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To my Children,

You are, and always will be perfect, just as you are. I love you.

"No pessimist ever discovered the secret of the stars, or sailed to an uncharted land, or opened a new doorway for the human spirit."

-Helen Keller

A dying Earth requires mankind's journey to a new planet. Seven brave women are humanity's only hope against the unbeknownst horrors of our new home. When the darkest energy in the universe clashes with the relentless human spirit, only the reincarnated survive.
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Chapter 1: Exodus
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Major Unity walked down the empty tarmac towards the Direct Orbital Entry, or DOE capsule, on the North American Continental Defense Base in Colorado Springs. Her destination was the spaceship Charon, a massive interstellar ship awaiting in orbit. Its purpose: to colonize Terra Phoenix, mankind’s new home 20 light years away. She anticipated meeting the six other international crew she would soon lead - six women who were also meeting for the first time, arriving from different continents that had been at war just four years prior.

I hope that the high stakes will keep everyone in line, she thought.

Sweat beaded on her forehead and ran down the inside of her respirator as she made her way across the radiating pavement. She shifted the weight of the briefcase to her left hand and reminded herself of the utter importance of its contents - it housed the digitized consciousnesses of the nearly one hundred million remaining North Americans who'd migrated to the vicinity of Colorado in recent years, desperate to escape Ocean Toxification Syndrome, or OTS.

With a few brisk eye movements, she cued her Optical Retinal Bypass, or ORB, a display integrated into her vision field.

1355. Ahead of schedule. 

Unity paused and took in the view through her cumbersome mask.

To the west lay the North American Defense Academy, where she tossed her military cover in the air during graduation, just over ten years ago. 

The sprawling North American Medical Complex sat to the south, where her mom lost her battle to OTS a few months back.

Thank God consciousness digitization came online before your death, Mom.

She glanced at the briefcase and remembered her family was right beside her, not in body, but in digitized spirit.

She whispered. “See you soon Mom, Dad, and Sarah.”

She remembered seeing the three green lights on a digitization chamber that signified their successful consciousness transfer, followed by the rapid liquification of their lifeless bodies. Difficult to watch, but a counterintuitive necessity for survival. 

Her final task before boarding the capsule was to sign a plaque to mark the significant occasion, should the Earth heal and be re-colonized in the distant future. She read it aloud:

"At this spot, on June 1, 2149, Major Unity, NADF, left the bounds of Earth on the last North American Space flight during the Great Exodus to Terra Phoenix. Following the Ocean Toxification of the late 21st century, and the First and Second World Resource Wars, humanity peacefully united and embarked on a 20 light-year journey of survival to our new home. Love bless humankind."

She signed the plaque, "Unity, MAJ, NADF. Exodus Mission Commander."

She anxiously looked down the maglev accelerator, disappearing over the horizon to the east. She opened the hatch and boarded the DOE capsule, leaving the greyish pall of her homeworld behind.

​Although she'd logged over 2,000 flight hours, 500 of which were in combat, this was her first trip into space. She considered the unlikely series of events that brought her to this moment.

​Unity sealed the hatch and initiated a scrub of the cabin air. Once safe, she removed her mask and strapped into the small capsule for the flight to Charon.

This is an ironic fulfillment of my childhood dream of becoming an astronaut. Just don’t think about how fast I’ll accelerate.

Her mind disobediently pictured the DOE capsule magnetically accelerating her across the terrain to tens of thousands of kilometers per hour while creating a magnetically induced atmospheric vacuum in her path, placing her directly into an elliptical orbit from the surface of the earth.

She followed the checklist and the countdown timer appeared on the screen. The capsule hummed and levitated above the charged rail. 

"10:00...9:59...9:58..." To distract herself from the journey, she cued a picture of her mom, dad, and sister Sarah from the day of her graduation onto her ORB with several quick eye movements.

Unity thought about her dad. He was drafted during the First World Resource War, leaving just before her birth in 2116. He suffered a traumatic brain injury during a Siberian resource campaign, and returned after her birth, never the same.

The First World Resource War was fought during a time when most of the world's powerful still refused to accept that the Earth was dying, and nations scrambled for resources to maintain national survival amidst massive worldwide coastal population displacements. During this period of turmoil, surviving populations dwindled to less than 10% of their 21st century peak, clustered on shrinking vegetation islands of habitable land at the center of the great landmasses. Governments, religions, institutions, corporations, and societies all fell under the weight of this great ecological collapse. The war resulted in a worldwide armistice and the dissolution of national borders in favor of seven continental alliances. 

A new cloned body and brain on Terra Phoenix will enable dad to return to the man of his youth - the man I never knew.

