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I’d never liked this Earth. I suppose it never liked us humans, either.

If one travelled out of the biosphere without any protective equipment, they would die  instantly from the searing heat. If they didn’t, the UV radiation from the sun would kill them soon enough, with no protection from the depleted ozone layer. Even if they did manage to venture out and survive, there’d be nowhere to go to - nowhere but a planet-wide, corrosive ocean or a few patches of barren, desert.

I learned that it wasn’t always like that: that once we could breathe without the need for purifiers and gas masks, that once upon a time the sea hadn’t covered most of the surface, that other living beings had populated it without a need for a closed environment. However, that seems hard to believe: without the biosphere shielding us from storms and providing a safe environment to live in, we humans would have been long gone.

Even so, I’d always wanted to leave this place. As much as we needed the biosphere to keep us alive, I detested having to be confined there for the entirety of my life. I wanted to see what else the universe had to offer besides that horrid place.

That’s why I decided to volunteer for this mission, to go out and find an alternative planet for humans to live on. Aside from being able to benefit everyone else, I had another motive: to finally get out of this damned place and see space in all its glory.

Lyra, my friend and one of the main engineers for this project, had suggested to me to keep recordings of any calls or conversations I had, in case anything happened. I’d thought that was her being far too careful for once.

What I never expected is that those recordings would be my only link back to Earth.

Recording #1

“Oi, Kudryavka! Get back here, we can’t send you to space too, there isn’t enough room…”

“Maybe she wants to get away from a certain person-”

“Hey, this is betrayal! I’m the one who feeds you, not her. You hear me, Kudryavka? BETRAYAL!”

A few barks were heard, followed by a whine and some scuffling.

“So…I guess this is it. I’ll be stuck here for the rest of my life.”

“No need to be so pessimistic. You trust us, right? This spaceship has been in the works for years. There’s enough to sustain you for years, and even if all that runs out, the ship will automatically replenish itself using resources from other planets. You’ll be fine!”

“No, it’s just that…I’ll miss you.”

There was a period of silence.

“I…it should be fine. You’ll be able to talk to me under the guise of giving reports, so it’s not like you’ll never hear me again. But still…I’ll miss you too.”

The roar of engines sounded in the background.

“I should leave. If not, the spaceship will probably leave without me.”

“Alright…good luck. Promise to report back regularly, ok?”

“Don’t worry. I know if I don’t, you’ll murder me if I come back.”

The sound of footsteps walking away was heard, followed by a series of barks. The sound of engines grew softer until it was barely audible, followed by a long silence.

Recording #8

“Reporting from space. Currently cruising at a speed of approximately 150,000 kilometres per hour, in the direction of-”

“Oi, it’s me!”

“Who?”

“You thought it was the other researchers, BUT IT WAS ME, LYRA!”

“Ah, no wonder. I had a sense of impending doom when I received this call…”

“Hey, am I that bad of a friend?” She sighed, before continuing. “Either way, what’s been happening on your side? Have you been hit by a comet yet?”

“I hope a meteor lands on your desk and crushes you.” Giggles were heard in the background. “I’ve just reached the edge of the asteroid belt. There haven’t been any major collisions yet, thankfully.”

“Ah, that’s further than expected. Reaching our main targets should take more time, but still, it’s just been a month-”

“-it’s been that long already?”

“Hmm…maybe being cooped up in that spaceship makes you lose track of time, for better or worse.”

“Eh, it’s been fine for now. I already have all I need to survive. Besides, a few months of being cooped up in such a small place is worth it if we can find a better world to live in than Earth.”

There was silence for a moment. “Just make sure you stay well. I’ve heard of people slowly going insane when confined in small places - cabin fever, claustrophobia, or whatever it is, it’s not good.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of myself. I’d be more worried about you, with how forgetful and clueless you are. Not to mention - have you forgotten to feed Kudryavka? I’m afraid she may go hungry without me.”

“I’m not that bad of a dog owner, alright? I’ve remembered to feed her…most of the time, at least.”

