Cardio was the great equalizer. It didn’t matter how bad Steff slept, it didn’t matter if she was stressed, and it didn’t matter what mood she was in. All of that went to the wayside as her feet pounded against the floor and she pushed herself ahead. 
Her mind was cleared as her lungs burned with lactic acid. Yet, she fought through the pain, feeling metres turn to kilometers on a ship this vast.
Even after all of this time, it was still absurd to take in the full scale of this vessel. She’d served on the behemoths of the Terran Cosmic Navy before but even those felt like mere tugboats compared to the scale of a ship like this.
Her watch told her that she was already four kilometers into her run and the habitation ring was still fresh with units that she hadn’t encountered today.
The hallway she progressed through was wide and made of some sort of organic substance that was like a very firm wood but was as hard as carbon nanofibers. It was more like an avenue than a hallway, really, wide enough to be one at least. In the middle was a boulevard planted with trees, shrubs, and flowers, all manner of exotic species from across the universe which gave the space a humid and warm quality. And on either side of the avenue were shops and services with more spaces for side routes that led to only God knew how many apartments.
Were they even still shops if there was no exchange of money? Or were they more like dispensaries in that case? That felt like a question well above Steff’s current paygrade.
As she looked up, she could see a glass roof that transitioned into a floor above. In fact, this same configuration repeated five times over, avenues stacked upon one another. Though two levels above her the boulevard was replaced with rails as a tram came to a stop with various Affini, independents, and florets getting on and off. To think that this habitation ring was just one of four which made up this research vessel.
It was a conundrum to figure out how the Accord would’ve won against something like that, though Steff guessed that it wasn’t really her problem anymore… nor was it Earth’s for that matter. Maybe the answer would’ve been a bigger railgun? That seemed to be the go-to solution for the flyboys.
Yeah, that must’ve been in. Surely, not even the Affini could outengineer a large enough hunk of tungsten… right?
Steff puffed, picking up the pace. She was breaking a sweat and breaking a sweat felt good. The burn, the ache, the satisfaction, they were excellent for clearing any troublesome little memories of her nightmare from her mind. 
What troublesome thoughts? Exactly!
She perked up as she noticed a familiar fern waving towards her. One which looked almost eldritch in her inhuman make up. Though less alarming was the adorable little blonde human who clung to her side, waving as well as she offered a big bright smile.
Steff slowed down and popped an earbud out of her ear. She panted as she came to a halt in front of them, hunching forwards and pressing her hands into her thighs in order to brace herself. “Juno… Becca.”
“Out for your biweekly jog?” Juno asked, looking beyond her. “And where is Minerva?”
Steff nodded and flashed a cocksure smile, thrusting a thumb behind herself. “Left her behind a couple klicks ago.”
A lie but they all knew as much.
Well Juno and Steff knew as much as Becca let out a horrified gasp. “Steff, you can’t just wander off from your Mistress like that.”
“That was sarcasm, dear,” Juno teased. “I doubt Minerva could even make it half as far before getting winded.”
Becca blinked. “Oh.”
“She’s…” Steff drew in a breath, wiping the sweat from her brow. “I believe she’s taking care of some proposals today. Apparently, Darius is a cocksucker.”
“I mean what else is new,” Juno said, smirking. “What does he want this time?”
“More time on some piece of lab equipment that’s in high demand. I wasn’t even aware that Affini had things that were in high demand,” Steff said as she shook her head. “But he’s causing quite the headache with his request.”
“Ah the joys of trying to corral the science team,” Juno said, sighing fondly. “Makes me thankful that I’m in the sentient species tract of research. Speaking of…” She reached out and prodded Steff in the chest with a vine. “You two really need to come out to my latest exhibition. We’ve managed to uncover some very interesting Terran art and I would love to have you there.”
Steff nodded, still puffing for breath. As she looked over, she saw that Becca was sipping some sort of fruity drink. She looked at it before offering it up to Steff.  A much-appreciated offer as she took it and helped herself to a sip. It was a refreshing, tasted nice, and tingled all sort of strange places inside of her mouth.
“I’ll make sure to pass it along,” she said, handing the drink back to Becca. She even spared her fellow floret a playful kiss on the cheek. This seemed to make her smile grow as she giggled with glee.
