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Prologue

It was almost time. Their plan would launch today, and soon it would all be over.

“Mr. Abaddon, is everything set?”

He ran his hands through his short, dark hair. All these years, and now they were finally down to it. “Is the ship ready?”

The man punched a few numbers into his computer. “Done sir. All you have to do is activate the program.”

He nodded. “I’ve loaded the detonation sequence. It will transmit the signal when she boards the shuttle.”

“Sir, will that be enough time?”

“They launch in a week. The ship will be in place by then.”

“What if the event starts while they’re en route to Jovan I? Won’t the sensors pick it up?”

Mr. Abaddon shook his head. “We blocked the warning sensors on the solar monitoring satellite. We also have control of the ship, so they can’t stop us.”

“So we’re set, sir?”

He tapped the launch sequence into the computer and handed it back to the man. “Yes. Please inform the team that everything is in motion.”

“Yes sir. Do you require my assistance with anything else?”

“No, that will be all.”

The man at the door nodded and left.

Mr. Abbadon walked to the large, wall size window and gazed at the tide crashing on shore.

She loves the ocean.

He shook it off. Now wasn’t the time to get sentimental. Their destinies were still intertwined, but it meant they would be separated for a while.

Earth’s final days were upon them. He couldn’t say what would happen to the people on the interstellar settlements. There was a remote chance they’d live through the event, but they couldn’t survive for long in space without Earth to resupply them. Eventually they would all meet the same fate, but their path might be more painful.

He picked up the picture on his desk; studying her gleaming eyes and bright smile. Sighing, he held it to his chest. “I’m sorry, darling. This is the end. You’ll play your part and receive your reward in Paradise.”

He gently sat the picture back on his desk and left the room as the counter on his computer ticked down humanities’ final days.

Part One—Annihilation

My heart shall sing of the day you bring

Let the fires of your justice burn

Wipe away all tears, for the dawn draws near

And the world is about to turn.

-Canticle of the Turning (Refrain)





Chapter 1

Humanities’ fate took a drastic turn on a whimsical decision. It’s a good thing she didn’t know that as she stood on the beach behind her home that bright, sunny morning of November 1, 3001.

Dr. Leigh Lorene Lybrand was blissfully unaware that her career decision would forever alter the future the human race. It was just a job decision to her, albeit not a simple one. To stay on Earth and study the effects of the reversing magnetosphere or to go to Jovan I, the space station orbiting Jupiter, to construct human habitats on Europa and Gandymede. The Earth job would allow her and her fiancé, Jacob, to get married now. The Jovan mission would force them to postpone their wedding, but they would be financially secure for the rest of their lives. Although she wanted to stay on Earth and get married, her desire to return to working in space—and the financial benefits of doing so—won out. She shoved her doubts aside, signed the contract, and never looked back.

Leigh took in her last sight of her favorite place on Earth. Well, not really a last sight, but it seemed like it. She would be on Jovan I for two years. It wasn’t forever, but it seemed like she was leaving for a lifetime.

Leigh gazed over the ocean with her big, brown eyes, twisting her five carat sapphire engagement ring. She thought Jacob would come by to see her off, but she hadn’t heard a word from him since the farewell party the night before. He said he understood why she accepted the mission and fully supported her decision. That should have been a comfort to her, but instead she was worried. He didn’t seem concerned that she was going to be in outer space and they would only be able to talk through satellite communications for the next two years. In fact, he encouraged her to take the job.

Leigh shook her head, causing her hair to blow across her face. She should be glad Jacob supported her decision. Even though they said goodbye the previous evening, she hoped he would come by this morning to see her one last time.

There it was again. Why did she keep thinking of everything as being the last? She had been trying to shake off a sense of finality to everything since she accepted this job two months ago.

“Dr. Lybrand?”

Leigh turned to see a young man standing behind her. “Yes?”

“I’m with the transport service.”

Leigh forced a smile. “Of course. My bags are on the porch. Let’s load up and get out of here.”

