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            INTRODUCTION

          

          MAKING A HOME IN THE VOID

        

      

    

    
      Humanity has always been good at one thing above all else: refusing to stay where we're put.

      The stories in this collection follow us out into the dark—to orbital stations, moon colonies, mining facilities, and generation ships. Places where humans were never meant to live, yet somehow do. Not just surviving but creating the same messy, complicated communities we've always made, complete with all our familiar contradictions.

      These futures feel both distant and immediate. The technology has advanced—we travel between worlds, live in artificial gravity, breathe manufactured air. But the human concerns remain stubbornly familiar. The same struggles over resources, dignity, and freedom play out against backdrops of stars instead of skies.

      Out there, every system is visible. The air doesn't just exist—someone maintains it. Gravity isn't a given but a luxury. The walls between you and the vacuum are always present in your peripheral vision. There's no pretending that society runs on anything but the constant labor of keeping everyone alive.

      Perhaps that's why control becomes so explicit in these stories. When survival itself requires such careful orchestration, freedom becomes something that must be actively carved out rather than assumed. Yet for all the constraint, there's something hopeful threading through these tales. Even in the most engineered environments, life insists on being unpredictable.

      These aren't stories about brave explorers conquering new frontiers. They're about ordinary people who ended up in space not for glory but for work, for family, for the lack of better options. They bring with them all the mundane human baggage—their needs, their complications, their stubborn insistence on making any space, no matter how hostile, feel like home.

      Welcome to tomorrow's elsewhere, where the stars are just the backdrop for the same human drama we've always performed. Only now, someone has to remember to check the oxygen levels during intermission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JUST BREATHE

          

        

      

    

    
      Commander Alessandra Diaz pressed her fingertips to the office window, the chill of the vacuum beyond it grounding her in a station that rarely let her forget how far she’d drifted from home. Outside, Zinnia Station’s three concentric rings turned in disciplined silence. The whole thing resembled one of her niece’s old toys back on Earth—bright plastic circles stacked on a widening spindle—except this version held five thousand fifty-two souls and who knew how many corporate secrets.

      From her office in the center of the spindle holding the three rings together—or apart—she tapped a silent tango on the window. Above her, the smallest ring, Executive level, all sleek titanium and ego, blocked her view of Earth. Straight across from her was Standard, which lived up to its name. Below, the biggest ring, Maintenance, thudded with orange pulse-lights, a sprawling artery of exposed cables and underpaid labor.

      She turned away from the view, back into a room that didn’t want her. The walls, the desk, even the air, gave off the unyielding sterility of a place designed by committee. Her hand brushed the desk instinctively, as if seeking out the grooved imperfections of her old office’s battered oak. The synthwood beneath her palm was smooth and soulless, like everything else MageTech touched, she’d discovered. On the wall, the off-white paint made her skin look sallow beneath station lighting. A fragment of shuttle plating—Oliveira’s parting gift, salvaged from the wreck of their first brush with real danger—had lasted one week on the shelf before compliance cited it as unsanctioned décor. Now it lived in her quarters. Nowhere the executives could see it.

      She inhaled, the recycled air filling her lungs with Zinnia’s engineered neutrality—ozone, bleach, artificial rain. What she wouldn’t give for the honest diesel-and-welding stink of Vasco Station. Even smells here had performance reviews.

      Sitting behind her desk, in the lying-about-being-ergonomic chair, she felt a faint current cross her cheek. She glanced at the nearby air vent and almost smiled. The pine had taken. Just three drops—smuggled essence from a Sierra Nevada grove near her training camp—but it cut through the antiseptic fog with something almost defiant. Almost alive.

      Her wristcom flickered blue. Incoming transmission.

      “Diaz.” Director Harmon’s voice emerged clean, hollow. No grit, no background hum, as if filtered through mid-level memos.

      “Good morning, Director,” she replied, spine straightening out of habit. The audio-only format didn’t matter; the uniformed reflex was bone-deep.

