Steff tapped her pinky finger against the dining room table twice before doing so once with her ring. Then she tapped twice more with her pinky before moving onto the ring finger again and finally settling upon her middle exactly once. The binary pattern continued as she tried to distract herself.
She looked around the cramped kitchen of the beige prefab home, seeing the clutter that a family on this planet got to live in. Honestly, these agricultural families seemed to have it pretty nice. At least, that’s what it looked like at a glance, with only a single family being shoved into a place of this size. Back home, this type of abode would have two families, maybe even three if it was especially close to the factories.
Whoever owned it was long gone but there was still the essence of a family left behind. There were a few photos upon the walls, some old worn drapes over the windows, and a collection of battered company-issued cookbooks that were haphazardly sorted upon one of the nearby shelves.
It seemed to be a younger family who used to reside here, two dads and their two children. Steff could only hope that the Affini made it quick when they got around to liquidating them.
“Wonder what happened here?” Kristopher asked.
Steff followed his gaze and looked out the opened front door of the home. Across the street was the burnt-out husk of a similar building. It was marked with bullet holes and the smell of ash was still pronounced upon the air, betraying that whatever took place was relatively recent.
Fuck the Accord!
It was written in big red letters on an untouched segment of the building’s walls.
“Locals were dosed by some sort of xeno compound and turned on the colonial administrator in this town,” OCNI said, swiping through his pad. “That’s what that building was. At least if this census data is correct. It’s a couple years out of date at this point.”
Veronica shook her head, tilting back a bottle of beer that the squad had managed to scrounge up. “I don’t know about that, Sir. This feels like it’s bad blood through and through.”
“I agree,” Billy said, closing his eyes. “Wonder what working under Moon Santos must’ve been like? Place seems nice but looks can be deceiving.”
“Hear it’s one of the better corps,” Steff said.
Kristopher nodded. “They pay out pretty generous quarterly dividends too.” He glanced between his squad as they all looked at him with confusion. “What? A guy is entitled to owning a couple of stocks.”
“Where did you get the money from?” Billy teased.
Veronica chuckled as she punched his arm. “Not everyone spends all their money on girls, Sheriden.”
“Fair, fair,” Billy replied, holding up his hands defensively.
OCNI worked his jaw, obviously mulling this perspective over. “I mean the alternative theory is that the locals were offered something by the xenos that was good enough to betray the rest of humanity.” He shook his head. “And I refuse to believe that something like that is even remotely possible.”
“Don’t they say that they’re some sort of utopian civilization or some shirt?” Veronica asked.
Steff gasped. “Are you listening to propaganda, Veronica?” She wagged a finger at her. “Thinking about becoming a fern fucker?”
“Oh, fuck off,” Veronica chided, rolling her eyes. “Kind of hard to listen to human stations when the ferns are drowning out the airwaves with their bullshit all day long.”
“The music kind of fucks though,” Billy said.
OCNI scoffed. “This feels like we’re bordering on treason here.”
“I mean we’re on this rock to bag a couple bags of compost, correct?” Billy chided, pointing the stem of his beer bottle at him. “I think you can excuse a little unauthorized radio listening. You know, for the sake of morale.”
OCNI pondered this for a moment before shrugging. “What unauthorized radio listening?”
Billy grinned and winked right back at him, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth for good measure.
Before any of them could continue this conversation, a figure pushed through the front door of the house. It was Sarge and his arms were loaded with all sorts of canned goods which he cradled against his chest like a child.
“I got good news and I got great news,” he declared, placing his horde down upon the countertop. “It seems like this town just got a shipment of supplies before they left. Even better, it seems that Moon Santos is willing to dish out for something a little better than just protein powder and carbohydrate bars.”
“So, we’re eating good tonight?” Steff asked.
Sarge nodded. “We’re eating like regular quadrillionaires tonight.” He pointed towards Kristopher who was leaning against the cabinets, nursing his beer. “What spices does this house have?”
Kristopher stirred and opened the pantry. “I see smoked paprika, regular paprika, artificial cayenne, some GMO-regano, nutmeg, synthetic cinnamon, and something called curry mix.”
“Indian or Japanese?” Sarge asked.
“I don’t know it’s in a box and kind of looks like nutrient cubes,” Kristopher said, squinting. “Japanese!”
“Was this planet secretly filled with millionaires or some shit?” Steff asked, shaking her head. “Who can afford spices in this economy?”
Veronica chuckled. “I mean, hey, I’m not going to complain. Better than the slop we had to cobble together last mission.”
“I should be able to make something downright gourmet with what we got,” Sarge declared, starting to sort through the various cans and boxes. “We got actual pasta, as close to real meat as you can get, and authentic Italian red sauce made with a variety of actual red dyes.” He kissed his fingers in a chef’s kiss. “This is going to be good.”
Kristopher smirked. “Why didn’t you become a cook, Sarge?”
“My talents would be wasted as a chef,” Sarge said, smirking. “I’m better with a rifle than I am with a frying pan, that much is for certain.”
“I don’t know, you’re pretty good with a frying pan,” Billy teased.
Sarge chuckled. “Sounds like someone wants to brownnose their way out of their guard duty tonight.”
“Thought never crossed my mind,” Billy teased, batting his lashes and trying to seem as innocent as possible. He then looked at OCNI. “You’re in for a treat, Sir. Sarge is probably the best cook in the service.”
OCNI apprehensively looked at the boxes but nodded along regardless. “I’m excited to find out.”
Billy settled down at the table, taking a seat across from Steff. He looked at her with his hands cupped together, hiding something within them. “Hey, want to try out my new trick?”
“New trick?” Steff asked.
Billy lifted his top hand and revealed a deck of playing cards, waving his fingers overtop of them as if he were sprinkling them with something. “Bought these at a magic store during our last leave.” He winked at her. “Trick is pretty cool.”
“Magic?” OCNI asked, studying him intently.
Steff shrugged and leaned back in her chair. “Sure, show me what you got.”
Billy fanned out the various cards and presented them to her, giving them an enticing wiggle. It was enough time to show that they were all different in terms of value and suit, as regular of a deck as they got. “Grab one card and place it between your hands without looking at it.”
Steff selected one on the far left, pulling it out and placing it between her hands. She let it linger there, studying Billy and wondering what exactly he was planning. There didn’t seem to be anything obvious about how exactly this trick worked.
Billy tilted his head from the left to the right, humming as he did so. “Look at the card and then give it back to me face down.”
Steff looked at it, seeing that it was the eight of hearts. She then slid it back into his deck, making sure to keep an eye on his hands. 
There was no sleight of hand or any tricks used in poker or other card games. It seemed that the card legitimately went right back into the deck as he started to give the cards a good ripple shuffle to properly mix them up. He kept at it for a bit before placing the deck down, cutting it one final time, and then stacking it into a neat and orderly pile.
