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Ship Manifest



Captain Lina Bho - Former United Earth Marine Corps Company Commander, Infantry designation. Captain of The Galley and ally of the Anti-Federalist Alliance.

Chief Zuri Josmith - Former United Earth Navy Chief of Operations, Tactical Unit designation. Chief of The Galley and mercenary.

Sergeant Tyson Connor - Former United Earth Marine Corps Squad Leader, Infantry designation. Sergeant of the Guns aboard The Galley.

Lieutenant Rochelle Alvarez - Former United Earth Navy Intelligence Analyst, Intelligence designation. Intel & Comms officer aboard The Galley.

Lieutenant Nuzzo - Former United Earth Navy Systems Specialist, Maintenance designation. Co-pilot and co-gunner aboard The Galley.

Lieutenant Victor La Guardia - Former United Earth Marine Corps Pilot, Astronaut designation. Pilot and gunner aboard The Galley.

Lieutenant Che Mendez - Former Anti-Federalist Alliance. Engineer aboard The Galley.

Doctor Edmon Tilly - Former United Earth Navy Physician. Medical professional aboard The Galley.
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Prologue



321 Unification Declaration. DL-840, the Altarri system.







Get on your feet. 

It was a hell of a shit sandwich to eat. An ass kicking in front of her crew was about as far as Lina Bho could fall from the Captain’s seat. She would have preferred just getting shot. Instead of that mercy, piss and shit leaked out of her torn compression suit. Her cuffed hands slid in the mud as she pushed herself onto her knees again. Maybe the slop stuck to her face would wash off in the rain.

The muddy clearing was filled with crates and equipment, illuminated by the dim cargo bay lights of her transport ship The Galley. Shadows hung over her from every direction, looming shapes that haunted her perilous and pathetic position. A few of her crew in wrist cuffs were looking prepared to scrap. Only two pirates were assigned to watch the captured crew. The rest were presumably in the process of looting the ship.

The one lording over her now was a gap-toothed Sergeant at Arms of whatever opportunist crew they belonged to. Pirates were not uncommon, but they were especially pronounced at the frontier where the Anti-Federalist Alliance fought the United Earth. Deserters of the UE military often became pirates. Lina was a privateer, which was kind of like a pirate, but with less bounties on your head. While she was currently working for the AFA, that didn’t absolve her of anything.

Would have been less work for Lina’s captor to discharge a 10mm round into her skull and be done with it. Instead, he shot her in the back. Boom. Whatever aspirations she had about getting up were crushed as she was flattened by a bullet. She stopped moving. It was nice to just lay here and soak in the pain knowing it would all be over soon.

Lina’s major complaint was that she would end up dying on a planet similar to Thruul, the nightmare unending. This island in the archipelago was humid, filled with insects, and contained the largest predator xenos she’d ever seen. Just like Thruul. There was not a week that went by that her service serving on the imperial front did not haunt her.

The Marines she let die by her inaction. Her inexperience. Her ego.

Erased were their names and the way they laughed. Their dreams were exciting and their lives optimistic. Propaganda had been poured into their cups until it spilled from their mouths the poison of their master: The divine right of expansionism.

Being a Marine was being the boot. No one told them they would be stepping on faces. In the name of the United Earth, they trampled through the galaxy. It was too late to save her if she were to be put on trial by the dispossessed and victimized by the UE. It was a mercy to be murdered by some mediocre pirates who were just as self-interested as she had once been.

Regrets came.

Lina pitifully rolled onto her back to stare up at the bearded man who had her by the balls. She spit out one of her canines that had been knocked loose in a sputter of pink juice.

“Spineless,” she cursed.

The man’s lips quivered in rage. He bent over and grabbed her by the scruff with his wiry arm, pulling her up to shove her against a metal crate. She was small and easy to toss around. Lightning flashed across the magenta sky as the pistol came to rest under her chin, pressed there by a sadist clearly enjoying this. Just as the barrel began to dig deep into her neck meat, something predictable happened: Connor talked.

“You’re the softest piece of shit on the ladder, huh? Must be! To leave you out here in the piss with us.” The Marines caught on and began to laugh, the pressure valve’s release sounding forced. Sergeant Tyson Connor was always running his mouth, especially when he drank. He was only twenty-four, he didn’t know any better. This time it helped, for once.

