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Deep Space

The Black was the easiest place to go mad.

That’s what a lot of planet-bound thought, at least. Andromina would argue it wasn’t the Black that caused people to go mad, but the isolation of it if you were traveling alone. Most people weren’t built to go days or weeks on end without contact with another living being.

Most people weren’t her.

A chime sounded through her ship. It was a small ship, only the cockpit large enough for two, a small mess hall, and a bedroom outside of the cargo hold with a small bathroom. Just big enough to pilot herself, but large enough to hold a guest or her father when needed. When she didn’t answer the first chime, which had pulled her out of her sleep, a second one came.

Groaning, she pulled a pillow over her eyes. “Vera, who is it?”

“Your sister is calling from Balist.”

It had to be mid-morning on Balist if one of her sisters was calling her. She had only gone to bed a few hours ago, she guessed by the exhaustion she could still feel in her body. “Answer it.”

“Finally, Mina!” The tone was exasperated as it came over the ship’s comms.

“Hello to you too, Poppy... you do know it’s not morning everywhere, right?” Andromina pushed herself up to a sitting position, settling her back against the padded headboard of the bed.

“If you and father cared to settle down, it could be morning for you, too.” Judgment dripped from the words and caused Andromina to sigh softly.

After their mom had passed from an illness when Andromina had been fifteen, their father had left Balist and taken to the Black. Her three older sisters stayed planetside and created lives for themselves, but she’d chosen to go with him – much to her sisters’ disapproval. To be fair, Andromina had figured it was restlessness on his part, missing his wife and unsure where his life was going after her sudden passing.

She knew her sisters saw it as a stupid risk; so many things could go wrong flying between planets. Especially coupled with the delivery and scavenge work he started doing, and with bringing his fifteen year-old daughter with him? Improper, if you asked them. After all, there were pirates, bounty hunters, and all manner of riffraff out there. What kind of stability would it offer a girl?

That she’d wanted to go with him, had actually jumped at the chance, had only been seen as more reason she should have stayed with her sisters on Balist. Each one of them had tried to bargain with her, offering her a home with them. But a chance to see other worlds, other species, and to learn more about the galaxy and universe they lived in had only intrigued and excited Andromina. Also, it meant she could keep an eye on their father and keep him safe.

It had been ten years. Still, the judgment remained. “You’re happy settled. I’m happy exploring and running cargo missions.” And bounties – not that she’d shared that particular addition of her current jobs with her sisters. Her father knew, of course, because he helped on occasion, but she’d kept that from her sisters so she didn’t get any more pushback for being out here instead of settling with a husband. “I’m sure there’s more reason for this call than to offer a reminder that you want me settled as a wife and mother like you and our sisters.”

A sigh came across the ship in answer. “You make it sound like finding a husband is a terrible thing, Mina. Honestly, it’s nice to have someone to share your life with. More than those stories you spend your free time in.” A tsk sound followed the words. Andromina refused to follow any of that with an answer, waiting Poppy out. “Dad missed Dylan’s birthday call. It made me worried. Have you heard from him?”

Dylan was Poppy’s oldest. As much as they argued about how he and Andromina spent their lives running around, their father had never missed a birthday or holiday: calling and checking in, sending presents, all of the things a doting grandfather or father could do when so far away. It caused Andromina to frown.

“He was headed to a new planet he’d found some abandoned tech on,” she offered as she pushed out of bed. The metal floor chilled her bare feet, but Andromina ignored it as she moved to a long glass panel of wall that came to life in soft blue lights under her touch.

Their father had disappeared for weeks on end in his scavenging before, so it wasn’t too big a worry when he’d been silent after letting her know he was headed somewhere new. Missing Dylan’s birthday call, though, put concern in the pit of Andromina’s stomach.

“Do you know where? Is he okay?” Poppy’s voice rose a little in octave with her worry.

Andromina’s fingers flew over the glass as she dug into their communication from before he headed out. “Give me some time. I’ll see if I can find where he went and head that way.”

“You don’t know where he is?” She could practically see her sister raising her hands in exasperation.

Sighing herself, she shook her head. “We don’t always stick together. He does his own thing sometimes.” It was why he had his own ship that could dock onto hers. It was smaller, only big enough for one and his tinker room that also had a small cot for him to sleep on, but it was his. Her fingers caught the last few messages he’d sent her and she pulled them all up on the screen. “But he sent me the cords of where he was headed. Give me a week or so and I’ll call you back once I check it out. Okay, Poppy?”