From Steff’s perspective, it seemed like he had sincerely mixed them up.
Finally, Billy slipped the top-most card off of the deck and placed it between his hands, rubbing it between them. “Presto Majesto!”
And then he flipped it over, showing off…
The eight of hearts.
“How the fuck?” Steff whispered.
Billy winked at her. “Magic.”
“Neat trick,” OCNI said, nodding towards his hands. “How does it work?”
“Magician never tells his secrets,” Billy said as he offered a cocksure grin.
OCNI opened his mouth and Steff thought that he was about to order that Billy explain it to him. But he then closed it and nodded to himself. “Fair enough.”
Steff reached into her breast pocket and pulled out a little orange tube, placing it upon the table. “It is a pretty neat trick.”
“You should learn one of those ring tricks next,” Veronica said.
“Ring tricks?” Billy asked.
Veronica nodded and tried to pull apart some phantom rings that weren’t really there. “You know where you get two metal rings and they seem stuck together. Then you do your ‘presto majesto’ thing and…” She managed to separate them. A remarkably easy feat when they weren’t actually there in the first place. “They’re no longer stuck together.”
“Rings might be a little large for the field,” Kristopher said.
Steff popped open the lid on the tube and tapped out four blue pills. She could see that Billy was looking at them and she braced herself for any smart comments. Though not before she popped them into her mouth and chased them with beer.
“Are those blue raspberry flavoured?” Billy asked.
Steff had not been expecting that. Still, she smirked and took one more out, placing it upon the table between the two of them. “I don’t know, why don’t you tell me?”
Billy looked at it apprehensively. “You want me to take your meds?”
“If you’re brave enough,” Steff jeered, leaning forward and purposefully sliding it over so that it was even closer to him. “I’d understand if you’re too chicken.”
Veronica snickered. “Damn, what you got to say to that Billy?”
Billy reached out without a second thought and snapped it up, popping it into his mouth and biting down. The flavour was most certainly not blue raspberry as he quickly hacked and coughed, saving himself from expiring by washing it down with beer.
“Fuck, that’s foul,” he wheezed.
“Congrats,” Steff teased, winking at him. “You’re infertile now.”
Billy’s eyes widened. “Wait… w-what?”
Kristopher cackled.
“What the fuck?” Billy yelped. “You got to warn a guy about that!”
Veronica smirked. “What do you mean guy?” She came up behind him, placing her hands upon his shoulders. “You just took estrogen, sis.”
Billy blushed bright red. “That was a trick!”
Even OCNI was now grinning at him. “If you need an officer to sign off on your gender marker changes, I can give you my details, private.”
“Really brave of you to come out, Sheridan,” Sarge chided, motioning with a knife that he’d found in a cutting block. “But enough of that, let’s get started on dinner.”
The squad perked up and watched as Sarge turned to face them. He adopted that tough marine posture of his, standing totally rigid, like he was on the verge of barking out orders.
“Cruz you’re my sous chef!” he ordered, offering up the knife.
Veronica bolted up and grabbed it, taking up a post at a cutting board to his side.
“Sheridan you’re on pasta and peeling duty,” Sarge then dictated.
Billy got up and grabbed a peeler, starting on the few potatoes that Sarge had managed to scrounge up.
“Hills, set the table,” Sarge then said, motioning to a cupboard.
Kristopher made his way over.
Finally, he looked at Steff and OCNI. “You two are on dish duty tonight.”
Steff offered a faux salute and OCNI simply nodded.
“I’ve never done dishes before,” OCNI chided before adding, almost like an afterthought. “Do we really need to do them anyways? It’s not like anyone lives here anymore.”
“If the family is still around, I want them to come back to a house that doesn’t look like a squad of marines camped in it,” Sarge dictated, winking at him. “My op, my rules.”
OCNI simply nodded. “Then I’ll learn how to do dishes for the good of the mission, sergeant.”
Steff chuckled and patted him on the back. “Don’t worry, you can do the drying.”
[hr]
Steff clenched at the straps that held her tightly in place within the shuttle’s seat. She wasn’t used to such a smooth ride while transiting outside of a ship. Honestly, she wasn’t even aware that smooth rides like these existed in the vastness of space.
Just another oddity of the Compact, rubbing in how much better they were than the Terrans fighting for their lives.
And of course, gripping those straps, feeling their texture beneath two identical sets of real fingers just added to the insult borne from that superiority. She wasn’t supposed to feel with one hand and she wasn’t supposed to know the coarseness of the straps with those fingers. But here she was, feeling them with a set that was as real as those she’d been born with.
This wasn’t going to be an easy war to win. That much was for certain.
“Where are we going?” Steff asked.
Minerva perked up and slotted away a tablet that she’d been reading. “I was required for some off-ship business. You’re here because you’re uniquely problematic and I didn’t trust you in the care of my sisters.” She tilted her head to the side. “I also thought you could benefit from a change of scenery.”
“What I could benefit from is you honouring your word,” Steff grumbled.
Minerva ignored this because of course she ignored this. It was like her little freakout had never occurred, like she wouldn’t allow even memories of it to remain if she could help it.
“How is your new attire?” she asked.
Minerva looked down at it. It was a faithful replica of the dress uniform that she would be made to wear for formal ceremonies, being just as stuffy and uncomfortable as it was back then. It was a crisp navy-blue jacket with well-crafted grey pants, every thread and inch being faithfully recreated. The only difference was the lack of polished brass chevrons upon her shoulders.
Well, that and the metal cuff that she felt around one of her wrists. Another recent addition that Minerva had fitted her with after her attempted stabbing. She could only imagine that it was loaded with things that would keep her on a short leash if she got her hands on another blade.
“Where are we going?” Steff asked. “Another planet where you intend to massacre the garrison?”
Minerva’s eyes momentarily flashed red, the briefest reminder of that little blow-up. Steff could remember those red eyes. It should’ve made her feel fear but all she felt was pure disdain, mingling with anger. This supposedly superior being was just as prone to wraith as any human that she’d ever met.
It was just further proof that these ferns didn’t have the right to lord over humans as their supposed ‘saviours’. They were no better.
“We’ve captured a ship dubbed the Ozymandias,” she stated, sighing. “It’s apparently one of the pleasure yachts used by your elites. My ship was in the area and they wanted us to catalogue what was onboard and see if we can find a use for it as a museum piece.”
“A museum piece?” Steff asked, scoffing.
Minerva nodded. “And as I have a uniquely curious mind, they thought I would be suited for evaluating this for my collective.”
The shuttle shuddered and came to a stop. The impact barely felt like anything at all, no harsher than thudding against a mattress in low gravity. It was honestly impressive how smooth the ride felt. Though Steff would never say as much.
There was a chitter over the comms and Minerva nodded.