That pistol moved from its place held against the Captain and started to swing over at Connor, surely an easy kill. Lina braced against the crate and with no fucks left in the tank, shoved both arms up to catch his wrist with the handcuff metal. His arm flew up so quick it was clear he wasn’t expecting resistance. Lina made eye contact with him when she kicked him so that she could enjoy his suffering.

The man’s ankle snapped like a branch as her boot went through, bringing him low, where he belonged. His pistol discharged into the sky. The illusion of his control was shattered. He screamed and dropped the weapon. Lina grabbed behind his head with both palms and leapt to smash his nose with a knee. A thump of bone to soft facial tissue and the spray of blood was her prize. He gushed red on her leg.

Connor and the junior Corporal Wesfield tackled the other guard into a slimy melee. Soon the rest of her crew were stomping out the pirate before he could get a shot off. Thump thump thump. A pack of wolves devouring an old deer. The pirates should have cuffed their legs, too. Idiots.

Body pulsing with adrenaline just heavy enough to forego the agony, Captain Lina Bho of The Galley bent over to pick up the pistol buried in the mud. It was a second-rate piece of junk. This will do.

Lina looked down into the shocked eyes of her torturer kneeling before her. He held up his hands, screeching a cry for mercy. His last act was to beg. It wasn’t heard over the blast of three rounds to the head. Job well done. His corpse hit the mud with a splash.

The group got busy breaking each other out of the cuffs with crate pry bars used for loading. A Marine came over to do just that for the Captain. She was fixed in place, staring at the ruined mess of brains and skull. It looked like a bowl of chunky red soup. Sergeant Connor scooped the Captain under the arm to prop her up. He asked, “Solid, Cap?”

Her vision swirled. “Solid.”






Chapter 1



321 UD. 4 days later. Aboard The Galley.







The tar taste of tobacco provided a nice head rush and brought with it a flood of awareness. Her body was battered. Lina ached for another painkiller injection. The firefight to retake the ship had ended days ago, but the dull agony hung on her like an old coat. 

“Captain, we’re past the planet’s gravity.” Chief Zuri Josmith’s voice was deep and impatient beyond the airlock door.

“So long, fuckers…” she muttered with the fire stick held between her busted lips. The distant magenta orb of the planet DL-840 was just a pin prick to Lina’s naked eye, now. It wasn’t the best view on the ship, but at least she could smoke here. She wasn’t lost in thought long before a tapping on the porthole glass behind her snapped her back to reality.

Lina flicked the cigarette away and exhaled a plume of smoke bound to join the swirling gray mass. With one lift and twist her helmet was sealed into place over her spacefaring suit. She slammed the airlock purge switch and grabbed hold of the railing after verifying she was hooked in. Red lights flared and the vacuum of space broke the smoke curtain. Explosive decompression unraveled the gas into a thin sheet, then nothing. The pull of the abyss hurt her muscles as her body stretched, the escaping air pressure nudging her toward the endless death drift.

A second later Lina flipped the switch again and the portal lurched shut. Another button and the decontamination process began. Life support kicked in and atmosphere returned. Holding her breath, she pulled off her helmet to the cool spray of disinfectant while she discarded the spacefaring equipment. Beneath it all, she still wore her flight overalls up to her waist.

Once the hold was ready, the lights dimmed and the door separating Lina from the Chief whooshed open. Zuri stepped over and gingerly helped pull her arms into position to bring the suit up all the way over her tight bandages. Lina indulged in the touch from Zuri’s large hands.

She was still in a daze. “Call me Lina.”

“Yeah, Cap–no problem.”

Lina looked over her shoulder even though it stung her spine to move that way.

“Yeah, Lina.”

Satisfied with that, the Captain nodded as she was zipped up. The zero-g suit was easier to put away with the Chief’s help, so she relented in the assistance. The more she resisted, the more forcefully the crew insisted, so she had been picking her battles.

“The crew has been calling you Jo. May I call you that?” Lina looked into those dark brown eyes and resolved that next time she would hire a Chief that did not raise her heart rate. It had been a long year of pretending like nothing was there. But there was. At least she clung to that daydream, but was too afraid of making the next two years terribly awkward. Surely this would be the first and last run with her, after this disaster. Stupid bitch. She’s here for the pay, not you. When Zuri’s lips spread into a kind smile, Lina found herself disarmed and vulnerable again, so she looked elsewhere. She thought about baseball.

