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  Dedication


For those who were told survival mattered more than truth. 
For those who know a future is not worthy of usunless it belongs to all of us.
And for anyone who has ever chosen love with open eyes.
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  Chapter 1: The Price of Leaving


The city charged extra for cold air now. 
Tessa Ward stood beneath a transit awning that dripped condensation from overworked cooling pipes, watching the day’s ration price crawl upward on the public screen while the launch countdown glowed above it in ceremonial gold. TWELVE DAYS TO ASCENT, the banner read. Beneath it, a little animated ship climbed through stars so clean and dark they looked designed by someone who had never once stood in line for water.
A man ahead of her swore under his breath. Not because the water allotment had been cut again. Because the cut had happened during the launch pre-show.
“Look at that,” he muttered, jabbing two fingers toward the screen. “They won’t even let us be thirsty without turning it into patriotism.”
Nobody answered him. Complaining in queues had become like coughing in church. Common, impolite, and too risky if the wrong person decided to notice.
Tessa shifted the insulated case under her arm and rolled her shoulders back from the heat. Dawn was already ugly with it. Not summer heat. Infrastructural heat. Heat that rose off the pavement in medicinal waves, buckled transit rails, fried municipal cameras, and pressed old people into emergency tents by noon. The city answered with misting towers in premium districts and efficiency messaging everywhere else.
A little girl in front of her wore a paper wristband stamped PRIORITY ASTHMA ACCESS. Her mother kept checking the band as if the ink might disappear before they reached the kiosk. Two lanes over, a courier in a launch souvenir cap was livestreaming himself against the skyline.
“Last chance to witness history, friends,” he said to whatever audience he still had. “Humanity’s final departure. Proof we don’t quit.”
His voice carried because hunger had made the city quieter.
The queue crawled forward. Above the avenue, another screen flickered from ration data to launch coverage, and the crowd’s posture changed at once. Not hope exactly. Reflex. The whole city had been trained to watch.
The final colony ship rotated in crisp simulation light, all white curvature and impossible confidence, while an anchor with perfect teeth said the same phrases everyone had been hearing for months: continuity, sacrifice, species resilience, shared future.
Shared future. Tessa almost laughed.
She had spent four years inside sealed fertility labs trying to keep human reproduction viable in closed-loop habitats while funding committees downgraded her field from essential to selectively actionable. She knew exactly how shared the future was. It was shared until spreadsheets got involved. Shared until a model assigned different survival values to different bodies. Shared until someone in a climate-controlled room decided what counted as acceptable loss.
By the time she reached the kiosk, the machine’s intake fan was whining.
“Dr. Ward?”
The voice came from her left, soft enough to sound polite and deliberate enough to make her blood go cold.
She turned. The woman just outside the queue wore government-neutral clothing, which was to say expensive fabric pretending otherwise. No insignia. No district badge. Just a pale slate jacket and a wrist display too thin to belong to public service.
“Yes?”
“My name is Liora Dane. I’m with Coalition Outreach. I need a moment of your time.”
The kiosk dispensed one canister with a metallic cough. Tessa didn’t reach for it.
“Then you already know I’m in a water line.”
“We can compensate the delay.”
“I’m moved by the poetry of that.”
The woman’s smile held. “Your current work with closed-biosphere reproductive resilience has been flagged for consultation.”
Flagged. Consultation. The language had the careful emptiness of a bad grant email.
Tessa capped the first canister and waited for the second. “By whom?”
“By parties connected to Ascent.”
That made the man behind her glance up. The word still had that effect.
Tessa kept her face flat. “I’m not on the passenger science roster.”
“No,” Dane said. “Not currently.”
Not currently. There it was. The slim blade inside the velvet.
“What kind of consultation?” Tessa asked.
Dane gestured toward a climate-controlled tram pod idling at the curb. Dark glass. No route code visible. “A private one.”
“I’m sure.”
“Dr. Ward. This is time-sensitive. If you decline the meeting, the opportunity will be considered waived.”
Opportunity.
Across the avenue, another screen flashed a smiling family from one of the selected civilian cohorts. Four people in pale launch colors. Gratitude written across their faces like a brand. Humanity chooses hope, the caption said.
Tessa’s hand tightened on the canister handle until the edge bit into her palm.
“Fine,” she said. “Ten minutes.”
The tram door opened before Dane touched it.
Inside, the air was so cold it felt indecent.
Tessa sat opposite Dane and set her canisters on the floor between her shoes. Through the darkened glass, the city slid by in fragments: repair scaffolds, migration tents along the old river road, solar sheeting patched over shattered windows, and above all of it the launch towers on the horizon like silver needles pushed through the dirty skin of the morning.
“You said consultation,” Tessa said.
“Yes.”
“With whom?”
“The people empowered to revise certain final-stage decisions.”
“You talk like a nondisclosure agreement grew hands.”
Dane folded hers in her lap. “I understand the moment feels abrupt.”
“Does it.”
“You have expertise in reproductive sustainability under constrained ecological conditions. You also have a public record that is unusually clean.”
Tessa stared at her. “That’s a disgusting thing to say to somebody in this century.”
Dane’s expression did not move. “I meant publicly legible. No extremist affiliations. No insurgent funding trails. No sanctions, no disciplinary censure, no dependency flags.”
Dependency flags.
Tessa thought of Naya’s medication appeals, all those forms she had filled out under fluorescent light while panels reclassified treatment access by district strain, age band, predictive productivity, and household burden index. Dependency was the word bureaucrats used when they wanted to turn love into a liability.
“My sister died waiting for a review board to decide whether breathing counted as a long-term investment,” Tessa said. “So this may be the wrong morning to flatter my clean file.”
Dane recalibrated almost visibly. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
Tessa gave her nothing.
The tram slowed beneath a portico Tessa recognized only after the doors opened. Coalition Annex Three. Publicly used for donor briefings and policy optics. She had never been inside. People like her usually entered as case studies, not guests.
The meeting room overlooked a dried reservoir now converted into solar fields. On the wall opposite the glass hung a live image of the colony ship docked at Launch Spine One. Up close it looked less like salvation and more like a verdict.
Two men were already in the room. One wore legal whites, the stripped-down formal uniform of charter counsel. The other stood with his back to the window, reading something on a transparent display. He turned exactly when she expected him to, as if timing were something he had long ago taught his body never to surrender.
