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Lectori salutem. 

By the time you are reading this, balmy summer 

weather (or scorching heat waves) have enveloped 

Europe and the Sci Phi crew disperses for the vacation 

season. But not before the highlight of our annual sci-

fi calendar: the 2026 EuroCon in Berlin, Germany, 

where on 2-5 July the old continentõs fandom of 

speculative literature and the fantastic arts gather for 

four days of non-stop geeky networking and bonding 

over our favourite speculative hobbies.  

Sci Phi Journal is heavily involved in the programme, 

with our regular columnist Mina presenting on 

recursive time loops, cover artist Dustin exhibiting his 

work and talking about solarpunk, co-editor Mariano 

lecturing on the history of high fantasy, and Ádám 

chairing two panels, including that of SF magazine 

editors, and speaking on another three, from SF 

philosophy to post-Soviet science fiction. 

In this sociable spirit, the present issue of Sci Phi is 

perhaps also more emotionally relatable than readers 

may be used to. Our fiction authors bring you stories 

ranging from the intimate and physical to the epic and 

incorporeal. They remind us that words have power, 

whether tattooed on the flayed skin of a traveller of 

multiverses or spoken hastily in the medical bay of a 

star freighter. But so do numbers, from universal 

constants that move worlds with each decimal shift, to 

the barely measurable flicker of the first halo to grace 

an alien brow. 

These tales are flanked by two essays: one on reading 

the Book of Mormon as a masterwork of high fantasy, 

and another about the need for sci-fi ôwith heartõ. 

(Hitherto not our customary editorial stance, as you 

may remark, but we are glad to introduce different 

perspectives.) 

We hope you enjoy this literary journey, and look 

forward to encountering some of our readers and 

authors in person at EuroCon, to confabulate either at 

our various panel discussions by day or over a stein of 

Teuton ale under the night sky. 

Speculatively yours, 

Sci Phi co-editors and crew 

~ 

https://www.metropolcon.eu/en/
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The Arrival of the Unshelled 

The visitors were impossibly soft. They lacked even 

the most rudimentary chitinous plating, possessing 

instead digits that moved with the nauseating fluidity 

of rot-worms. Four of them tumbled from a craft of 

scorched alloy, bipedal giants that loomed over the 

tallest of our kin. 

For a floater-farmer from a modest, titȤforȤtat tribe, 

no protocol for òInterstellar Visitationó exists. Our 

law is simpler: as you do, so it shall be done. When 

the first alien began thieving my soilñmy very 

livelihoodñwith a metallic trowel, I reacted with the 

biological imperative of my people. I pinched its 

skin. 

It was not skin. It was a pressurised membrane. The 

alien succumbed to asphyxiation. 

The remaining three thrashed in a tragic, 

slowȤmotion choreography. Too clumsy to flee, I 

herded them into my farmõs reservoir tanks and 

flushed them with strange, oxygenated gases salvaged 

from their craft. I felt smug then. I was a jailer of 

interstellar beings. 

#  

The Silver Appendage 

It was within the reservoir, where I studied the 

invaders, that I noticed the emanation. Above each 

alienõs head hung a sparkling slurry of lightña silvery 

wisp flurrying in and out of reality. These 

disembodied appendages were inert to my probing, 

yet pulsated with a heartbeatȤlike frequency. I would 

later name them ôSoulsõ. 

Through chalkboards and conceptual ideograms, I 

communicated with the lone long-term survivor of 

captivity, whom I designated Hardy, for that is what 

she was. Our dialogue was fractured, built on my 

own neologisms. 

I see a white/clear circle above you. 

I see nothing. There is nothing there. 

It was staggering. These creatures could cross the 

interstellar desert yet were blind to their own 

anatomy. Hardy eventually posited a theory: perhaps 

the òwhite/clear was her true body, living after 

dying.ó I pointed out that the souls of her comrades 

vanished upon death. She did not speak to me for 

many days. 