“Yeah, Lina.”

Placing a hand on Zuri’s shoulder, which was a reach, Lina hobbled alongside the silver-metal walls. Some padding existed at the foot and approximate head level for crashes or other turbulent situations. The ship’s main passageway was a big circle with two ladders on the port and starboard side leading to the other decks. Being hoisted up onto the ladder like a child on a playground, Lina eventually found her footing on the rungs, moving her hands to grip each level with the speed of a sloth. Zuri’s touch triggered a memory in Lina, but she stuffed it down.

Sergeant Connor poked his head outside of the mess hall to slyly accuse, “I think you owe me a smoke, sir.”

Lina exhaled loudly and shut her eyes. Zuri scowled at him and barked, “Mind your–”

Lina mustered up enough of a firm command voice to cut in, “I have two left. I’ll smoke with you at the station, Sergeant.”

Connor saluted like an asshole and ducked out of sight. “Hey boots: Guess who’s getting the Cap’n’s last cig.”

Lina looked down at Zuri for a moment and quietly said, “Let it slide.” There was no doubt about the Chief’s intentions to tie up the young hotshot Sergeant into a bloody knot, but the expression of malice faded to a simmer. The more she thought about it, though, the more she liked the idea of Zuri forcing Connor to tap out–he just hadn’t done anything to deserve it lately.

On the second level, halfway to the bridge, she was approached by Doctor Edmon Tilly who came armed with a disapproving frown. “Have you been smoking? In case you forgot, doctor’s orders are for you to go cold turkey for two more days. Sir.” Tilly sometimes referred to himself as a third party to remind her of his medical authority. She didn’t dislike him, he was just damned annoying when he was right. Lina grunted in response and continued her torturous climb. Below, an exasperated sigh rose from the doctor.

The bridge was buzzing with navigation instruments and beeps. On the left was the intelligence desk run by the fierce perfectionist Lieutenant Rochelle Alvarez. On the right was the internal systems and tactical organization desk handled by the delicate blond Lieutenant Nuzzo. In the center was a podium for her to stand and speak to the entire ship, her form and voice captured by the camera above known as “the eye”. Beyond that, the Captain’s seat was where she typically sat with a centered view of the bridge display, either down the nose of the vessel or whatever live feed she wished to view. Lieutenant La Guardia’s piloting seat was just below that in a cut away through the floor, giving her a gander at the light reflective shine of his bald head.

Everyone turned toward her as she stepped under the bright light to assume the position beneath the eye. Bleakness was all that was out there between this ship and home. After some time had passed, she realized she might have soaked in the darkness of space too long. When she gathered her peace of mind, she looked at them all directly one at a time. Person by person. When she caught her breath, she spoke.

“Put me on.”

Nuzzo responded by flipping a switch. The eye glowed while it captured the center of the bridge and projected it to every cabin aboard The Galley.
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A green holograph of the Captain had flickered into view in the noisy mess hall.

“Hehy yoo–” Sergeant Tyson Connor choked around his mouthful of oatmeal before he slapped a hand against the steel table. Bowls and cups clattered. That drew the attention of Corporals Wesfield, Phaz, and Wu who jumped up and pointed at the fresh Guns to silence them. It became eerily quiet with all eyes on the ship’s commanding officer.

Captain Bho stood proud and tall despite her middling height, dwarfed by the left half of Chief Josmith in a fuzzy glow. The hologram did a lot to conceal just how badly she had been beaten, but everyone had seen it. Shit, the Captain had just started walking again. Tyson had overheard the Doctor screaming at her more than once. He joked that she had been caught trying to crawl out of the med bay.

“Lieutenant Russo, Corporal Rose, and Private Ellis died to retake this ship. The decisions I made led to their deaths. The burden of that will remain with me till I die. They acted with dignity in life and I’ll honor their sacrifice. Lieutenant Mendez will be presenting a memorial for them to become a part of The Galley shortly after this broadcast. We are going to grieve the loss of our comrades for the next day. Following that, we are strapped in and burning fuel to slingshot us to the next drop in this system.