Commander Rhys Arden looked less like the heroic face plastered across recruitment screens and more like a man who had not slept properly in months.
That surprised her enough to annoy her.
The legal counsel stepped forward. “Dr. Ward. Thank you for coming on short notice.”
“That implies I had a real choice.”
“Everyone has choices.”
“Some are just costed differently.”
He inclined his head. “I am Charter Advocate Pellen. This is Commander Arden.”
Rhys said, “Dr. Ward.”
His voice was quieter than the broadcast version. No speech cadence. No polished uplift. Just a low, controlled register that seemed built for rooms where everybody else wanted something.
Tessa lifted her chin. “Commander.”
Pellen touched the center table. A document bloomed across its glass surface in layered columns, dense with charter clauses and biometric placeholders.
Tessa read the header once. Then again.
COMMAND SPOUSE ELIGIBILITY REVIEW.
For one clean second the room lost depth.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “What.”
Pellen’s face stayed professionally still. “The mission charter requires the commander enter transit under marital civic bond prior to launch.”
Tessa looked at Dane, then back at him. “You brought me here from a water line because humanity’s last ship forgot to plan a wedding?”
“It did plan one,” Pellen said. “That is the purpose of this meeting.”
Her laugh came out sharp enough to scrape. “No.”
Nobody joined her.
Tessa looked at Rhys then, directly this time. “Is this a joke the command staff tells themselves so the collapse feels less embarrassing?”
“No,” he said.
He didn’t pad it. Didn’t apologize for the absurdity. Just gave her the truth in one syllable and let it sit there.
Pellen gestured toward the document. “The commander’s spouse is not ornamental. The role carries legal succession relevance, public confidence value, and civilian continuity authority under long-range governance protocols.”
“Why me.”
“Your scientific specialization is central to long-horizon colony viability,” Pellen said. “Your public record demonstrates resilience, discretion, and political neutrality.”
Tessa let the silence stretch. “You looked at my papers and thought, yes, ideal bride material.”
Dane said, “That is a deliberately reductive phrasing.”
“It’s the accurate phrasing.”
Pellen slid another page open. “Your selection profile also indicates low kinship complication.”
That one she felt physically. Right under the sternum. A neat, administrative cut.
Low kinship complication. No husband to protest. No children to extract. No surviving sister with lungs full of flood mold and triage debt.
Tessa braced both hands on the edge of the glass table.
“You went through my family file.”
“We reviewed all relevant candidate records.”
“You mean all the women you thought could be folded into the mission without public mess.”
The lawyer didn’t answer, which was answer enough.
Tessa turned to Rhys. “Did you know they were phrasing it like this?”
His gaze held steady. “I knew the criteria.”
“And?”
“And I’m not defending the language.”
“That isn’t what I asked.”
Something tightened in his jaw. Briefly. “No. I did not write the document.”
Tessa looked back at the contract. Under the biometric fields, under the ceremonial nonsense about civilian-military unity, one line pulsed brighter than the rest.
Priority Berth Confirmation Upon Binding Execution.
There it was. The real flower in the poison.
“If I sign this,” she said, “I get passage.”
Pellen said, “Yes.”
“Protected scientific status aboard transit?”
“Yes.”
“Research access?”
“Within charter limits.”
Tessa smiled without warmth. “Which means no.”
“It means negotiable.”
A tiny pause. Not from Pellen.
From Rhys.
Tessa caught it and turned toward him. “Negotiable?”
“If terms are accepted,” he said, “some provisions can be revised.”
“By you?”
“By command and charter counsel.”
“Is that how this is meant to work? You shop for a wife and she gets to ask for a lab?”
“Dr. Ward,” Pellen began.
“No.” She kept looking at Rhys. “I want to hear it from the man I’m apparently being assigned to.”
Rhys set his display down on the table. “You are not being assigned to me.”
She almost smiled. “Interesting distinction.”
“You can refuse.”
“And stay here.”
“Yes.”
Outside the window, a freight crawler crossed the solar reservoir like a black insect over scales.
Tessa thought of Naya’s hands by the end. The blue tracing under the skin. The way she had still tried to joke with the home nurse after the district oxygen credits lapsed. She thought of the papers she had written afterward because fury had to become something measurable or it ate you alive.
She also thought of the ship. Of closed-loop ecosystems, fertility viability, embryo resilience. Of a future being built by people who invited reproductive ecologists to marriage interviews instead of science boards.
If she left this room, she would never be invited into that future again.
And they knew it.
“You want my science,” she said quietly. “And you want my face next to his when the ship leaves.”
Pellen did not deny it.
Dane said, “The mission requires legitimacy on multiple fronts.”
Tessa’s laugh this time was soft and mean. “That is the cleanest way anyone has ever said breedable optics to my face.”
Dane flinched. Finally.
Rhys did not. But his hand flattened on the table, once, as if suppressing some response she couldn’t read.
“You were chosen,” he said, “because your work matters.”
Tessa turned on him so fast the chair legs scraped the floor.
“My work mattered when my sister was dying too. It just didn’t matter enough to get her oxygen through August.”
No one spoke.
Tessa drew in a breath that hurt less than she wanted it to. “How long do I have?”
“To decide?” Pellen asked.
“To hear the formal terms.”
Something in Rhys’s face changed then. Not relief. More like a recalculation reaching a point he had prepared for and still disliked seeing.
Pellen said, “We can proceed now.”
“No.” Tessa stepped back from the table. “Not with your lawyer voice in my ear and your propaganda screens out the window.”
Dane said, “Timing is extremely constrained.”
“So is my patience.”
She picked up her canisters from near the door. “I’ll hear the terms. That is not consent. That is not gratitude. That is me being too aware of the world to confuse disgust with leverage.”
Pellen began, “Dr. Ward, if we are to continue, we will need a provisional confidentiality assent.”
Tessa smiled at him, all teeth. “Of course you will.”
At the door, Rhys spoke again. “You should know something before you return.”
She turned.
“If you proceed,” he said, “do not enter this assuming symbolism is the whole of it.”
The room went quiet in a different way that time.
“Meaning?”
His gaze did not move. “Meaning the role has actual power. Enough to make it dangerous.”
For the first time since entering the room, she believed he was saying something not because the contract required it, but because he meant her to understand.