Silence filled the space while Andromina waited for her sister to answer her. Finally: “Okay. But send me the coordinates too. So I know where you’re headed if you disappear, as well.”

“I will. I’ll find him. I promise.” Andromina’s voice was softer as she answered. She couldn’t blame her sister for worrying, after all, she was now officially worried, too. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Thanks. Love you, Mina.”

Her lips quirked up just a little. “Love you too, Poppy. And let our sisters know so I don’t get more worried calls, ok?” The last thing Andromina needed was two more calls in the same anxious, judgmental fashion while she was trying to focus on finding their father.

A laugh came across the line, though Andromina could hear the strain in it. “Yeah, I can do that. Take care. Bye.”

“Bye, Poppy.” The call ended with a chirp as Andromina found the cords her father had sent her. She took a moment to send them off to Poppy with the information their father had given her about his new find.

“Vera.” The ship made a humming sound around her as the computer AI waited for her command. “Set a course for these cords. And start digging into what is known about this planet.”

“Will do, Andromina.”

Andromina’s gaze flickered over to the bed she’d abandoned, but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to get back to sleep now that she was worried about her father. Instead, she moved to grab the book off the small nightstand next to her bed.

It was one of the few antiquities that she hunted down with a passion. Most people, and most books, were now on the virtual and available to download to the ship to read on the screen she was just using, or a small data pad if you wanted it portable. But she had fallen in love with books when she and her father had found a few that first year. Since then, she’d made sure to treasure any physical books she found.

They were rare even on the black market, hunted for by many collectors at quite a hefty price. Her collection could set her and many generations up for life if she ever wanted to actually sell. Another secret her sisters weren’t aware of.

She had several properties across a few planets where she hid and stored her prized collection of books. In a way, she’d settled across the galaxy because she did have small homes where she occasionally took a reprieve when she wanted a break from space. It was rare, though: usually she spent only a single day planetside while she swapped out the books that traveled with her.

So in a way, they were really more homes for her books.

A chime pulled her out of her own head as she curled herself up onto her bed, book in her lap. Her fingers found the bookmark and she opened the book without ever looking down at it. “Yes, Vera?”

“I have programmed our flight path. We will arrive in seven days and twenty-six hours.”

Her fingers drummed on the paper of the book as she took that in. “What planet do the coordinates go to?”

Silence followed her question for a moment, though the lights in her room flickered slightly; a sign that the ship was working hard to answer her question. She was used to waiting the ship out though, so she let her eyes fall down to the page to remind herself where she was.

Not that she actually needed the reminder; she knew the story backwards and forwards by now. She’d already read this book more times than she could count. It was one of the few that never left the ship because it was her favorite to go back to. A comfort read.

“Undetermined.”

Frowning, Andromina closed the book and turned her head to look over at the screen. “How can it be undetermined?”

“The planet is listed as uninhabitable and outside Galactic Agency territory, in free space. Most records on it seem to be lost or locked behind galactic government clearance.”

She set the book back on the nightstand and pushed out of bed again, fingers pulling up their route on a map on the screen. “Can you break it?”

“It will take time to do it carefully.” This wasn’t the first time she and her AI had broken past government locks to get information they were after. But it struck as odd that they’d locked information about this planet. If it was some kind of black site, it would be some kind of rural, low-maintenance place no one would actually want to live – at least with a name.

Zooming in on the last part of their path, Andromina’s head tilted to the side as she reviewed the planets around it. “Nearest outpost with a resistance bar?”

The lights dimmed for a moment before a red arrow pointed to one of the smaller planets closest to their destination. “Rallus-4. A way stop for pirates and resistance members. A trading post at the edge of governed space.” Vera knew she didn’t actually need that explanation of the planet; they'd spent a lot of time there in the past.

“How far from our destination?” Internally, Andromina was already groaning. Rallus-4 was one of the few planets she was not looking to visit. Truthfully, if she ever visited the planet again, it would be far too soon.

“Five days from our unnamed planet. You may find people who know about it, being the closest planet to our destination.” Silence fell as Andromina warred with herself on whether she should stop or not.

She’d need to refuel, too, if nothing else was around. Which meant that she didn’t
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