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SHE IGNORED THE PAIN. Every day she ignored the pain. Sometimes it snuck up on her, jabbed her in the shoulder, and then screamed, “Hello, friend!” so loudly she couldn’t ignore it. But the rest of the time, she just pretended it wasn’t there, even when she was so tired her bones ached, so lonely her tears had run dry, so beaten down she didn’t have any blood left to bleed. 

The bar was full, she could see from the outside. She paused for a moment, debating whether or not to go in, and then pulled the door open and elbowed her way through the crowd. If there was anything that would distract from the pain for a few minutes, it was a beer. Or maybe two. 

“Yer kind ain’t allowed to drink here.”

Penny looked down at the shortish woman standing in front of her. Middle aged, a few scars across one cheek, greying hair—nothing to write home about. 

“Is that so?” Penny could hear the people at the tables around them fall quiet, watching, waiting to see what happened. Her elbow throbbed, but she ignored it.

The woman reached out and pulled up Penny’s sleeve, revealing the metal gears and wires that made her hook work. 

“It’s unnatural!” she exclaimed. “You oughta be ashamed of yourself, trying to fix up God’s handiwork.”

Penny clenched her teeth, resisting the urge to drive her hook into the woman’s eye, and then see if she didn’t run right down to the nearest clinic and get herself her own goddamn electric eye. Instead, she took a deep breath, looked the woman in the eye, and said, “Bugger off, you low-born fusty old hag.”

She brushed past, heading for the bar, but to her annoyance, felt the woman grab her other arm. 

“I said,” the woman repeated, brow furrowed, “yer kind ain’t allowed in here.”

Penny wrenched her arm out of the woman’s grasp. A slow wave of pain sloshed across her back, but she ignored that too. “Says who?”

“Says me.”

Linden. Oak. Maple. Juniper. Penny began to list varieties of trees in her mind. It had taken her decades to learn this trick, not to mention multiple trips to the ER, multiple bar fights, multiple scars—and one missing hand, technically. Basswood. Hop hornbeam. Balsam fir. Black locust. Weeping willow. Black willow. White spruce. Eucalyptus. Sassafras...

“Problem?” A tall figure loomed over them. 

“She ain’t allowed in here.” The woman scowled at Penny and crossed her arms. “Who does she think she is?”

The bouncer looked back and forth between the two women, then fixed his eyes on Penny. “You got cash?” 

“I do.”

“Let me see.”

Penny pulled a few bills out of her pouch, then quickly stuffed them back in.

The bouncer faced the other woman.

“Only two types of people,” he said, “them that got money, and them that don’t. The only kind we don’t let in here’s them that don’t.”

“She’s a ‘borg!” the woman exclaimed. 

Penny clenched her teeth, trying not to react to the woman’s choice to use the most insulting term possible. Cyborgs were people who upgraded themselves to the point that they were unrecognizable as human beings. Penny was not a ‘borg. She was a person who suffered from chronic pain, whose crack doctors had decided that removing the most painful parts was the best way to ease her pain. Not someone addicted to “personal improvement,” as they called it.

“Gayle.” The bouncer fixed the woman with a stern expression. “Sit down or get out.” He returned his attention to Penny and gestured toward the bar. “There’s a seat over there.”

“Thanks,” Penny said. 

She squeezed in between two large tattooed shipmen, probably only in town because their ship was moored just off planet, and waved to the bartender. 

“Usual?” the bartender asked. His name was Cade, and he had been the friendliest of all the people Penny had met on this godforsaken planet. It was weird—on one hand, she hated it here. It was in a nearly empty arm of the galaxy that only had one habitable planet and one habitable moon, out of the way of all major transport routes, with the crankiest bunch of weirdos living on it who didn’t want anything to do with anyone else. But somehow, at the same time, she liked it here. Maybe that was because it was the first place she’d been to in a long time where she sort of fit in.

“Please,” she replied, and almost immediately a strong, hoppy IPA appeared in front of her with a thud. They made old-world-style beer on this planet—she couldn’t get enough of it.

She glanced around the bar again. The woman who had confronted her—Gayle, apparently—was being escorted out of the bar. She could hardly stand up, a fact Penny hadn’t even noticed during their confrontation. It should have made her feel better that the woman was too drunk and spouting off, but it didn’t. People often spoke their truest feelings when they were uninhibited. 

Cade plopped a second frothing glass down in front of her, winked, and turned to help another customer. 

“How long you planetside for?” A woman jig-sawed her way in between Penny and one of the muscular shipmen, waving to catch Cade’s attention. 

