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      For the dreamers, the believers, and the ones who dare to envision a future for humankind beyond. There is but one phase in life that all must pursue:

      “Get out there and explore…”
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      “Faster than light…”

      Captain Jacob Michaels was transfixed by the view as the spaceship increased its velocity. The pioneering astronaut felt a wave of joy as he watched the stars blur and vanish from view as the ship surged forward. He was close to becoming the first human to ever cross into space in a blink. He was prepared to take the risk, knowing that the mission may fail or even if he would survive the journey.

      The powerful engine thundered like a volcano as it pushed the craft to an unprecedented speed. The sleek and slender design of the ship wasn’t just for mere aesthetic, it was purposely engineered to help fold space with greater ease. Jacob was strapped to his pilot chair with a cluster of belts and harnesses to keep him restrained in flight. The scientists were concerned that if he tried to move during this unknown velocity, that he might just end up severely injured or killed.

      At the time, he thought it was overkill on their part, but as the pressure and intensity continued to grow stronger, he understood the need all too well. He was glad that the comfort of the chair was part of the initial design; to make it comfortable and energy absorbing so that he wouldn’t be crushing his bones against the surface of the material as it pushed him back.

      The daring astronaut had made the padding absorbent with polymers and a synthetic foam that would cushion his spine from shattering. With only a small console in front of him and controls on either side of his hand rests, the pilot had little motion for anything else. The only window to look out of was above him; a tiny porthole that barely showed anything other than the blackness of space itself. He could do nothing but sit there and guide the craft with just a joystick and a prayer.

      It was a strange sensation as the ship suddenly boosted into its final thrust. This was the one that would change the destiny of all mankind and send the human race into the next stage of exploration. The spacesuit was as bulky and white as the chair, they blended together seamlessly as if they were one object; the interior of the ship was just as bland, simplified and uncluttered as to make it impossible for anything to be damaged during the strong velocity.

      With the speed now reaching full potential, it seemed too late to abort. Not that he wanted to, or that the ship was in any trouble. But this was the last moment to have second thoughts. And there was nothing—not one doubt to turn back at all. Michaels closed his eyes tightly and grimaced in pain. He could feel every bit of the pressure on his body and the ship. The exceeding loudness of the interior creaking and buckling was too intense a sound.

      It was so much that it caused him to pass out from the sheer noise. As much as he wanted or needed to stay conscious, it was not going to happen.

      “No!” he thought to himself. “Wake up! Have to keep focused!”

      As he forced his eyes to open, he found that he was in a euphoric state. Sleep was inevitable; no longer able to fight it off, the pilot drifted to unconsciousness. The sounds of creaking and vibrations had faded into obscurity, the feeling of being rocked now vanished into motionless bliss. Passing through a new barrier was like jumping off into an endless abyss.

      “No!” He shrieked, attempting to will himself awake. “Don’t fade out… don’t… don’t fade… fade…”

      The pressure continued to mount. The feeling of unconsciousness increased steadily. It was like trying to climb out of a coma; fighting each sleepy eye and forcing his mind to command them to open. It was a battle he would not win. His eyes shut momentarily, and he blacked out with the joystick still clutched in hand.
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        * * *

      

      When Jacob regained his senses, he was aware of the sound of the wind rushing past. He saw he was moving, albeit slowly, but the sight of space was nowhere to be seen. Actually, he wasn't even in a ship—it had vanished. He was still strapped to the chair, but there was nothing containing him, he was just moving along as if going on an amusement ride. Confusion set in as he glared about. Within the boundaries of the suit's limited range of sight, he could make out that he was coasting through a seemingly never-ending meadow of tall, green grass.

      “What—what the hell is this?” He pondered, “Where am I?”

      He heard the gentle rustle of the grass as the wind swept across the landscape. It was baffling and incomprehensible. So many thoughts crossed his mind at once; Was this truly wind rushing by his helmet? How can he hear it? The suit was airtight. If anything, it should be muffled or muted to something less audible. And where was the ship—or interstellar space, for that matter? Where the hell was he? Was this a dream?

