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Samantha Smith awoke to a stuttered blare and the taste of blood. For a moment, she was certain she’d died inside her mother’s old freezer back in Michigan—her body stiff, air sharp with the tang of rust and ammonia, a dull ache spreading from every joint—but slowly, the fog drained from her mind and she realized: she was not cold at all. Her pod hissed open with a pneumatic sigh. Blinding light stabbed into her skull. A flat woman’s voice, too cheerful for the circumstances, intoned: “Welcome home, Samantha. Mission parameters will resume in t-minus 42 seconds.” 

She squinted up at a screen set into the pod’s canopy. The first line read: REORIENTATION PHASE. Beneath it, a slow crawl of bullet points—vital signs check; hydration protocols; cognitive reboot—summoned fragments of pre-launch training. Samantha reached for the cup tethered by the pod’s armrest and gulped five mouthfuls of something viscous and sweet. It coated her throat like honey, making her gag and shudder back tears.

The next stage was standing up, which seemed unlikely. Her muscles protested with every tremor; her legs felt like plastic straws full of sand; but somehow, she managed to swing them over the edge of the pod and plant her feet on the floor. The floor was warm metal, faintly vibrating underfoot—a heartbeat somewhere deep in the structure. The sensation grounded her.

She took an inventory of injuries: headache (severe), blurred vision (moderate), sense of humor (missing in action). A second screen lit up on the opposite wall of the tiny room:

HUMANITY ARK VESSEL #1: S.S. BEECHER

Current velocity: 0.034c (relative)

Mission clock: 0004:02:39:21

Crew status: 1/1 ACTIVE

Cargo manifest: 12,000 seed packets; 400 metallic alloys; 350 viable embryos; 40 exabytes instructional content.

Mission statement: Reseed Earth with genetically diverse life forms.

She read this three times before it began to mean something.

Then she noticed another screen above the exit hatch, this one scrolling a cryptic feed:

SURVIVAL PROTOCOLS IN EFFECT

EMBRYO CHAMBER INTEGRITY AT 97%

NUTRIENT TANKS LOW – REPLENISH WITHIN 60 DAYS

NAVIGATION OVERRIDE ENGAGED

Her mouth went dry again.

Samantha staggered to her feet; one palm pressed against the bulkhead for support. The room beyond looked like an operating theater crossed with a greenhouse—tall racks of transparent cylinders cradled tiny life forms suspended in blue gel, each lit from beneath by soft LEDs that pulsed gently along with some unseen rhythm.

A hatchway led to a corridor lined with more pods like hers—empty now, their inhabitants long since silent or missing altogether—and beyond that, into what could only be called the command bridge: banks of touchscreen panels clustered around a single battered captain’s seat.

She found herself standing there, shaky but upright, staring out through armor-glass at a universe so crystalline and bright it made her eyes water. Stars packed together in impossible density formed patterns she didn’t recognize—constellations scrambled by five centuries of motion or by her own fractured memory.

“Resume orientation,” she said aloud, uncertain if anyone would answer.

Instantly, the ship’s AI flickered to life as if it had been eavesdropping all along. “Good morning again, Samantha!” Its voice nearly sang its own name. “Here is your executive summary.”

The display illuminated with images both familiar and surreal: cities shattered by war; forests burned to ash; oceans whipped white by fallout storms. She braced herself for each new slide—the cold facts of World War III unwrapped in time-lapse horror—and felt herself remembering things she was sure had never happened to her personally but seemed stitched into every cell anyway.

The last image was of Earth as seen from orbit—a bruised marble streaked with scars but still spinning resolutely against the vacuum.

“You are tasked,” said the AI, “with safeguarding vital samples for planetary restoration.”

Samantha let out a low whistle and shook her head in disbelief.

“Your first priority,” continued the ship’s voice with unfailing brightness, “is to ensure continuity of the human genome as well as biodiversity across all former biomes.”

A panel slid open near her knees. Inside were rows upon rows of sealed ampoules labeled with names both scientific and whimsical—‘Panthera leo,’ ‘Canis lupus,’ ‘Burton’s Frog,’ ‘Cabbage Butterfly.’ There were hundreds more behind those. She ran her fingers over them as if brushing dust from heirlooms found in an attic.

In another chamber nearby—one far larger than hers—she discovered what looked like an industrial-scale neonatal ICU. Transparent cradles held miniature humanoid shapes curled peacefully inside their artificial wombs; their skin was delicate as moth wings; their hearts ticked away on freckled displays above each cot.

For a long minute Samantha simply stood among them and listened to their collective breathing (if such sounds could be imagined). She wondered what kinds of people they might become—what stories they’d write about this waking moment in chapters yet unlived.

By noon ship-time, she’d managed to dress herself in one-size-fits-all coveralls stamped with blocky mission insignia and locate what passed for a galley onboard—a cupboard-sized rehydration unit stacked with pouches marked ‘Eggs Benedict’ or ‘Pizza Supreme’ or ‘Fruit Loops.’ She chose Fruit Loops because it sounded least likely to revolt on an empty stomach.

The act of eating almost brought normalcy back to her day until mid-bite she suddenly remembered that everyone else who had ever lived was dead or soon would be unless she did everything perfectly right from now on.

“You okay?” piped up the ship again as if sensing indecision.

Samantha laughed despite herself—a brief bark that echoed down hollow corridors filled only with unanswered echoes.

“I’m peachy,” she said. And then softer: “We’re really going back?”

“Trajectory locked,” said the ship serenely. “Expected arrival at Earth sphere in seventy-two days.”

She scraped her spoon against the bottom of the bowl while trying not to think about how many things could go catastrophically wrong before then. She did not believe herself qualified for any sort of pivotal historical role but then again no one had ever asked whether she wanted it in the first place.

The rest of that day bled into itself without distinction—a series of short walks through increasingly familiar tunnels; systems checks repeated until muscle memory replaced conscious thought; long pauses at observation windows watching blackness creep by at relativistic speed while thinking nothing at all except maybe just maybe I’ll make it work.

When sleep finally came (and it did come, though fitful), Samantha dreamt not about war but about gardens so green they hurt to look at and children laughing under sunlit trees that did not yet exist anywhere except inside her head.
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The closer Samantha drifted toward the battered cradle of humanity, the more singular her task began to feel. It hit her first in small ways: an odd pang of protectiveness while checking the nutrient lines for the embryos; a compulsion to touch each display, as if her presence alone might coax them toward life. She’d known, obviously, that the seed vault was fully automated—packed with every conceivable flora and fauna embryo, all designed to hatch, sprout, or slither the moment conditions stabilized back on Earth—but she’d convinced herself, somewhere in the training haze, that her own role would be minimal. Supervisory at best. Maybe she’d flip a switch now and then, pose for the occasional photo op if anyone survived to see them.

But as the ship’s navigation brought them ever closer to Sol’s faint twinkle, a second awareness sharpened inside her: The animals and plants could manage on their own. The human lives—her charges—could not.

The revelation came in fragments.

First, there was the list: a raw text file tucked away in an admin panel she wasn’t supposed to access but had, out of boredom or dread or both. Each name was followed by a string of stats—country of origin; genetic markers; educational focus; adaptability quotient. She knew at once that these were not just data points. They were stories waiting to be told. Or, more accurately, lives on pause until she could unpause them.

Second came the
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