“You’ll do more than just that,” Juno said, wagging that same vine at her. “That woman overworks herself and so do you.”
“I do not overwork myself!” Steff yelped.
Juno frowned. “Sweetie, you run two separate clubs on board this ship.”
“That’s barely more than like… twenty hours of my time a week,” Steff tried.
“Twenty hours,” Juno said, looking down at Becca. “Can you believe this floret?”
“That’s so many hours,” Becca said, gasping. “I can barely even count that high.”
Steff rolled her eyes and took a step away, getting ready to continue with her run. “I’ll catch you two at the game later?”
“Wouldn’t miss it!” Becca called, waving her goodbye.
And with that Steff pushed off, heading back down the hall. That drink clearly had a little something in it as her brain warmed up, her neurons really activating. Probably just way too much sweetener. That Fini did love to spoil her pet with treats.
Just like Minerva could spoil you if you…
Shush…
Minerva was busy and Steff could look after herself. Like right now, she was staying out of trouble and keeping herself in shape. Look how good and functional she was being. In fact, they should really give her a goddamn trophy for how good and healthy she was being. How many other florets could successfully take all of their problems and sweep them under the rug as well as she could?
Her watch beeped and she looked towards it, seeing that another kilometer had elapsed. One more until she was back at her hab unit. Another five or so minutes depending on her current pace.
Or maybe even a little longer than that as another trio caught her attention, waving towards her as they ducked out of a storefront which specialized in electronics. One was an Affini who looked vaguely like an alien centaur though with a torso and head that weren’t even close to being human. She was with two humans. One that was young and lithe with curly black hair. The other was older with fiery locks that were tinged grey.
Once more, Steff popped the earbuds out of her ears, slipping them into her pockets. She came to a stop before the entourage and went rigid, snapping off a salute towards the older floret and trying to keep her face deathly serious. “Colonel!”
“At ease, private,” Jessie said, shaking her head as she engaged the lock on her wheelchair with a pale hand.
Persephone threw a dirty look at Steff before giving it to her pet as well. “You two really need to stop doing that.”
“Force of habit,” Steff teased.
Jessie nodded. “It’s part of our unique Terran culture, ma’am.”
“There’s nothing unique or cultural about it, thank you very much. You aren’t the first species to have warriors and you won’t be the last,” Persephone said though she didn’t seem perturbed enough to keep the scolding going as she instead looked at Steff. “Going for your jog, dear?”
Steff nodded. “Had an early morning so I thought that I’d get it out of the way sooner rather than later, you know?”
“Just make sure to save some energy for the game later,” Jessie said.
Steff smirked. “You coming?”
“You know it.” Jessie reached out and patted her on the arm. “Someone needs to keep Darius in line. And it’ll be a cold day in hell before I miss the Roughnecks play.”
Steff looked past her and saw the other human practically hiding behind her Mistress, shying away from her. She was a scared-looking thing with her curly black hair falling in front of her eyes. Her skin was an elegant chocolate brown and wrapped up in a beautiful lemon-coloured dress that looked downright gorgeous upon her.
“Hey Caitlyn,” Steff tried, keeping her voice soft as she held out her palms.
Caitlyn looked at her before glancing at Jessie and motioning with her hands.
Jessie read these gestures and then smiled at Steff. “She says hi.” She unlocked her chair and pushed back with it, giving Caitlyn some space as she motioned towards her instead. “Did Minerva tell you the good news about Caitlyn?”
“What good news?” Steff asked, looking at her.
Persephone reached down and gently petted the top of Caitlyn’s head. “Dearest Caitlyn is getting out of her shell and joined a reading group with a few of the florets from our block.”
“I’m so proud of her,” Jessie said, faking a sniffling sound as she dabbed at her dry eyes. “They grow up so fast.”
Caitlyn flushed at the attention and tried to duck even further behind her Mistress’ leg. She was clutching some sort of bag against herself.
“What you got there?” Steff asked.
Caitlyn looked at Jessie who answered on her behalf. “A little present for going to her first group meeting. One of those video games that you kids seem to enjoy playing.”
Steff scoffed. “Jessie, video games have been a thing for like six hundred years old
.”
“And ‘kids’?” Persephone asked, shaking her head. “You’re scarcely older than they are, dear.”