      “Six complaints on my desk from Executive residents. Air quality, again. Fatigue, headaches, cognitive lapses.” He didn’t bother disguising the condescension. “I’m sure it’s nothing, but they’re buzzed straight into the CEO’s line. So now it’s something.”

      Diaz glanced at the screen on top of her desk, where reports of real emergencies pulsed. Unauthorized hydroponics access, a flagged security transfer from Cargo Bay 7, borderline psych evals. All blinking quietly, waiting for her. Her finger stalled over them, then tapped Harmon’s to first priority.

      “Our monitors show all environmental conditions in spec,” she said, overlaying the readings. Green across the board.

      “Of course they do,” Harmon’s voice bored, as if reading a script. “Still, I need a visible sweep. Put on the uniform, walk the floors. Let them see we’re listening.”

      She swallowed down her instinctive protest—the words Oliveira would’ve thrown like knives. “We don’t waste resources on theater.” But theater was the point here.

      “On it,” she said instead, flattening her tone to corporate-bland. The scent of pine in the air nudged against the quiet corners of her frustration, a half-whispered reminder that rebellion didn’t always have to shout.

      “Stop in here first. And Diaz? Let’s keep it localized. No need for the remote staff to get antsy.”

      The comm cut off.

      Left alone with the soft drone of environmental systems and unread reports, she stood and reached for her security jacket. The charcoal-gray MageTech weave felt like wearing a stranger’s clothes: no weight, no insignia, no history. Gone were Vasco’s navy blues and the stitched emblem of the Portuguese Space Authority—the ones that smelled faintly of grease and took weeks to lose an arc-welder’s scorch.

      Two months here and still, this place hadn’t claimed her.

      The door sighed shut behind her.
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        * * *

      

      After Diaz pressed her palm to the express lift’s biometric scanner, the system paused—just a beat too long. A hesitation, subtle but intentional, like the station itself was second-guessing her presence. Then: a soft chime. Access granted. Barely.

      “Executive Ring,” she said aloud.

      The lift answered with a gentle hum, a sound so smooth it felt more like being drawn upward by silken threads than carried by machinery.

      The doors slid apart, and immediately her body noticed what her mind hadn’t yet caught. The air had heft. Moisture kissed her lungs as she inhaled, softening the insistent tightness that usually lived beneath her ribs.

      And the scent—alive. Not sterilized astringency masked with synthetic florals, but loam and chlorophyll, respiration and earth. This elevator opened onto a lobby ringed with raised beds with plantings she didn’t recognize.

      Her throat closed unexpectedly as memory surged sharp and unbidden. The experimental vineyard on Vasco, loamy and spring green. Careless words. Crushed feelings. A sudden, urgent need to get the hell off Vasco de Gama Station and away from the moon altogether.

      Here, soft-spectrum light warmed her face. Not the glare-white utility bulbs of Administrative, but a calibrated sunlight whispering of blue skies and filtered gold. The spoke of a hallway to the ring itself tricked the eye into thinking it curved gently. Radiant and silent, as though designed to hush even the thought of haste. Her boots sank slightly into the cushioned flooring.

      Two women approached, perhaps a mother and daughter, their laughter soft as spilled water. They moved like dancers—slow, deliberate, unbothered by gravity or time. Probably headed to the other side of the ring. Their loose spring dresses—dyed cotton? silk?—floated around them in pale hues. Hair fell loose over their shoulders. No badges. Their gazes passed over Diaz like she was set dressing. Her charcoal uniform filed in the back corner of their minds with the utility droids.

      Harmon’s office looked as if it had been packed up and moved directly from one of those Silicon Valley skyscrapers. Maybe it had, after some exec downplanet changed their color scheme.

      On the left side of the ash-paneled room, a giant glass-topped metal desk, clear of anything, was set at standing level. But Harmon was sitting on one of the black-faux-hide sofas on the right side, facing the door. Older, tall, silver beard perfectly trimmed. His charcoal sweater—Italian wool? —clung to him, the textured fabric somehow drinking the light.

      “Finally,” he said, waving her into the room.

