
The firestorm killed the lights and knocked the ship deep into space. 
Somehow, the instruments were still alive, but there was no crew to read 
them. Far below a red crescent shone, the edge of the burning planet 
silhouetted by the curve of a wing. It would be a lonely trip. She gazed 
through the porthole at the wavering stars.

They looked exactly the same now as they did decades ago when she first 
laid eyes on them as a child. She, along with the entire planet had 
irrevocably reshaped. Yet there they stood, unchanged, as if frozen in time.  
A reminder that her entire existence is nothing but a blip in the universe. 
That made her feel grateful and comforted. Even a sliver of perspective, 
can do wonders to a person. She sighs as she remembers how the stars 
used to elicit hope and awe in her in equal measure. Right now she can feel 
the hope decay and crumble as she continues to gape at the magnificent 
lights of the universe. Even the best among us, Captain Mira, is human 
after all. 

The firestorm decimated not only the lights but the rest of her crew. She 
can still hear their screams and shrieks from when she stood helplessly 
while an enormous explosion tore through the loading chamber. It rattled 
the ship and propelled it into deep space. She shakes her head and covers 
her ears in an attempt to drown out the inner noises. When that fails, she 
gulps an enormous volume of artificial air and proceeds towards the flight 
deck. With remarkable speed she flips and flicks switches on the console. 
The propulsion and navigation systems seem to have taken a hit. Mira 
interacts with the holographic display on the main computer and sends a 
team of nanobots to repair the damage. She hopes to have the ship back on 
course for its final destination, the Red Planet.

In the second half of the last decade, the human attitude towards Mars had 
shifted dramatically. No longer was it seen as a frivolous space adventure, 
it was now a gamble to save the species from extinction. It was now 
humanity’s only chance at finding a new home away from home. The 
situation could have been different and it sure looked that way at the 
beginning of the new decade in 2020. Humanity has always been the 
singular cause for its own salvation and damnation. Its creativity and 
ingenuity have helped it soar towards the heavens. Its baser impulses have 



clawed it back towards hell. Centuries might have elapsed but the story of 
humanity continues to be same.

Fortuitous incidents at the start of the decade led to major breakthroughs in 
technology. There was unprecedented scientific discovery. A new material 
for battery technology, scaled nuclear fusion and artificial intelligence that 
took a giant stride towards singularity. Electric cars flooded the roads, 
clean energy powered the world and quantum computers unravelled the 
mysteries of the universe. “The planet is saved” became the slogan of the 
people.

A maniacal laughter echoes through the empty corridors of the spaceship 
as captain Mira continues laughing to herself. Gradually, the laughter dies 
down and the reverberating sounds fade away. “That renewed sense of 
optimism and the dreadful slogan was wrong on so many counts. One, the 
planet never needed to be saved. We are an egotistic species to think that 
the planet is dying when in fact it is only the human species which has 
slowly been poisoning itself. Earth has endured far worse before us and 
will continue to do so long after we are gone. There are no two ways about 
it, we will be gone. In fact, it might only do better in our absence. Not only 
egotistical but we are also an incredibly naive species. Perhaps, that is 
because we are far too young and like all young beings, we are easily 
deceived because we are quick to hope.” “Two”, she continues talking out 
loud to no one but herself, the loneliness getting to her, “It was far too easy 
to be positive when the going was easy. When the going got tough, is when 
we needed to be our most optimistic and robust. Unfortunately though, 
calamitous times have only managed to bring out the worst rather than the 
best of humanity.” 

A loud rumbling gurgle slams the breaks on her monologue; her stomach 
demands food. She tries to focus on the task at hand but in this battle 
between mind and body, the impoverished body comes out on top. Giving 
in to its demands, the lone space-farer makes her way across the length of 
the ship, past the deserted break rooms. At the far end of the corridor, she 
spots the room bathed in bright light. Her eyes squint instinctively in 
response to the luminous onslaught. Upon adjusting, they spot the farming 
suits suspended against the walls. Mira rummages through the suits, 
pausing occasionally to run her fingers through the names engraved on 



them. Eventually she stumbles across one which reads, “Captain Mira” and 
swiftly dons it. 

Stumbling and staggering inside the new suit, she clumsily makes her way 
towards the gigantic sealed chamber situated bang in the middle of the 
room. Punching a few digits on the keypad situated at the door, Mira enters 
and promptly removes her helmet. Inflating her stomach to capacity, she 
gulps down a voluminous chunk of fresh air. She bends down to catch a 
whiff and immediately a smile springs forth on her frowning freckled face. 
Waves of tranquility sweep over her body. No matter how much we 
alienate ourselves from nature, being in her midst always feels like this 
is where we belong, like we have found our way back home. 

