Steff shielded her eyes from the glow of the gas giant above, seeing the way that the bands of blue and purple swirled upon its truly gigantic surface. Several moons floated lazily around it, ranging from barren rocks to a few which sported blue oceans or green landmasses. 
That wasn’t all she saw, however. The sky was also full of stars, twinkling away and showing a billion worlds that the Affini laid claim to. Steff also saw two of the ship’s massive habitation rings, a small segment of each peeking through at the very edges of the dome, starting on their lazy gravity-inducing rotations. 
A dome like this wouldn’t have existed on a Terran ship. A space this vast simply couldn’t have been held together with Terran technology. And if it had existed, it probably would’ve lost atmosphere three budget cuts ago and had been left in squalor as one of the many functions which weren’t deemed ‘vital’.
God, the Accord could suck sometimes.
She looked out at the rolling field of green grass with a diamond of brown soil linking four white plates together. It was an artificial environment but it looked so real, felt like something that would’ve existed on one of those nice planets where the trillionaires got to live.
Honestly, she felt a little spoiled, getting to use something like this. Back in the marines, she was lucky to get a barren patch of rocky gravel for her games. Before the Affini, she couldn’t honestly recall the last time that she got to play in real grass.
There were stands around the diamond as well with about a hundred sentient beings watching and chatting with one another. Affini and humans and… all of those other species that Steff could totally recall the name of on the fly.
And the noise in the distance told her that this one gathering was but a microcosm for the vast dome embedded into the centre of this ship. There were dozens if not hundreds of other gatherings taking place as all sorts of individuals got to actually enjoy their free time with one another.
What an utterly bizarre concept.
“Earth to Steff,” a voice called.
Steff turned around and saw a human staring her down. Their name was Irene. 
They were much like herself, jagged and sharp with a strong build. Though not as sharp nor jagged nor strong as herself. They had been Mobile Infantry, after all, which meant that they were just a little worse in their disposition.  Something that was an absolutely well-known and totally proven fact that bore zero long standing interdepartmental rivalry in terms of informing it.
Their skin was more tanned than Steff’s, their hair trimmed into mohawk with accents of artificial blue tinging the black. They wore an outfit which matched Steff’s, a pair of red shorts and a white jersey with a logo of a red bat smacking a ball that looked suspiciously like Earth plastered upon it. This was the logo for their club.
“What’s up?” Steff asked.
“Just noticed you staring off into the void is all,” Irene said, drawing back and tossing a ball towards her.
Steff caught it within her glove and then tossed it back to them in turn. “Just trying to get used to how surreal this ship feels.”
“I know what you mean,” another voice called out. “Kind of reminds me of growing up on my home station, you know?”
Steff looked over and saw a younger man come towards them. He was dressed in the exact same jersey as the two of them, holding up his mitt at which point Irene tossed him the ball. It was a miracle that a soft flyboy like him didn’t topple over against the impact, grunting as he caught it.
He was a pretty boy, flashing pearly white teeth and showing off a body that may have been considered twinkish by some of the guys that Steff knew. His stature was limber, thin, and unnaturally tall, looking like the kind of kid who would’ve been born and raised at well under a G. Not that a G seemed to be doing him any ill health at this point. All of this was wrapped up in a package of olive-tinged skin and black hair that was slicked back.
“Tristan,” Irene greeted.
“Irene,” Tristan said before nodding to Steff. “Sarge.”
“Don’t enable her,” Irene groaned.
“What? Didn’t they teach you Mobile Infantry types to respect the chain of command,” Steff teased, catching the ball from Tristan as she flashed a cocky little smile at her other friend.
“They did.” Irene shook their head. “And then my fern worked it out of me, thank you very much.”
There was the sound of a few bags dropping and Steff looked to the side, seeing the other seven members of her team come over: Veronica, Scarlett, Wyatt, Rhea, Jago, Rebecca, and John. All of them were marked, like her, dotted with scars or rugged edges or muscles that looked grown in a vat. They all had the look of abused and rabid dogs. Former military, just like herself.
This was her team… her squad.
Steff’s Roughnecks.
“Sarge,” Wyatt greeted, patting her on the back as he walked on by.
“Sarge,” Jago added, doing the exact same thing.
The title was delivered as each of them moved on by, practicing tossing a ball back and forth amongst one another. As Steff looked past them, she saw twelve other figures on the other side of the field. Eleven humans and one xeno, all wearing navy blue shorts and grey jerseys with the logos of a sock plastered on the front of them.
