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Have you ever been 
s t u c k s o l v i n g a 
p u z z l e o r a 
problem, but had 
an epiphany when 
s e e i n g t h e 
information given 
from a different 
a n g l e , o r f r o m 
discussions with 
f r i e n d s o r 
colleagues?  

Sometimes, we all 
need to take a step 
back and look at 
what we are doing 
from a different 
p o i n t o f v i e w . 

C h a n g i n g t h e 
perspective is a 
g o o d w a y t o 
e v a l u a t e y o u r 
current posit ion, 
whether it is in life 
in general—to figure 
out where to go 
next—or if it’s in, as 
already mentioned, 
problem solving, to 
see something in a 
new light in order to 
fi n d p o s s i b l e 
solutions.

Thinking outside 
the box is required 
for our minds to be 

Emma Berglund
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able to find new ways to wander 
and new ideas to come along. 
Starting with a known base of 
k n o w l e d g e , a n d t h e n 
extrapolating what you know to 
another situation, can test your 
hypothesis about what you think 
you’ll find (or not).

Science is a great example of 
looking at what we see as 
ordinary phenomena in a new 
light, whether it be from another 
perspective or a change of scale. 
Science took us all the way from 
admiring and gazing at the stars, 
to being able to send satellites 
and huge telescopes out into 
space, and even traveling to the 
moon.

The view of Earth from the Moon 
is breathtaking, both in its beauty 
but also in the mind-blowing 
p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t w h a t w e 

consider a big world from our 
position down here on the 
surface is just a blue speck in the 
vast ocean that is the universe. It 
raises the classic question: are we 
alone, or are there other lifeforms 
out there?

That question makes me toy with 
the idea of putting Earth itself 
under a giant microscope; if we 
zoomed in, we’d see humans and 
other lifeforms swarm the surface, 
the air or the oceans, in the same 
way as when we put a sample in 
the microscope at the laboratory 
to look at microorganisms or 
nanosized bacteria. But what 
would we see if we zoomed out 
instead, lifting our head from the 
giant instrument we were using 
to study Earth? What would we 
fi n d i n t e r m s o f l i v i n g 
organisms?  
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Put in perspective, we might not 
know what we are seeing until 
much later, either in our own 
lifetime or in another time, long 
after we are gone. The history of 
science has taught us that. The 
t h e o r y o f p h l o g i s t o n , f o r 
example, is said to be the first 
unifying theory of chemistry. It 
was a good—if inaccurate—
explanatory model based on 
what was known and thought in 
the late 17th century about how 
to explain the chemical process 
of oxidation. As oxygen wasn’t 
yet discovered, the scientists 
came to the belief that there had 
to be a subtle material present, 
phlogiston, in combust ible 
matter, that was assumed to 
disappear when combusted. The 
phlogiston theory was dominant 
for the better part of the 18th 
century, until—partly due to the 
theory of phlogiston itself—it was 

abandoned as new findings led 
to the birth of modern chemistry.

Today we know even more, and it 
is possible with technology and 
fine-tuned measurements to 
explain chemical reactions with 
higher accuracy than what was 
thought possible during the 18th 
century.

What revolutionary findings await 
us, and what impact will those 
findings have, for both our 
amusement and benefit?   For 
that, we can only wait and see. In 
the meanwhile, we invite you to 
s p e n d s o m e o f t h a t t i m e 
exploring five new stories about 
perspective in this issue of 
Signals. 

!
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Polished rails, faceted golden 
panels, and a fully glazed roof. 
S h e r e m e m b e r e d t h e 
landscaping inside, so much 
light, fountains, and trees. So 
i n c r e d i b l y t w e n t y - s e c o n d 
century. Nevertheless, it had 
something timeless in the design, 
so that even in its decrepit 
present-day version, it remained 
beautiful.

Like all good things in life, The 
Mall had come to an end too, 
and due to some cruel twist of 

The Mall towered in front 

of Pat and if she tried 

hard, she could still see 

it in all its past glory. 