“Very well, ma’am.”

Leigh tried to ignore the knot in her stomach as she walked toward the house. It was nerves; nothing more. She’d be fine once they broke the atmosphere and she was in space again.

Still, she turned and took one last glance of the ocean.





Chapter 2

Leigh sat in the holding area, turning her ID card over in her hands. The excitement seemed to crackle in the air as everybody checked their spacesuits and geared up to board the shuttle that would take them to Jovan I.

Leigh heard them and wondered why she wasn’t as excited. Was it selfish of her to go to Jovan I? She was leaving everyone and everything she loved behind. Sure, she had done it for the lunar mission while she did her graduate work five years ago, but that was a six month assignment.

She tried to shake off her doubts and focus on the people around her. A pretty redhead was chattering to an Arabic man as they studied readings on their computers. The perky copilot was twisting her blonde ponytail around her finger and chatting with a couple of young men. A tall, blond man was sitting across the room, staring around as if he too were lost in thought. His gaze fell on Leigh and he seemed to study her for a moment. Leigh pushed her hair out of her face and pulled her computer out of her uniform pocket to check her pre-launch checklist one last time.

“Attention please!” a bald man announced. “I’m your pilot, Captain Neidan. Please line up at this entrance console,” he said, pointing to the archway behind him.

“You’re going to pass through here and slide your ID card into this slot,” he said, pointing to a slot in the left side of the console, “to register yourself for this flight. The laser system will scan your DNA to verify your identity and to confirm with Earth’s database that you are on this transport and will not be Earth-side until November 1, 3003. Once you’ve passed through, your luggage will be collected and you’ll be allowed to board the transport. Please take a seat and remain seated until I or my co-pilot, Valerie Mettle, gives you the Okay to board the ship. Are there any questions?”

After a moment of silence, he smiled. “Very well. Please proceed.”

Leigh fell in the middle of the line, a knot in her stomach. She always got nervous when she went on an interstellar mission. It was normal. She shook it off, and soon she was under the arch with the laser scanners waving across her body. She was fixing to insert her ID card when one of the lasers passed over her engagement ring. She stopped her hand suddenly, studying the ring. She thought she saw something in the stone, but upon closer inspection all she saw was solid, deep blue. Shaking her head, she swiped her card and proceeded through the arch, handing her bags to the valet and joining the crowd on the other side.

“Jovan recruits, this way please,” a tall, stern woman with graying hair pulled in a tight bun bellowed as she ushered them into the transport shuttle.

Leigh looked around, amazed at the cleanliness of the transport station. There was a massive revitalization effort to improve city structures for the millennial celebrations the previous year, but this was the first time she realized the extent of the work. The excitement over the “Trinity Celebrations” had passed her by as she immersed herself in the Magnetosphere Reversal Project. The year 3000 had brought about more than just a new millennium; it also brought about a major geological event that most of the geologists on Earth were consumed with for the past year: The reversing of the Earth’s magnetosphere. Scientists saw the first signs of shifting eighteen months ago, when GPS satellites went haywire trying to keep up with polar shifts. It was obvious that a major event was taking place during their lifetime, and everybody in the science community scrambled to stake their claim on this monumental geological event. Leigh snickered, remembering all of the times Jacob accused her of literally having her head in the sand while everybody else was looking ahead.

Well, Leigh was looking ahead now. In fact, this was a return to her original career path. Leigh had taken an interest in planetary geophysics in college and had done her doctoral thesis on the development of Lunar Base I on Earth’s moon. She had been in the preliminary stages of entering a study to work on the first Martian Base when the magnetosphere started to shift. She and Jacob broke up while she was on the Lunar mission, but they got back together when she returned. She was afraid to lose him again, so she withdrew her application to the Martian Mission to stay Earth-side with him and allow their relationship to grow. It paid off—he proposed two months ago. She might have hesitated to accept this mission, but the proposal made her feel more secure about their relationship. Plus, he encouraged her to accept the mission so she could make a mark on history and they could be financially secure once she returned to Earth.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ll be at Cape Canaveral in approximately thirty minutes,” the stern woman bellowed. “I’d like to give you a few basics about space travel while we ride there. How many of you are leaving Earth for the first time?”