The Deck-C Sox.
The speakers around the small arena crackled with life.
“Hello folks,” Darius bellowed. Steff looked over and saw him seated in a booth overlooking the field. “It is I, the ever-lovely Darius, here to act as the announcer for today’s game. Joining me is Jessie Hera, sixth floret of everyone’s favourite biologist, Persephone Hera. Can we get a round of applause for her?”
There was a ripple of claps from the stands.
Jessie flashed a smile. “Thanks for having me, Darius. Looks like we’re about to have one hell of a game today. Steff’s Roughnecks have been having a beast of an inaugural season, currently standing at ten wins, three loses, and one tie.”
“But let’s not forget that the Sox are responsible for one of those losses, dear,” Darius said. “They’re a dangerous opponent. Especially with that Khetari pitcher on their team. I swear that I’ve seen them put a ball through a bulkhead before.”
The Khetari looked very proud of this claim, flashing a dastardly smile full of razor-sharp teeth.
Steff smirked, tuning them out as she glanced towards the stands instead. She spotted Juno with Becca, the floret waving as she noticed her looking over. Then there was Persephone who was cradling Caitlyn against herself, soothing the girl who was being very brave by being in this sort of environment. 
And finally, the woman that Steff loved. Minerva stood up and hollered at her floret as she noticed her looking over. She was wearing a very large version of the Roughneck’s jersey with Steff’s number affixed to the sides. It honestly felt like a mother who was cheering on her child at a little league game.
Don’t think like that. Don’t blush… don’t blush…
“Ha, you’re blushing,” Irene teased.
“Shut the fuck up,” Steff groaned, pushing them away.
Her companion cackled as they drifted over to a row of benches which had been set up for their team. Steff followed after them, filling a small cup with some sort of red drink which the Affini had prepared for them. Something to help with exercise, they claimed.
It didn’t taste like xenodrugs so it was probably fine.
“That being said,” Jessie went on. “The Sox are nothing to scoff at either. Second in the league with eight wins, four loses, and two ties. All I know is that this is going to be one hell of a game.”
“I know that I’m excited for it,” Darius said.
[hr]
Steff stared down the pitcher, gripping her bat tightly. It was a good old-fashioned stand off, seeing who would be the first to flinch. Baseball was a mind game like that, wondering who would be the one to slip up and make a mistake.
It turned out that it was the pitcher this time around as they flung the ball forwards. They weren’t half bad with it, throwing a proper curveball which nearly caught her off guard. 
Nearly being the important word there.
Steff swung and the ball connected, launching outwards and flying through the air. The bat was out of her hands before she even had a chance to blink. In a split second, she was sprinting for first base, pumping her hands through the air as she ran towards it.
Not that it was really necessary because…
“Hell of a home run, Darius!” Jessie hollered.
Darius chuckled. “Looks like Steff won’t be disappointing us today. Unlike how her Mistress disappoints us with her allocation of Proto-Molecular Compiler time.”
“Eat my dick, Darius!” Minerva hollered.
“Ha ha,” Darius said in a monotone voice. “You wish, Minerva.”
[hr]
The Sox had the bases loaded, four of their best hitters all ready to push the game well into their favour.
Steff hunched close to the ground, chewing on a stick of gum. She was posted in the outfield, ready to intercept whatever came her way. The position over was held by Scarlet, the two of them sharing a look and nodding to one another.
Tristan was on the pitcher’s mound, eyeing up the batter which had given their team so many issues before. Without warning, he flung the ball forwards, delivering one hell of a fast ball. And it seemed to work as it found a home within the umpire’s mitt, hitting with a satisfying thud of firm ball against hard leather.
“Strike one!” Jessie called over the loudspeakers.
Darius whimpered. “I can’t look.”
“I would like to remind my co-host that we are not supposed to pick favourites,” Jessie teased, patting him on the back. “The only thing we need to care about is the fact that these two teams have given us one hell of a game.”
“But Steff is my friend,” Darius said.
Steff briefly glanced towards the scoreboard. It was the sixth inning and the score was five-to-four in favour of the Roughnecks. No, this wasn’t a bad game at all.
She caught sight of Minerva in the stands, leaning forward in her seat. She clutched a little flag with the Roughnecks’ logo on it within her vine as she waved it back and forth. Though this felt like an absent-minded gesture with how much she was laser focused on the game, gawking at it.