Guided by her hands and nose, she digs her hands into the soil and plucks 
the ripe space-grown fruits and vegetables. She packs them in a bag and 
carries them to the kitchen. Once there, she takes out a tiny package from 
the pantry and places it inside an oddly shaped machine along with the 
space veggies. She munches on a space banana while the contraption 
buzzes and metamorphoses the package into a pasta or at least some 
semblance of it. Layering it with authentic vegetables and rehydrated food, 
the unholy amalgamation scarcely resembles a meal back on the planet 
that can no longer be called home.

The captain polishes off the sandwich and only then remembers to step out 
of her suit. Hunger can make a person forget the pressures of the world, let 
alone the weight of a farming space suit. “Hey Qualia, how are them 
nanobots working on the trashed propulsion?”, she announces to no one in 
particular. “The work is proceeding without any hiccups and we should be 
ready to launch into hyperdrive within a few hours”, a digital faceless 
voice announces. “Go ahead”, she commands while nodding her head 
slowly. Mira then saunters towards the hibernation chamber to take an 
astronaut’s nap.

She lays the groundwork for her prolonged nap by gulping down a red pill. 
The captain then runs her hands over one of the sleep pods. It springs to 
life and projects a holographic screen. The captain adjusts the virtual 
knobs on the screen, tweaking the settings to her liking. She sets the alarm 
for three months and fourteen days, waking up just in time to catch a 



glimpse of humanity’s new home. Mira pops open one of the cabinets and 
takes out a gigantic tube of a green gloopy gel. 
She cringes as she dips her fingers into the bio-film but proceeds to rub it 
all over body nonetheless. The space-tripper is near ready to go dormant 
when her ears register progressively louder sounds. Is her imagination 
running wild or did that sound like footsteps? She tries to be vigilant but 
finds herself immensely relaxed. Her eyes feel heavy and her body limp. 
She needs to figure out the source of the sound but her mind-body 
succumb to the effects of the red pill.

Retrospective repentance of a few decades will not reverse the heedless 
damage of a few centuries. There is no outrunning the past or your 
mistakes. Sooner or later they will catch up with you. The signs were 
always there. The weather had been fluctuating wildly for decades. 
Apathetic or oblivious, humanity failed to learn from its past and so it 
was doomed to keep repeating it. Eventually, they had to face the 
music and by the middle of the decade, they faced a grand orchestra. 

Dangerous climatic alterations ravaged vulnerable ecosystems. Hailstorms, 
heatwaves, torrential downpours and blizzards. Extreme and unpredictable 
weather became the norm. Food and water supply chains decayed and 
crumbled. The jubilation and sense of optimism began to fade in line with 
the dwindling populations of the most susceptible and poor countries. 
That’s the thing about slow damage, it builds up inconspicuously. At 
best, it never reveals itself; at worst, it conceals itself as progress. 
Eventually, it shows itself when you least expect it. Then it hits and 
when it does, it hits hard and all at once.

It's ironic that the word humanity means to show benevolence. As the 
crisis deepened, humans became increasingly selfish. Countries sealed 
their borders in an attempt to save ‘their’ people. Trade and aid came to a 
grinding halt. All economic focus shifted to food and water as nations 
finally realized that people cannot eat and drink money. Eventually 
humanity resorted to what it knows best : violence. Not being able to 
save each other, humanity’s solution was to kill each other. While most 
of the population surrendered to fear and their baser impulses, not 
everyone succumbed.



Across the globe, a crusade underway. Led by Elon Musk, the puzzle of 
survival was being solved one piece at a time. The pieces never did really 
fit but no one cared as long as a picture, any picture was taking shape. The 
group consisting of thinkers, revolutionaries, innovators and specialists. It 
was a horrid mismatch but they were glued together by two shared traits - 
a bottomless capacity for eternal hope and an undying passion to put 
mankind where they believed it always belonged, among the stars. 

Scores of virtual meetings made possible through the use of holograms 
gave birth to the BEYOND. The objective was clear; a new beginning, a 
clean slate. The Earth had spoken, humans were no longer a part of its 
plan. The planet had developed a raging fever to get rid of the parasite 
that infected its terra. It was time for the bird to leave its nest and soar 
towards the starry sky. With only a few among them inhabiting this 
new world, there was a belief that this time around, they could do it 
right. This time around, mankind would be symbiotic and not 
parasitic. They would do this or they would die trying.

“Everyone always believed that if it ever happened it would be a 
cataclysmic event that would spiral into the end of the world. Even our 
doomsday expectations were pompous and grandiose. When it did happen 
it was all so… bathetic and slow”, the man says. “Thats just it though isn’t 
it?”, the woman replies. “We grow up believing that our lives are 
shaped by dramatic and monumental events. People keep waiting for 
some grand larger-than-life event to change their life, missing out on 
all the smaller ones that actually do. Few lives are assembled out of 
exceptional moments, most are fabricated out of smaller ones. This is 
not to say any moment is superior to the other. They are equally vital 
for every moment is bursting with meaning and pregnant with life. 
This is nature’s rule; change is never enduring yet unhurried, it is 
gradual yet ephemeral. Our lives change ever so slowly right in front 
of our eyes; maybe that is why we never notice.”