“Leaving tonight, why?” When Penny was wearing her Captain’s uniform, like now, it wasn’t unusual for her to get hit up by travelers searching for a way off planet.

“Catch a ride?” the woman asked.

“Where to?” 

“Casares,” she replied.

“It doesn’t exist.” Penny leaned her metal arm on the table and narrowed her eyes at the woman. Casares was a myth, a legend. A planet of ghosts, they said, always dark, always invisible, always hiding. No one who went there ever returned.

“It does,” the woman argued. “It’s a dark planet, in this system. I’ve got the coordinates.”

An interesting twist, Penny thought. It still seemed unlikely, though. More likely she would get Penny out into deep space somewhere and try to steal her ship.

“Why do you want to go there?” 

The woman shrugged. “Personal reasons.”

“Not interested.” Penny picked up her beer and downed half of it in one gulp.

“What? Why?” the woman demanded. 

Penny shrugged, the same way the woman had. Her shoulder cried out in pain, but she ignored it. “I like to know who I’m taking where, and why. If you can’t be bothered to tell me, I can’t be bothered to take you.”

The woman frowned. “My name’s Wendy.” 

“That answers two out of my three questions,” Penny said.

“I’m looking for my brothers. Got a tip they might be there.”

“Your brothers.” Penny studied the woman. She was not young. Younger than Penny, yes, but not young. “How old are your brothers?”

Wendy shook her head. “I don’t know. Time is weird when you’re traveling close to the speed of light.”

“How long have you been looking?”

“Thirty years, my time.”

Penny pursed her lips. She had been searching for her son for that long, too, longer even, searching every corner of the galaxy. Turning over every rock, asteroid, planet, star to figure out where he was. But she knew, deep in the pit of her stomach, he was dead. 

Hello, friend! her shoulder yelled. Penny grimaced, and Wendy reached out to touch her arm gently. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. 

Gritting her teeth, Penny nodded and knocked back the rest of her drink. 

“So, what do you think?” Wendy pressed. 

On one hand, Penny might not be able to find her own son, but maybe she could help Wendy find her brothers. Do something good with her life, something besides chartering ne’er-do-wells and their invisible cargo to and from different worlds. On the other hand, she had a lead of her own, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to give it up just to cart a random woman to some imaginary planet. No matter how much the woman was willing to pay. On the third hand, she didn’t have much money left, and she wasn’t even sure she had enough to pay her own informant.

“Mind if we make a pit stop first?” she asked.

Wendy stared at her, a small frown on her lips. “You want my money or not?”

Penny raised an eyebrow. “Don’t even know if your money is good.”

“You really think you’re going to get another fare with an arm like that?”

Penny scowled and spit, “You’re a parasitic dew-beater, not worth a second of my time.”

“Back ‘atcha.” Wendy turned on her heel. “I had a feeling asking you was a bad idea.”

Penny watched her disappear into the crowd. Normally, she would have felt angry, but today she just felt tired. Alone. 

Another drink appeared on the bar in front of her. 

“On the house.” Cade gave her a sad smile. “You look like you need it.”

Hello, friend, her shoulder said again. 

“Thanks.” Penny closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, then pushed the pain to the furthest recesses of her mind, where she couldn’t hear it talk to her. Just one more lead, and then, maybe, she would let herself succumb.
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CHAPTER 2
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PENNY STEPPED OUT of the bar and watched as a tumbleweed bounced down the cobblestone street. The door swung shut behind her. Night had fallen while she was inside, and now two distant moons glowed in the sky overhead. The small town had very few streetlights, so she could even see the stars above.

She liked it here, more than other places, at least. 

Her shoes clacked against the cobblestones as she strolled down the street. Rove City, an interstellar city grown over several centuries from a simple spaceship, was passing through this solar system at this very moment. She had submitted her application for temporary visiting rights, and was waiting to see if she was approved. If not, she had a back-up plan—forged documents.

She pushed open the door to the library, usually closed this time of night, and gave a half-smile to the clerk. Smee was his name. She’d heard of him from a guy two solar systems over, someone who had connections on board Rove City that could get her the access she needed. She’d paid an arm and a leg for this. She rolled her eyes at her own unwitting pun.

“Got what you need.” Smee pulled out a data chip and turned it over in his fingers. “But there’s a slight problem.”

“What’s that?” Penny scowled at him.

“The permissions are for two people, not one. No flexibility either. You show up alone, they won’t let you in.”

“Fine. I’ll find someone. What’s your fee?”

“I need a ride,” he said. “That’s my fee.”

She glowered at him. “You want to go to Rove City?”

He nodded. 

“Why?”