A few hands went up.

“There’s a big surprise,” the woman sitting beside Leigh mumbled. Leigh turned to see the beautiful redhead that had been chatting with the Arabic man earlier sitting beside her.

“Why?” Leigh asked.

The woman gazed at Leigh with big, green eyes. “The International Space Authority only hired people that had previous experience working in space.” She nodded to the few young men and women that raised their hands. “Those are probably maintenance workers they hired for station maintenance. The woman snickered. “We’ve got to have somebody to keep things running while we do the important work of establishing humanity in space.”

Leigh nodded. “I see.”

The woman sat up straight. “I’m sorry; I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Dr. Amelia Eaton. I’m a member of the medical staff.”

Leigh shook her hand. “Dr. Leigh Lybrand. I’m a geophysicist on the research and development staff.”

“So you get to work with the design professionals on the settlement? I guess I’ll be seeing you a lot.”

“Why’s that?”

“My specialty is psychiatry. I’m here to make sure your emotions aren’t damaged by interstellar life,” Amelia smiled, “or each other. Relationships can get complicated in confined settlements.” She blew a long breath. “God knows, the Martian Settlement was a hotbed for emotional trauma.” She looked around. “I notice nobody from that project is on this mission. I guess one dose of the red planet was all the non-terran life they could take.”

“I applied for that mission,” Leigh said, twisting her engagement ring. “I turned it down to stay on Earth.”

Amelia stared at the sapphire. “I see.”

Leigh smiled and dropped her hand. “No, I meant I stayed on Earth for the Magnetosphere Reversal Project.”

“What was it about the Jovan mission that tore you away from that and the lucky man?”

Leigh shook her head. “I don’t know. I liked my work on Earth but…” she trailed off. “I felt like a tin can with a rock rattling around inside it. Empty, you know?” She stared out the window. “I guess my heart’s in space and his is on Earth. It’ll work out. We’ll be set for life when I get back.”

Amelia nodded. “I’m glad you decided to be true to yourself and return to work you love. So, what was it about this mission?”

Leigh smiled. “I’ve always been fascinated by Jupiter. I’m looking forward to studying the beautiful terrain on Europa. If we can establish a settlement there, it would be a lovely home.”

“Are you thinking about living there one day?” Amelia asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe Jacob will change his mind about living in space.” Leigh turned and studied Amelia. “That’s enough of analyzing me. What about you?” She gestured to the large ruby ring on Amelia’s finger. “It looks like you’re leaving a lucky man behind.”

Amelia shook her head. “Actually, we’re separated. He’s a cleric for that multi-faith organization, The Millennial Gnostics. Have you heard of them?”

Leigh thought a moment. “I heard Jacob mention them. He works in media relations, so he’d probably know more about them than I do.” She chuckled. “He always said I literally have my head in the sand.”

Amelia smiled faintly. “Engaged in your work, eh? I was too.” She stared at her own ring. “We grew apart. He’s a cleric and I’m a doctor. I don’t think that’s a good mix.” It was Amelia’s turn to stare out the window. “Back and forth we’ve gone for ten years.” She shrugged. “I guess he had enough. He took our daughter one day last year and left.”

“I’m sorry. Why didn’t you go through the courts to get her back?”

“I was on Mars when he left. Families aren’t allowed to go on space missions, so as her primary guardian he had legal rights to take her anywhere with him. I didn’t have a basis for a case since he never filed for divorce. I’ve been trying to contact him, but his family claimed they didn’t know where he was.” Amelia stared at her ring. “I’m like you, Leigh. I hope we can work it out when I get back home.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

Amelia smiled and patted Leigh’s arm. “I asked for it. I did mean to pry.”