      Someone else was already sitting on the other sofa. Soft blond hair, soft shoulders draped in cornflower blue fabric. Diaz walked to the far side of the sofa so as not to pass between the others. A woman, so young she was still dewy, her face full of trust. Diaz took the far side of her sofa, not sure how this child measured personal space.

      “Commander Alessandra Diaz,” Harmon said. “She’s looking into the air—ah—issues.”

      “Oh, good,” the young woman said. “It’s simply unbearable. My productivity levels are down eleven percent.” Her eyes went wide. “I can hardly manage a four-hour session in the learning annex.”

      Diaz’s expression froze. Four hours? She’d watched an engineer in an glitching EVA suit work to stabilize an exterior relay—six hours of manual calibration, muscles seizing under gravity pressure twice what they were built for. No metrics. Just survival.

      “Terrible,” she said, looking away. She activated the diagnostic suite on her tablet, pretending to take notes. “When exactly did you first notice symptoms?”

      “Nine days ago,” Harmon said, clipped and precise. Of course he’d been measuring air discomfort like spreadsheet deviation. “We assumed it was standard adjustment after the quarterly rebalance. But it’s only worsened. There’s a… thickness.”

      Diaz inhaled. Slow, deliberate. Was there a difference? Beyond the cedar-tinged cologne Harmon must be wearing, was there a slight resistance, like inhaling through damp velvet? Maybe a faint iron taste on the finish.

      Maybe.

      “Our systems register all metrics within acceptable parameters.” She showed the screen to the woman. “O₂ concentration: 21.7 percent. Well above safety standards.”

      Harmon waved away the data. “But ten percent under known cognitive efficiency.” He glanced at the woman. “Obviously.”

      “Right.” Diaz’s voice was flat, but heat burned behind her sternum like lit fuel. “I’ll take a look around. Do my own measurements.”

      “See that you do,” he said, already turning. She was a lever now—flipped and forgotten.

      Diaz set both her wristcom and her tablet to take readings as she left the office, walked down the same hall back to the elevator room, to the closest of the ring’s big Maintenance screens, hidden behind a sliding wall panel. The panel, a rather thick imitation of a shoji wall, slid easily aside.

      It should have been locked.

      It wasn’t.

      Great.

      The high-polished surface of the main monitoring panel greeted her with lukewarm compliance, scanning her clearance with digital reluctance. She watched the numbers flicker through the past two weeks. Everything within range.

      But in the aggregate, the air quality had, indeed, slipped. Fractionally. Consistently.

      Too precise for malfunction.

      Her breath hitched.

      Somebody did this. On purpose.

      Tiny, narrow, methodical adjustments. Gradual degradation that flew just below the automatic alerts.

      This wasn’t resource shortage. Zinnia Station had abundance stacked to the rafters. This was theft.

      Black market oxygen had been a problem once, on Vasco and on many of the other early stations. But here? Who would the pirates be selling it to?

      She closed the interface, mind already building a heat map of entry points, historical access, and system downtimes. Nine days. She’d start there.

      She needed someone who knew what they were seeing to look at this. She tapped her comm.
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        * * *

      

      Diaz found Dr. Lin Narita in a side diagnostic room deep within the sprawling medical suites. Medical, taking up six decks of the spindle, was Zinnia Station’s one neutral ground, where rank and privilege often evaporated under the halogen buzz of necessity.

      Narita stood alone, wrapped in a drifting holographic interface in the center of a darkened room. Her fingers sliced through the colorful threads of data with a surgeon’s precision. Her charcoal tunic and slacks carried a slim blood-red neckline—Medical’s only vanity. Charcoal hair, faded skin, slight scent of soap, she looked sculpted from the station itself. Diaz had been surprised to learn that Narita had transferred in only a month before Diaz herself. Such turnover surely couldn’t be efficient.

      Stepping into the room was a relief from the outer medical suite’s strange, sanitized scent, a sterile fistful of antiseptic sharpness, cold ozone from overworked ionizers, and the bone-dry ghost of scrubbed-out sickness. The smell of hardworking electronics overwhelmed them in here.