“Ma’am, I’m fifty-five,” Jessie said, lifting a brow.
“A mere infant in the grand scheme of things,” Persephone teased, seeming so smug and proud of herself. Though Steff supposed that it wouldn’t be an Affini if she didn’t want to bite them at least a little bit. “I can’t even remember what I was doing at fifty-five. Probably just wrapping up with my studies and taking a trip abroad.”
Steff snickered at the display. This earned her a sharp look from Jessie and a pronounced middle finger to go along with it. 
Something which drew a sharp gasp from Persephone who ruffled her floret’s hair. “None of that now, missy.” 
“How is your club going?” Steff asked, changing the subject as she looked at the colonel.
Jessie shrugged. “I’m still dogshit at water colours but the Affini helping put it together says that I have potential.” She smirked. “Though they say that about all of us, don’t they?”
“That’s because you all have potential!” Persephone said.
“I know that.” Jessie rolled her eyes. “But that can something feel condescending when you’ve heard it for the one hundredth time.”
“Blame that on your humanity then,” Persephone teased.
Steff nodded and looked down the hall.
“Anyways, we probably killed your pace already,” Jessie said, nodding towards the duo. “And I bet Caitlyn probably wants to play Space Invaders or whatever it is that Persephone got her.”
“I believe it was called Terran Crossing,” Persephone said.
Jessie snorted. “You should’ve got her one of those gory shooters.”
“I most certainly should not have done that,” Persephone shot back. “But if you’d like a video game, that could be arranged easily enough.”
“I’m too old for them,” Jessie said.
Steff took that as her cue as she pushed off and continued with her jog. 
The break had been nice but Jessie had hit the nail on the head as her pace had definitely slowed now that she was knocked out of the zone. The heavy beat of electronic music helped keep her going at a reduced tempo as the burn and panting renewed to that mind-numbing pitch.
The last kilometer was uneventful as she came across a familiar alcove which would lead to her and Minerva’s hab unit. As she came to a stop, yet another trio of creatures approached her. Damn these ferns for roping her into their social arrangements.
Steff once more popped out her earbuds.
“Yo, Darius, how are you doing?” she asked, flashing a smile.
Darius was much like Minerva in his appearance, opting for a form which was closer to a Terran compared to a lot of his peers. Yet, no Terran was ten feet tall, nor would any Terran be caught dead wearing an outfit that gaudy. Yet, was it really an outfit when it was literally a layer of flowers and foliage which grew out of his body?
Regardless of if it was or wasn’t an outfit, it was mostly covered today by a large white lab coat which hung from his body. It was stained with various colourful substances and singed in several places, looking well worn.
At his side were two florets, a human and a Xenrani, both of them wearing matching white lab coats and goggles while holding identical clipboards. These were Fylix and Lily and no Steff still didn’t know which one was which and yes she was still very much too awkward to ask for pronouns after supposedly knowing them for months.
Regardless, the human tossed her a bottle of water which was much appreciated as she caught it.
“I’m here to beg your lovely Mistress to hear the cries for help from a lost soul such as myself,” Darius said, holding the back of a wooden hand against his forehead. “My research into new xenodrugs has been stalled by a lack of time on the Proto-Molecular Compiler and I was hoping to leverage our friendship for even a few more hours with it.”
Steff cracked open the bottle of water and tilted it back, happy to gulp it down as the man worked through the motions. If she didn’t know any better, it almost seemed like this was a life-or-death matter. Thankfully, she did know better when it came to him.
“You are aware that Captain Zephyr operates on a first come, first serve basis, correct?” Steff asked.
Darius sighed. “I… yes, I know that she hypothetically works using that sort of methodology. But my research is very important, dear, and I’m sure that your Mistress will…”
The door to Steff’s hab unit opened and Minerva peered out, smiling at her pet before looking at Darius. “Darius, what do I owe the pleasure?”
“I…” Darius began.
“And if I hear the words ‘Proto-Molecular Compiler’ come out of your mouth, I will be decompiling you with it instead,” Minerva interrupted. Her expression turned coy as her smile grew just a bit more daring. It was like she wanted him to test that threat.