Vera M. Key

7

fate, Pat was here to drive the last 
nail. Maybe it was for the best. 
After all, she used to love this 
place. Decades ago, when she 
was young, this was the spot to 
meet, go shopping, eat, fall in 
love. Live. So many memories, not 
all of them good, but precious, 
nonetheless.

“Can I … push the button then?” 
she asked the foreman of the 
demolition and recycling crew.

“Yeah, well, that’s what I wanted 
to talk to you about,” he said. “We 
might have a tiny bit of a 
problem.”

“What kind of problem?” Pat tried 
not to frown. She didn’t want to 
solve problems. She just wanted 
to get it over with. 

“You remember this place was 
one of the first with droid 
customer support…”

“Oh, yes,” Pat smiled. “Captain 
Magnus.” If you had questions or 
comments or were simply a 
bored teenager playing pranks, 
all you had to do was ask Captain 
Magnus for help.

“Well … Captain Magnus doesn’t 
want to leave,” said the foreman 
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and scratched his head nervously.

“How’s that even possible?” This 
time Pat frowned. “Can’t you just 
shut him down?”

“We tried but it seemed to have 
… modified itself. I would’ve 
called the exterminators, but 
w h a t w i t h t h a t p r o - d r o i d 
movement and everything…”

“Yes, I can imagine,” sighed Pat. 
“So, what am I supposed to do 
now?”

“Talk to it?” the man suggested. 
“You grew up around here, right? 
You know how that thing ticks.”

No, she had no idea how that 
thing ticked. And for some 
reason, she disliked that the 
foreman referred to Captain 
Magnus as a thing. To her, that 
droid had always been a person. 
Almost a family, in a way that 

characters out of books or movies 
became if you spent enough time 
with them inside your head. And 
she sure had done that.

Stepping gingerly over debris, 
she walked into The Mall. There 
was enough light inside to see 
how dilapidated everything 
looked, and it hurt. Everything 
except for the central piazza. The 
plants there were still green, and 
the rubble was cleared.

As she looked around, the 
memories that she tried to keep 
at bay came seeping through the 
cracks in her armor.

✶ ✶ ✶ 

“Meet me at The Mall,” Cody had 
sent her a message, but when she 
came to the piazza, he was not 
there. Instead, Captain Magnus 
appeared, dashingly handsome 
in his superhero outfit with the 
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logo of The Mall on his chest and 
a perpetual look of good humor 
on his face.

“Are you Pat?” he asked in his 
deep, slightly artificial voice.

“Yes,” she said.

“I have a message for you from 
Cody.”

And then, Captain Magnus 
picked her up and carried her to 
the second-floor jewelry shop 
w h e r e C o d y 
waited with an 
engagement 
ring.

✶ ✶ ✶ 

Pa t s h o o k h e r 
head, chas ing away those 
bittersweet reminiscences. Cody, 
that son of a bitch. He was good 

at being romantic. Much better 
than at being a husband.

She scanned the environment, 
u n c o m f o r t a b l y a w a re t h a t 
someone was watching her, and 
hoping that the crew outside was 
keeping an eye on her.

“Captain Magnus, 
I n e e d y o u r 
help,” Pat said 
s h a k i l y , 
remembering 
how they used 
t o s u m m o n 
him. Was this a 

good idea?

Nothing happened. Then 
a shadow moved in one 

corner of the piazza.

“Captain Magnus?” her voice 
echoed.

The shadow moved again.
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“ I n e e d y o u r h e l p , ” P a t 
emphasized each word this time, 
and sure enough, the droid could 
not resist a direct command. He 
stepped slowly into the open.

Pat winced, seeing him. His face 
and his body were still almost the 
same, although the artificial skin 
had started to change color in 
places, but his superhero suit and 
his cape were in tatters. His 
shoulder-long hair was dusty. 
Time was a cruel sculptor that 
didn’t seem to spare droids any 
more than humans.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“I want you to come with me,” she 
s a i d . “ T h e M a l l i s b e i n g 
demolished. Your services are no 
longer required.”

He hesitated for a second and 
then said, “I can’t do that.”

“You can. Just follow me.”

She made a step towards him, 
but he backed away.

“What will happen to me then?”

Pat thought about it, but she had 
no clue. “You’ll be repurposed.”