Laughter was heard, followed by a faint murmur in the background. “Sorry, I have to leave soon. I didn’t know I’d have so little time to talk…”

“No, it’s alright. You shouldn’t use me as an excuse to slack off, alright? Go do…whatever you need to do, I guess.”

“Alright. Stay safe, ok? I’ll call you someday soon.”

Recording #15

“Reporting from space. Current speed is 200,000-”

“Yea, yea, I know. There’s no need to repeat all that, you know? You’re not a robot or something.”

“Ah, I should have expected…you’re here again.”

“Yes, it’s me - wait. You sound like you’ve just been put through 20,000 math lectures. What happened? Did a comet crash into the spaceship, leaving you stranded on a deserted planet or something?”

“No, it’s just…It’s been two months, yet nothing’s happened. The spaceship is too small to do anything, and all I’ve seen for the past two weeks are rocks flying by the window. I never expected to say this, but I…I miss Earth. As horrible a place it is, at least things were happening there.”

“Oh…cabin fever is finally getting to you, I guess.”

“In short, yes.”

“Well…all I can say is, what lies beyond there should be far more interesting and far better than Earth ever was. That’s what you’ve always wanted to see, right?”

“Yes, but…I’m having trouble seeing beyond this. Once you leave one planet, space is empty - one huge blanket of black. And this asteroid belt…there’s rocks for days, so many that if you brought them together you could probably build another Earth. To believe that there’s more beyond that, whole planets and stars to explore…it’s quite hard, that’s all.”

“I…I never thought you’d say that. You, the same person who’d try to look at the stars even when you could hardly see anything, who studied for the sole purpose of leaving this place…you shouldn’t say that. The view in space should be clearer than at home, right? There’s none of this light pollution, so you should be able to see every star, planet, and moon you want to reach just in front of you. And even with all those rocks, they should float by in a second. They aren’t blocking your view all the time.”

“…thank you. There is something I want to reach beyond all this. I’m just in doubt, though…having to wait so long, is it worth it?”

“Don’t say that! You’ve never liked Earth, why would you come back? It’s already unsuitable for us humans - the only thing keeping us alive is the biosphere, after all. Besides, you said it yourself that time - ‘Someday, we’ll leave this place. We can run off to…Alpha Centauri, or something. Anywhere would be better than here.’ Do you want to give up on that?”

Laughter was heard. “Ah…you remember that?”

“I have a good memory, I guess.”

“Still, though…you did want to leave too, right?”

“Yes, but we only have enough to send one person, and you’d be a far better astronaut than me. I also have Kudryavka to take care of, don’t I? I can’t just bring her to space. But still…I hope that someday, I can leave this place too. All I can do now is wait.”

“Oh…if so, I hope I can find somewhere we can relocate to soon, once I’m beyond here. Then we won’t have to worry about anything, right.”

“Right. Well, good luck.  May you bring us good news soon.”

Recording #22

“Reporting from Target Planet E…wait, is it your turn to talk again?”

“Ding-ding, you’re right! I, Lyra, thus grace you with my presence, and-”

“Shut up, I know. Well…as far as I’ve explored, Target E is interesting.”

“In a good way?”

“Uh…mostly. As predicted, it’s covered in ice, and it’s cold even where I am at the equator. But its gravity…after spending months in a spaceship, it takes time to get used to it as weak as it is.”

Laughter was heard. “What? You’d feel strange too if you had once been floating around and then some force suddenly pulled you down.”

“No, I’m…I’m just thinking of you flopping around on the surface uselessly like a fish…”

“…I hope you get crushed to death by a meteorite.”

“You’re far too mean, you know? To the person who’s responsible for keeping you alive, no less.”

“I could say the same thing about you. Either way, whether we can live here is another matter. Any heating system alone would require a lot of energy, not to mention the large amounts of radiation we’d be exposed to even with protective gear. I’ve been assigned to stay here and run a few more tests, but they’ve already concluded that we cannot stay here.”

