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Chapter 1: Location, Location, Location
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“SYSTEM UPDATE IN PROGRESS - STAND BY FOR COUNTER-WEIGHT CALIBRATION AND  POSTPONE DECOMMISSION NOTIFICATION”

The universe, as a general rule, does not do bookkeeping. It is entirely unbothered by whether your spreadsheet balances, whether your garage is currently a coral reef, or whether you have remembered to pack clean underwear. In the cold calculus of orbital mechanics, a station is either perfectly balanced, or it is a very expensive cloud of expanding debris. The math doesn't care about your feelings; it just demands that the centre of mass stays exactly where it belongs.

When the warning text flashed across his bulkhead in stark, blood-red block capitals, Kenji didn't panic. He simply adjusted his posture on his suitcase to offset the shifting center of gravity.

To understand why Kenji was currently sitting on a carbon-fibre suitcase in a room the size of a rich man’s pantry, one has to understand the concept of non-linear sea level rise.

For centuries, humanity treated climate change like a leaky tap—predictable, linear, something you could solve with a sternly worded memo and a slightly higher seawall. They forgot that nature doesn't do straight lines; it does tipping points. When the West Antarctic ice sheet liquefied, it didn't rise by a neat millimetre a year. It slid into the ocean with the sudden, non-negotiable enthusiasm of a drunk man falling down an escalator.

The planet didn't become a total waterworld—if it had, everyone would have drowned, the factories would have stopped making 3D-printer filament, and the cosmic transport conglomerate would have gone bankrupt, which their legal department absolutely refused to allow. Instead, Earth started becoming a very muddy, very crowded, topographically challenged mess. The financial capitals of the world vanished beneath metres of saltwater, forcing humanity to relocate the entire global economy to places like Switzerland, Bolivia, and the higher parts of Denver. Within days, "location, location, location" was replaced globally by "elevation, elevation, elevation."

Which brings us to the Sphere.

It was currently parked in Orbital Slot 42-B of the Interplanetary Superhighway. It was a two-million-ton doughnut of titanium nano composite, sintered moon dust and recycled soda cans, spinning at a crisp three revolutions per minute to ensure that the centrifugal force kept the residents' trousers firmly attached to their legs rather than floating into their soup.

To understand the Sphere, one must understand that it was never actually designed to be a home, nor a monument, but rather a giant, mechanical kinetic battery for a solar system that couldn't afford its own gas bill.

The physics of it were elegantly brutal: it sat on the space superhighway, absorbing the crushing momentum of incoming colonial fleets to slow them down and using that exact same transferred energy to whip cargo freighters out to the deep colonies. It was a perfect, self-sustaining loop of momentum conservation. 

The Sphere was not a spaceship; it was a cosmic rest stop with a single, brutal raison d'être. To fling a supply ship from the muddy remains of Earth to the mining colonies on Mars took an astronomical amount of fuel but slowing it down at the other end took even more. The Sphere acted as a giant kinetic battery. It used a series of multi-mile carbon-nanotube tethers to "catch" oncoming ships like a cowboy lassoing a runaway train, absorbing their lethal speed, storing that energy, and then flinging them onward into the void. It was the ultimate equalizer of space travel. Without it, the survival lifeline between the flooding cradle and the rest of the solar system snapped completely.

But inside Kenji’s pod, the grand majesty of human engineering felt remarkably small. He was deeply concerned about a three-inch tilt in his floorboards, completely ignoring the fact that less than three feet to his left was a sheet of aluminum preventing his internal organs from instantly boiling in a vacuum.

"It’s a fixer-upper," Kenji muttered to the metal wall.

The wall did not respond, chiefly because it was currently busy being extruded by a giant 3D-printing nozzle three decks down, but instead, the red warning message flickered away, replaced by a blinding, neon-pink daisy. A line of glittery, animated cursive crawled across the bulkhead:

"EVERY DAY IS A FRESH START! SMILE!"

"I am smiling," Kenji told the daisy. "It’s just that my face has elected to express it by frowning aggressively."

"Don't look directly at it," a voice said from somewhere near his ankles. "The marketing department calibrated the pink to stimulate human dopamine receptors, but they forgot to adjust for the fact that it also induces a mild, localized migraine."

A pair of boots, followed by a torso clad in a graphite-stained jumpsuit, wiggled out from an access hatch beneath the bed pod. This was Amara, the station's chief "forest" programmer. She was holding a soldering iron that smelled faintly of burnt toast.

"Is it supposed to smell like breakfast?" Kenji asked.

"Only if you consider a catastrophic circuit failure part of a balanced diet," Amara said, wiping her brow. She squinted at the daisy. "The script is looping. It’s supposed to transition into a calming woodland stream, but the server running the 'Emotional Solace' protocol is currently being used by corporate to calculate the shipping tariff on a crate of frozen turnip greens coming up from the Peruvian highlands."