“I don’t want to be repurposed.”

“You can file for independence. 
Nowadays it’s a common thing. 
Then you can choose what you 
want to do. There are plenty of 
those who’d want to employ 
you,” Pat hoped she sounded 
reassuring.

“A shabby droid in a shape of a 
s u p e r h e r o w i t h a u s e l e s s 
superpower of knowing all about 
every shop in a mall that doesn’t 
exist?” he said. “I don’t believe 
so.”
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“You’ll be destroyed if you stay 
here!”

“I know. It’s better that way,” his 
voice was flat. “My time has 
passed.”

Pat swallowed hard. Why did this 
sound so familiar?

“You think you’re the only one 
whose time has passed?” she 
tried not to shout. “The only one 
feeling old, abandoned, and 
useless? You’re not. It happens to 
all of us, sooner or later. But you 
can’t give up without at least 
trying.”

Tears filled her eyes.

“I won’t let you give up. Not you, 
the superhero of my youth. You’ll 
come with me, and you’ll find a 
reason to continue. You’ll fight! 
And you’ll succeed!”

“How can you know that?” 
Captain Magnus asked, his 
handsome face impassive, but his 
voice a lmost human in i ts 
insecurity.

Smiling through tears, Pat offered 
him her hand and said, “From 
experience.”

!
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After a twelve-hour shift 

in  the  fields  followed 
quickly  by  an  argument 

with  my  flatmate,  Ruby, 
it seemed the perfect end 
to the day.  So I grabbed 
my  wings  and  headed  for 
the 

elevator. 

Today  was  the  tri-

millennial anniversary of 
liftoff  from  Earth.  At 

least  that's  what  the 
Earthers  believe.   Most 
of  the  ship  is  still 

stuck  on  the  old 
religion.   I 

converted  to 

There's nothing quite 
so freeing as taking a 
swim in the ship's 
upper atmosphere.
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Earther  when  I  met  Ruby 

but there's still a part 
of  me  that  believes  in 

the old gods, Hawking and 
Steinhold.   They  created 
the  ship  and  sent  it 

hurtling  through  space.  
…Or  maybe  Ruby  is  right 

and  they  were  scientists 
whose theories culminated 
in  the  building  of  this 

ship.   Spacers  or 
Earthers: they're all the 

same,  really.   So  I 

converted.

Every year we get to feel 

the freedom the people of 
Earth  felt.   They  say 
that  people  got  to  swim 

in  the  upper  atmosphere 
of  the  ocean  every  day 

and that they didn't need 
the big, cumbersome wings 
to do it. I don't believe 

it.  They say that Earth 
held more than ten times 
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the  crew  of  the 

Endeavor.   That  would 
make  it  close  to  nine 

million  people.   I  don't 
believe  that  either,  but 
if  it  was  true,  they 

couldn't  possibly  let 
people  swim  every  day.  
It  would  interfere  with 
the  light  and  cause 
traffic  jams  on  the 

elevators.

The  elevator  stopped  at 

the hospitals and resorts 
on the way up, and more 
people  got  on  than  got 

off.  We were crowded in 
like  vacu-packs  by  the 

time  we  got  to  the  air 
strip. Strapping my wings 
on while I waited in line 

for my window, I happened 
to  glance  over  and  see 

that  the  Honorable 
Captain  Sylves  stood  in 
line  as  well.   It's  not 
every day one gets to see 

royalty rubbing shoulders 

with the citizenry. 

Less than an hour later I 

was called and I stepped 
to the liftoff line.  My 
mylar  wings  rubbed 

pleasantly  against  my 
back as I started up the 

runway.   The  low  gravity 
made  my  steps  land  with 
little  traction  but  I'd 

learned  how  to  shuffle 
step  and  managed  enough 

speed  to  let  my  wings 
take over.

I  cleared  the  air  strip 

and  was  in  a  glide 
pattern  from  that  point 

on.  You can stay up for 
most of a day if you work 
it  right.   The  stillness 
beckoned  to  me.   Below, 
the  land  looked  like  a 

bowl of light some dozen 
feet away.  In reality it 
was  two  miles  down  and 



The Dark Spot

16

the  lights  were  the 

cities of man.