“We’re here,” she said, pulling herself up and approaching a door off to the side. She reached out with a vine and used it to unlatch Steff from her seat as she moved on by. “You’ll remain by my side for this investigation. If you stray too far then that cuff will administer a light sedative.”
Steff glared at her. “Xenodrugs?”
“No, this is a human sedative,” Minerva stated. “I want you complacent; not unconscious.” She then smirked. “But I have a feeling that you won’t make me use it. Now, will you?”
Steff didn’t answer and instead got to her feet. She smoothed out her jacket and folded her hands behind her back. Every part of her wanted to be a problem but the one thing that she still clung to was the reality that at least her mind was still hers. At least the Affini hadn’t taken away who she was with some sort of drug cocktail.
And as long as she had that, then she wouldn’t dare risk it doing something stupid.
Her squad might be dead, her species pressed to the brink of ruin, and her body mangled with this absurd and sickly prosthetic. But at the very least, she was still her, she was still the proud marine who wasn’t going to buckle or yield when faced with the cruelty of this universe. She was a Goddamn orbital trooper who would make sure that she raged when humanity needed her to do so.
The door to the craft opened and Steff followed her captor, stepping off of the ship and into…
Dear Lord…
This didn’t feel like a hanger, it felt like something from a fairy tale. The walls were plastered with fine marble statues, depicting figures from legend, history, and mythos. Each was expertly carved out of a pure white rock, adorned with jewels and precious metals. The collection would’ve put even a museum to shame for the sheer degree of history that seemed to be preserved. There was surely a whole regiment of them, just in this hanger, welcoming guests.
As she stepped ahead, she noticed that there was a fountain in front of her. An actual fountain with water spurting upwards. It was under a whole gravity of force as well, like it would be on Earth. What kind of ship could even afford the cost in terms of fuel to maintain a whole gravity of spin in the first place.
The same kind of ship that could afford a series of golden statues bathing the fountain’s waters, each reaching for the heaven’s above where a fine banner read ‘No Gods or Kings. Only Man.’ in an actual golden font. And as Steff allowed her gaze to travel even higher still, she saw a beautiful mosaic painted on the hanger’s roof, being a faithful replica of the daytime sky on any planet with an Earth-like atmosphere.
“What the fuck,” Steff whispered.
She glanced down and saw Minerva was already pulling ahead. At least her pace was slow as she slithered along, not looking very impressed with what she saw.
“What an absolutely disgusting sight,” Minerva commented.
Steff blinked. “What?”
“That someone would get to waste so much on something like this,” Minerva said, shaking her head. “When so many of you beautiful Terrans are living in absolute squalor.” She frowned but didn’t say anything else to that. Not like she had to when her point already cut so deep.
Steff winced. She couldn’t even imagine how much something like this would cost.
“Not my problem,” she tried. And she nearly believed herself too.
Nearly…
Minerva moved towards some wooden doors. And not wooden in the utilitarian way that the Affini used wood. This was a rare Earth wood and was molded so ornately, the kind that Steff would see rendered in special effects for movies. But unlike those, these were absolutely real.
“I wonder how someone could afford something like this,” Minerva commented, looking around and taking it all in. “How many others would they have to exploit?”
“They worked hard for it,” Steff replied. 
Yet, even she felt ashamed trying to defend something like this. Could any single person reasonably work hard enough for this? 
“Of course, of course,” Minerva commented, not sounding at all amused by this specific defense. “Must’ve been one hell of a Terran to work a trillion times harder than those…” She hummed as she glanced towards Steff. “How did you put it? Slum suckers… Yes, slum suckers. They must be superhuman to work a trillion times harder than them.”
Steff balled a hand into a fist, looking away. 
Don’t rise to the challenge. Don’t give her an excuse to erase who you are. You are a marine: you move mountains, drain seas, and perform God’s little miracles when he needs them. You fought for honour and freedom and…
So, some asshole could live in a yacht like this?
Steff huffed. Bad brain.
They pushed through the doors and immediately stumbled to a halt, feeling her knees wobble. She honestly didn’t know how she stopped herself from collapsing right there and then.
The wealth of this vessel wasn’t limited to just one room. This hallway was filled with so many paintings and even more marble statues with a long reflection pond running down the length of the hall. A beautiful carpet covered the floor and a series of glimmering golden chandeliers hung from the ceiling above. 
There wasn’t a square inch of this space that Steff could ever hope to afford. It might’ve even been a stretch for her to consider owning a single atom of this place.
Steff growled and ran a hand through her hair. She was finding it very hard to keep her emotions in check.
“Everything alright, dear?” Minerva asked.
Steff took a step forward. “I’m fine.”
“I do wonder where some of these paintings come from,” Minerva commented, flowing ahead. “I hear many of them are hundreds of years old. New by our standards but to a society like yours, it’s a miracle that they haven’t been destroyed through misuse.”
She stopped by one such painting, observing it. Steff came over as well. It was a painting of a palace throne room with a single soldier inside, taking in the awe of it all. He seemed flabbergasted by the sheer number of treasures on display.
“Sergei Lukin,” Minerva read, studying the name. “I’m not much for art but the Terran painted a very nice picture indeed.”
Steff looked into a neighbouring room and saw that it was a library. No, this was more than just a library. This was a horde with shelves upon shelves filled with physical books, each looking so heavy, probably costing a small fortune to simply move around in the unforgiving medium of space. She could probably count the number of paper books she’d seen outside of an atmosphere on her fingers and toes. Yet, in this room, there were probably hundreds if not thousands of them.
Fuck me…
She felt sick.
Minerva had progressed to the next painting and was looking at it closely. She rubbed at her wooden chin as if honestly observing it. “If nothing else, this vessel would act as a fantastic art museum. I’m not much for this sort of stuff myself but I can tell that someone more inclined to the subject matter might find some value here.” She glanced at Steff. “Everything alright, dear?”
Steff knew that she was being mocked. She just knew that the stupid fucking fern was trying to make a point. And she hated that it was working. She hated that she was questioning how someone could have something like this while she had so little.
Just remember you could’ve had something like this if you worked hard enough.
Could she though? Could she honestly?
“I’m fine,” Steff stated, standing tall and proud and puffing out her chest. “Why would you keep this as a museum?” She cleared her throat. “If you don’t mind me asking, ma’am.”
Minerva smirked. “Because when you Terrans finally break, many of you will have to be shown the error of your ways. We believe that vessels like this could truly help with that.”
“I see,” Steff grumbled.
Like she thought. This was all some sort of fucking game.
Yet, even with that knowledge, she could still feel those little threads of indecision lingering in the very back of her brain, worming around within her grey matter. The seeds had been planted and she wondered if that cuff was subtly dosing her with something that made her a little more agreeable. Or maybe her food had been spiked.
