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“The Earth is the cradle of humanity,

but mankind cannot stay in the cradle forever.”

Konstantin Tsiolkovsky

Earth Year: 2517

Jesse Patel was sitting alone in the cramped, dimly lit underground bunker, his leg bouncing anxiously as he watched the computer screen. Large block letters flashed "SELECTION IN PROGRESS" as the AI system analyzed petabytes of data, running complex simulations to determine the most suitable candidate to pilot humanity's last hope - the Ark Ship. 

At just twelve years old, Jesse could scarcely believe he was even being considered for such a monumental undertaking. If selected as one of the elite pilots, he would lead a desperate mission to traverse the stars and find a new habitable planet, thus ensuring the survival and continuation of the human race. 

Jesse had dreamed about space travel and exploring new worlds ever since he was a little kid, spending countless nights staying up past his bedtime to pore longingly over his parents' astronomy books and star charts by flashlight. The expansive galaxy called to him, offering adventure and promise. He fantasized about walking on distant planetary surfaces and gazing up at foreign constellations. The cosmos seemed to whisper his name, beckoning him to its farthest reaches. Now, the prospect of actually embarking on such an epic voyage both thrilled Jesse to his core and terrified him. Could he possibly be ready for so great a responsibility?

The heavy steel door of the bunker suddenly swung open with a resonating creak, and Jesse's mother, Amelia Patel, came rushing in, the light from the hallway silhouetting her slender frame. Her face was gaunt and pale, worn from years of strife and worry. But her eyes shone with a pride and joy that had long been absent. She swept Jesse up into a fierce, trembling embrace. 

"It's you!" she exclaimed, laughing and crying at the same time. "Oh Jesse, my brilliant, brave boy! The system has selected you as one of the pilots for the Ark Ship! Can you believe it?"

Jesse pulled back, his own eyes wide with disbelief and wonder. "Me?" he managed to squeak out. His heart was hammering wildly in his slender chest. "Are you sure, Mom? They really picked me?"

Amelia cupped her son's face in her hands, looking at him with immeasurable love and adoration. "I'm absolutely sure," she told him. "As one of the Chosen, you'll be leading the mission to search for a new home for what remains of humanity. The AI analyzed so many factors - cognitive abilities, personality composition, emotional intelligence. Out of all the children who were evaluated, you exhibited the precise combination of intelligence, courage, empathy, and resilience that the system deemed ideal in a pilot. Don't you see, my dear? You're the perfect candidate for this - it's like you were made for it!"

It took a moment for it to truly sink in. When it did, an electric thrill of exhilaration surged through Jesse's body. A wide grin spread across his face, and he whooped and jumped up and down in pure excitement and delight. "Mom, I'm gonna be an astronaut! A real astronaut! This is the absolute coolest thing ever!" 

Amelia opened up her tablet, quickly establishing a video call with Jesse's father. The weary but smiling face of Michael Patel soon filled the screen. He was up in the Arctic Circle collecting DNA samples from the planet's remaining animal species to store onboard the various Ark ships. His eyes glistened with tears of pride and joy at the news.

"Dad! Mom says I've been picked to be one of the pilots!" Jesse shouted eagerly. "Isn't that completely amazing?"

Michael let out a delighted laugh. "You're going to do big things up there, Jesse. This is what you were destined for - I can feel it. Your mother and I are so proud."

Jesse spent the next hour chatting excitedly with his parents about the specifics of the program and the intense astronaut training that awaited him. He could barely sit still, pacing the bunker and peppering them with questions about space flight and interstellar travel, his young mind racing. They answered as best they could, caught up in his infectious enthusiasm. For a brief, beautiful moment, the broken world around them faded away, and there was only joy and promise. 

Jesse recalled, though, Michael Patel was only an AI generated conversational avatar given his father’s personality.  Michael had been killed 2 years ago in an accident while on expedition in the Arctic.  All of his findings were destroyed in the accident. It was almost like talking with his father...almost.

After the call ended, Jesse and his mother exited the bunker, walking hand in hand through the barren, sandstorm ravaged streets of the city. He blinked against the harsh sunlight and coughed at the ash and grit blowing about in the hot, arid wind. Rows of crumbling buildings and makeshift shelters lined either side of the cracked pavement. It was hard for Jesse to reconcile this planet, gray and dying, with the one of verdant forests, lush jungles and glittering oceans he saw in old photographs. His mother sadly told him about the runaway climate change brought about by multiple coronal mass ejections, pollution, resource depletion, wars, poorly thought out political policies and refugee crises that had progressively made the Earth inhospitable and hostile to life. 

Jesse listened silently, beginning to truly comprehend for the first time the full extent of what had happened to humanity, and how very close they were to the brink. His earlier euphoria tempered as the gravity of the situation sunk in. When Amelia spoke again, her voice was solemn. 

