesticating the populace,” Carlos said, shaking his head. “Apparently a group claiming to be OCNI were causing trouble. They summoned help from my crew to assist with uprooting the group and accelerating the domesticating process.” He smirked. “Everyone loves ‘fishing’ until it grows tedious.”
“This operation had all the subtlety of a sledgehammer,” Steff grumbled.
Carlos shrugged. “Sometimes a sledgehammer is needed to break down a rotten structure.” He approached Steff, towering above her. “And I can assure you that this structure has been thoroughly demolished. There aren’t even embers on that planet anymore.” He sighed and looked out the glass. “Sadly, a wild animal is bound to hurt itself rather than accept aid. Thankfully, it’s nothing that a little medical intervention can’t resolve.”
Steff puffed out her chest. She wasn’t going to get cowed by him. “I was told that Affini had a little more tact when it came to dealing with feralists.”
“And I was informed that florets usually knew their place,” Carlos added, narrowing his gaze as he looked at her. “The Affini are talking.”
“I know my place around those who have earned my respect,” Steff said, working her jaw and puffing out her chest. “You don’t scare me, fern.”
Carlos chuckled. “I should, little human.”
He reached out to caress her cheek. Though before he could, Minerva gripped his hand, holding it in place.
“You’ll ask for my permission before touching her, Plutarch,” Minerva chided, sharp and to the point. She smirked. “More for your safety than her own.”
Steff snapped her teeth together, growling.
Carlos nodded though didn’t seem particularly perturbed by her comment, merely easing his hand away. “Of course, Captain.” He smiled. “Thank you for your assistance.” 
With that he made his way towards the door.
“By the way,” he said, pausing at the exit. “Does Operation Gladio mean anything to you?”
[hr]
Singh didn’t like the bowels of the Valley Forge, didn’t like them in the slightest. This was the armpit of his ship, the dirty secret that would do well to never come to the forefront of polite conversation.
The lights were dim, the gravity low, and the air tinged with a musky damp heat.
“This doesn’t look very reassuring, Julia,” he said.
Julia sighed and poked away at her tablet. “We’re working with second hand notes from Moon Santos about their project on Poseidon.” She blew a puff of air into her cheek. “And whatever scattered documents from the Affini we can get our hands on regarding their Terran Cotyledons. We’re having to relearn a lot of stuff. And that wouldn’t be easy even at the best of times.”
And these were not the best of times.
Singh shook his head. “Were there any positive results from this test?”
“The subject survived four minutes with the implant before succumbing to rapid cellular degeneration,” Julia read. “Which is twice as long as the last subject and eight times longer than the first. It seems that the inhibitors we’re producing are starting to get more effective.”
“Four minutes isn’t much,” Singh commented.
Julia nodded. “But it’s a start.”
Singh focused on the body on the other side of the glass. There was very little of it that was still human with only a dead and extremely horrified face peering out upon the glass from the wild mass of foliage and bark.  Though that wasn’t entirely true.  With a closer look, he could pick up on the fleeting memories of a once proud humanity. There were some bones embedded into the wood, stretches of skin that wove into the plant matter, and patches of hair that coated green leaves. 
It wasn’t a pretty sight. In fact, it made him sick to even look at. 
So, he waved his hand, tinting the glass and hiding away this horror.
“Admiral, this is our silver bullet,” Julia said. “Imagine being able to interface with their technology. The last tests showed that the participant was able to utilize one of their data logs, getting around the species’ lock on it as if he were an Affini.”
Singh grunted. “I was hoping that my new future for humanity wouldn’t need to be built off the philosophies of the old.”
Julia nodded. “Ideals often encounter the hardships of reality, Sir.”
“Don’t I know it,” Singh muttered, shaking his head. “How many more subjects do you need?”
“The lab coats want another dozen,” Julia commented.
Singh nodded. “Then you’ll have your dozen.”
Before their conversation could continue, there was a beep from his pocket. As he fished out his pager, he smiled.
“Good news?” Julia asked.
Singh nodded. “Rear Admiral Tehat Meru has joined us with her fleet. We’ve added another dozen ships to our revolution.”
“Seems that your spark is finally finding some real kindling,” Julia said.
Singh smirked and patted her on the shoulder as he headed for the door. “That it has. Now get back to work on finishing my silver bullet. I’d like to put this kindling to good use and burn down the Affini before it's too late.”
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