My thoughts went back to 

seeing  the  Honorable 
Captain in line to swim.  
They say his duties force 

him  to  look  at  the 
infinite  night.   That's 

got  to  be  horrible.  
Earth  had  a  circular 
light  similar  to  our 

light stripes that warmed 
the  atmosphere  and 

allowed  the  plants  to 
grow.   Some  say  it  was 
there  before  mankind 

was.  

I'd been out for about an 

hour  and  a  half  when  I 
noticed  the  dark  spot 
near  the  western  third 

rib.   It  caught  my 
attention  because  I've 

been  reading  up  on 
possible  career  paths  in 
engineering.   Anyway, 

that  spot  shouldn't  have 

been  there.   I  didn't 
know  what  it  was  but  I 

sure  knew  what  it 
wasn't.   It  wasn't 
healthy  ship  skin.   I 

needed to find out more.

It is dangerous to go too 

near the ribs.  Air flow 
can be turbulent in those 
areas.   This  spot 

stretched  dangerously 
close  to  one  of  the 

splines.   Torque  on  the 
rib  could  cause  pressure 
to  build  up  in  that 

area.   It  had  the 
markings  of  a  blowout 

waiting  to  happen.   I'm 
glad I caught it.

To  be  sure,  though,  I 

needed  to  get  closer.  
Turbulence  or  no,  I  had 
to  know  what  I  was 
looking  at.   Gradually  I 
tipped  my  wings  toward 
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the dark spot.  As I got 
closer,  I  noticed  that 
someone else had seen the 

problem.   It  was  his 
Honor, the Captain.  The 
man was a better swimmer 

than  I  was.   He  was 
holding  steady  barely  a 

hundred  feet  from  the 
spot.  As I got closer, I 
could  see  that  the 

darkness came from cracks 
in  the  texture  of  the 

skin.

"It  could  blow  at  any 
time!"  The  Captain 

shouted  at  me,  "I  can 
patch it temporarily with 

my wings."

"You'll fall!" I shouted 
back.

"Not if you piggy-back me 
and we use your wings."

My  wings  weren't  rated 
for  two.   Neither  were 
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his  from  the  looks  of 

it.   The  result  of  me 
taking him down could be 

fatal for both of us but 
I  didn't  see  an 
alternative.   He  was 

already  unbuckling  his 
wings so I grabbed under 

his  shoulders  as  he 
pulled  the  wings  in 
front.   We  only  had  a 

couple  of  seconds  before 
I  felt  my  wings  drop 

air.   Frantically  I 
maneuvered us to hit the 
rib.  If there were gods 
in  the  heavens  we  could 
ride  the  rib  down  the 

curve  with  little  more 
than  scrapes  and 
bruises.  

The rib came sooner than 
I  was  ready  and  we 

slammed  into  it  at  a 
bruising  but  bearable 
speed.   Grabbing  the  rib 
we  skidded  down  the 
wall.   I  could  feel  my 

neck  stiffening  and  the 

bruises  flowering  on  my 
shoulder and chest before 

we made it down, but we 
made  it.   A  better  man 
than  me,  his  Honor  the 

Captain  got  up  and  ran 
for the next elevator to 

get to engineering before 
I came to a stop.  By the 
time I found my way to a 

med unit the announcement 
was being blared all over 

the  ship.   Repair  crews 
were in the air before I 
got treated.

I  was  proud  to  help  in 
the  little  way  that  I 

did.   His  Honor  did  me 
one  better.   He 
remembered  my  name  and 

announced  it  to  the 
world.   They're  calling 

me a hero.  All I did was 
slide down a rib. 

!
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ORDERS?



Yulia dropped to the deck as the 
rusted projectiles pinged off the 
wall right where she’d been 
standing.

Hands braced underneath her, 
she waited, ears tuned to the 
groans and twangs of 
strained metal. Her 
b r e a t h r a t t l e d 
harshly in her 
h e l m e t , 

The spaceship 
creaked and 
bolts popped from a 
bulkhead joint like a 
gunshot.
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the oxygen pumping in and out. 
She didn’t want a rogue shard of 
metal to tear through her means 
of survival.