      “Alex.” Narita didn’t look up; her fingers kept weaving. “Sifting the data now.”

      Diaz leaned her shoulder against the pale-cream wall and held her counsel. Don’t lead the witness, even if she’s on your side.

      Narita touched a data thread with each index finger and drew the threads together. “I see it. Paced, persistent degradation.”

      She dropped the threads and turned toward Diaz. “Explains all the complaints, and why the number keeps rising. Fatigue, dizziness, cognitive dropout.”

      “Sound contagious.”

      “Deliberate.” Narita leaned on the wall facing Diaz. She always looked so tired.“Sabotage,” she whispered.

      Diaz glanced over her shoulder at the open doorway. Nobody seemed to be lingering. Turning back to Narita, she shook her head.

      “Theft, more like.” She shifted her weight. “If this was sabotage,” she said, voice just as low, “it would be loud. Messy. This is too clean. Too… careful.”

      Narita liked fancy soups, from Executive. Watching her enjoy a single sip was worth the extravagant price. They’d met once for lunch, as part of Diaz’s “welcome tour.” She hoped to make that a regular date.

      “You’re not seeing something, Commander,” she said.

      Diaz blinked. “Pirates,” she said. “I’ve seen this before. Slow siphons, small lifts, steady sales. Black-market oxygen.”

      “No one needs to do that anymore.” Narita frowned, her mouth an upside-down U. “Do they?”

      Diaz’s mouth tightened. The pieces fit too well. “Inside job. Skim extra oxygen, quietly traffic it off during cargo runs.”

      Narita studied her for a long, unreadable moment. Then she called up a floating display.

      “This is MageTech standard,” she said, waving at a data grid on the screen.

      Executive Ring: 22.7% oxygen. Lower than their pampered 22.9%, sure—but hardly lethal.

      Administrative Ring: Earth-normal, 21.3%.

      Maintenance Ring: 19.8%.

      Diaz stared.

      “You’re telling me they’re operating heavy machinery, welding pipework—” her fingers curled into fists”—breathing nineteen-point-eight?”

      “Still within tolerance. Technically safe.” Narita’s voice, bitter. “Optimizing cognitive performance according to role requirements.” She sighed. “So many headaches. So many.”

      The Executive girl felt faint with a point-two dip. Meanwhile, Maintenance crews were probably gasping like mountaineers at sea level. Diaz’s gut twisted, but she shoved it away. Sympathy clouded judgment—and sabotage for “principle” was even less likely than sabotage for power.

      Someone was profiting. It fit too cleanly.

      “You want me to believe someone’s doing this for… justice,” Diaz said. “But this smells like a hustle.”

      Narita pushed off the wall, heading toward the door. “You should visit Maintenance Ring.” Her tone edged with pity. “Figure out how they’re siphoning. Before you start chasing ghosts.”

      At the open door, she added, “And grab an emergency respirator on your way out.”
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        * * *

      

      The sharp descent into the Maintenance Ring felt less like travel and more like slipping into the underworld.

      Express lifts didn’t reach this far. Diaz had to take three service elevators, each smaller and rougher than the last, every transfer shedding a layer of the station’s polished veneer. By the final elevator, which rattled and groaned in protest as it lowered her into the bowels of Zinnia Station, the chill she’d carried from Administrative had turned to a prickling dampness along her skin.

      When the doors wrenched open, the air slammed into her—a smothering, metallic heaviness that clung to her lungs and slid thickly down her throat. She gasped reflexively, her chest straining harder than it should have for so little reward. Her personal monitor chirped a quiet warning: 19.8% oxygen saturation.

      The corridor stretched ahead, brutally unapologetic. Pipes and conduits ran naked along the walls and ceiling, their patched sections and uneven alloys chronicling years of hasty, underfunded repairs. Wide swaths of industrial sealant oozed from every joint and seam—no artistry, no façades to hide the suffering architecture. Even the lighting seemed resentful: sterile strips of LEDs casting a cold blue haze that turned every imperfection into deep, accusing shadow.