She smiled at the thought of meeting her father with all of his faculties for the first time.

Unity thought of her mom, a pure soul and loving person. She grew up just inland of the Oregon coast, unknowingly exposed to the outer effects of the dying sea as a child. The day before Unity shipped off to attend the North American Defense Academy, she learned of her mother's terminal OTS diagnosis - a defining moment that both shattered her optimistic innocence and became the catalyst for the strengthening of her spirit.

Her mom was able to survive for as long as she did because she was not as exposed as others were, and was a natural healer. She remembered her mother's final words, spoken mere months ago: "I knew from the moment you opened your eyes that the universe has a great purpose for you and its vast energies are guiding you. I will always be with the Infinite's presence, felt as the Love in your heart."

Unity thought of her sister Sarah, who was four years younger, but 10 years wiser. Together, they endured their father's brain injury and mother's illness and digitization. Sarah was the one who Unity left her heart with when she decided to serve in the Continental Defense Force. One able-bodied child from each family was compelled to serve - better she paid the burden, than for it to fall on Sarah. Serving was also the best path to her true dream of being an astronaut. She left her home 14 years ago, in body and mind, but her heart remained bound with Sarah.

Her family would later move into her home at her duty station and Unity remembered her sister's worry every time she left the house on a long-range combat mission. She pictured Sarah running and screaming towards her in delight as she exited the transport aircraft when she finally returned from P.O.W. status at the end of the Second World Resource War, four years ago. 

Sarah was against the Second World Resource War from the beginning - a war between continental alliances over resources to escape the dying Earth. It wasn't until the Europeans invented consciousness digitization, combined with the South American’s advancements in rapid stem cell clone printing, that it was realized the entire human race could travel to a new home on Terra Phoenix and reincarnate into new bodies - not just a few hundred lucky lottery winners. As a result, the continental powers struck the Great Exodus Alliance, built Charon, and unanimously cooperated to accomplish this singular vision. 

Over the course of human history, external crises have always been the catalyst for communities, nations, and alliances to band together and showcase our unlimited potential. It only made sense that it took an event of this magnitude to drive us to cooperate, unite as a race, and collectively actualize. If the Exodus succeeded, historians may see this all as a blessing in disguise.

"0:30...0:29...0:28..." The harmonic hums of both the atmospheric vacuum polarizers and mag-rail intensified.

Unity closed the family picture, took a deep breath, and whispered, "Love bless humankind." She was jerked back in the seat as the capsule flew down the mag-rail in a blur.

After several minutes of strong G-forces, she left the rail and became weightless. She skimmed the surface as the Earth’s curvature gradually receded below. Wispy clouds parted in her path with a charged fluorescent glow. 

The eastern outskirts of the Denver-Colorado Springs metro megacity sprawl became fully visible as she continued to climb. Soon, the living edge of the continent, the ring of lush green landscape appeared. The green rapidly blended into brown and grey hues of vast lifeless terrain, now advanced over 650 kilometers inland from every shore around the world. The eastern seaboard of North America appeared, with the murky greenish-brown Atlantic Ocean expanding beyond.

Like a diseased liver, the great oceans ceased to cleanse the planet. While humankind adapted to a slow but relentless sea rise of a few meters, it’s very composition became the true threat to all planetary life. Settled atmospheric pollutants, along with all the chemicals, micro plastics, medication, heavy metals, waste, and industrial and agricultural byproducts that entered any water stream since the dawn of the industrial revolution collected in the great oceans. pH levels dropped, slow at first, before plummeting. As it became acidic, its self-cleaning process dissolved until it sterilized in the late 21st century. It was then only a short matter of time until it emitted the energy of its new composition and became the source of all consuming death - relentlessly leeching inland through water tables, sterilizing terrain and toxifying the atmosphere like a spreading cancer.

The sky faded to black as she left the mesosphere into low Earth orbit.

Unity felt another acceleration as a small thruster adjusted her course to intercept the South American Geostationary node, where an umbilical anchored Charon to the equator in Northern Brazil. Fascinating how the umbilical delivered liquid metal all the way into space by magnetic siphoning, essentially 3D printing Charon directly in orbit at the end of a long, thin straw.

She squinted at the full moon’s off-white glare and was reminded of the three biodome colonies that were established as a backup to the Exodus: one in Siberia, a second on the Moon, and a third on Mars. Since they all lacked the breathable planetary atmosphere that Terra Phoenix offered, they were only planned to house around a thousand colonists each. 

Unity refocused on the in-brief with her new crew once onboard. She repeated their names aloud, “Yang, Atiena, Celia, Erda, Minu, Bodhi.”