“Really?”

“I’m a shrink, remember?” Amelia said and winked. “I’m always on the job.”

“We all will be once we get to the station,” Leigh said, gesturing out the window. They arrived at the launch site and could see the ship gleaming in the distance. “Why do they look like missiles?”

Amelia shrugged. “I suppose that’s a more efficient design. It looks like we’re in for a week long journey in a tin capsule.” She took a deep breath and sighed as the transport halted. “Behold our future.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have arrived,” the stern woman proclaimed from the front of the cabin. “Our crew will transfer your belongings to the ship. Please follow me,” she smiled as she opened the door, “and don’t forget to take a good last look at Earth before we go.”

“Good grief, it’s not the end,” Amelia said as they stepped off the ship, “at least not for us, right? For us, this is the beginning.”

Leigh nodded. “I hope so.”





Chapter 3

“Jovan Transport 1, you’re clear for takeoff,” the mechanical voice boomed over the intercom.

“Roger that, Houston. Set countdown to commence in T-minus two minutes.”

“T-Minus two minutes and counting.”

Leigh braced herself as the ship roared to life. Takeoff always bothered her. All of that fire, shaking and roaring felt like Armageddon.

“Why does everything have such a generic name?” Leigh heard in her earpiece.

“What?” she shouted over the noise. “Who is that?”

“It’s Amelia. There’s no need to shout. I’m just trying to break the tension of takeoff.”

“Does it bother you, too?”

“Not so much anymore.”

Leigh sighed. “I think it’s because scientists lack creativity.”

“What?”

“You asked why the names are generic. I think it’s because scientists lack artistic ability,” Leigh said. “Maybe our efforts will help civilians to live in space. Perhaps a few artists will be inspired by the beauty of the heavens.”

Amelia chuckled. “That’s poetic. Are you sure you aren’t an artist?”

Leigh returned the chuckle. “No, I bore holes and study the ground.” She sobered. “And what lies beneath.”

“I heard it’s not just dirt.”

“It’s not,” Leigh said. “There’s a lot more to it.”

“I’m glad you’re here. It’s good to have another woman my age on board.”

Leigh paused, realizing for the first time that she had never worked closely with other women. There were a few women in her classes in college, but geology was still a male-dominated field. “I know what you mean. I’m glad you’re here, too.”

“Launch in T-minus ten, nine, eight…”

“Here we go.” Leigh sighed, checking her safety straps.

“Seven, six, five…”

“Kiss Earth goodbye, everybody!” somebody shouted over the internal intercom.

“Four, three, two, one. We have ignition.”

Leigh braced herself as the ship roared to life. She felt nauseous, and fought to control herself and to keep calm. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. She felt herself relax, despite the fact that she was strapped in a ship breaking free of Earth.

“Is everybody all right?” Amelia asked. “Call in if you feel sick.”

A few voices chimed in, and Amelia coached them through the breathing exercises.

Leigh looked out the window at the sky. She couldn’t see much, except the deep blue of upper Earth. It was the same color as her engagement ring.

“I picked it because it’s the color of the sky. Remember that Earth is your home.”

Jacob said that when he proposed. Of course it came back to her then. She remembered talking about the deep blue of the sky at the upper atmosphere after she returned from the Lunar Colony Mission. It bid you farewell on takeoff and welcomed you home on landing. That’s why he picked a blue sapphire. It has sentimental meaning in addition to being her birthstone.

And now she was saying goodbye.

Leigh felt a tear form in her eye, but with the helmet on she couldn’t wipe it away. She rolled her eyes upward to close her tear ducts. Now was not the time to get sentimental. She was on a mission. She had work to do.

After a few more minutes, the ship shuddered and then leveled out.

“We’ve broken free of Earth’s orbit,” the mechanical voice pronounced. “Welcome to outer space.”

“Look at that!” somebody shouted. Everybody turned to the window and gasped. There was Earth, a large blue gem in the sky, rotating below them.

