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​Prologue: Liftoff – April 1, 2026
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The sky over Florida’s Space Coast was turning the deep indigo of evening when the final seconds ticked away. At Launch Complex 39B, the Space Launch System rocket stood 322 feet tall, a modern colossus of American engineering wrapped in orange foam and white accents, its four RS-25 engines and twin solid rocket boosters gleaming under the floodlights. Atop it rode the Orion spacecraft—Integrity—a sleek, gumdrop-shaped capsule designed to carry humans farther from Earth than any had gone in more than half a century.

Inside Integrity, strapped into their custom seats in the tight crew module, four astronauts waited in the humming quiet of systems checks and life support. Commander Reid Wiseman, a Navy test pilot with the steady voice of someone who had flown combat missions and lived aboard the International Space Station, sat in the left seat. To his right was Pilot Victor Glover, the first Black astronaut assigned to a lunar mission, his calm demeanor belying the historic weight on his shoulders. Behind them were Mission Specialists Christina Koch—record-holder for the longest single spaceflight by a woman—and Jeremy Hansen of the Canadian Space Agency, the first non-American to fly this far into deep space.

The countdown clock glowed in their displays: T-minus ten seconds.

“Orion, you are go for launch,” came the call from Launch Control.

Wiseman’s voice crackled back, clear and resolute over the comm loop. “Copy, Houston. We’re ready. Let’s light this candle.”

The final automated sequence took over. At T-minus 6.36 seconds, the four RS-25 core stage engines ignited in a controlled fury, their hydrogen-oxygen flames erupting in a blinding white-orange torrent. Then, at T-zero—6:35 p.m. EDT on April 1, 2026—the twin five-segment solid rocket boosters joined the chorus.

The roar was instantaneous and overwhelming. It wasn’t just sound; it was a physical force that rolled across the Banana River, shook the windows of viewing stands miles away, and sent birds scattering into the twilight. A pillar of fire brighter than the setting sun consumed the base of the rocket, and slowly—almost impossibly at first—the 5.7-million-pound stack began to rise. The ground trembled as if the Earth itself were reluctant to let go.

From inside Integrity, the crew felt the vibration first, a deep bass rumble that traveled through their seats and into their bones. Then came the acceleration, gentle at the start but building relentlessly as the rocket clawed its way upward through the thick lower atmosphere.

“Roll program,” Glover called out, his voice steady as the vehicle executed its programmed roll to align with its launch azimuth.

“Copy roll,” Wiseman replied. “Looking good.”

Outside, spectators along the causeways and beaches—hundreds of thousands strong—cheered as the rocket climbed, its exhaust plume painting a glowing trail against the darkening sky. For many, this was more than a launch. It was the end of a long silence.

It had been fifty-three years since humans last left low-Earth orbit for the Moon. On December 7, 1972, Apollo 17 had lifted off at night from the very same complex, its Saturn V carrying Eugene Cernan, Harrison Schmitt, and Ronald Evans on the final lunar landing mission of the Apollo era. Cernan had been the last to walk on the lunar surface, leaving behind a plaque that read, in part: “Here man completed his first explorations of the Moon.” Then the program ended—not with failure, but with shifting national priorities, budget cuts, and the quiet winding down of an extraordinary chapter in human history.

For more than five decades, the Moon had remained a distant memory, its dusty footprints undisturbed. The Space Shuttle era brought routine flights to orbit and heartbreaking tragedies. The International Space Station taught us how to live and work in space for months at a time. But deep space—cislunar space, the realm between Earth and the Moon—had stayed empty of human voices. Entire generations grew up knowing the Moon only through photographs and stories told by aging astronauts.

Now, on this warm April evening, that silence was breaking.

The SLS rocket thundered through Max Q, the point of maximum aerodynamic pressure, where the vehicle sliced through the densest air at supersonic speed. The crew felt the buffeting, the vehicle shaking around them like a living thing fighting the sky.

“Max Q,” called out a voice from Mission Control in Houston. “All systems nominal.”

“Feels solid,” Wiseman radioed back. In the capsule, the g-forces were climbing—1.5, 2, 2.5—pressing the astronauts back into their seats. Koch monitored the displays, her training as an electrical engineer and long-duration ISS veteran keeping her focused on every telemetry stream. Hansen, representing international partnership through the Artemis Accords, glanced at the Earth curving away through the windows, a quiet smile visible even through his visor.

The solid boosters burned for just over two minutes before they separated with bright flashes and parachutes, falling back toward the Atlantic to be recovered. The core stage continued to push, its RS-25 engines—the most efficient large rocket engines ever built—throttling as needed. At about eight and a half minutes after liftoff, the core stage exhausted its propellant and fell away, leaving the Interim Cryogenic Propulsion Stage (ICPS) and Orion to finish the job.

The ICPS fired, delivering the final push into orbit. The crew experienced a sudden quiet as the engines cut off. Microgravity took hold. Wiseman unstrapped first, floating forward to check on his crewmates.