"Our future survival now rests on the success of the Ark missions. We simply can no longer live here. But there is hope. As one of the Chosen, you will journey to the stars and find our people a new home among them. It is...a heavy burden to place on one so young. And I am so very sorry for that, Jesse. But the Artificial Intelligence does not make mistakes in its selections. It sees something special in you...as do I." She gave his hand a loving squeeze. "I know you won't let us down."

Jesse gazed up at the towers of smoke rising from the industrial plants on the horizon, then back at the people in ragged clothes shuffling past, hungry and hopeless. For the first time, he felt the full, crushing weight of responsibility settling upon his narrow shoulders. An entire species, billions of souls, dependent on the actions of one boy. It was almost too much to comprehend. He took a deep breath, standing up as straight and tall as his twelve-year-old frame would allow. When he spoke, his voice did not waver.

"I won't fail. I promise."  

Back at their cramped apartment unit, Amelia sat her son down and showed him classified schematics and designs detailing the Ark Ship itself and the cryogenic preservation systems that would be used to safely store fertilized embryos and animal DNA in stasis during the journey to a new world. Jesse poured over the technical data with curiosity and wonder, asking smart, incisive questions that impressed even his mother's scientific mind. 

"Your father had been collecting genetic samples from as many diverse species as he can find at our storage facilities around the globe," Amelia told him. "We were able to successfully clone livestock from simple DNA samples centuries ago. Now we must do the same for all life if we hope to repopulate a dead planet. It is perhaps our only redemption as a species, ensuring we do not condemn others to our same fate."

Jesse nodded. "We definitely have to save the animals too. I want to see elephants, giraffes, whales, all kinds of species living happy on a new planet someday. Maybe...maybe we'll even do better next time around. Be better stewards. We have to try, at least."

Amelia smiled at her son's empathy and clarity of vision. There were difficult trials ahead, this she knew. But moments like these reassured her that he would be ready when the time came. In him, she truly saw hope.

At dinner that evening, Jesse could hardly contain his excitement, chattering on between voracious bites about the flight simulator training he would start soon and all the alien worlds he hoped to get to explore. Amelia listened attentively, relishing this rare moment of lightness and joy after so much hardship. 

In the middle of an eager description of imagined hyperspace travel, she abruptly erupted into a violent fit of coughing that violently wracked her frail body. Jesse was on his feet in an instant, rushing to her side in alarm. 

"Mom? Mom, are you okay?" he asked anxiously, hands on her shaking shoulders.

It took a moment for Amelia to catch her breath again. She gave him a reassuring pat on the arm. "I'm alright, sweetheart. I'm sorry, I should have told you sooner. I've...I've been diagnosed with a degenerative genetic disorder. It's progressive and terminal."  

Jesse felt as if the bottom had dropped out of his world. His insides went cold with dread. This couldn't be happening now, just when everything was going so perfectly. Fate could not be so unbelievably cruel. 

"No! No, you can't be sick!" he cried out angrily. Tears of frustration and helplessness sprang to his eyes. "Everything was finally going right. I'm supposed to be on this big, important mission, and you're supposed to see me off and..." 

His tirade broke down into quiet, anguished sobs. Head bowed, shoulders shaking, the twelve-year-old looked smaller than he had in years. Amelia enveloped him in her arms, tears of her own sliding down her pale cheeks.  

"Shhh, I know this seems so monstrously unfair," she whispered into his hair. "Believe me, if I could change things, I would do so in an instant. But we must play the hand we are dealt as best we can. I am just so deeply grateful to have this time now, to see you achieve your dream before...before my end."

She pulled back and tilted his chin up, so his watery eyes met her earnest gaze. "You are going to accomplish extraordinary things out there among the stars, my son. I feel it with every fiber of my being. And I could not possibly be more proud of the intelligent, compassionate young man you are becoming. Never forget how very much I love you."

Jesse lunged forward and hugged her fiercely once more, as if he could somehow hold back the inevitable through sheer force of will. As they held each other close in the dimness and silence, a vow took root in Jesse's mind. No matter what happened, he would not fail. He would complete his mission to save humanity, not just for the sake of the future, but also for her. 

Over the next agonizing weeks, Jesse was forced to helplessly watch as his mother's health deteriorated with alarming swiftness. The terrible disease ravaged her body and stole bits of her vitality each day. She grew thinner, weaker, her skin taking on an ashen pallor. It seemed grossly unfair that someone whose mind had enhanced so much of humanity's knowledge, whose hands had crafted innovative technology to sustain life, should be robbed of her own so rapidly. 

At the same time, Jesse was consumed with the intensive astronaut training program, pushed to the limits mentally and physically preparing for a mission into the complete unknown. He endured long hours in space flight simulators, learned orbital mechanics and navigation theory, and trained relentlessly to combat the wasting effects of zero gravity.  
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