“Wow!”

“It’s beautiful!”

“Amazing!”

Leigh kept her thoughts to herself. The first view of Earth from above was always breathtaking. There were many pictures of Earth from orbit, but nothing compared to seeing it for yourself. She leaned forward to take one last look. The tear from her memory of Jacob fell to her cheek as she pressed her hand against the window.

“Farewell, world.”





Chapter 4

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Amelia said, pushing out of her seat. They were safely underway and had been given the all-clear to take off their helmets and move around the ship.

Leigh laughed. “Did you hear them when they saw Earth? That’s always a breathtaking experience.”

“We’ll pass Mars next. Have you ever seen it like this?”

Leigh shook her head.

Amelia smiled. “Just wait. Getting up close and personal with the red planet is amazing.”

“And then Jupiter!” Leigh said. “That’s what I’m looking forward to. It’s going to be amazing! Can you imagine looking out your window every day and seeing that huge planet?”

“I heard they have shutters on the windows to keep the light out so we can sleep,” Amelia said. “I also heard that Jovan I is quite an elaborate space station.”

“It has to be to support a thousand people.” Leigh looked around at the crew and wondered why they weren’t taking more people on this mission. “Do you know why we’re taking so few people?”

Amelia smiled. “I was wondering how long it would be before somebody realized that we’re taking a very small crew on a very big mission.” She looked around. “I’m not at liberty to say much, so I’ll just say we’re guinea pigs.”

Leigh raised an eyebrow. “Guinea pigs?”

Amelia leaned forward. “Nobody’s been in space for more than a few months at a time. In fact, the crew building Jovan I rotated out every six months. That’s why it took them five years to build it.”

“I thought it had to do with cost and materials.”

Amelia waved off the comment. “That was a factor, but not as big an issue as they made it out to be on the news. Didn’t your fiancé work in the media? I thought he’d know.”

“He was more interested in what was happening on Earth,” Leigh said. “In fact, he didn’t take any interest in the International Space Authority until the Earth’s magnetosphere shifted.” She chuckled. “At that point, everybody was interested in them.”

“They still are, it seems,” Amelia said. “Anyway, the crew members were tearing through supplies. Providing enough food and water alone was a challenge, but after a while recycling the oxygen also became a problem. The supplies were going faster and faster. So they took a two prong approach. The first was to rotate them out frequently,” Amelia tapped the side of her head, “and the second was neural implants. Do you know what they do?”

“I was told they’re supposed to help us adapt to living in space better,” Leigh said. “They regulate our metabolism, keep our involuntary systems running right, help our bodies function more efficiently, stuff like that. Heck, you’re a doctor. You know better than I do.”

Amelia nodded. “I helped design them.”

Leigh’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding!”

“I’m not. I was on the research team while I was in medical school.”

“Amazing!”

“You’re right about what they do. Basically, they program your brain to not go into shock in a non-terran environment. I’m sure you’ve heard of space sickness?”

Leigh nodded. In the early days of the Lunar I colony, a few men wiped out most of the people living on the base. They thought they heard voices, and were the first people diagnosed with “non-terran neurosis;” better known as space sickness. That’s why families weren’t allowed to travel with workers into space. In fact, a big part of their current mission was to design living spaces in non-terran environments hospitable to human development. Overcrowding on Earth made it imperative that they find a way to divert some of their population into space for the good of the planet and for humanity.

“This is a step to help with that,” Amelia said. “It slows your metabolism so your body can adapt to being in lower gravity and can continue to function on fewer resources like food and oxygen.” She chuckled. “Of course, the flip side is weight gain. We’ll have to be diligent about working out while we’re out here.”

“I usually am,” Leigh said, patting her curvy hips. “I think that metabolism dip hits us all in our thirties, whether we’re on Earth or in space.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Amelia said. “This chip reprograms the whole body. We know how it works from prototypes used on the space workers on Mars, but this is an upgraded design. We aren’t sure how it’s going to work.”