Minerva continued along. “Come along. Let’s see if the owner of this vessel kept anything of scientific value onboard.”
Steff followed behind and looked inside the various rooms which they passed. Each was just as extravagant as the last. A lounging room with expensive-looking wooden furniture, a dining hall with golden plates set for a meal that would never come, and a room that housed a large pool and several aquariums full of all sorts of exotic-looking fish.
How could one person need all this?
“It’s a shame that we weren’t able to capture the owner’s primary vessel,” Minerva said, saying it as if it were the most run-of-the-mill thing possible. “I wonder how ridiculous that one must be.”
Steff blinked. “Pardon?”
“According to the ship’s registry this was the owner’s third yacht,” Minerva commented. “Apparently the primary one is even more wasteful in its design.”
Steff sucked in a breath, feeling like she’d just been rocked in the stomach by a bullet. Surely, Minerva was lying. This fucking fern couldn’t be serious. This wasn’t someone’s back-up yacht, there wasn’t such a thing as a back-up yacht.
“I…” she tried.
Her skin felt clammy and her heart was pounding in her chest. She gritted her teeth together and clenched her hands into fists, trying everything to keep the swelling storm of emotions from overwhelming her. Yet, this was impossible, truly impossible.
How could anyone hope to keep a level head in this kind of situation?
She looked around, bouncing between wall after wall. There wasn’t a space that was free from this wealth. There wasn’t a single square inch that wasn’t filled with marble, gold, gemstones, or art. There wasn’t a single fucking atom that wasn’t dedicated to proving how ridiculous Steff’s worldview really was.
Steff’s vision swam and ears rang. Her heart felt like it was going to explode if it beat any faster in its fury.
She didn’t fight for this. There was no way that her squad had died for this. There was no way her home planet had been turned into a fucking smog-infested wasteland for this.
No, no, no, the Accord wouldn’t allow something like this to happen. The Accord believed in freedom and fairness, in allowing people to get better and pull themselves up via hard work. How was this… how was this bettering anyone but the single motherfucker who barely even used this thing in the first place?
This was wasteful… it was…
“Fuck!” Steff blurted.
She stormed off, half-walking, half-jogging away from her captor. If the Affini wanted her to stop, then she would have to dose her because nothing short of that would keep her rooted in that sickening hallway.
“Steff!” Minerva called after her.
No dose followed.
So, Steff huffed and picked up the pace, moving from a trot and into a proper run as she tried to get away. She didn’t know where she was going on this ship. All she knew was that she needed to get away from this. Get away from the wealth and the Affini and the reality of her depressing situation. She needed something normal to help root herself back to something approaching reality.
There had to be somewhere on this vessel that wasn’t so fucking loud. All she wanted was for her brain to stop screaming at her situation.
She turned a corner and plowed right into someone else, nearly toppling them over with the force of her momentum.
“Fuck!” Steff roared.
It was another human… another woman. 
She was beautiful, shorter and more petite than herself. Her hair was long and brown, accented with a few streaks of purple. It clashed with the gown she wore as it was a lovely orange with a floral print upon it. Yet, as Steff looked up, she started to take in what this woman really was, picking up on the heavy metal collar around her throat, the scar which blemished her neck, and the glassy quality which dominated her eyes.
The human looked stunned but quickly composed herself, offering a sickly-sweet smile. “Are you okay?”
“I…” Steff looked around, seeing that it was just the two of them. “I… I…”
The human placed a hand upon her side, gripping her bicep. “Hey, hey, hey! It’s okay. I know this place is a lot to take in.” She giggled and gave her arm a comforting squeeze. “I didn’t believe it until my Mistress brought me here and showed it to me too. Hard to believe that some people lived like this when most of us suffered, huh?’
Steff gawked. Was this human really defending the Affini? 
Then it hit her. What this woman really was, plowing into her like a truck.
Mistress…
The anger, the hopelessness, and that cold furious rage that she’d been building all came to the forefront of her tormented mind. 
This was a fucking fern fucker!
“Don’t touch me,” Steff shrieked, yanking her arm away
The human flinched. “Hey, it’s…”
Steff didn’t give her a chance to say another thing as she lashed out and grabbed her dress within one of her meaty hands, using it for leverage in order to yank her forwards. She then raised her other hand and balled it into a fist, really to strike at a moment’s notice. “Don’t you dare talk, you fuck… you fucking…” Her arm twitched as she finally managed to get the words dislodged from her throat, barking with pure anguish. “You fucking traitor! Just because you were broken doesn’t mean that the rest of us are so cowardly. I am a Terran marine and I…”
Something hit her hard, knocking her to the side with terrifying force. She hit the wall with enough momentum that her teeth snapped together and her vision swam with white spots prickling at her vision. There was a mass weighing down upon her chest, pushing into it so very firmly and knocking the air out of her lungs
Once she blinked the discolouration out of her eyes, she noticed that it was a bundle of green vines pressing down upon her.
“What?” Steff whispered.
“Are you okay, petal?” an alien voice asked.
Steff saw the human scurry away, fear lingering in her eyes. She fell in behind an Affini who used her vines to protect her.
Though this one that was so unlike Minerva. She was far more alien and less humans in her appearance, being a solid mass of greens with hard wooden plates protecting her core. Though even this green was accented with lovely violets and blues which mingled into her mass. Her face was even more of a mask, barely passing as something approaching human, feeling more like a creature co-opting a human’s face as her own.
Her eyes were so very red as they bore a hole right into Steff.
“Who did you run away from?” she asked. Her mouth didn’t move, the voice coming from well inside the mass.
Steff growled and tried to throw a punch, aiming for the mass of green which clenched at her chest. It hit but didn’t accomplish much more than a wet thud as the pressure didn’t lessen in the slightest. If anything, it got worse as more vines reached out and grabbed her hands, pinning them against the wall as well. 
Now that her hands failed her, she attempted to snap forward with her mouth, trying everything to sink her teeth into the vines. Which only resulted in the Affini slapping a sea of green over her mouth and nose, covering them so totally.
Steff couldn’t breathe. Her eyes started to water.
“It wasn’t smart to throw a punch at my floret,” the Affini said, shaking what appeared to be her head. “Not smart at all.”
Steff watched as the creature drew forth a vine that dripped with a sinister pink fluid, fat drops falling off of it and onto her own vines. As the marine attempted to squirm, the vines around her got even tighter denying her the slimmest hope of getting away.
“It seems that your Mistress forgot to put a sedative in your cuff,” the Affini said. “So, I’ll just give you a little something to help sedate you.” That vine drew closer still and Steff could see that a sharp barb contained inside, like a bee’s stinger poking through. “This might hurt a little. But I promise, I won’t hold it against you.”
Thankfully, Steff was saved by the bell as Minerva cleared her throat.