“None of your business.”

She stared at him for a minute, then shrugged. She was going there anyway, plus, it prevented her from having to shell out the cash, which made things even easier for her. “Fine.”

“When we leaving?” he asked. 

“Now.”

Smee jumped to his feet and threw his bag over his shoulder. “Let’s go.” 

He followed her out into the street. The wind whipped her cloak out behind her as she led the tiny, stumpy man down the main street of the tiny, stumpy town. 

Her ship was parked on the outskirts in a field. It was probably the only free ship parking she had ever encountered—another reason why retiring on this planet might not be the worst idea.

She strode up the ramp with him in her wake, and it groaned shut behind them. They reached the bridge a short walk later, and she tossed her bag into the corner.

“Where’s your crew?” This was always the first question anyone ever asked. 

“Don’t have one.” Penny plugged in the data chip Smee had given her.

“How is that possible on a ship this big?” Smee seemed skeptical as he scrutinized the ship’s metallic interior. 

Penny shrugged. “It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got time.” Smee crossed his arms and plopped down in one of the chairs that used to be occupied by one of Penny’s long-gone crew members. 

“Coordinates accepted,” the computer stated. “Plotting course.”

“I was a software engineer back home,” Penny said. 

“Where’s home?” 

“Earth, believe it or not.”

“What’s being a software engineer got to do with anything?” 

“I was young,” Penny answered. “I got a job on a colony ship, doing basic code updates. Met a guy. Had a kid.”

“Sounds like a nice life.”

“It was.” A rush of pain welled up in the pit of her stomach, but it wasn’t physical this time. She still ignored it. “Until my husband left, took my son with him.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Course complete.” The ship beeped. “Liftoff?”

“Computer, liftoff.” Penny glanced at Smee, who was only half listening. He peered around the bridge looking for—Penny had no idea what. She strapped herself in, and Smee did the same. The next moment, the engines began to rumble, and the ship burst upward. 

The walls rattled and rumbled around them, and then, a few moments later, it stopped. They floated—only for a few seconds—until the gravity pumps kicked on, and everything felt like normal. Like home.

“Engage course?” the computer asked.

“Computer, engage,” Penny replied.

“What happened next?” Smee asked.

“And then everyone on my ship caught a plague, the one from Gatton.”

“Ugh, oh no.” Smee winced and closed his eyes. Clearly that little detail had hit home.

“Only about twelve of us survived.” Penny shrugged again. “We learned how to fly one of the colony ships together, the twelve of us. I did all the programming, all the code, slowly making it easier and easier for us to fly. Then my crew started to die—old age, illness, bar fights, you know. Instead of hiring a new crew member, I updated the code. Uploaded their knowledge, their personalities. Gave them a framework, a new neural network.”

“So they’re still here.” Smee scanned the bridge. “Just part of the ship now?” 

Penny shrugged. “I suppose so. But it’s not really them.”

“And you’re the Captain now.”

“I’m an engineer,” Penny corrected. “Always an engineer.”

“What about your son?”

Penny shook her head, the slow tide of pain rising again. “Gone.”

“How long until we reach Rove City?” Smee asked. 

“Twelve hours.”

“Long enough for a nap?”

“Long enough for a nap,” Penny replied. “I’ll wake you up when we get close. Rooms are in the B Wing.”

“Eleven hours, fifty-five minutes remaining,” the computer intoned. 

When Smee was gone, Penny leaned back and closed her eyes. She listened for a moment to her ankles, yelling as they always did, and her knees, blown up like balloons. Her shoulders throbbed, and the spot near her forearm where her skin attached to metal screamed, piercing through her mental blockade like a battering ram. Her neck tensed, her muscles ached, and even her bones felt as though they were being stretched, slowly, painfully. 

She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a bottle, emptied two pills into her hand, and swallowed them. Then she waited. Pine. Viatian. Magnolia. Apple. Elm. One day she would land on a planet and stay there. She would have a window overlooking a forest, and she would talk to the trees every day. She would name them. Touch them. And when she died, she would be buried beneath them, and they would soak her up, and she would become one with them.

Hello, friend. She massaged her shoulder and kept her eyes squeezed shut. 

Maybe this was it. Maybe, if this lead on Rove City didn’t pan out, she would stop. She would be done. Go back to that last planet with the beer and the cold, where she hadn’t felt so completely out of place. She’d buy a hut on the edge of town and some trees, and just exist, out of the way and nobody’s problem for the last few years of her life. Maybe it was time. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ARIELE SIEY

S S
RS ) v
Y

1

ROVE CITY BOOK 4





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