That was unfortunate.
Because it gave the whole obscene arrangement a shape she could no longer dismiss as theater.
Tessa left without another word.
By late afternoon the heat had turned the stairwell of her building into a concrete lung. Inside her apartment, the room held the stale half-cool of power rationing. Her place was small enough that grief had nowhere to hide in it. One table. Two chairs, though one lived folded against the wall now. A shelf of soil and germination samples under grow lights she only ran during low-cost hours. Naya’s old ceramic mug still on the upper rack because Tessa had once put it there to keep it safe and then discovered she couldn’t take it back down.
She set the water down and stood very still.
Outside, someone in the neighboring building had their launch coverage loud enough to leak through the walls. The anchor was interviewing one of the selected teacher cohorts now. A woman crying beautifully about hope and sacrifice and the privilege of serving the human continuum.
Tessa crossed the room and killed her audio feed entirely.
The silence that followed was worse.
She opened the cooler drawer and found the injection pack she’d been stretching two days beyond its recommended use. Not for herself. Reflex. Naya had been gone eleven months, and Tessa still kept some of the routines by muscle memory, as if the right sequence of practical tasks might reverse chronology out of shame.
She closed the drawer harder than necessary.
The apartment’s west wall still showed the tide stain from last year’s surge. The building owner had painted over most of it, but the salt kept pushing through. In certain light it looked like the ghost of a map.
Tessa sat at the table and pulled her wrist display awake.
A confidential packet waited there already.
PRELIMINARY COMMAND SPOUSE REVIEW MATERIALSAccess granted for candidate evaluation window: 18 hours.
She almost deleted it on principle. Instead she opened the first page and made herself read.
Clause after clause unscrolled in sterile elegance.
Ceremonial obligations.Transit cohabitation.Civilian continuity rights in the event of commander incapacitation.Joint public appearances.Biometric union authentication.Reproductive governance consultation authority.
That last one made her stop.
Not decorative, Rhys had said. Actual power.
The packet outlined a charter role with advisory access over fertility policy, educational family-formation standards, and some tier of succession challenge if command governance violated civilian continuity thresholds. It was monstrous and brilliant at once. A wife turned constitutional instrument. Intimacy welded to infrastructure.
Someone had built a future in which marriage was another control system.
And then they had come looking for a woman foolish enough to understand why it mattered.
Tessa pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes until color sparked behind them.
“Naya,” she said aloud before she could stop herself.
In memory, her sister’s voice came back with the same dry humor that had survived everything except her lungs. I would tell you to at least ask for a better apartment.
That hit Tessa sideways. Hard enough that she laughed once and then had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from breaking open.
She crossed to the cabinet above the sink. On the inside of the door, tucked beneath the filter replacement schedule, was the last actual note Naya had written with her own hand because power outages had once made paper practical again.
You are not morally improved by martyrdom.Eat something.If civilization collapses, steal good blankets.
The ink had faded at the fold.
Tessa touched the bottom line with one fingertip.
The offer was grotesque. That remained true.
So did the berth.
So did the lab access. The shipboard archives. The chance to get inside the system instead of publishing warnings at it while men like Pellen translated the future into acceptable exclusions.
She went back to the table and opened the packet again.
There were holes in it. Deliberate ones. References to sealed annexes. Authority pathways defined by cross-citation instead of direct language. More than one clause whose phrasing suggested the commander’s spouse had been designed not just to comfort the public, but to balance something dangerous inside the mission itself.
Why would a ship so tightly controlled build a civilian counterweight into command unless someone expected command to require correction?
Or concealment.
Tessa’s eyes drifted to the corner of the screen where Rhys Arden’s file marker sat grayed out behind restricted clearance. Of course.
What exactly had he meant by danger?
And worse, why had he warned her at all?
Because he needed her informed enough to sign?Because he had some leftover conscience the charter hadn’t eaten?Because a man could select a woman as strategically useful and still dislike the mechanism?
Tessa hated that the last possibility had weight.
The light in the apartment shifted toward evening. Somewhere downstairs, a child started reciting the launch hymn they taught in district schools now, all brave little phrases about continuity and stars. Someone shouted for quiet. The child kept going.
Tessa looked at the packet timer. Seventeen hours, twelve minutes.
If she refused, the moral logic stayed cleaner. She could keep the disgust intact. Keep her dead sister unsold. Keep herself out of whatever polished nightmare had turned matrimony into governance.
Then what?
More grant appeals. More ration queues. More watching the final ship leave with people like Pellen and Dane and Rhys Arden aboard it while she remained planetside with her principles and a city measuring how efficiently it could abandon the rest of them.
No. Not efficiently. Elegantly.
That was the real talent of dying systems.
If there was rot in the mission, it would not be exposed from outside the hull.
And if there was real authority in the spouse clause, however compromised, however filthy the route to it, then refusal might be the cleaner choice but not the braver one.
That was the part she could not forgive.
The offer had been designed to make self-respect and usefulness feel mutually exclusive.
Tessa opened a fresh note and typed three words at the top.
IF I DO THIS
Below it, she made two columns.
WHAT THEY WANT.WHAT I TAKE.
Under the first, she wrote:public reassurancescientific legitimacymanageable brideclean opticsfertility expertise
Under the second:berthlab accesscharter reviewinternal visibilityevidence
She stared at the list until the words stopped looking like words.
Then she added one more under WHAT I TAKE.
a chance
Not hope. She did not trust hope when institutions used it.A chance was uglier and usually more honest.
Tessa keyed the Coalition contact line before she could decide against herself.
Dane answered on the first ring. “Dr. Ward.”
“I’ll attend the formal review,” Tessa said.
A beat. “Understood.”
“This is not acceptance.”
“We understand.”
“If I hear the terms and they insult my intelligence again, I walk.”
Another beat. “That is your right.”
Tessa almost asked whether rights still existed if every meaningful choice came with extinction attached. Instead she said, “When.”
“Tomorrow. 0900.”
“Send the location.”
“It’s already in your queue.”
Naturally.
Dane hesitated, then added, “For what it is worth, Doctor, very few candidates would have asked the questions you did.”
Tessa looked at Naya’s note on the cabinet door. At the faded line about blankets. At the apartment that had become both shrine and warning.
“That’s because most candidates weren’t stupid enough to understand the price,” she said, and cut the call.