 Or at least, saved from the stinger. Her flow of oxygen was still denied as her lungs burned and her heart hammered. She needed air and she needed it now.
“My apologies, sister,” Minerva said. “She got away from me.”
The other Affini looked to the side, that stinger still so alarmingly close to Steff’s neck. “Is this one yours?” She tutted. “She is very ill-behaved.”
Minerva sighed. “I…”
“And her cuff isn’t even equipped with any form of sedative,” the other Affini commented, looking at it. She didn’t seem pleased even with Minerva’s intervention. “She could’ve seriously hurt my precious little pet.”
“Mistress,” the human whispered. “You’re… you’re suffocating her.”
The other Affini stirred and slacked the grip over Steff’s mouth, allowing her to breathe once again.
“Fuck!” Steff hacked, gasping for air. “Fuck you.”
“I take full responsibility,” Minerva quickly added, bowing her head slightly. “I was conducting an experiment and didn’t account for the possibility that something like this could arise. I wasn’t even aware there was another group onboard. You have my sincerest apologies.”
The other Affini chuckled. “You and your experiments, Zephyr.” Thankfully, she released her grip and allowed Steff to sink to the floor. Her body protested the idea of standing up as she instead fell to her knees. “Please take better care of your wards. Another Affini might not be so willing to…” She scoffed as she drew that wooden mask even closer to Steff, getting right in her face. “Avoid interfering with your scientific method.”
She then drew back and draped a vine over her floret’s shoulders, guiding her away. “Come along, dear, let’s see if we can’t find somewhere to settle down and help you relax from what that feralist just inflicted upon you.”
The other human nodded and leaned into that vine. “Of course, Mistress.”
Steff was going to be sick.
As the couple rounded the corner, she started to push herself up. Her body ached from the impact, her joints screaming at her. It felt like something was broken but hopefully it was just bruised… like her pride.
“Let me help you,” Minerva said.
Steff growled at her and lashed out with a hand. “Don’t!”
She looked right at Minerva and could see that condescending expression of hers, hating that worry that she bore. They were enemies, she shouldn’t be concerned for her. Just like she shouldn’t be letting her wander around this fucking house of class-based horrors.
“Why did you bring me here?” Steff whispered, glaring at her. “To try and change my mind?”
Minerva looked up at a nearby statue with a golden sword clutched within its hand. “The thought never crossed my mind.” Then as an afterthought. “Do you think that sabre is gold-plated or made of solid gold?”
Steff growled and took a lurching step forward, feeling her legs stabilize underneath her. Thankfully, it seemed that her anger would keep her on two feet.
Minerva drew away and placed a vine upon her back. “Come now, let’s see if we can find you somewhere a little more comfortable on this vessel.”
Steff didn’t refuse, allowing her captor to lead her through some more wooden doors. As they crossed the threshold, they entered a far more familiar venue. It was a hallway made of carbon composite and aluminum, utilitarian and bearing no frills. The doors back here were normal, the scenery normal, everything familiar to a marine like her. These must’ve been the spaces where the crew inhabited.
“I…” Steff blinked away tears. Wait, why was she crying? “I didn’t fight for this.”
Minerva nodded. “I know you didn’t.”
“I fought for my friends and for…” Steff sighed, sniffling and wiping at her nose. “I don’t know why I fought. But I know I didn’t do it for these assholes.”
“But that doesn’t stop these assholes from benefiting from your sacrifice,” Minerva said.
They entered a room that seemed to be the kitchen. It was large, filled with various cooking platforms and cabinets that would’ve been Sarge’s wet dream.
Steff walked over to the nearest cabinet and that’s when her legs decided to finally give out from underneath her. It was strange, she didn’t feel like she was that hurt but her body just decided to give up as she slumped to the floor and leaned back against one of the cabinets, pulling her legs in against her chest.
“This is an outlier,” Steff tried.
Minerva nodded. “That’s true. Only a handful of Terrans get to enjoy this. Unfortunately, they only get to enjoy it by exploiting adorable little creatures like you. And that mistreatment is not an outlier. Can’t you see that?”
She opened one of the fridges and scanned the contents, plucking out a metal bottle and tossing it to Steff.
Steff caught it and saw that it was water. She opened it and helped herself to a sip. Though it tasted strange. As she glanced inside, she saw that there were little specks of gold leaf floating around inside of it along with a weird yellowish spice.
The label said it was something called saffron.
And that’s when she lost it, laughing. She closed her eyes and smacked a fist into her leg, cackling as something finally broke inside of her tortured brain. And that laughter kept on going until she felt hot tears streaming down her cheeks, wheezing as she finally began to lose her connection with reality.
“Fuck me,” she sobbed, smashing her fist into her thigh over and over again. She didn’t care about the pain. If anything, it felt like she deserved it. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”
It felt good to cry and it felt doubly good to laugh while doing so. Her fit felt like it lasted hours but as she finally managed to open her eyes, she saw that Minerva still stood before her, unmoving in her position.
There was something in her vines and she was holding it out to Steff.
Steff sniffled and took it, reading what it was.
Von Braun-ies!
Proudly made like they were in the old USA!
Steff felt her lip twitch and then the tears hit once again. This time there was no laughter as she let out ugly jerking sobs, burying her face into the crook of her elbow. She hated herself for crying, hating herself for being weak in front of the enemy.
But was she really the enemy?
SHUT UP BRAIN!
Big girls don’t cry. Marines don’t cry. But here she was sobbing her eyes out like a fucking toddler.
“Did I make a mistake?” Minerva asked, flinching away.
Steff shook her head and managed to stabilize herself enough to speak. Though as she did so, she could hear the misery in her voice. “No, no, it’s…” She shook her head and sighed. “Thank you. Genuinely… thank you for this.”
She carefully opened the wrapper on it and carefully tore off a chunk of the snack cake, biting into it. It was everything she remembered, chocolatey and sweet and perfect.
And it made her start to cry again. Thankfully, this fit was far less intense, more sniffling than raw sobs.
Pull yourself together, Curry, you’re losing your shit in front of the fern.
“Can I touch you?” Minerva asked.
Steff snickered through her sniffles. “Go for it.”
She felt a vine rest upon her shoulder as another stroked her hair. As Steff looked up, she could see that Minerva had also settled upon the floor. Honestly, she looked so kindly, like a mother taking care of her child.
Why did you have to think about a mother…
Steff hiccupped and forced herself to take another bite. It helped, at least a little.
“Did you not enjoy the snack?” Minerva asked. “I can… I can prepare you something better back on the ship if you’d like.”
“It’s not that,” Steff whispered.
Minerva nodded and looked at her, waiting for her to speak.
“Why didn’t you load my cuff with any sedatives?” Steff asked.
Minerva smirked. “Because I trusted you not to do something dumb. Admittedly, maybe a little ignorant on my part.”