Darius sighed. “Minerva, you don’t understand. My research could be extremely beneficial to our mission. I think I discovered a new variant of Class-C which may prove more compatible with Rinan biology than the existing variant. But it’s hard to run tests with the allocation of time I have on the Proto-Molecular Compiler.”
Steff stepped into the unit and stood at her Mistress’ side, standing tall and at attention. Her demeanor didn’t even fray as Minerva touched a vine to her shoulder, tenderly stroking it through the white fabric of her exercise shirt.
…
Okay, it might’ve frayed a little as a slight dusting of red coloured her cheeks.
“And while that does sound very important,” Minerva went on. “I have Hades in the Physics department trying to isolate strings from quarks in order to photograph them.  I also have two separate biologists trying to figure out a means for purging microplastics from Terran blood…”
“What’s in my blood?” Steff asked, perking up.
Minerva lifted that vine away from her shoulder and patted the top of her head. “Don’t worry about it, petal.” She looked back at Darius. “Are you honestly telling me that your research is more important than either of their developments?”
Darius studied her for a moment, pursing his lips together. It seemed that her words had resonated with him and that he would be swayed by- “Yes.”
Minerva sighed. “Steff, bite him.”
“Gladly,” Steff said, stepping forward and gnashing her teeth at him.
Darius yanked his vine back, yelping. “Keep your microplastic-infested teeth away from me, you horrid little creature.” He shook his head as he let out an exasperated sigh. “Fine… fine! You make a convincing point, Captain. I guess I’ll just wait my turn.”
Minerva nodded and stepped back into her apartment with Steff following her lead. She left the door open, however, and Darius took that as his cue to enter with his own florets.
“You’ll be happy to know that I actually put in an order for a new science module from the core worlds,” Minerva said, moving over to the island. “And it’ll have a second Proto-Molecular Compiler for our research efforts.”
“Joyous days!” Darius exclaimed, throwing his vines into the air. “We’re almost an actual research ship at this point.”
Minerva picked up a stapled together stack of papers, offering them to him. 
Darius took them from her, flipping through them as he scanned the pages. He nodded along to whatever was written down. “Thinking of taking a vacation?”
Steff perked up. This was news to her.
“A small research sabbatical,” Minerva explained. “But while I’m gone, I need someone to look after the ship for me. As Chief Research Officer, the position of acting captain falls to you.”
Darius flipped through the papers and nodded. “I think that’s an amazing idea.”
“Glad to hear it,” Minerva replied.
“In fact, why don’t you take this trip early,” Darius said, flashing a smile. “That way you can trust the scheduling of the…”
Steff snapped her teeth at Darius, nearly biting one of his vines. This earned her a shocked gasp from him, two mischievous smiles from his florets, and an extremely lucrative high five from her Mistress. A four-for-one special!
“Alright!” Darius yelped, glaring between the two of them. “I get your point.” He walked over the island and slapped the papers down quite theatrically, scribbling his signature on the front before initialing each of the pages in turn. “I hope you have a nice time…” He squinted at the summary on the first page of the papers. “Watching neutron stars.”
“I shall,” Minerva said, taking the pen from him and signing it herself. She then tossed it in the hab unit’s compiler and pressed a button, producing a second copy with signatures and all. This copy went to Darius. “Was there anything else that you wanted to talk about?”
Darius hummed and looked at his pets and then back at Minerva. Steff could see the gears visibly churning inside of his brain. “My pets have recently been picking up chemistry as a hobby and were really hoping to reserve some time on the Proto-Molecular Compiler and I was wondering if you’d…”
“Out!” Minerva yelped.
Darius cackled and stepped towards the door, slipping out of the chamber with his florets following right behind him. Steff waved at them as they left, sipping her water as the door closed behind him.
“He’s persistent,” Steff said.
Minerva scoffed. “One of the reasons that he’s so good at his job.”
She moved toward Steff and placed one of her wooden hands upon her backside, patting it through the tight material of her exercise shorts.
Steff leaned into her touch. “So, what’s this about a vacation?”
“Me and Persephone were invited by another research commune to witness a rare stellar event since we both have backgrounds in astrophysics from prior blooms,” Minerva explained, leading Steff towards the island. “I thought it would be an excellent opportunity to meet some peers I haven’t seen in a few decades.”