She brought up each member's file on her ORB display. All seven crew members were under 35 to mitigate any unforeseen delays enroute or should mass reincarnation malfunction. All were female because they were the most adept for long term space travel and if the mission to Terra Phoenix failed, there was a supply of embryos they could host that would enable the most efficient strategy for small population replacement. It wasn't an ideal option, but another necessary backup to help ensure mankind endured.

Unity closed the files and felt the full weight of the responsibility humanity had invested in her.

​She took a deep breath and closed her eyes to connect to the Universe's Love guiding her heart.  She felt its presence and direction, which somewhat calmed her overwhelming responsibility for the welfare of the human race.

​The DOE capsule made another course adjustment, bringing her back to the present.

Enough on the crew, they are just people invested in our collective survival, like me.

She opened the Terra Phoenix OPORD on her ORB and an animation displayed the mission phases in her field of view.

Phase 1: Orbital assembly. A pod launches from each of the seven continental capitals and arrives at Charon.

Phase 2: Near lightspeed travel to Terra Phoenix. The crew digitizes and Charon accelerates at 3G’s towards Terra Phoenix. Separate time indicators display a 21-year transit in Earth years while only 5 years pass onboard due to time dilation.

Phase 3: Colonial Construction. The colonial modules detach and land on Terra Phoenix. Charon and the crew remain at near lightspeed, establishing orbit just outside the event horizon of the nearby Taiji Prime Blackhole. After 5 years on the surface, the crew reincarnate on Charon, check on the colony, and re-digitize.

Phase 4: Arrival. Charon enters orbit around Terra Phoenix 75 years later. The crew reincarnates and verifies colonial construction from orbit, then descend to the colonial spaceport on a shuttle and upload all digitized consciousnesses from the launchpad, including their own.

Phase 5: Operational Verification. The crew incarnate during the first generation of 18 distinct, 58-day incarnation cycles to ensure the colony operates properly. After the first colonial Generation of 18 incarnations, the mission is complete.

Unity paused the animations and smiled. Then I will see my family. 

Contingency Phase: “In Case Of Terminal Mission Failure.” The crew return to Charon, re-enter orbit at near lightspeed around the Taiji Prime Blackhole for 25,000 Earth years, then return to Earth and rejoin the descendants of the team in the biosphere. 3,000 years have passed on Charon.

Unity took another breath, under the weight of what lay on her shoulders. 

The capsule display announced “Prepare for docking with Charon.” 

Unity opened her eyes to the massive name "Charon" on the white hull as the capsule lined up on final approach for the docking sequence.

Charon was a fitting name for this vessel, as he was the mythological Greek ferryman for Hades, who brought newly deceased souls across the River Styx, which divided the worlds of the living and the dead. Coincidentally, souls that couldn't pay a toll with a coin were thought to have to wander the shores for 100 years - nearly the same number of Earth years every digitized human consciousness would wait to reincarnate. Maybe these ancient storytellers knew of mankind's pending destiny.

The capsule decelerated and firmly docked. Unity arrived on Charon.
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Chapter 2: Uniting Nations
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Unity powered down the capsule as the hatch next to her burst open. A female thrust a fully charged phaser in and pressed it to her left temple. 

"Major Cameron Lowe, North American Defense Force?" The babel chip implanted in Unity’s ear voiced English over Chinese dialect, in a matching tone.

Taken aback, Unity replied, "I used to go by that name."

The voice sternly continued, "I'm under direct orders to verify your identity prior to allowing you entry. As long as you're who you say you are, we'll have no issues."

Unity tried to look towards the open hatch, but the phaser pressed harder into her temple, keeping her head straight. "Orders from who? Under the accords of the Exodus Treaty, I'm the Commanding Officer of this mission, and you report to me. This is an act of insubordination...Now put the phaser down!"

The voice continued, "I'm following a final order of the Asian Alliance and verifying the North Americans assigned who they agreed to as mission commander. If not, I'm required to upload your consciousness into the digitizer and assume command of this mission. Failure to identify or comply with the upload will force me to discharge this phaser."

Unity quietly contemplated the situation during an awkward moment of silence.

The voice softened, "Please understand, I'm told my consciousness and that of my family will face digital deletion upon arrival to Terra Phoenix, if I allow any North American besides Major Cameron Lowe to lead this mission." Her other arm extended and held out a digitization port scanner.

Unity took the scanner and held it up to the port on her right temple.

"Identity verified, Major Unity, alias Major Cameron Lowe," the device chirped.

"Satisfied?"

The phaser dropped and an empty hand extended."I'm Major Yang, Asian Defense Force. My sincere apologies ma'am, welcome aboard Charon. I have the deepest respect for your actions during the war and submit myself for disciplinary action as you see fit."