“I nearly clocked that girl,” Steff said, shaking her head. “It was dumb of you to give me that much of a leash.”
“Perhaps but in the end, you didn’t,” Minerva said. “Can I ask you a question now, dear?”
Steff nodded, still feeling like words were a risky proposition.
“Is there a story behind that food?” Minerva asked, pointing a vine towards the cake.
Steff ran her thumb over the plastic, feeling that familiar film beneath her finger. She nodded again. “I…” She sighed, struggling with words. “I grew up poor. On one of those planets where…” She motioned with her hand. “You know?”
“With the slum suckers?” Minerva asked, still stroking her in those tender motions.
“Yeah,” Steff whispered, cringing at her prior use of that phrase. She felt ashamed to have used it in that context. “Didn’t have a lot growing up but for my eighth birthday my mom got me one of these. I don’t know how long she saved up for it but…” She broke off another bite, chewing it and savouring the flavour, basking in the few genuinely happy memories she could honestly claim to have. “I still remember how happy she was when she gave it to me.”
“What happened to her?” Minerva asked.
Steff looked off to the side. “Industrial accident.”
“I’m so sorry,” Minerva said. And Steff almost believed her. “How old were you?”
“Fifteen,” Steff said. “Lied to the recruitment officer the day after the funeral and joined the Corp young.” She clenched her hand, squeezing it tight. “Promised that I wasn’t going to end up poor for the rest of my life.”
Minerva nodded. “You know that you’ll never be poor if you stay with me.”
Steff glared but it didn’t seem that Minerva was going to pressure the point.
A silence settled between them with Steff casually eating the snack cake. She didn’t know how much time had passed but it felt like an eternity. No, it felt like a lifetime with her past catching up to her in real time.
“Minerva,” Steff finally said. “Can I please go back to the Corp?”
“Why would you want that?” Minerva asked.
Steff closed her eyes. “Because I want to die and at least pretend that my life was actually worth giving. I want to be a hero.”
Minerva went silent, continuing to stroke her so tenderly. Yet again, that same suffocating silence exerted itself upon them. One which gave Steff just enough time to really take in what she’d asked for.
“Do you really believe that sacrificing yourself for this system would make you a hero?” Minerva finally asked. “Do you honestly believe that after today?”
They both already knew the answer.
Steff closed her eyes and sighed. “No. No, it wouldn’t.”
[hr]
Steff huffed, pumping her hips forwards and hilting herself deep into Becca’s hole. It felt divine to stuff this floret full of her rock-hard girlcock, groaning as her erection was clenched so very tightly by this semi-divine hole.
Becca threw back her head, letting out a pleasured moan in response.
As Steff looked to her side, she saw the two Affini wound around each other, their vines intermingled with one another. She couldn’t tell if they were pleasuring themselves but at the very least both Minerva and Juno seemed to be enjoying the show.
“Your pet has come a long way,” Juno teased.
Her appearance was still so alien compared to Minerva with her only human feature still being that mask she wore as a face. Yet, that was okay, Steff had come to appreciate the beauty of the Affini greatly since her last encounter with the couple.
“Harder,” Becca chirped.
Steff looked down and wound back, smacking her hand down upon the other floret’s backside. This meaty blow impacted with a satisfying snap. It also marked a renewal in her pace as she plowed ahead without any hindrance. She was a woman on a mission, pumping away without any hint of fatigue.
There was a fire brewing within her stomach, this inferno building higher and higher with each passing motion. It felt divine and she was ready to lose herself to the sensation. Oh, what she wouldn’t give to just cave to these feral responses and enjoy her bliss so fully.
How mad can Minerva possibly be if you slip up and cum?
Probably not something she should fantasize about for too long.
“Do you like that?” Steff asked, reaching out and grabbing a nice fistful of Becca’s rich blue hair. She pulled back upon it, just as she slammed forwards so forcefully. “You little slut!”
“Yes!” Becca yelped. She reached between her legs and grabbed her erection, starting to jerk herself off.
Steff responded by lifting her hand back and smacking her companion on the rump again, digging her nails into her flesh for good measure. Her grip was just hard enough to leave little white lines behind while also making Becca hiss and whimper at the irritating sensation. 
“What are you doing?” Steff bottomed out, spearing her entire cock inside. “Did you ask for permission to play with yourself?”
“I’m sorry,” Becca whined as she pulled her hand away.
Juno chuckled. “Now, now, she doesn’t need to ask for permission to do something like that.”
“Unlike someone else,” Minerva teased.
Steff bit her lip. “You two are kind of undermining my authority here.”
Becca snickered.
“Your authority?” Minerva asked, purring at the audacity of that remark. Some of her vines reached out and she coiled one around Steff’s collar. She tugged upon it gently. “I didn’t know that merely being on top bestowed you with some sort of authority. Why didn’t anyone inform me of this?” She tugged upon the collar a bit firmer now, chuckling as she pulled it tight against her pet’s throat. “I think you’re mistaken, dear. You and Becca are on the same level in our eyes.”
“Mistress,” Steff rasped, feeling her breath cut short.
She gasped as another vine snapped against her backside. It was harsh enough to sting, like getting hit by a crop.
It had become so hard to focus on keeping her tempo steady as those vines coiled and tugged upon different parts of her body, proving that her authority was extremely fleeting indeed. One vine even wrapped around her bandaged hand, squeezing it tightly enough to sting.
Steff managed a couple more thrusts but soon a vine pulled her back, forcing her to draw out of Becca’s hole.
Becca whimpered but wasn’t left unattended for very long as she was soon filled by another vine from Juno. Meanwhile a pinkish stinger eased forth from her Mistress and pricked her arm, giving her something which made her eyes dilate and smile grow to an utterly euphoric degree.
A Class-A perhaps? Steff wouldn’t know. She’d not be granted many xenodrugs in her time here.
“What should we do with your pesky marine?” Juno asked.
Minerva chuckled and squeezed her pet a little bit tighter still. “I think we need to teach her that penetrating someone doesn’t bestow her with any sort of authority.”
Steff was about to comment but a vine wrapped around her erection, rubbing it firmly enough to distract her from any further borderline feralist remarks. She gritted her teeth and waited to see what exactly these stupid ferns… Affini were planning.
Both Minerva and Juno had gotten up, flanking Becca on different sides. Together they helped lift the other human, getting her to stand with her adorable erection pulsing in the middle of the air. Meanwhile, they also pressed down on Steff, forcing her onto her knees in front of the other floret, bringing her roughly in line with that very same erection.
“Becca,” Juno said, stroking her pet’s cheek. “Why don’t you be a good girl and show Steff your… authority.”