Steff noticed that there was another pile of papers upon the hard wooden surface. It was much thicker than whatever Minerva had gotten Darius to sign, encased in a folder which bore Steff’s name neatly written on the cover.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Something that I wanted to talk to you about.” Minerva grabbed it and offered it up to her. “A report about your nightmare last night.”
Busted…
“Oh yeah?” Steff frowned. “What did it say?”
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” Minerva drifted away from her, circling the island.
Steff took this moment to really appreciate her Mistress. 
Minerva had changed greatly from when they had first met. Sure, she was still a massive plant but her body had definitely adopted more Terran characteristics, looking vaguely like a Goddess with curves in all of the right places. Her face was soft with daring blue eyes and a tight smile from lips that actually moved. Her ‘hair’ was long and made up of an interwoven mess of lovely orange and purple blooms, a cascade of colours that went well together. And her torso and limbs were protected by a lovely hazelnut brown wood armour.
Also, she had really nice tits but Steff would never say that in polite conversation.
It seemed that Minerva wanted to look at her, judging her and taking in her reactions. These pages told the story, they both knew it. She was broken, imperfect, flawed research. 
“I haven’t read it yet,” Minerva said.
Steff choked on her spit. “Pardon?”
“I mean I have every right to read it,” Minerva explained. “But… it felt invasive and I wanted to talk about it with you first.”
Steff peaked inside, seeing lines upon lines of text, pages upon pages of charts. It was nearly enough to induce a migraine even if she wasn’t really able to read what it said.  “Don’t you want to know what it says?”
“I do but…” Minerva sighed and reached out, grabbing her hand and running a thumb across her knuckles. “Steff… I love you and I respect you greatly.”
Steff looked at her and nodded.
“And part of that respect is acknowledging that I have entrusted you with far more freedom than many of my peers would trust their florets with,” Minerva went on. She paused, shaking her head. “Are these nightmares getting worse?”
“No,” Steff lied.
Minerva nodded. “Do you want to share them with me?”
“No,” Steff told the truth.
“Would you be willing to come to me and discuss them if they were impacting your quality of life?” Minerva asked.
Steff went silent for a moment as she gave it some thought. That wasn’t an easy question to answer by any definition of the word. In the end, she nodded. “Yes.”
Was that the truth or a lie? She really didn’t know.
“Then I am going to trust you, Steff,” Minerva said. “I trust you to come to me when you feel comfortable to do so. I am trusting you with the space necessary to sort this out on your own if you prefer it. Just know that I love you dearly and I am always here if you need me. I always am and always will be available for you. Just please don’t suffer alone.”
Steff nodded, looking down at the folder. She traced her finger across it, feeling the rough material of the cover. “I love you too, ma’am. Thank you for understanding.”
“I know how you operate, dear,” Minerva said.
You could do it. You could do it right now. Tell her. Tell her about your crimes and war stories. Tell her about all the people you’ve killed and how they still talk to you in your sleep. 
See if she still loves you then, see if she still loves someone who knows what it feels like to be soaked in viscera or who has seen someone’s life burn out in their eyes. See if she still loves you after what you did to those precious Rinan the Affini adore, you little war criminal. See if you still deserve love after all of that.
Tell her! Take the gamble! Put it all of black since that’s the colour of your fucking soul, you monster.
But Steff didn’t…
Maybe she would when things got worse or maybe… maybe this was just how things were supposed to be for someone like her. It felt like a fitting punishment if the Affini weren’t going to provide any sort of real justice. A lifetime of bad sleep was nothing compared to some of the things she was guilty of.
“Change of subject,” Minerva suddenly said.
Steff stirred, snapping out of her mental prison. “Yeah?”
“Those shorts look really good on you,” Minerva said, smirking as she made a show of eyeing them up. Them and whatever generous assets were contained inside.
Steff grinned and stuck them out, giving them a little wiggle. “Like the way they show off my ass?”
“I do,” Minerva said, nodding to herself. Though she did pause for a moment. “But I also think they’d look much better off of you if I can be completely honest.”
Steff pushed away from the island. A distraction, a much-needed distraction from all of her thoughts. “Want to help me take a shower?”
“I’d love to help you take a shower,” Minerva replied, following her towards the bathroom.
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