Everyone seemed on the edge of their seats. That was good, Steff was glad that the ferns were enjoying the most cherished and ancient of human traditions.
But she couldn’t revel in for too long as she stared back ahead, seeing that Tristan had the ball again. The boy blew a bubble, absently chewing on gum that had probably lost all flavour long ago. Him and that batter were like two gunmen in the ancient Earth west, ready to see who would be the first to draw and who would pay the price for that transgression.
Unfortunately, it was Tristan this time around as he prematurely threw one hell of a curve ball. 
Yet, even a perfect curveball could be prepared for. This time the batter was ready, hitting it hard. The thing flew high into the air, heading to a spot between Steff and Scarlet with both of them sprinting towards it at the exact same time.
No, no, no…
The crowd was in an uproar, cheering with a maddened frenzy. The energy was palpable, feeding into Steff and getting her to pump her legs with all of her might. There were pretty florets and Affini watching and she wasn’t about to make an ass of herself in front of them.
But maybe the choice wasn’t really hers to make. The ball was lower than she first but it was also still so very far out of reach, heading for the fence which encircled the baseball pitch. Steff didn’t know if she could jump high enough to have any chance of intercepting it before it went over the top, giving the Sox a much-needed home run.
Thankfully, her body was much quicker than her brain’s doomerism, so she just kept going. 
She locked eyes with Scarlet and quickly crouched down, linking her hand and glove together, creating a step of sorts. Her intentions seemingly clicked within the other floret as she nodded and quickly changed course, sprinting towards her instead.
The second that Steff felt a shoe against her hands, she threw Scarlet upwards with all of her might. The force was enough to send herself sprawling backwards but she saw that the added height allowed her teammate to reach further up and…
Narrowly missed the ball with her glove.
“Fuck!” Steff yelped.
Scarlet landed right beside her, falling hard upon her side and letting out a pained grunt. She shook her head, flashing a strained smile as she rubbed at her soon to be bruised ribs. “Nice try, Sarge.”
“I don’t know what the fuck that was but it was epic!” Darius hollered.
Jessie chuckled. “Would’ve been even cooler if they actually pulled it off. But unfortunately, we are playing baseball instead of horseshoes. So, close isn’t good enough. The score is now eight-to-five in favour of the Sox!”
Steff got up and offered her hand to Scarlet, helping her to her feet. 
“Still plenty of ball game left,” Scarlet said
Steff nodded in agreement. “Still plenty of ball game.”
[hr]
Steff was running at full tilt, keeping her eye on the pitcher. Being a Khetari meant that they likely possessed the ability to put that ball right through her if they weren’t careful. The damn cat was quick on their feet too, quickly spinning and tossing the ball towards the second baseman with terrifying speed.
But even this proved too slow as Steff dropped to the ground, skidding to the base with her foot touching it just in the nick of time.
“Safe!” Jessie called.
“It looks like Steff has stolen the base,” Darius said, laughing with glee. “That being said, I would like to remind the audience that this base is only stolen for the purpose of the game and that they are not in short supply. Ample bases can be compiled back in your hab unit’s if you so desire.”
“Thank you for that explanation, Darius,” Jessie teased.
Darius chucked. “You’re welcome, Jessie. It’s important to educate Affini on what artificial scarcity is as the concept is an unfamiliar one to us.”
[hr]
The ninth inning and the score was eight-to-eight with Steff coming up to bat. Her Roughnecks were at two outs and the bases were completely empty.
The Khetari eyed her up, narrowing their gaze to that sharp feline quality. Steff narrowed hers right on back, refusing to be cowed. She drummed her fingers against the bat, daring that stinky little cat to make her day.
And they did, flinging the ball at considerable speed. Steff swung, growling as she felt herself hit nothing but air.
“Strike one!” the umpire called.
The stadium was dead silent, the announcers just as quiet. If it wasn’t for the murmur of the park beyond, you very well could’ve heard a pin drop.
The ball went back to the pitcher and the creature had the audacity to toss it up and down, grinning at Steff as they did so. Those teeth of theirs looked so very sharp, like it was toying with its food.
It would be a cold day in hell before she was let a Goddamned xeno beat her at…
Problematic, dear!
Minerva… not now.
The ball went flying and Steff swung, narrowly hitting it for a second time. Yet, close wasn’t good enough in baseball.
“Strike two!” the umpire hollered
This league was designed to give all sophonts a chance to share in Terran culture. They are as entitled to it as you are.