“Ah, that’s a pity. I think Earth is making itself more hostile to us by the day - the storms and cyclones are getting stronger and more destructive. There’s also a trend that they may be drawing closer…”

“That’s…terrifying.”

“Maybe we are just suffering the consequences of what humans did in the past. But assuming we were once able to live on Earth without the biosphere or anything, what did those past humans do to make it like this?”

“Something devastatingly horrible, probably. But even with our current capabilities, we cannot fix Earth or remake it to be habitable - how could we purify the air, or reduce the temperature, or bring back those old species on a significant enough scale? It seems our only hope is to find a new one.”

“I guess that’s so…” In the background, a shrill beeping was heard. “Sorry, I need to go. A storm is close to the biosphere.”

“Please stay safe…”

Recording #29

“Reporting from space. En route to Target A at 170,000 kilometres per hour…You haven’t corrected me yet, is everything alright?”

Two loud barks were heard.

“Ah…stop, I’ll get your food - wait, she’s here? AAH, I'M SORRY! I was waiting here, but then I fell asleep, and-”

“No, it’s alright…calm down. Why is Kudryavka there? I thought they’d never let her into the lab. If the other engineers find out, they’ll never let you hear the end of it.”

“Well…it’s a long story.”

“I’m listening.”

“I told you about the stronger storms nowadays, right? One of them…reached the base. So far, there haven’t been any fatalities, but part of the base was wrecked, including our cabins. Kudryavka and I managed to get out, but there’s no other space, so we’re staying here for now until it gets fixed.”

“Oh…That’s horrible.”

“Don’t worry, I managed to rescue your telescope as well - NO! DON’T TOUCH THAT! Bad dog, horrible dog!”

“No, not that…all your other things must have been destroyed. Not to mention, if a storm managed to reach the base, could that mean more, stronger ones are coming? Would you be alright?”

“I…it was going to happen, sooner or later. We all already know Earth’s a horrible place to live, so maybe this is its final effort to push us out. It would be good riddance, after all we supposedly did to it.”

“But that means…you have a plan to escape, right? If they could send me out to space, surely they could find a way to send everyone, right? Or relocate to a safer area, or…”

They drifted off into silence.

“I don’t know…we’re working on strengthening the outer structures and getting emergency generators and purifiers ready. For now…we can only wait and see if they work.”

“That’s all? I have to go back. If only I wasn’t stuck out here like this, I could help-”

“No. You might be able to help us here, but what you’re doing now is far more valuable. Earth was never a suitable planet for us to live on - at least, it had never been since we were born. Our only hope is to find another, better one. With you out there, at least there’s a chance for us to live, instead of struggling to survive on Earth.”

“Still…would you be alright?”

There was a long pause before they answered. “Yes, for now. You should just focus on what you’re doing, alright? Don’t worry about what’s happening down here. Just take this chance to explore the depths of the universe.”

“I…I will. Also...can I say something?”

“Yeah?”

Ï...thank you.”

The recording cut off before they could reply.

That was the last I heard from her.

After that, none of my calls to the base were received. I’d tried to re-establish contact with them numerous times over the past few months, but with no success. Although I’ve long given up, sometimes I’d compulsively try calling them, even if I receive no response.

Still, I continue my mission. I do scans of planets and moons, visit those with potential to sustain human life, perform some tests and leave.

What drives me to do this, I do not know. This data has no use without people to analyse it. Even if a “second Earth” exists, one that hasn’t lost its ability to sustain us, there’s no use discovering it if the people meant to live there are dead already.

Maybe it’s the wild hope that they’re still alive that keeps me going. That they’ve somehow survived the storms, and only lost contact with me. That they’re busy rebuilding or relocating, so they cannot answer me for now. That somewhere, Lyra and Kudryavka are eagerly waiting for me to come back.

For now, I will continue exploring this great expanse of space that once fascinated me as a child. What I didn’t know then was that space would be so empty, and so lonely.