      Not a trace of the ship was visible, only him, adrift in his chair as the grass parted a way in front. He looked up to see a bright blue sky, spotted with ethereal white clouds, and in the distant distance, a line of verdant trees that swayed quietly in the air. It was tranquil and serene, a haven of Earthly nature. His eyelids flickered several times, the bewilderment of it prompting him to reevaluate what he was seeing.

      “Maybe I’m dead.” He thought, taking yet another long look about. “Is this what heaven is like? But with me still strapped in a chair?” He mocked at the notion. “Yeah, sure… sounds more like I’m in hell. Forever floating in a chair surrounded by paradise. A cruel punishment that would torment anyone’s soul.”

      He remained to take in the view, awash in the serenity of it all, but then, he suddenly started feel uneasy, as if someone was watching him. Jacob glanced over to the left and was surprised to see someone standing there as he drifted by. A Caucasian woman with long brown hair and wearing a beautiful red dress. He soon realized it was his wife.

      “Carol?” Jacob choked in shock. His wife’s eyes focused on him momentarily, but then shifted away as he tried to call out to her. “Carol!”

      She didn’t respond and proceeded to look away. He could see the disappointment in her eyes, the same look she’d given when he told her he was going on this mission. He tried again to shout to her, but she didn’t hear him, and walked away from his drifting chair. Michaels tried in vain to break free, but to no avail. He didn’t know why she was there, but he knew he had to talk to her. Again, he struggled to remove himself, but the belts and the integrated suit to the chair was practically impossible to remove on his own.

      He panicked, panting and breathing erratically as he found the space confining. As he looked up at her again, the woman was now standing a few feet away and crouching before a small child.

      “When will he be back, Mommy?”

      “Shawn!” He gasped, struck by the sight of his young son with her. “I’m here! I’m here Shawn! Carol! Shawn! I’m here! Don’t you see me?”

      “Oh baby,” Carol stated, gently patting the son’s head, “your daddy isn’t coming back.”

      “Why?” The boy wept.

      “Because,” she clarified, “your father is in space.”

      “He’s always in space, mommy.”

      “I know, baby, I know.” Carol sighed.

      “I want him home.” The boy sniffled.

      “So do I.” She said, giving him a gentle hug. “But I think this time—he might not come back.”

      “He has to come back!” Shawn whimpered.

      “I’m so sorry, Shawn.” She said, shedding tears of her own and gesturing to the sky. “He’s out there, in deep space, far from all of us now.”

      Jacob trembled with grief as he stared. Seeing them standing there made him yell out in fear, the regret of embarking on this mission became obvious. He was desperate to hug them, to give his son a comforting embrace and ease his sadness. Carol looked up, giving Shawn yet another comforting hug. She watched the astronaut drift by, and a tear rolled down her face.

      “Far, far away,” She said as her lips quivered. “And he won’t be coming back to us ever again.”

      The man wept uncontrollably once he heard those words. The risk of dying was nothing to him, but the thought of leaving his family felt like a heavy weight on his heart.

      “I’m sorry!” Jacob uttered painfully, “I’m so sorry! I love you! I love you so much! Please forgive me—please—please forgive me!”

      The chair continued on into the never ending grassy meadow. His wife and son were now gone from his field of view. The man was now shattered emotionally. Whatever this was, whatever manifestation brought this before him, it caused him immense guilt and a sense of overwhelming shame. He didn’t want to live now. Death was more preferable than seeing the pain he caused to them. He shut down and gazed outwardly in a catatonic state. But as he continued to float through, another voice caught his attention.

      “The mission comes first.”

      Looking over to his right side, he saw a tall, older gentleman in a military uniform. He glared at the pilot, walking alongside as if they were just taking a stroll.

      “Don’t go soft on me now, boy. Don’t you dare let me down.”

      “General Cuthbert,” He winced in disbelief.

      The general turned to look at the horizon and placed his hands behind his back casually.

      “The mission is all that matters. Family is a distraction, don’t let that impede what needs to be done. The greater good for all, my boy, the greater good for all…”

      Jacob winced again in confusion at him. “What is happening? Why am I here?”

      “You’re doing your duty!” The bitter General yelled, “For your country, for the planet, for all of us and don’t you damn well forget that.”

      “Sir,” He responded, inflecting some hesitation before
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