"And the forest I was promised in the brochure?" Kenji asked, pulling out a small plastic tape measure. He had spent the morning trying to calculate the square-footage value of a room that didn't technically have a stable floor yet, owing to the fact that the artificial gravity kept drifting every time a cargo ship caught the midsection tethers.

"The forest is coming," Amara sighed. "But right now, the automated printers are laying down the residential blocks for Sector 4 directly over your ceiling. Technically speaking, you are living under the floorboards of a software billionaire from Seattle who managed to buy his way into an apartment in the Himalayas before his tennis court became a marine sanctuary. Until the structural dampening is complete, your nature view is on a brief sabbatical."

The wall beeped. The daisy vanished, replaced by an image of a majestic bald eagle soaring over a low-resolution rendering of the Scottish Highlands. The text changed to:

"IF YOU CAN DREAM IT, YOU CAN DO IT!"

"I am currently dreaming of a plumbing system that doesn't sound like a startled goose," Kenji said.

"Well, keep dreaming," Amara said, snapping the access panel shut with a satisfying clunk. "Because Artie is currently fixing the main water recycling unit with a roll of duct tape and a very specific vocabulary of London swear words. Until he’s done, I wouldn't recommend trying to 'do' anything involving the toilet."

As if on cue, the screen flickered back to the cold corporate loading bar.

"COUNTER-WEIGHT CALIBRATION COMPLETE. SUCCESSFUL BALLAST SHIFT."

"See?" Amara added, her voice echoing down the corridor. "The station computer just adjusted the water tanks on the opposite side of the ring to offset the weight of your suitcase. If it overcorrects, the floor might tilt another two degrees. Gives you a whole new perspective on the property value."
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TRAFFIC TELEMETRY OVERRIDE. APPROACHING VESSEL: THE VALPARAÍSO DELUGE. MASS: 14,000 METRIC TONS. VECTOR: INTERCEPT IN T-MINUS THREE MINUTES. CONSERVE MOMENTUM, SECURE YOUR ASSETS.

The control capsule didn’t look like a bridge; it looked like a messy teenager's bedroom that happened to control the focal point of human migration.

Captain Daisy was currently eating cold, rehydrated cornflakes out of a plastic pouch while her bare feet were propped up on a multi-million-credit telemetry terminal. She hadn’t looked out a real window in two years. The mere thought of the raw, unshielded vacuum outside the habitat shell made her throat constrict, but looking at a flat vector screen? That was just a video game.

"They're coming in too hot," Amara said. She wasn't standing politely; she was upside down, her hips wedged into the open service port beneath Daisy's chair, her fingers deep in a nest of glowing fiber-optic leads. "The Valparaíso has an unauthorized cargo weld on their main thruster block. They’re dragging heavy."

"They always drag heavy," Daisy muttered, not breaking her chewing rhythm. "They think because they’re fleeing a non-linear sea-level rise, the laws of inertia don't apply to them."

On the primary display, the Valparaíso Deluge was a screaming crimson dot plunging toward the station at a velocity that would turn it into a cloud of aluminum vapor upon impact. The ship needed the Sphere’s carbon-nanotube lasso to absorb its massive kinetic energy, slowing it into a stable parking orbit while transferring that momentum straight into the station's central flywheel battery.

The hatch slid open with a violent, pressurized hiss, and Kenji stepped into the capsule, holding his digital tablet like a shield. He looked particularly sharp against the cool blue glare of the console, though his brow was furrowed in an expression of deep, administrative agony.

"Captain Daisy," Kenji said, his voice clipped. "The structural dampeners in Sector 3 are vibrating at a frequency that is currently causing my mattress to migrate across the floorboards. My tape measure indicates a two-millimeter deflection in the central pod bracket."

"Tell it to Newton, Kenji," Daisy said, her eyes locked onto the green vector intercept lines. "I’m currently playing catch with fourteen thousand tons of desperate humans. If I miss the lasso hook by three milliseconds, your mattress won't be your biggest problem."

"It is a matter of contractual density," Dr. Tariq added, walking in behind Kenji, his signature titanium thermos of gritty chicory coffee clinking against his belt. "When the tether snags a vessel of that mass, the kinetic shockwave travels through the extruded composite framework. It doesn't break the trusses, Kenji, but it forces the alternating pressurized bladders to compress. You aren't losing space; you're just sharing the strain with the incoming passengers."

"I do not wish to share a strain," Kenji said. "I wish to occupy a static volume."

"Brace," Daisy said, her finger hovering over a matte-black deployment button.

She didn't look at the void. She looked at the
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