“Welcome to space, team,” he said, his voice carrying the grin that mission audio would later broadcast to the world. “Integrity is performing beautifully.”

From their vantage, Earth filled the windows—a brilliant blue marble wrapped in swirling white clouds, the Florida coastline already slipping into the distance. They had achieved orbit, but this was only the beginning. The real test—the journey beyond—still lay ahead.

For the next several hours, the crew and ground teams worked through a series of checks. Solar arrays deployed. Systems were verified. Orion performed a perigee raise burn to set up the proper trajectory. The astronauts shared quick views with Earth, describing the thin line of atmosphere that protects all life below.

Then came the moment that would commit them to the Moon.

On Flight Day 2—April 2, 2026—Mission Control gave the final go for the translunar injection (TLI) burn. The crew settled back into their seats as Orion’s service module main engine prepared to ignite. This was no small maneuver. The engine, capable of 6,700 pounds of thrust, would fire for nearly six minutes, adding more than 1,200 feet per second of velocity and flinging the spacecraft out of Earth’s gravitational embrace onto a path toward the Moon.

“Orion, you are go for TLI,” Houston confirmed.

“Copy go for TLI,” Wiseman replied. “We’re ready to head out.”

At 7:49 p.m. EDT on April 2, the engine lit. The crew felt a firm but smooth push, the acceleration pressing them gently back. Outside, the flame was invisible in the vacuum, but the change in motion was unmistakable. Earth, which had been their constant companion in orbit, began to shrink more rapidly. The burn was flawless—precise to the second, efficient in its fuel use. When the engine cut off, Integrity was on its way, traveling faster than any crewed spacecraft since the Apollo era.

As the hours passed, the astronauts floated in the cabin, taking in the view. Glover described the “phenomenal” sight of Earth receding. Koch noted the shifting colors of the planet against the black of space. Hansen spoke of the privilege of representing not just Canada but the spirit of global cooperation that had made Artemis possible. Wiseman, ever the commander, kept the tone light but focused, checking systems and preparing for the long journey ahead.

They were now farther from home with every passing minute. In the days to come, they would swing around the far side of the Moon, traveling beyond the record set by Apollo 13 in 1970—nearly 250,000 miles from Earth. They would see the lunar surface with their own eyes, including regions never directly witnessed by humans before. And then they would return, splashing down in the Pacific around April 10 after a ten-day odyssey.

But at this moment, as the TLI burn completed and the crew gazed back at the shrinking Earth, the full meaning settled in.

This was more than a launch.

It was America reclaiming its place among the stars.

After fifty-three years of waiting, dreaming, and building, the next giant leap had begun. Four astronauts—representing diversity, international partnership, and relentless human ambition—were leading the way into a new lunar era. The footprints of Apollo had waited long enough. Now, a new generation was reaching for the Moon once more, not just to visit, but to stay.

The voyage of Integrity had truly started.

Back on Earth, the roar of the SLS had barely faded when the cheers erupted. Along the causeways of Kennedy Space Center, in packed viewing areas at Cape Canaveral, and on beaches stretching from Cocoa to Daytona, hundreds of thousands of spectators—families with glow sticks, retirees who remembered Apollo, young engineers in company polos—rose as one. Phones held high captured the ascending flame, a brilliant scar against the twilight. Social media exploded within seconds: #ArtemisII trending globally, livestream views climbing into the millions. In Houston’s Mission Control, flight directors exchanged quiet fist bumps and nods. In Washington, calls poured into congressional offices. In classrooms across America and partner nations, kids pressed against screens, eyes wide with possibility.

For many, the emotion ran deeper than spectacle. This was closure to a half-century wound in the American psyche—the quiet ache of a nation that had touched the Moon and then turned away. Eugene Cernan, commander of Apollo 17, had spoken for millions when he climbed back into the lunar module on December 14, 1972. “We leave as we came,” he said, his voice crackling across the void, “and, God willing, as we shall return, with peace and hope for all mankind.” He was the last human to leave footprints in the lunar dust. The plaque his crew left behind carried a promise that felt, for decades afterward, unfulfilled.

Now, on April 1, 2026, that promise felt renewed.

Inside Integrity, the crew floated in the sudden calm of deep space. The Orion capsule, though compact—about the size of a large SUV interior—felt alive with systems humming: fans whirring for air circulation, displays glowing with telemetry, the faint scent of spacecraft materials mixing with the recycled oxygen. Commander Reid Wiseman, forty-nine years old, with the squared jaw and unflappable demeanor of a Navy test pilot who had logged time on the ISS in 2014, kept his voice measured over the loop. “Houston, Integrity is in a good place,” he radioed. “All four of us are doing great up here.”