Fair, fair… but can you please let me focus?
Sorry, sorry…
Steff locked eyes with the creature, narrowing her gaze and focusing utterly on them. The pitcher wound back but Steff was ready for it this time around. As the ball came zipping forwards, she swung, slamming her bat into the ball and launching it forwards.
She was off, sprinting at full tilt. It wasn’t a homerun but it did bounce far away from anyone who would dare intercept it. By the time it crashed to the grass, she was already rounding first base, pivoting and heading towards the second.
The crowd cheered, the player cheered, the announcer’s cheers, and Minerva cheered. The energy of the stadium was frenzied and utterly focused upon her. So, she put her all into it as she pounded across the harsh dirt, kicking up a cloud of the stuff as she bolted ahead. 
By the time she reached second base, one of the Sox had gotten to the ball, picking it up and taking aim. Yet, Steff risked it, growling as she just kept running. She was playing to win and wasn’t about to let these dorks get a tie.
The third base fell under heel and Steff saw that the ball was airborne, tossed to another player on the Sox. She should’ve stopped. She shouldn’t push her luck. But her body had a rationale of its own as she pounded towards home, feeling her lungs ache as she struggled for breath. 
She pumped her hands through the air, keeping track of the ball out of the corner of her eye. It was airborne once again, aimed right for home. There was absolutely no chance that she was getting there before it reached the basemen.
Or well, no chance that she would get there on two feet.
Steff dove forwards, leaping through the air with caution thrown utterly to the wind. As she felt gravity have its way, one thought echoed through her mind: ‘this is really going to hurt.’ Her theory was proven absolutely correct as she roughly impacted the ground, gritting her teeth as she skidded through the dirt.
“Safe!” the umpire roared.
Steff looked up, shocked to see that the baseman had the ball but was left gawking at her. Then she realized that her hands had touched the base.
The stadium roared at the display, breaking out into a near frenzy.
“That was one hell of a play, Darius!” Jessie hollered.
Darius chuckled. “That looked like it hurt.”
“I’d agree with that assessment,” Jessie said. “In fact, it would seem that Steff’s Affini is currently climbing out of the stands to check on her pet as we speak.”
Steff’s world was spinning but she did in fact notice that ten feet of plant matter was rapidly converging on her current position. She groaned as she pushed herself up, seeing that she was mostly just extremely dirty though there was a patch of shallow gouges colouring her left forearm which were blossoming with a fresh and bloody red.
“Mistress,” Steff said, taking the offered vine and getting to her feet.
Minerva looked her over. “That was impressive.” She then started to escort her to the side of the field. “But let me look over those cuts, if you would. The last thing we need is an infection, right?”
Steff nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Good play,” one of the Sox players said, patting her on the back as she walked on by.
Steff flopped down in the grass, offering up her arm and allowing Minerva to look it over. Whatever she did stung but Steff sucked it up. It didn’t take long for the fern to finish, leaving her with a few fresh bandages to cover some of the more daring marks. Maybe she’d have a couple scars to add to the collection. It would be nice to add some happy memories to the canvas that already marked her.
The rest of the game went by pretty quickly as her team was the last to go batting. Jago took second base after bunting the ball and Tristan attempted to clear it, only for him to earn the last out by batting a ball right into one of the Sox player’s gloves.
“That was a fantastic game!” Darius hollered over the mics. “I’d like to thank everyone who made time in their day to attend and I would also like to extend a very special thanks to all of the florets for putting on a good show.”
“And also, if we could all spare a thanks to Steff for putting in the work to keep this league going,” Jessie said.
This earned Steff a bit of attention and she forced a smile, offering a wave with her good hand. She wasn’t shy but there was something about having that many eyes upon her all at once which made her balls leap right into her throat.
With the match now finished, the stands started to empty out with various Affini, florets, and even independents breaking off into their own little social groups upon the pitch. It was honestly a little humbling to see this many creatures all in one place.
“You’ve put together quite the event,” Minerva said.
Steff shook her head. “It’s nothing. I just wanted to play some baseball.” She smirked. “This is just icing on the cake, you know?”
“It’s certainly something, petal. Learn to take a little credit,” Minerva said.
“Holy shit, Sar-” Tristan looked at Minerva, obviously thinking better of that last word. “S-Steff. That was one hell of a run.”
Steff grinned. “I wasn’t about to let the Sox beat us again.”