“If you have not updated your wills, do so now. Think about what is important to you. Then when the time comes again: Fight. These bastards are fierce and determined. We are not out of the woods.”

The hologram winked out. Tyson pulled out the bottle of smoked whisky he snatched back on AR-39. He went from table to table, pouring a splash into each cup. He held up the bottle in a toast with a cocked leg, boot squeaking against the stool seat he was leaning on.

“Fuckin hell and back, Guns.” They threw their heads back and screamed. Not in agony, sorrow, or loss–but in celebration that they had defied death. The whisky went down smooth.

The Guns told their favorite stories about the dead. Everyone already knew them. The tales had even been told in front of Russo, Rose, and Ellis, as though they hadn’t been there. Long trips in space meant you just had the same stories, sometimes. A greatest hits rotation, even. There was a warmth in the retelling, despite the bitterness. But the longer it went on, the more he swore something was missing.

Tyson excused himself to go piss, but instead found a maintenance hatch to crawl into where no one was around. He packed himself into the metal shaft and shut the panel. Finally, no one was looking at him. He wept. Goddamnit.
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“I could not disagree more, sir!” Chief Zuri Josmith rumbled, pacing at the other end of the Captain’s quarters. She tasted bile at the back of her throat. The Captain remained in her seat behind her stone desk with a dossier strewn across it.

“Chief…” Bho said quietly, holding up a palm as though that might calm her.

“Captain?” she snapped back.

“Jo.”

“Lina!”

They stared at one another, neither one backing down. Zuri met Bho’s cautious blue eyes. Not a twitch between them. Two gunfighters who had all but yelled “Draw!” and slung lead. A tumbleweed might have blown through the emptiness of space to find its place in between these two immovable egos.

Finally, Captain Bho spoke. “Connor is the logical choice for promotion to Lieutenant, given the circumstances.” The Captain tucked her chin and looked up at Zuri in the way a superior officer did when they were on edge.

“He is unorthodox, brash, idiotic, and irreverent! Ya going to have to fire his ass, not two drops into a job.“ Zuri clenched her mitts and held back a punch at the air. “Do ya know how many times I’ve had to discipline him?”

Bho cleared her throat, leaning forward in her chair to pick up a piece of paper. She was giving Zuri the ice routine. After inspecting it, she coolly answered, “Seven times, Chief.”

Zuri spread her hands and backed up a step, unable to believe what she was hearing. “And ya wanna make him a commissioned officer?”

Bho countered, “Do you think I can’t handle him?”

Zuri groaned and grabbed at her head of dreadlocked hair, whatever decorum she had been holding onto abandoned. She needed a massage. From her hunched position against the bulkhead, she stared up at the ceiling as though there were a star map leading her out of this crisis.

Lina continued, “I’m assigning you as Tyson Connor’s mentor. Prepare him to take on the role of Platoon Commander. A position you ought to be familiar with, given your…” her eyes flicked to the paperwork, “... history of counseling. I expect him to be ship-shape by the time we reach the fuel station. I’m also encouraging you to make a recommendation for Sergeant from our Corporals—please have that to me by the end of the day.”

Zuri assumed a neutral position to show respect. She hated when the Captain slammed her foot down, but she could not disagree with her perspective and do right by the Guns. This is gonna be an asshole of a hassle. Now to make it work.

“Yeah, sir. I’ll get it done,” Zuri asserted. I don’t have to like it, though.

Zuri looked elsewhere so she didn’t have to deal with Lina’s professionally bland expression. The painting hung up behind Captain Bho always fascinated her. A dark voluminous storm whose bolts of electricity struck down a half dozen spacecraft during re-entry, all except one.

“A report every two days, please.”

“Yeah sir.”

“Anything else?” It was an invitation for small talk, no doubt.

“No sir.”

Bho will ignore my recommendations. Just deal with it.

Bho lingered in the silence for a few moments and Zuri stood there, knowing that there was something unsaid. The Captain began gathering up Sergeant Connor’s dossier, piece by piece, to reassemble it into the neatly organized report that Zuri had prepared. It was one among a collection; she had done the same for all of the crew members so that the Captain knew them, despite her limited time and capacity to be personal with them.