I’d never liked the Earth, but what I hate more is being alone.
I’d never liked this Earth. I suppose it never liked us humans, either.

If one travelled out of the biosphere without any protective equipment, they would die  instantly from the searing heat. If they didn’t, the UV radiation from the sun would kill them soon enough, with no protection from the depleted ozone layer. Even if they did manage to venture out and survive, there’d be nowhere to go to - nowhere but a planet-wide, corrosive ocean or a few patches of barren, desert.

I learned that it wasn’t always like that: that once we could breathe without the need for purifiers and gas masks, that once upon a time the sea hadn’t covered most of the surface, that other living beings had populated it without a need for a closed environment. However, that seems hard to believe: without the biosphere shielding us from storms and providing a safe environment to live in, we humans would have been long gone.

Even so, I’d always wanted to leave this place. As much as we needed the biosphere to keep us alive, I detested having to be confined there for the entirety of my life. I wanted to see what else the universe had to offer besides that horrid place.

That’s why I decided to volunteer for this mission, to go out and find an alternative planet for humans to live on. Aside from being able to benefit everyone else, I had another motive: to finally get out of this damned place and see space in all its glory.

Lyra, my friend and one of the main engineers for this project, had suggested to me to keep recordings of any calls or conversations I had, in case anything happened. I’d thought that was her being far too careful for once.

What I never expected is that those recordings would be my only link back to Earth.

Recording #1

“Oi, Kudryavka! Get back here, we can’t send you to space too, there isn’t enough room…”

“Maybe she wants to get away from a certain person-”

“Hey, this is betrayal! I’m the one who feeds you, not her. You hear me, Kudryavka? BETRAYAL!”

A few barks were heard, followed by a whine and some scuffling.

“So…I guess this is it. I’ll be stuck here for the rest of my life.”

“No need to be so pessimistic. You trust us, right? This spaceship has been in the works for years. There’s enough to sustain you for years, and even if all that runs out, the ship will automatically replenish itself using resources from other planets. You’ll be fine!”

“No, it’s just that…I’ll miss you.”

There was a period of silence.

“I…it should be fine. You’ll be able to talk to me under the guise of giving reports, so it’s not like you’ll never hear me again. But still…I’ll miss you too.”

The roar of engines sounded in the background.

“I should leave. If not, the spaceship will probably leave without me.”

“Alright…good luck. Promise to report back regularly, ok?”

“Don’t worry. I know if I don’t, you’ll murder me if I come back.”

The sound of footsteps walking away was heard, followed by a series of barks. The sound of engines grew softer until it was barely audible, followed by a long silence.

Recording #8

“Reporting from space. Currently cruising at a speed of approximately 150,000 kilometres per hour, in the direction of-”

“Oi, it’s me!”

“Who?”

“You thought it was the other researchers, BUT IT WAS ME, LYRA!”

“Ah, no wonder. I had a sense of impending doom when I received this call…”

“Hey, am I that bad of a friend?” She sighed, before continuing. “Either way, what’s been happening on your side? Have you been hit by a comet yet?”

“I hope a meteor lands on your desk and crushes you.” Giggles were heard in the background. “I’ve just reached the edge of the asteroid belt. There haven’t been any major collisions yet, thankfully.”

“Ah, that’s further than expected. Reaching our main targets should take more time, but still, it’s just been a month-”

“-it’s been that long already?”

“Hmm…maybe being cooped up in that spaceship makes you lose track of time, for better or worse.”

“Eh, it’s been fine for now. I already have all I need to survive. Besides, a few months of being cooped up in such a small place is worth it if we can find a better world to live in than Earth.”

There was silence for a moment. “Just make sure you stay well. I’ve heard of people slowly going insane when confined in small places - cabin fever, claustrophobia, or whatever it is, it’s not good.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of myself. I’d be more worried about you, with how forgetful and clueless you are. Not to mention - have you forgotten to feed Kudryavka? I’m afraid she may go hungry without me.”

“I’m not that bad of a dog owner, alright? I’ve remembered to feed her…most of the time, at least.”