Steff rolled her eyes. “You two suc-”
She was cut off as Becca placed a hand upon the back of her head, grabbing her hair. She used her leverage to pull her forwards, effortlessly plunging between her lips and forcing her way into her mouth without even a second of hesitation. Her cock was just long enough that it tickled the back of Steff’s throat as she clapped her pelvis against her lips.
“Would your pet like a little something?” Juno asked, offering up that same pinkish stinger which was already equipped with another dose.
Minerva hummed. “Perhaps another time.”
Steff eagerly bobbed along the cock in her mouth, circling her tongue around it. She didn’t like that she obeyed but she wasn’t about to take that out on Becca either. 
If anything, the other floret had a nice flavour to her. Plus, her cock felt amazing as it twitched against her tongue. A pleasant consolation prize to be so emasculated.
Her own erection was so painfully hard with Minerva barely stroking it.
“It looks like your marine is standing at attention,” Juno teased.
Minerva chuckled. “She does that often. Always so eager to serve her betters.”
Steff’s cheeks burned brightly at those remarks. But if she could endure a drill sergeant then she could endure this.
Becca allowed herself a couple of desperate thrusts, each a little more feral than the last. Yet, she apparently didn’t want things to end too quickly as she reluctantly drew back.
Steff took in a breath. Yet, her mouth was not left absent for very long as she felt Juno take over and shove one of her vines between her lips instead. She was not at all cautious with her motions, pushing well into her throat and seeming to take glee in triggering her rowdy gag reflex as she sputtered and hacked against her.
“Just showing off my authority as well,” Juno teased, snickering behind another vine. “You know, if you were struggling to remember who the dominant species really is.”
Steff glucked against the obstruction, feeling tears lick at her eyes. Yet, she stayed rooted in place, not fighting back and giving Juno the satisfaction of feeling resistance.
After swabbing her throat a couple of, the Affini pushed Steff back 
Steff coughed and sputtered, feeling heavy strands of saliva cling to her lips. She couldn’t really control herself as these strands broke free with each of her ragged exhales. They splattered onto her naked body, staining her with their filth.
Minerva decided to join in on this display of authority, pushing into her throat and making sure that Steff wasn’t given even a moment to properly recover. 
Still, the two of them were merely appetizers, keeping her busy as Becca collected herself. Soon enough, the other Terran reached forth and gripped her hair.
As the vine left Steff’s mouth, Becca pushed forwards and started to pump between her lips once again. She fucked her face so roughly, slamming her all the way down to the base with every single one of her frantic motions. Her tempo was ragged and sporadic, jerking along her tongue over and over again. 
“Fuck,” Becca whispered, her voice haggard with little puffs of laboured breathing intermingled every once in awhile. “Mistress… I… I’m close.”
“Then finish in her mouth,” Juno teased. “You don’t need my permission to do that, dear.”
Minerva slowed down with stroking Steff’s cock, keeping her teasing idle and never approaching anything close to climax. “I agree. One of you Terrans should be able to finish today and it certainly won’t be my darling floret.”
Steff managed the tiniest whimper which was soon overwritten as Becca made her gluck upon his cock instead.
“What?” Minerva asked. “Did you really think that you were going to try that whole ‘authority’ nonsense on me and not get punished for it.” She patted the top of her floret’s head, ruffling her short hair. “Perhaps after you’ve finished servicing all of us, I may allow you a ruined orgasm before locking you up in chastity for the week.”
Steff whined.
“Did I say week?” Minerva jeered, tapping her chin. “Perhaps we should make it two.”
“Mistress,” Becca whispered.
She groaned and applied pressure, forcing Steff all the way down to the base one final time. Her grip tensed and she held her there, not giving her even the slimmest chance of pulling away. 
There was a calm which lasted for but a moment before her cock twitched against her palate, seeming so very eager for release. Her orgasm hit and it came quickly with a strand of her fertility coating her tongue. It was oddly sweet, likely impacted by whatever xenodrugs were currently coursing through her system.
But that one spurt was all she could manage as she drew back, panting. “Thank you, Steff.”
“Please darling, there’s no need to thank her. In fact…” Minerva teased, tugging on Steff’s collar and now forcing her to prostrate at Becca’s feet. “Thank her for fucking your mouth.”
“What?” Steff yelped.
Minerva used another vine to smack her on the rump. The blow landed with a satisfying snap that would surely leave a mark. “Don’t question my authority, runt.” She scoffed. “Unlike yours, mine actually has legal standing.”
Steff’s cheeks burned with shame. “Thank you, Becca… for cumming in my mouth.”
“Are you done with the hole?” Minerva asked.
Hole!
Steff gritted her teeth, feeling her sense of humiliation burn that much more. Still, there was that little voice at the back of her brain which… kind of liked it.
Stupid fern, knowing me better than I know myself.
“I mean…” Becca grinned sheepishly. “I wouldn’t want to hog her.”
Juno decided to intervene as she gripped Steff’s collar, using it to press her face into her floret’s feet. “Kiss your better.”
Steff growled. “Fuck off.”
“How poorly behaved,” Juno chided. “I think a month might be in order, Minerva.”
“I think you’re right,” Minerva replied.
Juno sighed. “Once a feralist, always a feralist.”
The vine on Steff’s collar lingered and she wasn’t afforded any mercy as she was pressed some firmly against those feet. She flushed and forced herself to kiss them. Which certainly didn’t help with the burning in her cheeks.
“See… that wasn’t so bad,” Juno said, lifting her back up. Though she didn’t give her a chance to speak as she instead filled her mouth with one of her countless vines. She was remarkably cautious with it, this time around, not pushing nearly as deep as she once had. It seemed like she simply wanted to occupy her mouth and stop any further wise comments from slipping free.
Steff knew not to fight back and instead suckled and lapped, treating it like a phallus.
“Minerva,” Juno said, using another vine to lift Steff’s wounded hand. “How did this happen?”
Minerva sighed. “I think it’s best that my pet explains.”
Juno hummed and drew the vine out of Steff’s mouth. She didn’t pull it all the way back, however, instead wiping the slick saliva off upon her cheek. Which certainly didn’t help her feel any less lowly in status. “Well?”
Steff panted, trying to collect herself. “So… I was simply minding my own business.”
“Uh huh,” Minerva replied, rolling her wooden eyes.
Juno let go of her and drew over to the sofa that she’d been sharing with Minerva. This allowed Steff to rise back up. It would seem that she was finally being afforded some degree of freedom in this sordid affair.
Steff stumbled over to the comforting embrace of a nearby bean bag chair, falling into it with a soft thud. It was large enough that Becca soon joined her, being a wonderful small spoon and cuddling up against her for support. Though she wasn’t totally passive as she still played with Steff’s nipple, twerking it between a forefinger and thumb.
“Fine, fine,” Steff said, taking in a couple much needed breaths in order to calm her frayed nerves. “I was picking up a package for Miss Zephyr and… one of the new captures tried to escape.”