Finally, Lina spoke as her eyes examined Connor’s United Earth Marine recruit training picture. Many years ago, now. “I believe he has chosen to be here for the right reasons. I understand that you do not like his attitude or his style. But the Guns respect him–and believe it or not, that is hard to come by for Lieutenants.” Zuri scoffed and rolled her eyes, choosing to cross her arms now. Bho smiled a little to share in the moment, as though agreeing with what was left unsaid. “We’re fucking cowboys out here. Might as well lean into our strengths. If he gives you a problem? I’ll hammer him. Every other option is No Go.”

Zuri nodded to that and exhaled a long breath through her teeth, almost a hiss. “I know, sir. Sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

Zuri rubbed at her jaw. “That shittle is going to like getting called sir.”

Bho nodded and scooped up the dossier, handing it over to Zuri. “Probably. Once he swears the oath.” Her bright blue eyes flicked to the door. “Send him in, would you?”

Zuri accepted the folder and saluted before making for the exit hatch. Just as her hand reached the wheel on the door, she paused to look back. Bho was inspecting herself in the mirror to make certain everything was in order, stiff as she was. Zuri wondered if it was a bad idea that she had accepted a job from a pretty officer because of a drink years ago. She swore sometimes she…. Nevermind.

Beyond the hatch in the corridor was Tyson Connor who snapped up from his lazy sprawl to a more militant standby pose. Flourishing with that folder she spread her proverbial wings wide. She was a predator extending a challenge to yet another hunter trespassing on her territory.

Zuri whispered to Connor with one finger in his smug face. “One fuckin thing. That’s all I need. One fuck up. Don’t.” She sneered and shoulder checked him, a low thud echoing as he hit the bulkhead. Zuri growled at him and stalked away. “Report to the Captain, fuckass.”
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Tyson watched the Chief leave with a confused stare before he carefully stowed away the photograph he had been looking at. Although it probably wasn’t necessary to respond verbally, he did anyway with a “Ya Chief!” He could have sworn she tensed at his playful mimicry of her but he didn’t linger long enough to find out.

Marching into the Captain’s Cabin, he stopped a pace and a half from her desk. She stood resolutely, her blue eyes piercing him like lightning bolts. He gave a proper salute while wondering what the hell this was about. Captain Bho motioned to the door and said, “Shut it. Have a seat.”

Tyson did so and when he returned to take a seat she was already elsewhere, causing him to crane his neck to be attentive to her. He swore she did this on purpose–making people uncomfortable in what should be a comfortable seat. Always before she drilled into someone. He was about to get drilled.

Captain Bho inquired quietly, “How do you take your coffee? Espresso, right?” She pushed a few buttons on a glowing machine built into the refreshment counter.

“Espresso.” Tyson dragged his left foot across the black fur rug to shift in his seat a little to better face her. Captain Bho chuckled and nodded with her back facing him. What the fuck is funny?

The purr of the machine went on for a few more seconds. Bho hit a couple more buttons and it sputtered out the second request. Once it was done, she offered the pitch filled cup to her subordinate with a placid smile before taking her seat behind the desk.

“Thanks, sir.”

After a sip from her cup, Captain Bho replied, “My pleasure.” She waited for him to take a drink to say, “I’ve been reviewing your disciplinary folder.” He choked.

Following a few coughs and espresso all over his hand, he scraped together a “Yes, sir?”

Bho stared at him for a few heartbeats before she reached into the desk’s drawer to pull out a kerchief. She slid it across the gleaming stone surface. He took it, frowning as he cleaned himself up.

Bho said, “This unit has a large hole to fill with Lieutenant Russo, Corporal Rose, and Private Ellis gone.”

No shit. “Yes sir.”

Bho pulled out a notepad and an ink pen for herself. “What sort of Platoon Commander were you looking to work with?”

Tyson could not contain his pleasure and smirked at being asked for his recommendation. “Well, sir… I liked Russo, but I think I work better with someone less uptight.” Bho nodded and scribbled a note.

“What else?” A glance in his direction.

Tyson slouched a little in his seat and looked up. “Shit, if you could find a Lieutenant who has some real experience that would be great. The last three we worked with have all been inheritance kids.” He checked himself once he realized the Captain was looking at him, sitting up straight. Post-adjustment, she took another note. Got too comfortable, dumbass.

