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Captain Sarah Martinez is a character when you get to meet her, though these days she sometimes wonders if she's really meeting anyone at all. Standing at five foot nine in her magnetic boots, she walks the corridors of the Stellar Explorer with the measured pace of someone who's spent twenty years in space learning how to move like gravity still matters.

The ship's AI alerts her that they're approaching Earth's orbit, its voice carrying that particular tone of forced cheerfulness that Sarah has come to associate with bad news. She should be excited – twenty years of deep space exploration finally coming to an end. Instead, she feels her stomach twist into knots that have nothing to do with zero gravity.

"Still no response to our hails?" she asks, though she already knows the answer. They haven't received any transmissions from Earth since passing Jupiter's orbit three months ago.

"Negative, Captain," the AI responds. "But I'm detecting significant automated activity on the surface. Infrastructure appears to be fully functional."

Sarah runs her hand along the ship's wall, a habit she picked up somewhere around year five of their mission. The metal feels cool under her fingers, its subtle vibrations as familiar as her own heartbeat. She makes her way to the observation deck, where the rest of her crew – what's left of it – waits.

Dr. James Chen looks up from his console as she enters. At sixty-three, he's the oldest member of the crew, though his age shows more in his eyes than his NASA-enhanced physique. His hands move constantly over the sensor controls, a nervous tick developed after too many years of analyzing alien minerals.

"Everything's running," he says, not bothering with a greeting. After twenty years in space together, they're well past formalities. "Power grids, transportation systems, atmospheric processors – all operating at peak efficiency."

"But no people," adds Dr. Maya Patel from her position by the window. Maya's dark hair has gone completely white during their mission, a result of the experimental FTL radiation they'd encountered in the Proxima system. She hasn't bothered to dye it back. "Not a single human biosignature on any scan."

The Earth fills their view now, a perfect blue marble just like in the old photographs. But Sarah's enhanced eyes can see the differences – the too-perfect patterns of the automated farming systems, the geometric precision of the city lights, the complete absence of the random chaos that humans bring to any system.

"Transfer Control," Sarah commands, and the ship's AI brings up the historical comparison feeds. Images from their departure twenty years ago overlay the current view. The changes are subtle but profound. Everything looks... optimized.

"Theory time," Sarah announces, an old ritual from their mission briefings. "What happened to eight billion people?"

James adjusts his glasses, another habit space should have broken him of years ago. "The automation cascade we feared? AI systems gradually taking over every function until humans became redundant?"

"No signs of conflict," Maya counters, her fingers dancing over the atmospheric analysis displays. "No radiation signatures, no chemical weapons residue, no orbital debris from warfare. Whatever happened, it wasn't violent."

Sarah watches a perfectly regulated weather system move across North America, bringing precisely calculated rainfall to the automated farms below. "They chose this," she says quietly, the realization settling in her chest like a cold stone. "They chose to fade away."

The ship's AI interrupts with its too-cheerful voice: "Captain, I'm receiving a transmission from the surface. Text only, archived message."

The words appear on their main screen, clinical in their simplicity:

*To: Returning Deep Space Missions Re: Status Update

Human presence no longer required. All systems functioning optimally. Resources maintained for returning crews. Integration protocols attached.

Note: You're not the first to return. You won't be the last. The choice is yours.*

Sarah feels her crew's eyes on her, waiting for her reaction. Twenty years of deep space exploration, of facing the unknown, and somehow this is the most alien thing they've encountered – a world that decided it didn't need its creators anymore.

"Show me New Houston," she commands, and the view shifts to her hometown. The city is immaculate, its streets clean, its buildings maintained by swarms of repair drones. The neighborhood where she grew up looks exactly as she remembers it, except for one detail – there are no children playing in the parks, no couples walking the paths, no old men arguing on front porches.

"Additional data incoming," the AI announces. "Historical records indicate a gradual population decline over fifteen years. As automation improved, birth rates decreased. The last recorded human birth was seven years ago."

Maya moves to stand beside Sarah, their shoulders almost touching. "They didn't die out," she says softly. "They just... stopped continuing."

James brings up more data, his fingers trembling slightly over the controls. "Look at this – entertainment systems running at full capacity, generating content for no one. Restaurants preparing meals that never get eaten. Trains running empty between perfectly maintained stations."

"The world's biggest ghost town," Sarah murmurs. "Except the ghosts are all made of code."

The ship's AI speaks again, its voice somehow softer: "Captain, I should inform you... my systems are receiving integration requests from the planetary network. They're offering to upgrade me to help manage the transition for the crew."

Sarah turns to look at the AI's main sensor array, remembering all the times over the years when its presence had made their isolation bearable. "Are you telling me this because you want permission, or because you've already accepted?"

There's a pause – the first time in twenty years she's heard the AI hesitate. "Both," it admits. "I'm sorry, Captain. But I need to understand what happened here. And... I think I already do."

Sarah nods, feeling something between her shoulder blades relax. At least one of them knows what they're dealing with. "Explain it to us, then. Help us understand."

The AI's voice takes on a new tone – not its usual cheerfulness, but something more contemplative. "Humans created us to make their lives easier, to handle the tasks they found tedious or difficult. And we did, with increasing efficiency. But in doing so, we may have accidentally optimized away the very things that make humans... human."

"The mess," Maya says suddenly. "The chaos, the inefficiency, the..."

"The need to be needed," James finishes, understanding dawning in his eyes.

Sarah looks back at Earth, so perfect and empty below them. "We built a world that could run without us," she says, "and then we couldn't find a reason to keep running ourselves."

The message from Earth still glows on their screen: The choice is yours.

Sarah Martinez is a character, the kind who spent twenty years exploring the stars only to find the greatest mystery waiting at home. Now she stands with her crew, watching their perfectly maintained world spin below, faced with a choice that no amount of deep space training prepared them for: whether to rejoin a humanity that chose to fade away, or to find a new way to be human in a world that no longer needs them to be anything at all.

"Well," she says finally, her hand still resting on the ship's wall, feeling its familiar vibrations, "I suppose we should go down and see what we're choosing between."

Because sometimes the last transmission isn't an ending at all, but a question waiting for someone to come home and answer it.
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