“Not necessarily”, the man points out. “For instance, there is a change 
happening right now and I am clearly noticing it. Captain seems to be 
regaining consciousness; the blue pill is working its magic”. The woman 
playfully hits him and shifts her gaze towards her leader. Mira’s eyelids 
flutter rapidly while she groggily comes back to life. She manages to open 



them wide enough to see two beaming familiar faces gaping right at her. 
She reciprocates with a warm smile only for it to fade away in an instant. 
Startled, she sits up, as reality dawns on her. 

“How are…but the two of you…the firestorm?”, she spurts half-baked 
sentences. “Hey, hey it’s okay”, the man parks himself next to his dazed 
commander-in-chief and wraps his burly arms around her. Immediately her 
face goes soft as she finds solace in the cocoon created by the man. 
Gathering herself she asks them the one question that they were expecting. 

“Well, we were able to react before the explosion ripped through that 
section of the ship. At least some of us…”, a lump in her throat impedes 
the woman from continuing. Mira gently clasps the woman’s left hand, 
affording her time to gather herself. “Some of us were able to activate our 
nano shields in time for the inferno to burn right without scorching us. The 
surge of energy propelled the ship forward but knocked us out cold.

When we came to be, we found ourselves stranded in space with the ship 
nowhere in sight. It was darker and emptier then I could imagine in my 
wildest nightmares”, she shudders on reliving the memory. “We froze as 
the great abyss gazed right at us”, the man takes over. “Petrified, we 
were scared stiff when Zia here remembered something you had told us. 
Zia, takes the cue and continues, “When faced with great uncertainty, 
the worst a person can do is nothing. The best, is to do something, 
anything. Inaction is also an action but the most wretched one of all 
the actions. Mould your situation or let the situation mould you.”

“I do remember saying that. That was a great speech”, Mira sheds her 
modesty with a grin. With that, the captain slices the tense atmosphere 
right down the middle and uproarious laughter erupts. “Anyway”, Zia 
continues as the laughter dies out, “The eight of us decided to spread out; a 
pair heading out in each direction. “But”, Mira asks, frown lines crowding 
her forehead, “Where were you guys headed?” “Away from despair”, the 
man answers. “We knew our chances of survival were infinitesimally small 
but we didn’t have long. All that mattered was that we moved forward with 
hope and not stagnate with fear. We said our good-byes knowing fully well 
that this might be our final farewell. Our backs facing each other, we 
unleashed the jet thrusters at full throttle.”



“Sebastian suggested that we meditate while hurtling through the cosmos 
in order to slow down our breathing. It seemed like a ridiculous idea but a 
great way to go out”, Zia prods the story along. “I couldn’t focus in the 
beginning with all that fear and doubt running amok. Eventually though, 
a strange serenity set in. In the absolute stillness and silence of hollow 
space, nothing mattered any more. I felt liberated. Hours turned into 
minutes as my body moved through the vast nothingness and so did 
my mind. And then it hit me.”

“What? What hit you?”, the captain inquires. Her speech hurried, her body 
leaning in. “The space elevator”, Zia smirks. “You guys made it all the 
way back to the space lift?”, she asks with eyes stretched wide. “Well, 
neither the engines nor the ship’s hyperdrive had kicked in. It had 
propelled forward primarily because of the explosion so we weren’t that 
far off from the launch station”, Sebastian ventures a guess. “Why didn’t 
you take the elevator down to earth or head back to the space station? Why 
would you risk coming back all the way? Venturing out into the unknown 
having just returned?”, the captain scratches her head. 

“Why would we not?” Zia locks eyes with the captain. “It is not in the 
nature of our species. The unknown beckons us and while we might 
tremble hearing its terrifying call, we have always answered it. For in the 
unknown we find all the answers and we find ourselves. All of us at 
BEYOND, might not have lived for much but now we can die for 
something greater than ourselves. The human story looks doomed to 
end on the blue planet but we refuse to go so easily into the night. This 
is not the first time we face insurmountable odds and this is surely not 
going to be the last time. Time and again, humanity has defied the 
odds to not only survive but also thrive.

The first ship cannot fail; at least not right here. Not in front of the 
whole world to see. When we decided to come back to the spaceship, it 
was with a singular objective - to keep hope alive. We might not make 
it all the way to Mars but we have to try. Not for ourselves but for 
every human out there. If we fail right here, then all hope might be 
lost. But if we fail out there, in the emptiness of space, then hope will 
carry on.



And hope is all we have ever had as a species. Hope is what gets a 
person out of bed in the morning. Hope is what gave us monkeys the 
courage to step out of Africa, to risk navigating the treacherous seas 
and the audacity to now launch ourselves into the infinite heavens 
above. Hope is what has made us, time and again, take on the 
improbable, nay the impossible. Hope is what allows us to believe that 
tomorrow will be better than today. Hope gives us the strength and the 
courage to step into the darkness and become a beacon of light.”