The room went quiet again.
Outside, the city kept preparing itself to watch a chosen few leave.
Tessa stood in the middle of her kitchen, the cooling unit rattling overhead, her sister’s handwriting at her back, the contract packet glowing on the table like a wound with legal formatting.
Tomorrow she would go hear the terms of the marriage that might buy her a future.
Tonight she had the first clear fact of it.
Someone powerful had looked at the end of the world and decided she could still be useful inside it.






  
  Chapter 2: Terms of Hope


By the time Tessa reached the review suite the next morning, she had slept exactly enough to make poor decisions feel rational. 
Coalition Annex Four sat closer to the launch district than the first building, which meant the streets around it had been scrubbed of visible desperation. The cooling misters worked here. The pavement had been sealed recently. Even the queue at the security perimeter was tidy in a way the city no longer managed by accident. People waiting under shaded overhangs wore donor white, launch staff gray, or the polished anonymity of private consultants. Nobody here carried water canisters. Nobody checked respiratory credits between glances at the sky.
As her ID cleared, a screen above the gate flashed the morning’s ascent programming schedule.
PUBLIC UNION CEREMONY WINDOW RESERVEDCOMMAND CIVILIAN CONTINUITY BRIEFINGLAUNCH NARRATIVE ASSET REVIEW
Narrative asset review.
Tessa had spent enough years around reproductive modeling to know what happened whenever frightened institutions used the word asset. It meant the thing in question had already been stripped for parts in someone else’s head. Bride. Scientist. Civilian reassurance object. The marriage had not even been offered cleanly yet and already the room was teaching her its first lesson: the public story would be romantic, but every private door behind it would open onto inventory.
Tessa slowed only half a step before forcing herself onward. The guard assigned to escort her pretended not to notice the pause. He was young enough that the effort showed.
The air inside the annex smelled faintly of coolant and citrus polish. Rich-people climate control always had a scent, as if comfort needed branding. A series of projection walls displayed rotating images of the colony ship in abstract cross-section. Deck rings. habitat sectors. agricultural bands. Light and order and seamless design. Nothing about them suggested hidden classes, emergency exclusions, or the kind of charter clause that turned a wife into constitutional infrastructure.
Her escort stopped outside a matte-glass door and said, “You’ve been granted temporary review access. Devices remain inside the room.”
“Gracious.”
He opened the door.
The chamber had changed since yesterday.
It was longer now, brighter, configured for decision instead of shock. The central table had been expanded into an oval of live glass and soft light. Three hard-copy folders sat at one end like a theatrical nod to seriousness. Along the far wall, a privacy screen had been engaged over the windows, muting the city into a wash of pale silver. Someone had also adjusted the temperature downward by two degrees. Not enough to be obvious. Enough to signal control.
Pellen was already seated. So was a woman Tessa had not met before, narrow-faced and efficient, with a black coil of hair pinned at the nape of her neck and a badge reading CHARTER ETHICS OBSERVER. Dane stood by the privacy wall, skimming a display. Rhys Arden was not in the room.
Tessa disliked that immediately.
Pellen rose. “Dr. Ward. Thank you for returning.”
“You make it sound civic-minded.”
“Perhaps practical, then.”
“That’s the closest this process has come to honesty.”
The ethics observer did not smile. “Mira Sol.”
“Does ethics enter before or after the marriage sale?” Tessa asked.
Mira Sol folded her hands. “I am here to ensure charter compliance and informed consent.”
“That sounds exhausting.”
“If the procedure is sound, not especially.”
Tessa took the chair opposite them and laid her palm on the table’s cool edge. “Good. Then let’s begin with the unsound part. Why is Commander Arden not here?”
Pellen tapped the glass. A line of contract sections bloomed alive. “He will join us for the negotiation phase.”
“So not the explanation phase.”
“He is not legal counsel.”
“No,” Tessa said. “He’s just the man the law intends to weld me to.”
Dane said, “Dr. Ward, yesterday you asked for the formal terms. We are here to provide them.”
“I asked for the formal terms because you ambushed me in public and expected gratitude.”
Pellen sat again. “Shall I proceed?”
Tessa gave a small, ugly nod.
The table brightened under his hand. A header split into categories.
BOND FORMATIONCIVILIAN CONTINUITY AUTHORITYTRANSIT PRIVILEGES AND RESPONSIBILITIESREPRODUCTIVE GOVERNANCE PROTOCOLSSUCCESSION EXCEPTION CLAUSE
Tessa felt her pulse in the base of her throat. Not panic. Not quite. More like the body’s refusal to let abstraction stay abstract.
Pellen began with ceremony. Of course he did. The public marriage would be recognized pre-launch under emergency continuity provisions. The bond would carry civil legitimacy across Earth jurisdictions, coalition governance bodies, and transit command law. The spouse would be housed in command-adjacent quarters. The spouse would participate in designated morale events, continuity communications, and governance briefings. On paper it all sounded ceremonial enough to almost pass for a very expensive nightmare.
Then he turned to the second category.
“The commander’s spouse,” he said, “holds conditional review authority over any command decision reasonably judged to threaten civilian continuity.”
Tessa leaned back. “Define reasonably.”
Mira Sol answered. “Under charter language, ‘reasonably’ is established through threshold criteria. Population viability risk. civil unrest risk. protected-asset jeopardy. reproductive continuity impact.”
“Protected assets,” Tessa repeated. “Meaning embryos.”
“Meaning multiple categories,” Sol said.
“Embryos first.”
A silence. Short. Real.
Pellen said, “The fertility vault is among the protected categories.”
There it was again. Not decorative. Actual power.
He moved on. If the commander were incapacitated, absent, medically unfit, or subject to charter challenge, the spouse could trigger civilian oversight review with enough supporting evidence. In specific circumstances, the spouse could demand disclosure of sealed governance annexes. In a narrower set of circumstances, she could suspend implementation of a continuity-threatening order pending emergency review.
Tessa’s fingers tightened beneath the table.
A wife who could freeze command.
No wonder they wanted someone with a clean public file. No wonder the role needed managing. Not a bride then. A legitimizing witness with a pretty enough face to sell restraint as compassion.
She said, “So the public gets a romance, and the charter gets a civilian brake pedal.”