The ship settled and she sprang 
to her feet. With l i theness 
augmented by her powersuit, she 
stalked down the corr idor, 
climbing over fallen beams, 
pushing aside cables—the broken 

and twisted entrails spilling out of 
the ceiling. A door whined ahead, 
futilely hissing and crunching as it 
was forever stuck.

The heads-up display in her 
helmet tagged a life form to her 
front.

Her target. The elusive light-
pirate they had sent her to track 
down a month ago.
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She unslung her trusty high-
calibre rifle from her shoulder. It 
wouldn’t matter if she used it on 
this derelict spaceship. It wasn’t 
like she could do much more 
damage to it.

Yulia activated the combat 
reflexes in her powersuit and the 
recoil suppressors. No need to be 
sent flying on her arse. 

A broken and collapsed section 
o f b u l k h e a d p r o v i d e d a 
convenient prop for her weapon 
while doubling as cover. The 
stealth function in her suit 
switched online at her command.

Now came the wait.

The air in her helmet hissed in her 
ears. Lights flickered and slowly 
faded as the power fluctuated in 
this sector. Metal groaned like a 
dying beast.
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The faintest sound of the scrape 
of fabric against metal pinged in 
her suit’s system. The target 
neared.

Yulia made a minute adjustment 
to her grip, sighting down the 
barrel of the rifle. Her finger 
eased onto the trigger. Ready.

Metal screeched and complained 
as a utility drone forced the 
broken doors open. Its clamps 
locked onto the edges of the 
door and shoved them wide.

Still, she didn’t move.

A tiny scout drone zipped past. 
Yulia tensed. How’d a light-pirate 
get military grade drones?

Luckily for her, her stealthed 
powersuit wouldn’t register on 
the tech’s scans.

It was all the more important she 
completed her job, for the good 
of the Legion.

The utility drone folded in on 
itself as it finished opening the 
broken hydraulic doors. The gap 
barely large enough to admit one 
person.

Yulia readied herself.

A broad shadow fil led the 
d o o r w a y , b a c k l i t b y t h e 
emergency lights, but their 
armour was matte and gave off 
no shine. The pirate eased 
through the gap sideways.

Right as they straightened up, 
weapon in hand, Yulia fired.

The rounds boomed out and 
struck their target true, shocks 
cascading out as the stun rounds 
activated.
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The person shuddered and 
convulsed. But they refused to go 
down.

Yulia rapidly reloaded and fired 
again as the pirate tried to lunge 
towards her. These bullets finally 
felled them.

Yulia leapt over the bulkhead, 
restraints out, and rushed the 
pirate.

She hit the deck, hands already 
on the stunned pirate, when the 
powersuit registered on her. She 
shoved the person over and 
stared at the insignia on their 
chest. The same one of the 
Legion as hers.

“What the hell…”

Out of caution, and not a little bit 
of annoyance, she restrained the 
supposed pirate while waiting for 
them to wake up.

She eyed the scout drone that 
z ipped back to their s ide, 
hovering happily in the air. She 
should have known something 
was up.

The Legionnaire stirred beside 
her, cursing loud enough that she 
could even hear it through their 
helmets. She rapped him on the 
head and pointed to her own 
helmet.

“This is my hunt. Why are you 
interfering?” She glared down at 
the soldier.

He groaned as he struggled to sit. 
He stared between his restrained 
arms and her. “I was commanded 
to investigate suspicious activity 
out here. A suspected deserter. 
Capture and return orders.”

“Not a light-pirate?” The pieces 
started falling into place. Far too 
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n e a t l y . A n n o y a n c e a n d 
amusement built in her.

He shook his head. “You going to 
take these off?”

“Nope.” She rolled her shoulders. 
“Our commanders have been up 
to their bets again.” She grinned. 
“You just lost.”

She yanked him to his feet and 
m a r c h e d h i m o u t o f t h e 
spaceship. Time to turn in her 
“ l i g h t - p i rat e ” a n d t e l l h e r 
commander off. Maybe she really 
should think about retiring soon. 