“How would you describe your ideal Lieutenant? Give me some character traits.”

Tyson stewed on that before he answered, “Do As I Do. Listens to his troops. Tough. Not a hard ass about the shit that doesn’t matter as much.”

Bho nodded and scrawled a few more notes onto the notepad. “I’ll take your recommendation under advisement, Sergeant. I think all of that sounds good to me. One addition, however: Accountable to me for every success and failure. Do you agree with that?”

Thinking nothing of it, Tyson nodded. “Yes sir. They’d have to be, of course.”

A bump of her brows and a tilted chin as Bho flicked a glance between what she had written and Tyson’s face. Oh no. Drilled.

“Sergeant.” She stood stiffly and placed both of her palms on the desk, leaning forward ever so slightly. “You’ve just described yourself. Given our alignment of vision, I’ve made the decision to offer you the position of Platoon Commander.”

Tyson sat there, stunned. “No shit?”

“No shit. We need you. Are you up to it?”

He got to his feet and set his cup onto the desk hastily. “Yes sir.”

The Captain looked like she was in pain to stand up fully and raise her right hand. “Solid. Repeat after me…”




Chapter 2



“Shut the hatch. Thank you Lieutenant,” Lina said to the newly commissioned Lieutenant Connor. The gentle thunk of the hatch sealing was the response. 

Finally. She plucked the buttons of her blouse free and rolled her shoulders back to slip out of the jacket. The sleeves of the olive green flight jacket dangled after she tossed it onto the back of her chair. Next came her shoes, socks, slacks, and skivvies that she carefully removed while hissing and groaning, relying on the desk as a stabilizer. Lastly, she unsnapped the bandages and let them fall. When she was undressed, it was time to rest. She breathed raggedly as she took in her battered body for the first time since the firefight.

The bullet’s exit wound from her back made itself prominent just under the shoulder, high in the pectoral muscle. Its path had miraculously missed her lungs, heart, and arteries in her neck. A clotting agent closed the wound at the price of a gruesome deformation that invoked boiled flesh. She remembered returning to consciousness due to the pain of it: Lina had yelled, “Motherfuckerrrr!” and swung on the blurry shapes. It hurt worse than the damned shot had.

Lina had limited mobility in her pitching arm but nothing torn, just swelling. She counted. Twenty-seven stitches on her face, ten on her back, thirty-two on her chest, and a dozen blue-black bruises. Two broken ribs. One black eye. One missing tooth. Torn hair.

Lina got to her feet gradually and moved closer to the mirror to peer at her scalp. What was once a respectable short bob now lay in disarray as patches were missing from the incident. She nudged the waste bin to a spot next to the chair with a foot and pulled clippers out of a compartment. She buzzed her head methodically–checked her work in the mirror and with a palm. Good enough.

Water in the shower wasn’t hot, but it would have to do. Maybe she could get the boiler fixed at the fuel station. The small cubby she was afforded as a captain’s privilege filled with the sound of trickling rain. Dirty water pooled at her feet as the sponge did its work to make her somewhat presentable. Sweat, blood, gunpowder, tears, and a cigarette butt.

Lina could not breathe easily when bent over and molten pain sliced through her body, so she decided to not pick up the cig. She turned the water off and rubbed at her body with a towel. At least she was clean, now. She had reapplied bandages and was pulling on the final piece of her flexible workout attire when there came a knock at her hatch.

“Captain, it’s time for your–”

“Come in!” she yelled. The hatch popped and swung open. Doctor Edmon Tilly had arrived, dressed in his clinical white suit. He had bags under his eyes like she did but there was always an optimism in his gray eyes, even at times like this.

He repeated, “It’s time for–you cut your hair, sir?”

Lina nodded while grabbing her handheld communicator from a drawer to stuff into a pocket. “Soup Brains forced a makeover on me.” The Doctor didn’t look amused. He never made jokes about the dead, pirate or not.

“For today we’re just going to work on your mobility.” He held up a blue text device and dragged a finger to scroll through a list of exercises. Doctor Tilly was just about to go on but instead turned, flabbergasted as she hobbled to the exit. “Captain?”

Between pained groans, she said, “We’re doing this in the med bay. I need to see the Guns.” The Doctor trailed in her wake and shut the hatch, only offering assistance for navigating the ladder.