The ugliness of that hit harder than the proposal itself. Somewhere above the launch district, people would watch a woman in white take a commander’s hand and feel steadied by the sight of love entering the mission. Down here, in the cold legal language, the same handclasp was already being engineered into leverage. The fantasy and the trap were the same object. That, more than anything, made the room feel intelligent enough to be dangerous.
Pellen inclined his head. “That is one way to frame it.”
“It’s the accurate way.”
Dane said, “The role was designed after early modeling suggested purely military command would reduce public confidence.”
“Public confidence in what? The mission or the lie that it belongs to everyone?”
“Both,” Tessa said for them, before either could answer. “Fine. Continue.”
The third category dealt with transit privileges. Housing. security access. medical priority. governance attendance. scientific advisory participation. Research privileges were mentioned, but always with that infuriating crawl of qualifying clauses behind them. conditional. as assigned. at command discretion. within mission necessity.
Tessa stopped him there.
“No.”
Pellen looked up. “Dr. Ward?”
“You can keep reading. I’m still saying no.”
“To the contract as a whole?”
“To this part. Scientific access ‘as assigned’ means whatever someone powerful decides I’m allowed to know after I’m already trapped on the ship. That is not access. That’s decorative permission.”
Mira Sol said, “Command retains operational discretion for security reasons.”
Tessa turned to her. “My entire field is reproductive resilience in closed ecological systems. If you are recruiting me because that science matters to colony viability, then command discretion over my access is a way of using my credibility while limiting my knowledge.”
“No final document has been signed,” Sol said.
“Then it can be rewritten.”
Pellen’s expression tightened by a degree. “Dr. Ward, you have not yet heard the full structure.”
“I heard enough.”
She reached across the glass and expanded the scientific annex on her side. Someone had not expected her to read fast. That was their problem.
Subsection 4.2 assigned the spouse a role in “reproductive continuity consultation” but routed all source data through command-approved summaries. Subsection 4.3 permitted lab presence in designated systems but excluded “sealed archive and long-range cohort risk models.” Subsection 4.4 required non-disclosure regarding “sensitive selection architecture.”
Selection architecture.
Tessa looked up slowly. “You put the censorship in the consultative language.”
Pellen said nothing.
Dane said, “Those provisions are standard.”
“For what,” Tessa asked, “a scientist or a mascot?”
Mira Sol interjected before either of them could. “If you have proposed revisions, state them cleanly.”
Tessa almost smiled. There you are.
“Fine,” she said. “Revision one. Full direct access to all reproductive viability models affecting transit and colony generation one through generation three. Not summaries. Source datasets.”
Pellen began, “That is beyond—”
She kept going. “Revision two. Independent authority to review fertility vault classification criteria and archive narrowing protocols.”
Mira Sol’s gaze sharpened. “That language is not in the presented document.”
“That language is in the omissions,” Tessa said.
Dane moved first this time, quick as a hand covering a flame. “There are no archive narrowing protocols.”
Tessa met her eyes. “Then you should have no objection to my review authority over them.”
Silence again. Better this time.
Pellen folded his hands on the table. “You are making adversarial assumptions.”
“I’m making the assumptions of a woman asked to marry a command structure in the last functioning week of civilization.”
“Civilization,” Dane said, “is not ending this week.”
“Not for you, maybe.”
Nobody enjoyed that.
Tessa sat back. “Revision three. Independent lab autonomy over any study touching closed-loop fertility resilience, agricultural-reproductive interaction, and cohort viability instability.”
“That is operationally impossible,” Pellen said.
“No, it’s operationally inconvenient.”
“Command cannot function with parallel authority lines.”
“Then don’t ask scientists to marry into it.”
Mira Sol said, “What you are requesting approaches co-governance.”
Tessa shrugged. “Then maybe the charter should stop calling the role symbolic.”
Before anyone answered, the door behind her opened.
She knew it was Rhys before he spoke. The room changed around his silence first.
“Perhaps,” he said, “we should hear the rest of Dr. Ward’s revisions before declaring them impossible.”
Tessa turned in her chair.
He had changed clothes since yesterday. Not into uniform spectacle, thank God. Into something worse. Dark command blacks with no medal array, no polished public trim, just the cut of someone who had to walk through rooms and be obeyed. The jacket was open. No tie clasp. He looked tired again. More so, if anything. Like the launch district had already begun eating him from the inside.
He took the empty seat at the table’s curve, not directly beside her, not across. Close enough that his presence became part of the air.
Pellen said, “Commander, we were clarifying that—”
Rhys lifted one hand. Pellen stopped.
Not a performance, Tessa thought. Habit.
Rhys looked at her. “What else.”
No preamble. No patronizing civility. Just a request sharpened into challenge.
Tessa hated how instantly her body noticed the shift in the room. The way everyone else had recalculated around him. The way he seemed less interested in protecting the contract’s dignity than in finding the load-bearing point of her resistance.
“Revision four,” she said. “I choose my own research staff.”
“That creates screening risk,” Dane said.
Tessa didn’t look at her. “Then screen them.”
Rhys’s gaze stayed on Tessa. “Anyone aboard?”
“Anyone not on a sanctions list or secret payroll.”
One corner of his mouth moved. Not enough to be a smile. More like his control making room for amusement and then regretting it.
“Noted,” he said.
Pellen cleared his throat. “Commander, the issue is not whether Dr. Ward’s requests are understandable. The issue is whether the charter framework can absorb them without destabilizing command.”
Tessa turned to Rhys. “There. That word again. Command.”
He said, “Yes.”
“As if what you’re offering isn’t already destabilizing.”
“This mission launches in twelve days.”
“I can read a countdown.”
“I’m aware.”
The words were dry enough that Dane glanced down very quickly at her display. Tessa felt the flicker of something treacherous in her chest. Not warmth. Recognition, maybe. An awareness that he could have spoken to her like a frightened animal or a valuable object and had chosen neither.
Annoying man.
Rhys leaned his forearms lightly against the table. “State the rest.”
Tessa did. She wanted written authority to attend governance briefings whose outcomes affected reproductive policy, civilian allotments, or medical triage. She wanted protected right of record retention for any data she lawfully reviewed. She wanted independent legal review before any confidentiality clause could be used to block scientific ethics reporting. She wanted removal of any language implying conjugal expectation as part of continuity obligation.
That one landed.