Juno nodded.
“And I thought that I might be able to stop them. You know, considering I’m a marine,” Steff said, blowing a puff of air into her cheek. She then glanced at her Mistress. “Which you have to admit that I did.”
Minerva smirked. “And how did it go for you?”
“I got a knife through my hand for my troubles,” Steff grumbled as she flexed her still mending fingers. “Though I did disarm them! I don’t want anyone thinking that I failed to stop them.”
Becca’s blown out eyes somehow widened even further. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, it wasn’t that bad,” Steff said. “What can I say? The guy was from the navy. He stabbed me like an absolute pussy.”
“And why is your hand being mended with these archaic techniques?” Juno asked.
Steff shrugged. “It was my mistake and I wanted to take care of it myself.”
“She’s stubborn,” Minerva grumbled. “I’ve offered numerous times to accelerate her healing. But since she’s refused to let me do that, I believe that it’ll instead provide an excellent teaching opportunity about whose role it is to stop runaways and whose role it most definitely is not.”
She punctuated that statement by throwing a sharp look in her floret’s direction. Something which Steff responded to with a playful little wave from that very same wounded hand.
Becca nuzzled up and carefully gripped her wrist, holding her hand steady so that she could look at the bandage. “It was really brave of you to try and stop them.”
Juno chuckled. “Brave but silly, dear. I’m sure an Affini would’ve taken care of the situation in a much safer manner.” She sighed. “Still, we do appreciate a floret who tries her best.”
Minerva smiled and nodded. “That we do.”
Becca shivered, drawing Steff’s attention over to her. She seemed so blissful, wearing a wide smile as she shifted around in her seat. Her pupils were about the size of saucers and she seemed well on her way to cloud nine if not beyond it at this point.
“Xenodrugs really are magic,” Steff said.
Juno nodded. “Always happy to make my pet feel good. I’m surprised Minerva hasn’t used them on you more often.”
“I mean…” Steff shook her head. “She did give me a Class-B once. To uh... to help imprint the Affini language on me. But she’s never given me any of the fun stuff.”
“Are you interested in the…” Minerva used her vines to make air quotes “‘Fun Stuff’?”
Steff pondered it. “I think that I might. They seem to be giving Becca a pretty good time and I’m sure that I’d like them too.” 
She felt Becca squirming against her at being mentioned. 
The other floret seemed so adorable right now. Something that was only reinforced as Steff playfully started to tweak her nipple. An act that seemed far more effective with that cocktail of substances swirling around in her blood. Her voice somehow rose at the merest touch and her squirming only became more invigored.
Minerva nodded. “Then it can be arranged.”
“They do make my pet far more fun to play with,” Juno teased, leering at her darling floret. “How about barking for us, dear?”
Becca beamed and lifted her head. “Arf! Arf! Arf!”
“Who’s a good girl?” Juno then asked.
Steff grinned and started to scritch the floret’s non-existent scruff for her Mistress. This seemed to send her into overdrive as she barked even more happily than before, wagging her hindquarters as if she had a tail. 
“I think she is.” Steff gave her a kiss upon the cheek for good measure. “Does she want a round two?”
Becca pondered this but ended up shaking her head.
“So how is your research coming along?” Juno asked.
Minerva stirred, taping her chin. “I’ve been replicating a few of the Terran experiments and there are a couple that I might be interested in recommending for use with the other communes. Found a selection of alloys which are effective if not a little rudimentary in their chemical makeup.”
“Which ones?” Steff asked.

“One of them is a carbon nano-fibre,” Minerva said.
Steff grinned. “Like that stuff we used in our combat armour?”
“Exactly,” Minerva said. “While we have stronger and lighter materials, I still think it could have its utility in the interim. Especially for helping Terrans with rebuilding efforts until we have the infrastructure in place to fully bridge the technological gap.” She then looked at Juno. “How about you Juno? How is your work coming along?”
Juno hummed. “Curating Terran art has been an interesting experience. Their society is very fast paced with every decade seeming to bring about new trends in artistic design. I’m especially fond of examining the various counter cultures which spring up in the face of the more mainstream styles.”
“That hippy stuff?” Steff asked, scoffing.
Juno frowned as she looked at her. “I find it quite inspiring actually. I very much would’ve loved to encounter an Accord that was being led by figures who created art like this. It would’ve made the domestication far less costly for your race.” She shrugged. “Regardless, I am very excited to get my vines on the pieces that are stored closer to Earth. I hear they are some of the most priceless and unique pieces that your species has ever created.”
“What ever happened to the Ozymandias?” Minerva asked.
Steff frowned, looking away at the mention of that ship. It seemed Becca picked up on this as she gave her hand a comforting squeeze.
Juno perked up. “It’s currently docked with a few other pleasure yachts that we’ve managed to capture since the campaign started. After the ongoing domestication has concluded, my commune wants to forge them into a large mobile museum to serve as an example to the Terrans.”
“Speaking of the Ozymandias…” Minerva looked at Steff, lifting a viney brow.
Steff flinched.
Thanks, ma’am…
Steff sighed. “I wanted to apologize for how I treated you two when we last met.”
“Bridge under the water,” Juno said.
Becca giggled. “Water under the bridge, Mistress.” She then looked at Steff. “But it’s no biggie. You were scared and Miss Zephyr made you better. I think we can all see that.”
“Steff did a lot of the hard work herself,” Minerva offered, seeming so proud as she looked at her floret. “I just gave her the freedom and space to do that work.”
Steff flushed, looking away. She didn’t know why that made her act this way but here she was, as bashful as a virgin.
Before she could say anything else, there was a chime from within Minerva’s mass of vines. She shifted around and pulled out a pad, swiping through it.
“It seems that our fleet has dispatched the last of the human ships in this sector,” she commented. “Admiral Ali has just announced his surrender.”
“A human admiral surrendered?” Juno asked, whistling. “That is great news indeed. Wouldn’t this make him the first?”
Minerva nodded as she waved a vine. This caused the paneling on the side of the room to shift, revealing the vast emptiness of the space beyond. A distant and dim red star offered a little illumination, showing off a small group of Affini ships with the scattered remains of a far larger human fleet being picked apart by them.
“That’s fantastic,” Juno said
“One step closer to Earth,” Steff murmured, nodding as she took in the view. She didn’t know why she sounded so hollow. Maybe, the scale of this war was catching up with her? “Not that many jumps left.”
Becca nodded. “One step closer to Earth.” 
“One step closer to Earth,” Juno agreed.
Minerva suddenly looked troubled as she glanced at her pet, reaching forward and touching a vine to the underside of her chin. Maybe she’d picked up on Steff’s tone; on her moment of weakness. “Tell me, dear, who do you belong to?”