Pilot Victor Glover, seated to Wiseman’s right, allowed himself a broader smile. At forty-nine as well, Glover carried the distinction of being the first Black astronaut to venture beyond low-Earth orbit. A former Navy pilot and ISS Expedition 64 crewmember, he had spent 168 days in space already. This flight was different—deeper, lonelier, with no quick return ticket if something went wrong. Yet his tone stayed light. “The view is phenomenal,” he said during an early broadcast. “Earth is just... shrinking behind us. You can see the curve, the thin blue line. It puts everything in perspective.”

Mission Specialist Christina Koch, fifty-two, monitored the environmental control systems with the precision of someone who had already set the record for longest single spaceflight by a woman—328 days aboard the ISS. Her engineering background and calm under pressure made her the steady heartbeat of the crew. She glanced out the window at the receding planet, thinking, perhaps, of the girls watching from Earth who might one day follow her path. “It’s humbling,” she later shared with ground teams. “We’re carrying more than just ourselves up here.”

And then there was Jeremy Hansen, the Canadian Space Agency astronaut and the first non-American to fly this far. A former fighter pilot and colonel, Hansen brought both technical expertise and a sense of shared global endeavor. “This is for all of us,” he said in one of the crew’s first messages back. “Canada, the United States, our international partners—humanity taking the next step together.”

The name they had chosen for their spacecraft—Integrity—was no accident. Announced months earlier, it reflected the crew’s core operating principle: trust, respect, candor, and humility. “We can either be ‘in integrity’ or ‘out of integrity,’” Wiseman had explained in pre-flight interviews. In a vehicle where every system, every decision, and every human interaction had to align perfectly, the name was both philosophy and safeguard.

As Flight Day 1 transitioned into the small sleep period, the astronauts secured loose items, reviewed procedures, and stole moments to absorb their new reality. Earth, once a vast backdrop, had become a distant crescent—beautiful, fragile, and increasingly small. The radiation monitors ticked quietly; the service module’s European-built solar arrays tracked the Sun. Everything performed as designed, a testament to the decade-plus of work by thousands: welders in Alabama, software coders in California, heat-shield technicians in Colorado, and international partners from Europe and Canada.

The road to this moment had been anything but smooth. The Space Launch System and Orion program had faced delays, cost overruns, and technical challenges—heat shield concerns after Artemis I, engine testing hurdles, the sheer complexity of building a rocket powerful enough to send humans safely into cislunar space. Critics had questioned the expense, the timeline, the necessity. Yet here they were: the most powerful rocket ever flown by NASA lifting off on schedule, the first crewed deep-space mission since Apollo.

Back in Mission Control, lead flight director Zebulon Scoville (or whichever voice was on console that night) monitored the streams with a mix of professional detachment and quiet pride. “We have a healthy spacecraft,” came the periodic calls. Teams in the “back rooms” pored over data from the European Service Module, the crew module’s life support, and the navigation systems that would guide Integrity on its free-return trajectory around the Moon.

On the ground, the human stories multiplied. Families of the astronauts watched from VIP areas or from home, hearts in throats during ascent, then exhaling in waves of relief and tears. Wiseman’s wife and children; Glover’s family, who had traveled with him through his previous missions; Koch’s loved ones, proud of her trailblazing journey; Hansen’s Canadian contingent, waving flags in a show of national pride. Engineers who had spent years troubleshooting valves and software updates hugged in control rooms. Vendors across all fifty states—because SLS and Orion components touched nearly every corner of the country—felt a surge of validation.

As the hours ticked by on April 2, the crew prepared for the critical translunar injection burn. This was the point of no return—the moment Orion’s service module engine would ignite for nearly six minutes, adding the velocity needed to escape Earth’s gravity well and arc toward the Moon. The burn was scheduled roughly twenty-five hours after launch, around 7–8 p.m. EDT on April 2.

“Integrity, Houston,” came the call. “You are go for translunar injection.”

Wiseman’s response was crisp: “Copy, go for TLI. We’re ready to head out.”

The crew settled back into their seats. The main engine lit with a firm push—smooth, controlled acceleration that pressed them gently but unmistakably. No drama, no anomalies. The burn lasted five minutes and forty-nine seconds, flawless in execution. When the engine cut off, telemetry confirmed they were on the precise path: outbound for the Moon, velocity increased by more than 1,200 feet per second.

Earth continued to recede. By the end of Flight Day 2, the astronauts were truly in deep space—farther out than any humans since Apollo 13’s emergency loop around the Moon in 1970. They began sharing more views and thoughts with the world. Glover spoke of the overwhelming scale. Koch described the shifting light and colors. Hansen reflected on the collaborative spirit that had made the mission possible, from the Artemis Accords to the hardware contributions from across the globe.

Wiseman, ever the commander, kept the crew focused while allowing space for wonder. In one update, he noted the gravity of their situation: “Sending four humans a quarter-million miles away is a herculean effort. We’re just now realizing the full weight of it.”

Yet the tone remained optimistic. Systems were nominal. The
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