Pellen actually blinked. Mira Sol sat a little straighter. Dane went still. Rhys did not move at all.
“Explain,” Sol said.
Tessa looked at the contract section and then very deliberately at nobody. “I will not sign a document that folds sexual access into governance language and pretends the euphemism makes it civilized.”
Pellen said, measured now, “The charter does not compel physical relations.”
“No. It implies them structurally. Which is worse. It lets everyone feel noble while the pressure remains intact.”
The line she indicated glowed under her hand.
Good-faith marital integration shall be maintained in service of continuity confidence and long-range family-formation stability.
Tessa said, “This is coercive mush.”
Rhys spoke before the others could. “Strike it.”
Pellen turned. “Commander—”
“Strike it.”
“This language was adopted to protect—”
“It’s imprecise,” Rhys said. “And she’s right.”
Tessa looked at him. Hard. He did not look back immediately. He was still watching Pellen, which somehow made the moment land harder. He wasn’t siding with her for effect. He was issuing a correction the way he probably issued a hundred command decisions a day.
Useful information. Dangerous information.
Pellen’s mouth flattened. “Very well. That clause can be amended.”
“Good,” Tessa said. “Because if the coalition wants this marriage enough to engineer it, the least it can do is stop hiding ugliness behind the phrase good faith.”
Rhys’s eyes came to hers at last. He held them a beat too long.
Then Pellen continued, because institutions hated momentum they didn’t control.
The fourth category proved even uglier than Tessa expected.
Reproductive governance protocols were presented in bloodless language, but the structure beneath them was clear enough. The command spouse would be public evidence that the ship’s future was humane, civilian-linked, family-legible. The spouse would participate in messaging related to fertility continuity, social stability, and “next-generation trust formation.” There were provisions for future family consultation, though phrased broadly enough to avoid legal challenge.
Tessa stared at the screen until the words blurred.
They hadn’t just designed a marriage.
They had designed a symbolic uterus with oversight rights.
She became aware of herself breathing too shallowly and forced the next inhale lower.
“Tell me,” she said, “how many other candidates made it this far.”
Nobody answered.
“Interesting.”
Dane said, “Candidate confidentiality—”
“Means yes.”
Rhys said, “Two.”
The room went quiet.
Tessa turned slowly. “You’re volunteering numbers now?”
“You asked.”
Pellen sounded displeased. “Commander, we are not obligated to disclose comparative candidate data.”
Rhys didn’t look at him. “No. We aren’t. But she asked.”
Something ugly and alive moved through Tessa. Not jealousy. Not exactly. More like the body’s refusal to separate personal humiliation from procedural fact.
“Two,” she repeated. “And what happened to them.”
“One declined immediately,” Dane said.
“The other?” Tessa asked.
A pause. Then Rhys again. “She withdrew after legal review.”
So Tessa was either braver than the last one or more broke. Possibly both.
She looked down at the contract and said, “Smart woman.”
No one contradicted her.
Mira Sol folded her hands. “Dr. Ward, it would help this review if you stated plainly whether your resistance is to the mission, the marriage, or the current wording.”
“All three.”
“At least that’s crisp,” Sol said.
Tessa leaned back. “You want crisp? Here. The mission clearly matters. Otherwise you wouldn’t be converting law into theater to make it appear morally legible. The marriage disgusts me because you are offering it at the edge of extinction, which makes refusal look frivolous and consent look patriotic. And the wording is written by people who think euphemism absolves violence.”
Dane exhaled once through her nose. “That is a charged characterization.”
“It’s an accurate one.”
Rhys said, “Enough.”
Not to Tessa.
To the room.
The word settled flat and heavy. Pellen closed his mouth. Dane said nothing. Even Sol, whose profession seemed built on principled interruption, let the silence stand.
Rhys turned slightly toward Tessa. “What would make the contract possible.”
Not acceptable, she noticed. Possible.
“Written scientific autonomy,” she said.
“You’ve listed that.”
“Independent data access.”
“Yes.”
“Protected briefing access.”
“Yes.”
“Removal of coercive marital language.”
“Yes.”
She let her gaze move over him, deliberately, not romantically, just making him sit in the fact of what came next.
“And one more thing.”
“Say it.”
“If I sign this, I don’t become your public softening feature. I don’t stand beside you smiling while you hide behind command language and call it necessity. If I see something rotten aboard that ship, I will say it. To you first, if you earn that courtesy. Past that, I say it where it matters.”
Nobody moved.
Pellen said, careful now, “Such latitude would be impossible if exercised recklessly.”
Tessa’s eyes never left Rhys. “Then I suppose your commander should think carefully before he marries recklessness.”
The tiniest shift at the base of his throat. Swallow or suppressed reaction. Hard to tell.
He said, “Noted.”
God, she hated that answer. Because it should have felt evasive. Instead it sounded like a man taking inventory of risk and deciding to keep it.
Mira Sol looked between them with professional neutrality and naked interest. “Commander, if these revisions are accepted, you will be ceding significant narrative and governance control to the spouse role.”
Tessa almost laughed at narrative.
Rhys said, “The role either has meaning or it doesn’t.”
Pellen jumped on that. “It has meaning within controlled limits.”
“Then it has convenience,” Rhys said. “Not meaning.”
That silenced even Dane.
Tessa stared at him before she could stop herself.
This was dangerous too, in a different direction. Not because he was suddenly trustworthy. He wasn’t. But because every time he said something like that, the whole arrangement tilted a few degrees farther from simple villainy and closer to something she would have to think about.
She preferred clean enemies. Clean enemies asked less of the heart.
Pellen regrouped first. “Even if command accepts a broader access structure, several sealed annexes remain non-negotiable. Strategic architecture. security contingencies. passenger-order stabilization models.”
Passenger-order stabilization models.
Tessa’s head lifted. “What is that.”
“Restricted.”
“Try again.”
Pellen didn’t.
Rhys said, “Not today.”
The words were not hostile. Worse. They carried warning.
Tessa felt her temper flare hot and immediate. “You ask me to sign a civil bond with succession implications, reproductive oversight, public visibility, transit confinement, and advisory duties over a future population, and your answer to a material category is not today?”
His gaze held. “Yes.”
She pushed back from the table far enough that her chair legs whispered over the floor. “Then my answer is also not today.”
Pellen’s expression tightened. “Dr. Ward, I would caution against theatrics.”