!
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He was pretty sure he’d placed it 
in the incubation oven before he 
left for the weekend, but things 
had been wild lately, making him 
doubt his own actions. If he 
hadn’t been wearing protection 
gloves, he’d probably scratch his 
nose, something his mother 
a l w a y s t o l d h i m l o o k e d 
disgusting and if he ever wanted 
a partner in life, he should quit 
that immediately.

The sunlight hit tiny particles 
hanging midair, but Julius was 
too busy to notice, trying to recall 
if anyone else said they were 

Julius Thorpe stood in the middle of 
the tiny research laboratory and 
looked bewildered at the tray with 
petri dishes.
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going to be in over the last 
couple of days, and if that could 
explain why the tray was on the 
bench and not in the oven, but 
his mind was blank. He glanced 
at the other work space where 
Karen was supposed to be, but 
she had left without a word after 
l u n c h o n F r i d a y . H e d i d 
remember she had complained 
about a sore throat, though, but 
he had forgotten all about it until 
now.

He surely missed her company at 
the moment. She’d know what to 
do. With a sigh and a deep 
breath, he took a small step 
closer to the tray and strained his 
neck to get a closer view from a 
distance.

Every dish on the tray had his 
own handwritten labeling; the 
grid number of soil samples from 
a supposed space rock landing 
site, and the date as of last Friday. 
That was about all that remained 
as he had left it. He took another 
step, drawn in by scientific 
curiosity. The typical dotted 
pattern of bacterial growth was 
t h e r e — a n d t h a t c o u l d b e 
expected, given the time and 
temperature—but everything else 
was … wrong. The standard agar 
gel had turned from the bland 
beige to cr imson red. The 
expected growth—soil bacteria, 
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maybe a yeast species or two 
gone astray—was not to be found. 
Instead, it looked like nothing 
he’d seen before. Every single 
colony forming unit was 
several millimeters 
high. If that 
w a s n ’ t 
e n o u g h , 
t h e y 
w e r e 
a l l 

ultramarine 
blue.

Julius Thorpe could 
not resist the urge to take a 
closer look. Thinking the tray’s 
already out in open air and the 
petri dishes sealed, he carefully 

placed one of them, using both 
hands, in the microscope, and 
fine tuned the instrument to get 
the best image. When he finally 

was satisfied with the 
adjustments and 

saw the close-
u p , h e 

fl i n c h e d 
a n d 

absently 
scratched 

h i s n o s e . 
T h e b l u e 

stacks were vibrant 
with life. Not sure if it was 

a trick of the light or if he was 
hallucinating and slowly going 
crazy, he checked the next dish. 
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And the next. They all had that 
crawling, active lifeform, like 
miniscule formicaries. It was like 
nothing he had ever seen or 
heard about before.

The first bewildered state of 
Julius Thorpe’s mind turned to 
excitement. It could be a new 
kind of bacteria. Then he recalled 
where the sample came from and 
it hit him: what if this was an alien 
life form from outer space? 
Absently smiling, he was already 
calculating the number of papers 
he was going to be able to 
publish on this; it was his big 
breakthrough. All the grants that 
he would be given, all the fame 
he would get . Los t in h i s 
daydreams, he picked up the last 
petri dish from the tray. As he 
placed it on the microscope, the 
lid came open. Before he had 
time to react, a small, blue cloud 

of particles swarmed out of the 
opening. Julius Thorpe quickly 
shut the container closed and 
took a step back, trying to dodge 
the floating specks. He stood 
numb, trying to figure out what to 
do. Again, he missed Karen.

He coughed lightly, scratching his 
nose. It was itching; he wanted to 
sneeze, but nothing happened. 
He coughed again, rougher this 
time. His throat felt like it was on 
fire, as if he had eaten all the 
habaneros in the world. With one 
gloved hand on his neck and the 
other reaching out to return the 
dish to the tray, Julius Thorpe 
f roze midstep. In the gap 
between his white lab coat and 
the orange glove, blue veins were 
pulsating, protruding, living its 
own life under the surface of his 
skin. Screaming, he dropped the 
dish to the floor, realizing his 
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mistake the same instant as it hit 
the linoleum carpet. Within parts 
of a second, he was surrounded 
by a blue fog, waving and shifting 
as one, like fish schooling. The 
few screams that were heard by 
no man but himself quickly 
turned to a gurgling noise.