Laughter was heard, followed by a faint murmur in the background. “Sorry, I have to leave soon. I didn’t know I’d have so little time to talk…”

“No, it’s alright. You shouldn’t use me as an excuse to slack off, alright? Go do…whatever you need to do, I guess.”

“Alright. Stay safe, ok? I’ll call you someday soon.”

Recording #15

“Reporting from space. Current speed is 200,000-”

“Yea, yea, I know. There’s no need to repeat all that, you know? You’re not a robot or something.”

“Ah, I should have expected…you’re here again.”

“Yes, it’s me - wait. You sound like you’ve just been put through 20,000 math lectures. What happened? Did a comet crash into the spaceship, leaving you stranded on a deserted planet or something?”

“No, it’s just…It’s been two months, yet nothing’s happened. The spaceship is too small to do anything, and all I’ve seen for the past two weeks are rocks flying by the window. I never expected to say this, but I…I miss Earth. As horrible a place it is, at least things were happening there.”

“Oh…cabin fever is finally getting to you, I guess.”

“In short, yes.”

“Well…all I can say is, what lies beyond there should be far more interesting and far better than Earth ever was. That’s what you’ve always wanted to see, right?”

“Yes, but…I’m having trouble seeing beyond this. Once you leave one planet, space is empty - one huge blanket of black. And this asteroid belt…there’s rocks for days, so many that if you brought them together you could probably build another Earth. To believe that there’s more beyond that, whole planets and stars to explore…it’s quite hard, that’s all.”

“I…I never thought you’d say that. You, the same person who’d try to look at the stars even when you could hardly see anything, who studied for the sole purpose of leaving this place…you shouldn’t say that. The view in space should be clearer than at home, right? There’s none of this light pollution, so you should be able to see every star, planet, and moon you want to reach just in front of you. And even with all those rocks, they should float by in a second. They aren’t blocking your view all the time.”

“…thank you. There is something I want to reach beyond all this. I’m just in doubt, though…having to wait so long, is it worth it?”

“Don’t say that! You’ve never liked Earth, why would you come back? It’s already unsuitable for us humans - the only thing keeping us alive is the biosphere, after all. Besides, you said it yourself that time - ‘Someday, we’ll leave this place. We can run off to…Alpha Centauri, or something. Anywhere would be better than here.’ Do you want to give up on that?”

Laughter was heard. “Ah…you remember that?”

“I have a good memory, I guess.”

“Still, though…you did want to leave too, right?”

“Yes, but we only have enough to send one person, and you’d be a far better astronaut than me. I also have Kudryavka to take care of, don’t I? I can’t just bring her to space. But still…I hope that someday, I can leave this place too. All I can do now is wait.”

“Oh…if so, I hope I can find somewhere we can relocate to soon, once I’m beyond here. Then we won’t have to worry about anything, right.”

“Right. Well, good luck.  May you bring us good news soon.”

Recording #22

“Reporting from Target Planet E…wait, is it your turn to talk again?”

“Ding-ding, you’re right! I, Lyra, thus grace you with my presence, and-”

“Shut up, I know. Well…as far as I’ve explored, Target E is interesting.”

“In a good way?”

“Uh…mostly. As predicted, it’s covered in ice, and it’s cold even where I am at the equator. But its gravity…after spending months in a spaceship, it takes time to get used to it as weak as it is.”

Laughter was heard. “What? You’d feel strange too if you had once been floating around and then some force suddenly pulled you down.”

“No, I’m…I’m just thinking of you flopping around on the surface uselessly like a fish…”

“…I hope you get crushed to death by a meteorite.”

“You’re far too mean, you know? To the person who’s responsible for keeping you alive, no less.”

“I could say the same thing about you. Either way, whether we can live here is another matter. Any heating system alone would require a lot of energy, not to mention the large amounts of radiation we’d be exposed to even with protective gear. I’ve been assigned to stay here and run a few more tests, but they’ve already concluded that we cannot stay here.”