Irene came over and tossed her a bottle of that same red drink. “Glad you aren’t too banged up.” They nodded to Minerva. “Ma’am.”
Steff cracked open the bottle and took a sip. Why did Affini drinks always have this strange flavour to them? Apparently, it was something called sugar. It was honestly kind of nice compared to the sweetening syrup they used to put in Terran drinks. Even if it did taste a little funny.
“Holy shit, Steff!” a familiar voice shouted. “That was so cool!”
Steff looked over and saw Becca rush over.
“Language, petal,” Juno chided, wagging a vine at her pet. She then looked at Steff. “But that was a very good game, dear.”
“Thanks,” Steff said, grinning as she showed off her banged up arm to Becca. The girl’s eyes sparkled as she leaned in to get a better look at it. Empires came and went but pretty girls always liked to gawk at a hot butch with cool scars. 
Juno looked at Minerva. “Did Steff pass along my invite to the new exhibition that I’m hosting?”
“New…” Minerva started before looking at her pet. She tensed and nodded quickly, looking like a child caught with her vine in the cookie jar. “Uh yes! Yes, she absolutely did do that. But just for the sake of convenience…” She forced a smile. “Where and when is it again?”
Juno scoffed. “Sentient Species Department for the next two weeks, Exhibition Hall 7C.”
“I thought we could go tomorrow?” Steff said.
Minerva nodded. “I’d love to go tomorrow.”
“Here comes Darius!” the man of every hour called.
He strutted forward while holding a large blue plastic cooler within his vines. At his side was Jessie who was pushing herself along with a black contraption resting within her lap.
“What do you have there?” Juno asked.
Darius grinned. “I believe the Terrans call it grilling. It’s all the rage to partake in before, during, and after game days. At least, that’s what Jessie here assures me.”
He placed down the cooler and popped open the lid. “And I thought that our all-star deserves a little treat for putting on a good show.” He pulled out a series of bottles which contained some sort of amber-coloured…
“Is that fucking beer!” Steff barked.
“Yes,” Darius said, cracking one open and offering it to her. “Straight from that little farming colony that Minerva helped put together.”
Steff was about to grab it but Minerva was quicker, intercepting it. She made a show of looking it over as she squinted at the label. “This is a Terran narcotic, correct?”
“It’s not a narcotic, it’s…” Steff started.
“A substance which reacts with your biology to create an addled state,” Minerva finished, looking at her. “A narcotic.”
Darius placed his vines upon Minerva’s shoulders. “Relax, Nerva, who is the subject matter expert here.”
Minerva sighed.
“My research says that having one or two on a very infrequent basis will have very little ill effect upon your pet,” Darius said, helping take the grill off of Jessie’s lap. He took a knee and started to set it up. “Especially when it’s combined with the hotted dogs and hammerburgs that we’ll be making shortly.”
Minerva looked at Steff and the floret tried to ply her Mistress with the saddest pair of puppy dog eyes that she could possibly weaponize. It seemed that this was enough to win her over as she sighed and surrendered the bottle.
“Fine, fine, you can have one,” Minerva said. Though she paused to make eye contact with her, placing her vines upon her shoulders. “But you are only allowed to have one because it’s part of this cultural ceremony. Do you understand me, missy?”
Steff grinned and was about to take a sip. Only, she paused as Jessie loudly cleared her throat. The older floret twisted open her own bottle and offered up the stem. It was easy enough to figure out the memo as Steff clinked bottles with her.
She finally took a sip, hit by that distinctive taste of Terran freedom: crisp, refreshing, and maybe just a little bit nostalgic. 
“This is why we fought,” Steff whispered.
Jessie scoffed. “Pull up, private.” She wheeled over to Darius who was busy attaching a white tank to the grill. “How is that coming along?”
Darius grunted. “Should be just about…” He pressed a button and there was a hiss followed by a bright blue flame. “There we go!” He ducked back to the side. “I can’t wait to show you the apron that I’ve got for myself.”
Steff slowly sipped her drink and wandered over to Minerva, leaning against her. “Thanks for letting me put together this little shindig.”
Minerva stirred. “Of course, dear. I had my doubts at first but this feels like a very productive use of your time. It’s nice to give so many florets the room to get to know one another.” She rubbed at her shoulder. “Also nice to see you happy.”
Steff flushed. “Thank you, ma’am.”
“Of course, dear,” Minerva said, kissing the top of her head. “I love you.”
“I love you too,” Steff whispered back.