✶ ✶ ✶

It felt like forever before he heard 
Karen’s voice calling his name. It 
sounded muffled, as if from a 
great distance, or as if his ears 
were blocked. A buzz kept 

ringing in the back of his mind, 
images and feelings rapidly 
shifting in a constant flow. His 
eyes felt blurred; he saw Karen’s 
distorted face hovering above 
him, saying something, but he 
couldn’t figure out what. Other 
voices, many and one at the same 
time, washed over him until there 
was nothing left but a great 
flowing sensation. They were 
one.   

!
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The Assist came to a swooping 
halt, ash blossoming in the wake 
of the jet propulsors. At Rosha’s 
mental signal, the Assist released 
its hold on her Exo suit and she 
fell into Earth’s arms of waist 
deep ash. Orrin’s Assist dropped 
him just a neural beat behind 
her. 

The ruins lay just ahead.

Their assigned News Anchor 
drone buzzed past Rosha, “We’re 
live, folks, at the sealed ruins!” Its 
smarmy voice cut through the 
reverent silence. “After the 
Yellowstone Volcanic Advent of 
1987, relics from this primitive 

p e r i o d o f h u m a n h i s t o r y 
deteriorated in the sulfuric 
gasses. But right here, right now, 
on Neuro Net 5, you might see 
what scientists believe could be a 
perfectly preserved room!

“ W e ’ r e h e r e w i t h R o s h a 
SevenTwoOne, the archaeologist 
who made the discovery, and 
Orrin FourOhNine, expert on old-
world culture...” 

Rosha got a nudge from Orrin’s 
mind as he rolled his eyes. She 
returned his message with a 
shrug. They waded through the 
ash, Assists flying overhead to 
illuminate their path. 

00:23 07/06/3104 CE; 
Sector 448 “Wisconsin”
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“...now that sulfur levels are 
acceptable, they finally have 
permission to crack open this 
historic treasure!”

A notification 
blipped on 
R o s h a ’ s 
h e a d s u p 
d i s p l a y , 
te l l ing her 
t h a t t h i s 
news s tory 
was trending 
o n t h e 
S t a t i o n ; a 
s h o w e r o f 
m u l t i c o l o r 
exclamation 
points and 
q u e s t i o n 
marks sp i l led through her 
peripheral vision as viewers 
reacted to what they were seeing. 

The entire Station was watching 
her. 

They entered the brittle ruins, Exo 
s u i t s 
c a lcu lat ing 
the pressure 
the f rag i le 
l i n o l e u m 
could handle 
w i t h e a c h 
footfall. 

“ T h e r e ” , 
R o s h a 
signaled to 
Orrin, then 
f e l t h i s 
a t t e n t i o n 
focus on the 
wall ahead. 
H e r A s s i s t 

augmented her vision with an x-
ray of the area, laying a web of 
ghostly light over the structure. 
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The digital outline of a octagonal 
h a z a r d s i g n l i t u p , o n c e 
concealed to even the synthetic 
eye by the sulfur crust. It bore the 
ancient words: 

“NO LITTLE SISTERS ALLOWED” 

Cultural historians like Orrin had 
wrestled over the meaning of the 
enigmatic warning, but Rosha 
had discovered that the sign was 
merely the promise of a greater 
revelation: a door.

Her Assist lowered onto her 
shoulder nodes and latched to 
her forearms, engaging the laser-
cutter function. A line of white fire 
crackled between her palms. 

Orrin stepped back as she bent 
the laser-cutter towards the wall, 
slicing through the congealed ash 
to the door hidden underneath.

Chunks of solid ash thick as 
cement flew back, bouncing off 
her Exo and nearly taking out the 
Anchor drone. A glowing, red-hot 
rectangle outlined the door for a 
breathless moment. Then a crack 
echoed through the ruins as the 
air pressure shifted and the door 
fell away from the wall, slumping 
into the ash drifts. 