      All of it, covered in the most colorful graffiti she’d ever seen. Candy colors spelled out “Welcome! Bienvenido! Croeso! Fáilte!” She would have laughed, if she had the breath for it.

      She didn’t see anyone until she got to the ring itself. She stopped just inside the ring’s inner corridor, turning toward the wall to look at the map.

      People—workers—drifted through the wildly painted corridor, saw her, and drifted away. No wasted gestures here. Their heavy-duty coveralls hung from lean frames, muted browns and grays with overcoats on or tied around their waists. Tool belts dragged at their hips; burn scars and calluses decorated their exposed forearms. They moved as if rationing their own existence, like every breath was a currency they couldn’t afford to spend.

      No wonder her deputies always did their “investigations” up in Administrative core. The miscreants were the ones who took the elevators. Most cases were solved within a day. Everyone on-station was chipped, and nearly always on camera. “Maintaining the peace” here was more about being a good interrogator—and turnkey—than a good investigator.

      Except today. The cameras throughout the air-maintenance areas had been on the fritz for who knew how long. Nobody kept an eye on them, apparently.

      A dull ache began blooming at the base of her skull. She should have brought a jacket.

      Diaz flipped open her tablet, blinking rapidly as the lines on the screen blurred and sharpened into the same map as the one on the ring wall. Environmental Control Sublevel 3—Hub Section 4 junction controls. She set her course, feeling a dozen sidelong glances burr under her skin. The security insignia on her uniform acted like a repellent, conversations tapering into wary silence as she passed.

      “Commander lost?”

      The voice was dry, laced with something not quite hostile, but not welcoming either.

      Diaz turned. A man stood leaning casually against a support beam, thermal reg coveralls dusted with those tiny threads that wore off the insides of environmental suits. His face was lined with the fine aging of recycled life-support, beard clipped tight against the requirements of a breather mask, currently hanging off his belt. “Chen, Elias – Thermal Regulation Specialist,” read the badge clipped to his other hip.

      “Not lost,” she said, forcing the words through the fog in her mind. “Tracking environmental anomalies.”

      Chen’s brows lifted a fraction, a skeptical tilt of the head. “Executive Ring whining again?” he asked, eyes flickering upward.

      “It’s station-wide,” Diaz said, keeping her tone neutral.

      “Nah,” he said, voice low and even. “Down here, air’s always to specifications. Never above. Never below.”

      The weight of that “never” nearly cracked the stagnant air between them.

      “I’m looking for access to the Hub Section 4 junctions.”

      After a long second, Chen jutted his chin toward a side passage half-hidden by a leaning cargo cart. “Second left, past the water rec monitors. You’ll need clearance.”

      “Much appreciated.”

      Something in him hesitated. His eyes flicked toward a nearby security cam before he stepped a fraction closer, dropping his voice.

      “If you’re serious, about the air,” he said, “talk to Vega’s girl. Maya. Smart as a spark. Reads the climate profiles like other people read headlines.”

      A flash of something complicated flickered in his expression—pride, maybe. Or regret.

      “Monitoring lab, Sublevel 2,” he added. “You’ll find her there, when she’s not patching leaks we’re too tired to notice.”

      “Thanks,” Diaz said. She tucked the information away but guarded her suspicion. It sounded practiced—too tidy. If someone was syphoning station resources, some “wizard kid” was the prime recruit.

      Or a convenient scapegoat.

      She pressed deeper into the Maintenance Ring. The ache in her head had given way to angry gnawing. Her brain seemed to drag itself through tar as it tried to maintain focus. At least the ring corridors had good airflow, if not good air.

      Just before an intersection, dizziness swept through her—a sudden vertigo that made the corridor seem to skew sideways. She reached out, steadying herself against an orange-and-blue-striped wall, her other hand feeling the hidden, desperate heartbeat of overstrained systems thundering in her chest.