She stood. “Nothing about this room is endangered by my theatrics. Only your schedule.”
Dane rose too. “We can continue productively if you remain—”
“No. You can continue productively when someone decides whether this is a real offer or a painted cage.”
Rhys stood a second later.
That alone changed the room’s center of gravity. Tessa hated that she noticed.
He said, “Walk with me.”
Pellen began, “Commander, that is inadvisable outside recorded review.”
Rhys looked at him once. “Then advise yourself.”
Tessa almost smiled in spite of everything.
He gestured toward the side door. Not the main one. A narrower exit built into the privacy wall.
Tessa hesitated exactly long enough to prove she was aware of the trap in following powerful men through side doors. Then she did it anyway, because curiosity had always been one of the ways systems got inside her.
The corridor beyond was cooler and dimmer than the chamber. Soundproofed. No windows. Just matte walls, recessed lighting, and the distant vibration of climate pumps beneath the floor. Rhys stopped near an unused briefing alcove and waited until the door sealed behind them.
For a second neither of them spoke.
Without the room full of handlers, he looked less like command embodied and more like a man carrying too much structure in his spine.
Tessa crossed her arms. “Well.”
“You weren’t wrong in there.”
“That narrows it down almost not at all.”
“About the coercive language. About the role being real. About them wanting your credibility without fully tolerating your mind.”
She let that sit. “And yet.”
“And yet the mission launches in twelve days.”
She gave him a hard stare. “You do understand repeating the countdown does not transform extortion into civic duty.”
A faint exhale. Not quite a laugh. “Yes.”
“Good.”
He leaned one shoulder against the wall, which somehow made him look more dangerous, not less. Relaxed authority always did. “Pellen will not disclose restricted architecture categories before signature.”
“Then Pellen should marry Pellen.”
His mouth almost moved again.
Tessa went on before she could dislike that. “If I sign blind on material governance structures, I’m an idiot. If I sign trusting you to interpret them for me, I’m worse.”
“I’m not asking for trust.”
“No. You’re asking for risk.”
“Yes.”
At least he could say it cleanly.
Tessa looked past him, down the corridor where the light thinned toward some unseen junction. “Why me.”
He was quiet long enough that she nearly laughed again.
“Yesterday,” she said, “you told me the role was dangerous. Today you let me ask for terms that make your counsel look sick. You keep answering exactly enough to worsen the decision. So I’ll ask once more. Why me.”
His jaw tightened. Not much. Enough.
“Because your work matters,” he said.
“That is the public answer.”
“It’s also true.”
She stepped closer without deciding to. “And the private one?”
His gaze dropped briefly to the movement and came back to her face. “The colony cannot survive on symbolic optimism and competent agriculture alone. Long-range viability depends on reproductive stability across constrained environments. Your work on stress-linked fertility collapse in closed habitats is among the most important research still standing.”
Tessa held his eyes. “That’s still about my work.”
“Yes.”
“Not me.”
“No,” he said. “Not only your work.”
Something inside her shifted, mean and interested.
“Go on.”
He didn’t. Of course.
Instead he said, “You notice systems when they are lying.”
The corridor seemed to get quieter.
Tessa let the words settle into her. They landed badly. Or well. Hard to say.
“That,” she said softly, “is a terrible reason to ask someone to marry you.”
His expression changed by a hair. A flicker of something like fatigue passing under restraint.
“I’m aware.”
She studied him. The lines at the corners of his eyes. The wear in his voice. The fact that he never once looked at her mouth, which should have been reassuring and somehow was not. It only made the air between them sharper.
“You chose me,” she said.
It wasn’t a question.
He didn’t answer.
Which was answer enough for now.
Tessa looked away first, angry at herself for the heat that climbed her throat. Not blush. Rage with a little humiliation braided through it.
“How many women did you review before you found one with the correct combination of expertise, dead family, and low public inconvenience.”
His voice roughened slightly when he answered. “Don’t.”
“Don’t what. Ask ugly questions in an ugly hallway?”
“Don’t assume you were reduced so simply.”
She laughed under her breath. “You do hear yourself.”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“And I know how this sounds.”
“Do you.”
“I know exactly how it sounds.”
That shut her up for a beat. Not because she believed him innocent. Because she believed him sincere. Those were very different things, and the second was sometimes worse.
Tessa folded and unfolded her fingers once. “Then help me understand why I shouldn’t leave.”
He said nothing.
She turned back to him fully. “You want a real answer? Here it is. I am one rent cycle away from district downgrade. My field has been carved up by committees who think babies are a later problem. My sister died because every institution on this continent knows how to say regrettable with a straight face. And now the most powerful people left on Earth have decided I am valuable precisely at the moment they can attach my value to a contract and a man and a rocket.”
His throat moved.
Tessa kept going, quieter now because the worst truths usually came out that way. “So if I walk out of here, I keep the clean version of myself. The woman who refused to be bought. And maybe that woman starves politely while people like you build tomorrow without her. That is what you’re asking me to weigh.”
“No,” he said.
“Really.”
“I’m asking you to weigh whether getting inside is worth what it will cost.”
That landed harder than anything else he had said.
No noble phrasing. No false reassurance. Just cost.
Tessa looked at him a long moment.
“You could have lied there,” she said.
“Yes.”
“You didn’t.”
“No.”
“Why.”
His answer came after a beat that felt chosen, not evasive. “Because if you sign this under the wrong illusion, you will hate me earlier than necessary.”
The silence afterward was so abrupt it felt physical.
Tessa stared at him.
Then, absurdly, a laugh escaped her. Brief and disbelieving and a little wrecked around the edges.
“That,” she said, “may be the most persuasive sentence anyone has spoken in this building.”
Something changed in his face then. Not softness. He wasn’t built for visible softness. But the line of his mouth eased, and for the first time she saw the man beneath the command architecture clearly enough to be annoyed by it.
He said, “Good.”
“Don’t push your luck.”
“Noted.”
There it was again. Dry enough to provoke her. Spare enough to feel private.
Tessa glanced back toward the sealed door. “If I go in there again, I want the revisions in writing before I consider signature.”
“You’ll have them.”
“I want direct language, not some legal algae bloom that grows three new caveats after I sign.”
“You’ll have direct language.”
“I want independent source-data access.”
A pause. “Most of it.”