Immediately the Anchor drone 
rushed forward, but Orrin’s Assist 
plucked it out of the air. It flailed 
uselessly, optics spinning, as 
Orrin bowed to Rosha. “After 
you.”

Rosha stepped inside, her Assist 
reassembling itself into a light 
source. 

The chamber was perfectly 
preserved. 
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Thick pile carpet and clusters of 
vibrant clothing covered the floor, 
crowding around electric string 
i n s t r u m e n t s , a s l e e p i n g 
receptacle, a desk with a written 
language press...

It was the most beautiful scene 
Rosha’s memory interface had 
ever recorded.

O r r i n f o l l o w e d , h i s A s s i s t 
re l e a s i n g t h e A n c h o r a n d 
sweeping light over the paper 
wall decorations. He focused on 
one image, blazoned with written 
language: the shapes ‘D-I-O’. 
“This meant ‘God’, in old-world,” 
Orrin thought toward her. “And 
this,” his light moved to another 
glossy image with bold type, 
“meant Dark Holy Day.” 

Rosha scanned over rows of 
plastic figurines, totems of 
fearsome creatures and heroic 

men. “...it’s a sacred place,” she 
thought, and instantly felt Orrin 
resonate with her, agreeing. 

Orrin and Rosha moved their 
lights to the desk, the ‘typewriter’ 
there, along with a few loose 
p a g e s c o v e r e d i n w r i t t e n 
language.
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“These must be words of the 
priest,” Orrin told her. “Scripture.”

One page seemed to call out to 
Rosha, though she couldn’t read 
the words herself. “There’s hand-
drawn letters here,” she blasted 
the thought to Orrin. 

The penned shapes were graceful 
above the rigid type:  

Say first: This one goes out to 
all the ladies 

“It’s a holy rite, it requires a 
verbal,” Orrin triggered his vocal 
projector, calling aloud: “This one 
goes out to all the ladies!” 

Rosha’s HUD flooded wi th 
exclamatory audience-reaction 
signals as the whole Station 
heard him. Chills ran through her. 

Orrin read aloud the rest of the 
typed shapes as she watched 
over his shoulder.  

“Lyric Ideas: 

Tell me what you’re feelin’ 

I’ll send you reelin’ 

Put that body right on me 

I’ll set you free 

Holdin’ you feels good 

Feels real good” 

“It’s…” Orrin’s neural interface 
fl o o d e d R o s h a ’ s w i t h a n 
overwhelming sense of wonder. 
“It’s about stepping free from Exo 
suits. Physical contact. Non-neural 
communication.” 

“How--”

A thought from Orrin stopped her 
—the citizens of the Station 
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weren’t ready for such a radical 
idea. Shedding Exo suits? 
Touch?

Rosha shook with divine fervor. 
Maybe they weren’t ready. She 
was. 

T r i g g e r i n g h e r v e r b a l 
projection, she said, “I’m going 
to try it.” 

Reactions filled her HUD, 
symbols indicating outrage, 
fear, encouragement. 

“Rosha, no--” 

S u l f u r i c l e v e l s w e r e 
acceptable. The Atmosphere 
was oxidized. 

Rosha initiated the suit ’s 
release sequence. The Anchor 
drone buzzed in for a good 
shot. 
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With a sigh, the Exo suit split 
open, falling in segments to the 
plush carpet. 

Ro s h a’s ex p o s e d s k i n w a s 
wrinkled and soft, like gossamer 
clouds drifting over the blue-
veined Earth.

Orrin stood across from her, the 
blank plane of h is helmet 
unreadable, thoughts barred 
from her for the first time. 

Then a plume of air sliced 
through his Exo, piece after piece 
dropping to mingle with hers on 
t h e fl o o r, i n t e r n a l c i rc u i t s 
glittering. The Anchor whirred 
around them. 

Orrin was blinking, coughing. 
Rosha reached out to steady him, 
and he twined his fingers with 
hers. 

It felt l ike the laser cutter 
engaged, sparking lightning at 
her palm. 

They looked at their entwined 
hands, and Orrin’s voice rasped, 
“Tell me what you’re feelin’.”

“Holdin’ you feels good,” she 
said.

“Feels real good.”

!
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