      Ahead, a cluster of maintenance workers rounded the bend. Conversations clipped to silence at the sight of her, but one figure among them snagged her gaze—a young woman, slight, moving with purpose. Unlike the others, she wore a slim, integrated breathing system: a continuous-feed setup, tubing snaking from her nose and under her collar to a compact canister in a backpack. No emergency backup, but a lifeline in constant use.

      Diaz was seriously considering using her emergency breather when she reached Junction Access 4. The security hatch resisted, grinding reluctantly open with a groan that rattled her teeth.

      This place was no maintenance closet.

      Conduits from all three station rings converged here in a braided knot of steel and polymer. Control panels bristled with delicate instruments; pressure regulators blinked their languid alerts. The diagnostic displays bore the touch of careful, obsessive stewardship—handwritten notes taped beside regulators, adjustments marked not in system logs but in the scrawl of lived experience.

      This was not a place for brute-force sabotage. This was where skill could numb a station’s breath by a fraction of a degree, and no one would notice until it was too late.

      Diaz’s stomach twisted. Oxygen pirates. Somehow they were in. Someone was bleeding Zinnia, and she was standing in the place it was happening. She looked for the survey camera. Tape over the lens.

      At least they hadn’t broken it.

      She stripped off the tape, and had to sit down a moment. The air here carried a touch of…patchouli? Or she was starting to hallucinate.

      She pulled up the security sweep app, and checked that the camera view was now visible.

      Then she pulled up the maintenance schedule.
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        * * *

      

      All the analysis equipment in the closet-sized monitoring lab on Subring 2 hummed in synchrony. Unlike the colorful, exposed infrastructure of the halls in Maintenance ring, this specialized space showed evidence of more care. Equipment properly housed on racks behind black-tinted acrylic doors. Flat black holo table with what looked like a bite out of its corner. Two gray metal rolling chairs, without padding, facing two matching desks.

      But it was still just as hard to breathe. Or think.

      Maya Vega was alone, reaching into a holographic model floating above the display tape, fingers manipulating data streams with remarkable dexterity. She was the one Diaz had seen before, with the permanent breathing apparatus. It wrapped under the girl’s nose and around her neck like jewelry.

      Maya wore the standard thick, warm Maintenance coveralls, but cherry red and with even more pockets than usual. Her dark hair was pulled back in a practical knot, revealing a face either very determined or angry.

      “Maya Vega?”

      The girl didn’t startle at the sudden voice—unusual for someone working in deep concentration. She turned, her gaze sweeping over Diaz in a comprehensive assessment that took in the security uniform, commander insignia, and wavering posture.

      “Commander.” Her voice was a little breathy. “You must be new on station.”

      “Alessandra Diaz.” She had to push the words past the headache. “Looking into some odd atmospheric fluctuations.”

      “Odd how?”

      Diaz took a slow breath. “People are reporting headaches, dizziness, cognitive dullness.”

      “You’re sure they aren’t just always dull?” A sliver of a smile breezed across her face.

      Diaz had no energy for verbal games. “I’m told you can read these kind of …” The word “fluctuations” would not come out. “Readings?”

      “Atmospheric composition?” Maya swept her hologram away and pulled up a new one. It looked like the one Narita had been examining. So many threads, so many junctions.

      “So Dr. Narita sent you? I’m so lucky to be interning with her, even if I don’t get to go up the spindle. But I don’t see anything—oh,” she said. “Executive ring only. That’s weird.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, for one, we all get the same oxygen,” she said, pulling threads apart and clumping them in different configurations.

      Diaz blinked. Had she heard that right? “But you are… Maintenance is … 19 percent.”

      “Oh, that.” Maya didn’t take her attention away from the threads. “That’s not from the original flow. That would be illegal. That’s from the air scrubbers, not keeping up.”

      “Wait, no.” Diaz tried to take a deeper breath. That couldn’t be it.

      “No, yeah.” Now Maya turned to her. “I ought to know. I have to wear this thing,” she waved at her face, “because my lungs don’t filter so well either. I need a richer mix just to get enough into my lame old lungs.”

      She looked closer at Diaz
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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