She snapped her gaze back to him. “Most.”
“The strategic architecture remains sealed.”
“Then we are back where we started.”
“No.” He pushed away from the wall. “We’re at the point where you decide whether partial leverage inside the ship is worth more than clean refusal outside it.”
She hated that he phrased it like a knife instead of a sedative.
“Do you always sound like this,” she asked, “or only when trying to legally acquire a wife.”
His eyes held hers. “Mostly under pressure.”
“That is not charming.”
“I wasn’t attempting charm.”
No. He wasn’t. Which, again, was somehow worse.
Tessa looked down. At his hands this time. Steady. Unadorned except for the command band at his wrist. A man trained to issue orders, sign lives across thresholds, and keep his body still while other people unraveled in front of him.
The thought came uninvited and with unwelcome force: if she stepped into this, there would be nowhere on that ship far enough from him to feel simple.
She lifted her head. “One last question.”
“Ask.”
“If I sign, and I see something aboard that crosses a line, and I come to you first… am I bringing it to a commander or to a man who already decided what level of compromise he can live with.”
He did not answer immediately.
When he did, his voice had gone lower. “Both.”
It was the worst possible answer.
And the most honest.
Tessa shut her eyes for one second. Opened them again.
“Fine,” she said. “Get your revisions.”
He studied her. “That isn’t acceptance.”
“No.”
“What is it.”
She looked at the sealed door, at the cold corridor, at the hidden machinery of a future being built by people too elegant to name their cruelties outright.
“It’s me deciding,” she said, “that if I’m going to be used, I plan to be difficult about it.”
This time he did smile. Barely. Gone almost before it arrived. Enough to make her suddenly and irrationally aware of how close they were standing.
Terrible timing for a body to remember it had one.
Rhys stepped back first. The distance helped less than it should have.
“I’ll have the redline in fifteen minutes,” he said.
“Take twenty. I’d like the illusion that you suffered.”
Something in his eyes warmed and vanished again. “Doctor.”
“Commander.”
He opened the side door.
When they reentered the chamber, the others looked up with the controlled alertness of people pretending not to have speculated. Pellen had already opened a new document shell. Mira Sol sat ready to record amendments. Dane’s display was alive with cascading approval requests.
Tessa took her seat.
Pellen said, “Shall we resume.”
“We shall,” Tessa said. “And this time, try not to hide the teeth.”
The redline process took forty-one minutes and enough legal hostility to improve Tessa’s mood.
She won direct access to reproductive viability datasets through generation three projections, with sealed strategic architecture carved out by name rather than fog. She won review authority over fertility vault classification criteria “as lawfully constituted at time of access,” which was legal slime but narrower slime than before. She won briefing attendance in any session where reproductive continuity, medical triage, civilian allotment, or family-formation policy intersected. She won independent staff selection from pre-cleared onboard personnel. She got the coercive marital integration language struck entirely.
What she did not get was full access to passenger-order stabilization models or unrestricted archive review across all command sectors. Pellen protected those like he had grown them himself.
By the end, the ethics observer looked faintly impressed, which Tessa suspected she considered unprofessional.
Mira Sol said, “These revisions create a materially stronger spouse role than the standard template.”
Tessa signed nothing with her face. “Then perhaps the standard template was written by cowards.”
“No,” Pellen said quietly. “By survivors.”
The words hung there.
Tessa felt, very suddenly, how tired everybody in the room was. Not morally cleansed by necessity. Not excused. Just tired in the way systems grew tired when they had been eating compromise too long and started calling it realism.
She looked at the signature field glowing on her side of the table.
Biometric bond authorization pending.Priority berth confirmation pending.Command spouse, civilian continuity classification pending.
The room waited.
Her apartment flashed through her mind. Naya’s note. The tide stain. The stale little cooling unit rattling overhead. The city outside turning launch into liturgy while ordinary people counted their oxygen and pretended not to.
Clean refusal outside it.
Partial leverage inside it.
Tessa placed her hand flat on the glass. The signature field opened beneath her skin heat.
She looked at Rhys once.
He was watching her without expression. Too disciplined to pressure. Too disciplined to reassure. It should have made the moment easier. It did not. It only stripped away the last excuses.
“You understand,” she said, not to Pellen, not to Dane, but to him, “that if this turns out to be a prettier cage than advertised, I will make myself everyone’s problem.”
His answer came without hesitation.
“I believe that.”
For one treacherous second, that felt less like threat and more like recognition.
Tessa hated that too.
She pressed down.
The glass warmed beneath her palm. Her signature bloomed in light, followed by a biometric seal and a brief pulse of red that shifted to gold.
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Nobody clapped. Thank God.
Dane exhaled slowly, like a woman whose job had just become different and not better. Pellen closed the document with visible relief. Mira Sol began certification notes.
Tessa took her hand back.
There it was. Done. No choir. No moral thunder. Just a contract on a bright table in an overcooled room and the clean internal sensation of something irreversible fastening shut.
Berth and cage.
Exactly as promised.
Pellen slid the hard-copy folder toward her. “You will receive ceremonial briefing instructions within the hour.”
“I’m thrilled already.”
“The bond remains confidential until narrative release authorization.”
Tessa looked up. “Narrative release authorization.”
Dane said, “Public timing must be coordinated.”
“Of course it must.”
She stood, tucking the folder under her arm. For a second she thought she might say nothing else. Then she looked at Rhys, because apparently self-preservation had taken the morning off.
“What now, Commander.”
The others were still in the room. It should have made the question procedural. It didn’t.
He rose. “Now we prepare to convince a dying planet this was their idea.”
The line should have chilled her. Instead it did something worse. It made her want to know what his face looked like when he was too tired to sound careful.
Tessa held his gaze just long enough to dislike herself for it.
Then she said, “That sounds miserable.”
“Likely,” he said.
“Good.”
She turned for the door.
Behind her, Pellen asked something about ceremony assets and joint appearance schedules. Dane began answering. Mira Sol requested final redline archive confirmation.
Only Rhys said nothing.
Tessa didn’t look back.
Not until she reached the corridor outside, where the glass wall at the end of the hall gave a narrow view toward the launch towers in the distance. White against a hard blue sky. Beautiful enough to offend her.
She stopped there with the contract folder tight under her arm and listened to the building hum around