Unity floated out of the capsule and closed the hatch. "Am I going to have any more trouble from you?"

Yang put the phaser back in the arms locker. "No ma'am."

Unity looked into Yang's eyes, "I would've done the same for my family if I were in your position. Consider it forgotten."

Yang inclined her head towards Unity. "Thank you."

Unity activated the panel to move her capsule into a stored position, in case it would later be needed as an escape pod. She turned back to Yang and lifted the briefcase. "These nearly hundred million people I've been carrying around all morning are getting awfully heavy, even in zero G's. Can you please direct me to the digitizer?"

"Yes ma'am. It's right this way, follow me."

Unity nodded, "Thanks...and please don't call me ma'am."

Yang smiled as the two floated down the narrow docking corridor and entered a small room on the left. Unity connected the optical cable to the case and pressed the green upload button. The case rapidly counted down.

I wonder which numbers are my family? Unity thought, picturing them reincarnating with her on Terra Phoenix.

Unity asked, "How’s Charon and the crew?"

"All ship systems are fully operational. Fission-fusion drive is ready for ignition, all nine colonial modules check green, and incarnation modules are operational. The rest of humanity's digitized consciousnesses were successfully uploaded and the crew is assembled in the cafeteria, awaiting your arrival."

Unity nodded with approval.

The digitizer chirped, "98,874,145 digitization profiles uploaded. 829,223,136 total consciousnesses in the database."

"Nearly the entire remaining uniqueness of human existence, distilled down into one digital database," Yang quipped.

"Indeed.” Unity smiled. “All except the three thousand scattered biosphere colonists and the seven of us. When it comes down to it, humans are both very different and yet one and the same. Let's brief the crew, Yang."

——————
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Unity entered the cafeteria and a well built, African female firmly stated, "Charon crew, attention on deck!" The six other women awkwardly came to attention while floating around the room.

​Unity said, "At ease, please." She looked around the room. "Welcome to Charon. I’m Major Unity, and I’m honored to work with each of you. We're embarking on the most important mission the human race will ever undertake - a mission for our survival. You each arrived on separate capsules, coming together for a shared purpose - to travel 20 lightyears to the Taiji Solar System and ensure humanity’s new beginning on Terra Phoenix.

​“Our unique new home and its star closely orbit the Taiji Prime Blackhole. Terra Phoenix is the only habitable planet with a breathable atmosphere discovered during mankind's 60 year extensive search, and it’ll have significant survival challenges, which we'll review just prior to arrival.

"We must put all differences aside and function as a team to complete the tasks ahead. While I've been given the authority to make all decisions, I consider the seven of us otherwise equals, so military formalities aren't necessary.

“A little about me. I was born in 2116 to coastal refugees who migrated to Colorado during the First World Resource War, a few years before the formation of the North American Continental Alliance. I’m a fighter pilot and was a P.O.W. during the Second World Resource War. I have parents and a sister waiting in digitization.

"I’m honored to work with each of you and look forward to the success of this mission. First Officer Yang, over to you."

Major Yang floated to the front of the cafeteria. "Thank you Major Unity. I'm Major Yang, of the Asian Defence Force. I echo our Commander's comments, that the success of this mission is paramount and I ask we put all differences aside. 

“I was born in central China and am also a pilot and an Astrophysicist. Due to massive overpopulation in central China from Asian-Pacific migration, all non-essential personnel were immediately digitized when the technology came online four years ago. I have a husband and daughter who have been digitized since.

“In addition to being the Executive Officer, I manage our fission-fusion engines, which we’ll soon fire off. Although we're sitting on the remnants of the world’s nuclear arsenal, the engines are computer automated, and should any critical faults develop, the mainframe will automatically reincarnate us for repairs.

“We will soon digitize, and if all goes well we'll wake orbiting just outside of the event horizon of the Taiji Prime Blackhole while the colony is being constructed. I look forward to working with each one of you."

Unity looked around the room. "Thank you Yang. Would each of you please introduce yourselves before we digitize?"

​A woman with wavy dark hair and brown eyes spoke, "My name’s Dr. Celia. I'm a Brazilian medical scientist and was selected as the medical officer and representative of the South American Alliance. My family was from Brasilia and I graduated from Medical School with my wife, Julianna, who succumbed to OTS before digitization came online. After her death, I poured all my energy into my work with the digitization procedural team for the South American Medical Institute."

An athletic woman with blonde hair and blue eyes began, "Hello, my name’s Dr. Erda. I'm a German Social Engineer and European Alliance representative. I was adopted by my German Aunt and Russian Uncle in Moscow following my brother's and parent's deaths from OTS.  My uncle was a member of the European Alliance High Council and I attended
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