While they passed by the barracks, the Captain peeked in to see many lounging in various states of undress, reading, watching holovids on datapads, or chatting. Two Marines were in a heated discussion.

“Bro, I saw it. You can’t tell me what I saw.”

The voice of Schmitt replied, “There’s no way! She’s strong, but she ain’t that strong.”

“BRO. I saw it! It was point-seven g. It’s possible.”

“Nobody lifts twenty plates, bro.”

“Heyo, Corporal Phaz? Does Chief lift twenty plates in space?”

An annoyed holler from depths of the barracks answered, “Yeah! I saw her hit it at the trading station.”

“I fuckin told you, idiot.”

Lina limped on past with a grin on her lips. Some things never change. One of the charms that carried over from the UEMC were barracks arguments based on gossip and half-read factoids.

Further down the passageway, Song exited the med bay with a big dumb grin on his face.

“What’s got you so chipper?”

The junior Gun snapped to attention, face beaming. “100% STI clean, sir!”

“Congratulations, kid.”

When Lina reached the med bay hatch, she grew a bit taller and prouder. “Warriors!” she bellowed as the door whooshed open. The bay erupted in valiant cheers from the wounded, some sticking their fists in the air at the sound of her voice. “I heard they have great drugs here. Who can lend me a hit?”

The Doctor smiled and followed her in.
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Zuri set down what she was reading between her legs on the sweat-smeared bench. There were eleven major proficiencies required of her to take on the role of a Chief attached to a Marine unit. While they were not Guns for the UE, their function was similar enough. It was a lose-lose position to be assigned to the platoon level with such seniority in her career. It was meant for someone with only a few years’ experience. If she performed exceptionally, that was expected–if she was rusty, the Guns would spot it immediately. But this wasn’t the first time she had been fucked like this. The politics of the UEN had forced her to be perfect over a long career with many gotcha’s and detours.

Further complicating this was that she was assigned to mentor the brash Lieutenant Connor while she was also training a Corporal into the position of Sergeant. Traditionally the latter would fall under the officer’s purview, but he was going to have his plate full as her student. Truthfully, she didn’t think any of the Corporals were ready for it just yet. Only one option.

Zuri laid back and stretched for a moment before gripping the bar. Intense, guttural drums and guitars played in her earpieces, keeping her blood pumping. She unracked the barbell and began her repetitions, hitting eight without trouble. She sat up with a slow blink before leaning over to press a button on the machine–it loaded up another plate on each side, metal clanging.

Zuri hit another set, straining a little this time. She added more weight. She hit another set. On her last, she yelled at the top of her lungs for enough guts to grant her one additional count. Those tattooed, heavy arms fell down to her sides. I have to pull double duty.

She picked up the copy of her leather-bound Platoon Commander’s Handbook, twenty years old now and falling apart. Zuri had worked with UEMC veteran officers like Captain Bho before and admitted she enjoyed the experience. Infantry were varied in their personality, but they all had a particular no-nonsense fervor. Hard to come by in captains who ran charity missions for war ravaged civilians. Most caught with their pants down on an aid run would have lost The Galley with mass casualties. Captain Bho, that ball of fire, had retaken the ship and gotten the crew back on mission.

Zuri flipped through the chapters, skimming the headers as she thought about where to begin with her skills refreshment. Her mind kept wandering, however. She thought about the perfume that Lina wore when they’d first met–a tangy sweet that faded into a smoky musk as the night went on. The phantom smell was a remembrance of what once was between them. Now they both pretended it had never been like that. She was Captain Bho, now.

“Chief! Burning thrusters, shiiiit!” Wesfield cooed, reaching over to smack palms. She peacocked a flex and grin, removed her earpieces and hit the ritual slap. Tall and wiry, the young Gun hadn’t had the years to fill out fully, but she had noticed him as a regular in the weightlifting cabin.

Zuri swiped sweat from her brow as she replied in an amused rumble, “No one gonna tell me I’m not working.” Wesfield politely nodded and made his way to the next exercise station while putting on his best upper body flex.

Zuri stood up and cleaned the equipment with disinfectant before she walked to the ladder well. Her soaking wet outfit stuck to her body as she climbed to the top deck. Just arriving back in front of
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