“Ah, that’s a pity. I think Earth is making itself more hostile to us by the day - the storms and cyclones are getting stronger and more destructive. There’s also a trend that they may be drawing closer…”

“That’s…terrifying.”

“Maybe we are just suffering the consequences of what humans did in the past. But assuming we were once able to live on Earth without the biosphere or anything, what did those past humans do to make it like this?”

“Something devastatingly horrible, probably. But even with our current capabilities, we cannot fix Earth or remake it to be habitable - how could we purify the air, or reduce the temperature, or bring back those old species on a significant enough scale? It seems our only hope is to find a new one.”

“I guess that’s so…” In the background, a shrill beeping was heard. “Sorry, I need to go. A storm is close to the biosphere.”

“Please stay safe…”

Recording #29

“Reporting from space. En route to Target A at 170,000 kilometres per hour…You haven’t corrected me yet, is everything alright?”

Two loud barks were heard.

“Ah…stop, I’ll get your food - wait, she’s here? AAH, I'M SORRY! I was waiting here, but then I fell asleep, and-”

“No, it’s alright…calm down. Why is Kudryavka there? I thought they’d never let her into the lab. If the other engineers find out, they’ll never let you hear the end of it.”

“Well…it’s a long story.”

“I’m listening.”

“I told you about the stronger storms nowadays, right? One of them…reached the base. So far, there haven’t been any fatalities, but part of the base was wrecked, including our cabins. Kudryavka and I managed to get out, but there’s no other space, so we’re staying here for now until it gets fixed.”

“Oh…That’s horrible.”

“Don’t worry, I managed to rescue your telescope as well - NO! DON’T TOUCH THAT! Bad dog, horrible dog!”

“No, not that…all your other things must have been destroyed. Not to mention, if a storm managed to reach the base, could that mean more, stronger ones are coming? Would you be alright?”

“I…it was going to happen, sooner or later. We all already know Earth’s a horrible place to live, so maybe this is its final effort to push us out. It would be good riddance, after all we supposedly did to it.”

“But that means…you have a plan to escape, right? If they could send me out to space, surely they could find a way to send everyone, right? Or relocate to a safer area, or…”

They drifted off into silence.

“I don’t know…we’re working on strengthening the outer structures and getting emergency generators and purifiers ready. For now…we can only wait and see if they work.”

“That’s all? I have to go back. If only I wasn’t stuck out here like this, I could help-”

“No. You might be able to help us here, but what you’re doing now is far more valuable. Earth was never a suitable planet for us to live on - at least, it had never been since we were born. Our only hope is to find another, better one. With you out there, at least there’s a chance for us to live, instead of struggling to survive on Earth.”

“Still…would you be alright?”

There was a long pause before they answered. “Yes, for now. You should just focus on what you’re doing, alright? Don’t worry about what’s happening down here. Just take this chance to explore the depths of the universe.”

“I…I will. Also...can I say something?”

“Yeah?”

Ï...thank you.”

The recording cut off before they could reply.

That was the last I heard from her.

After that, none of my calls to the base were received. I’d tried to re-establish contact with them numerous times over the past few months, but with no success. Although I’ve long given up, sometimes I’d compulsively try calling them, even if I receive no response.

Still, I continue my mission. I do scans of planets and moons, visit those with potential to sustain human life, perform some tests and leave.

What drives me to do this, I do not know. This data has no use without people to analyse it. Even if a “second Earth” exists, one that hasn’t lost its ability to sustain us, there’s no use discovering it if the people meant to live there are dead already.

Maybe it’s the wild hope that they’re still alive that keeps me going. That they’ve somehow survived the storms, and only lost contact with me. That they’re busy rebuilding or relocating, so they cannot answer me for now. That somewhere, Lyra and Kudryavka are eagerly waiting for me to come back.

For now, I will continue exploring this great expanse of space that once fascinated me as a child. What I didn’t know then was that space would be so empty, and so lonely.

I’d never liked the Earth, but what I hate more is being alone.
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