“Upgraded how?”

“This one can store and transmit data.”

Leigh’s jaw dropped. “You mean it can record our thoughts and transmit them?”

Amelia nodded. “Not just thoughts but observations, conversations, calculations, whatever you need to retain. Basically, it’s a memory boost. It should help us work faster and more efficiently by moving the data directly from the brain to the computer.”

“Why?”

“You can’t take your computer to Europa or Gandymede, can you?”

“No, it would be destroyed.”

Amelia nodded. “These chips are going to help us collect and transmit field data so we can work faster. Let’s say you do a site evaluation on Gandymede. Instead of using the helmet recording system to record and dictate everything, you can transmit your data to your computer through a wireless signal between the chip and your computer when you return to the station.” Amelia spread her hands. “It takes the place of countless hours of video downloads, data entry, meetings, and calculations. Eventually we’d like for you to be able to transmit the data directly from your chip to other peoples’ chips, but that’s down the line. For now, it helps us work faster by speeding up the data conversion process.”

“I see your point,” Leigh said. “Will it make us smarter?”

“Why do you ask?”

Leigh pointed to a group of twenty-something’s blowing steam on the window and playing tic-tac-toe.

Amelia laughed. “We aren’t sure. The chip causes an increase in neural activity. It has to in order to work.”

“Well, if it helps to head off some of that,” Leigh said, nodding toward the group, “then maybe we’ll get along  okay. We have to be at our best to get this job done.”

“Agreed,” Amelia said and tapped her head. “The doctors are doing all we can to help. The rest is up to you.”

Leigh nodded. “It’s a big job and not many of us to do it.”

“I wouldn’t worry. Once we get settled in and start the work, they’ll send more people. It’ll work out. You’ll see.”

Leigh sighed. “I hope so. Otherwise, it might get lonely out here.”

Amelia smiled, a gleam in her eye. “Or crowded. It depends on how well we get along.”





Chapter 5

“Captain Neidan, are you reading increases in solar activity?”

Captain Neidan rubbed his eyes and ran his hand over his head. Flying through the Asteroid Belt was exhausting, and he always prayed there would be no incidents during that part of the flight. He turned his focus to the monitors. Sure enough, it looked like solar radiation was picking up. He grunted. “That’s odd. I thought solar activity was at a low. The readings haven’t changed for the past six days. Check in with Earth’s solar satellites to see what they’re reading.”

Valerie swung around in her chair to check the readings on the side panel, sending her blonde ponytail flying. She leaned over and tapped the monitors several times. “Either we aren’t reading them, or they aren’t transmitting.” She turned forward to her main console and tapped into communications. “I’m going to check in with Houston.”

“Good idea,” Captain Neidan said, turning his attention back to navigation. They were coming out of the Asteroid Belt, but he didn’t feel comfortable putting the auto pilot back on yet.

“Houston, this is Jovan Transport I,” Valerie’s voice sang over the transmitter. “Our on-board sensors are picking up an increase in solar radiation. We can’t access your satellites. What are you reading?”

The intercom crackled with static. She sighed. “I’m going to try the Martian Base.”

She tapped at the console again. Finally, a voice came through.

“Jovan Transport, what’s your ETA at Jovan I?” the intercom crackled.

“We should dock in thirty hours at our current speed,” Captain Neidan replied.

“Radiation has increased exponentially in the past five minutes. A solar flare could be imminent.”

Captain Neidan typed in adjustments in his control panel. “Roger that. Increasing power to shields.”

“Jovan Transport, if our instruments are right, we’re reading a massive solar flare…wait…standby.”

Captain Neidan tapped his display panel to improve the resolution transmitting from the Martian Satellite. He paled as the picture cleared.

“God help us.” He grabbed the internal intercom. “All passengers, please tighten your safety harnesses. We’re increasing to maximum speed.”

He tapped at the control panels.

“Captain, what is it?” Valerie asked, fastening her safety harnesses.
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