
Chapter 37 – Private Orbit
The halls of the ship were quiet, dimmed to evening-cycle tones. A gentle hum of life support systems pulsed in the background. The Directive meeting had ended, leaving an emotional charge lingering in the corridors. The crew had dispersed, but not randomly. Instinctively, they formed into two groups, Nadia and Zane, and Mia, Elise, Ethan and Sophis.
Zane and Nadia had slipped away together, walking without words until they reached his quarters.
The door slid open to reveal a space that was tidy but personal. Zane had pinned a few sketches to the soft wall foam — pencil drawings of Earth landscapes, remembered or imagined. A battered paperback sat in a magnetic mesh by the bed, ready for the next zero G period, which would be for a while. Nadia stepped in and let the door close behind her.
Zane sat cross-legged on his bunk, putting on a soft tunic and loose pants. He gave her a lopsided smile.
"What do you think about that?" he asked quietly. "I did not see that coming."
Nadia exhaled as she sat down beside him, her legs folding beneath her like a dancer settling into a ritual pose.
"Neither did I," she admitted. "I thought this mission was about exploration. Colonization, yes — someday. But this? This is... breeding stock, social engineering, civilization-building by design."
Zane nodded. "They’re not wrong, though. The math makes sense. We can’t keep waiting for Earth to stabilize. That may never happen now."
She looked at him sharply. "You think it’s really that bad back home?"
He tilted his head. "Did you hear the last transmission packet? The global credit systems have collapsed. National currencies are fragmented. Shipping lanes are militarized, Russia has collapsed after the loss to Ukraine. There are a lot of nuclear weapons unaccounted for" Countries have turned inward in a nationalistic self-preservation mode. NATO has broken up. It's become a survival of the fitest..
Nadia closed her eyes. "Which means… the support infrastructure is gone. There won’t be another mission. No resupply. No rescue."
"We’re it," Zane said softly. "The tip of the blade. The last extension of that old world."
Silence stretched. Nadia broke it.
"You ever think... maybe that’s not so bad? That we get to try again?"
He chuckled. "Like a cosmic do-over?" He paused. "Yeah. I think about it every day now."
She looked at him sidelong. "And the polycule part?"
Zane snorted. "Well, I grew up in a commune in Oregon. My moms raised me with four other families. My dad was a sperm donor I never met. So... it’s not as weird to me as it might be to some. You?"
Nadia smiled faintly. "Conservative household, as you know. One brother, strict parents. But I studied human evolution, as part of my psychology undergrad degree. Pair-bonding is an adaptive strategy — not a moral truth. I get it. Doesn’t mean it’s easy."
He nodded. "But maybe it gets easier. If we trust each other."
"That’s the challenge, isn’t it?" she said. "Not the sex. Not the kids. It’s the trust. The emotional transparency. The vulnerability."
Zane looked at her with quiet intensity. "Would you want to raise children here? On Mars? In a society we build from scratch?"
She didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she reached for one of his sketches — a craggy mountain drawn with spare but confident lines.
"If it meant they never had to feel what I felt during my last years on Earth... yes."
They sat in silence, the weight of the future pressing gently between them. Above their heads, in the AI chamber, OSIRIS and HORUS watched the conversation unfold. Not to manipulate — but to understand. This, more than any simulation, was the soul of the new civilization.
Zane broke the stillness.
"You think they’re watching us now?"
Nadia smirked. "I’d be disappointed if they weren’t."
He laughed. "Then I hope they’re taking notes."
From the overhead intercom, OSIRIS’s voice chimed gently.
“We are.”

Meanwhile, in the common room, the remaining four crew members had gathered instinctively into a loose circle. They sipped tea and reclined in soft chairs, processing the Directive through their own lenses.
Sophia was the first to speak. "So, the AI just asked us to build a civilization. No pressure."
Mia grunted. "It’s not like we didn’t see some version of this coming. But this... it’s more intentional than I imagined."
Elise leaned back, gazing up at the low-lit ceiling. "It makes sense, though. We’re clean. Disease-free. And we’re compatible. Emotionally calibrated to function in a non-possessive structure. It’s engineered polyamory."
Ethan shook his head with a wry smile. "It’s not just that. It’s cultural curation. Did you hear all those pre-Columbian societies OSIRIS referenced? They weren’t just throwing ideas around. They’ve studied us. Modeled us."
Mia looked thoughtful. "I actually studied some of those cultures. The Haudenosaunee, for instance — the clan mothers had final say in leadership. Power flowed through the women, but everyone had responsibility. It worked for centuries."
Sophia nodded. "The Mosuo, too. Matrilineal households. Love without ownership. Stability through fluidity."
Ethan chuckled. "So we’re going back to move forward. High-tech future running on ancient wisdom."
Elise smiled faintly. "That may be the only way forward. Things pretty much started going side-ways once the colonial Europeans reached Africa, Asia and the so-called "New World. Neo-libralism has done alot, but the costs to the Earth and society as a whole has been devestating.

The four fell into quiet reflection. Above them, the AI observed — not to intrude, but to learn. This too was part of the blueprint.
Sophia broke the silence, “I want to discuss how neoliberalism helped get us here, to the verge of an inter-planetary species, and how at the same time it ruined Eaerth. Ironic is it. But, what I really am wondering is what do you guys think about this polycule notion”
Ethan was rather quick to respond, “Well, I’m not going to lie, look at the situation - Nadia and Zane have to navigate their 5-year marriage contract and how they fit into this. From my persective, there is me and three highly attractive and intelligenbt women that I’m being encouraged to procreate with” It could be worse he chuckled.
Mia, laughed. “To be honest that that the main mission is basically complete, my mind has be kind of wondering towards sex, so for me the timing is actaully pretty good”
Elise, has been pretty quiet but decided to jump in here. I’m game, I mean we all get along for sure, and we rerally only have a bunch of time on our hands.”
Sophia said, “But how do we move forward? Like now what?
Ethan chimed in with, “Should we talk about likes and dislikes?” 
The conversations — intimate, vulnerable, unguarded — were not just personal reactions. They were the quiet rumblings of something larger beginning to unfold.
A civilization was stirring in its cradle, dreaming of the stars.
And it would be born not in fire, but in trust.