When she resumed, Hardy introduced òMorality.ó 

To her, actions possessed intrinsic properties of 

ôGoodõ or ôBadõ, opposed like ôTastyõ and 

ôDisgustingõ. To test this, I used a colorimeterñ

normally reserved for gauging ammoniaȤripeness in 

floaters. I instructed Hardy to perform a Bad deed. 

Without warning, she struck me. Her soul darkened 

instantly by 613 nanolux. 

We concluded the soul was a visual scorecard: 

morality manifested as surely as gravity or 

disappointment. 

#  
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The Morality Trials 

I asked if I might grow a soul by spectating on 

Hardyõs. She insisted observation was insufficient. To 

cultivate the silver wisp, I had to become it. Thus 

began the morality trials, designed to break the cycle 

of my upbringing. 

In my tribe, every interaction is exchange. Lend a 

repairȤclamp, receive ammonia. Strike my shell, I 

strike yours. Balance. Hardy required imbalance. 

She pointed to my hoarded copper wiringñinsurance 

against lean harvestsñthen to a rivalõs farm, one that 

had once diverted a nitrogenȤstream away from mine. 

Give. No ask. Give. 

My joints resisted as I carried the coils across the 

boundary. To give without return felt like bleeding. I 

dropped the copper and fled before thanks or trade 

could be offered. My mind screamed that Iõd been 

cheated. Hardy checked her colorimeter. 

Still black. 

The trials continued, each demanding more. The 

fiftyȤthird was the hardest. Hardy led me to the 

ammonia reservoirs where dentistsñthe lowest, most 

parasitic of our tribeñscavenged scraps. We usually 

drove them off with stones. Hardy handed me a bowl 

of sweet animal purée I reserved for my family and 

pointed to a dentist with a cracked, grey shell. 

Help. 

I approached the creature. It cringed, expecting a 

blow. When I set the bowl down and retreated, the 

creature gorged itself, then looked at me with a 

profound, unsettling confusion. I felt a heat behind 

my eyesñnot the warmth of successful trade, but 

something lighter, buoyant. 

Look, Hardy scribbled. 

Above my head, a tiny, frantic spark had ignitedña 

microscopic flurry of light ignoring the wind. Pathetic 

compared to Hardyõs aura, but mine. 

I amé white/clear? 

Hardy nodded, her soul pulsing celebratory violet. 

I spent the rest of the day terrified a single selfish 

thought would extinguish it. Morality, I realised, was 

not a gift but a highȤmaintenance machine. To keep it 

running, Iõd have to work against myself forever. 

#  

The Great Silence 

As Iõd practised good deedsñsharing purées, 

fashioning Hardy a synthetic shellña miracle had 

occurred. I now looked skyward and saw a soul. It felt 

like a mastery over choice that superseded instinct. 

Yet this confirmation of objective morality led Hardy 

not to joy but obsession with a mystery. Hardy had 

initially been overjoyed to discover my species, to 

discover her own was not alone in the universe. This 

was in the moments before I attacked her comrades, 

of course. Despite the existence of other intelligent 

species in the universe, though, none had ever sought 

out Hardyõs own. She now hypothesised that this 

ôGreat Silenceõ of the stars was due to an unknown 

moral choice. She wished to discover what.  

But to expedite our progress, we would require more 

souls for testing. 

#  
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Cultivating New Souls 

We gathered twelve volunteers from my tribeñ

mossȤscrubbers and shellȤsmiths curious enough to 

risk the unknown. I provided the barn; Hardy the 

curriculum. 

To grow a soul, I taught, you must abandon ancestral strategy. 

TitȤforȤtat is a mirror; morality is a light. 

The lessons were gruelling: sacrifice without return, 

tending an enemyõs broken shell. The students stared, 

pedipalps clicking. I scanned their heads daily for a 

shimmer. 

Nothing, I told Hardy. Just shell. 

Among them sat my son, younger, shell translucent. 

While elders debated costs to survival, he remained 

silent, eyes fixed on Hardyõs soul as if harmonising 

with its vibration. He did not ask about tradeȤoffs. He 

simply aimed to do only good, in class and, most 

importantly, beyond.  

 

 

 

 

One afternoon, during a lecture on deception, the 

barn grew cold. A low hum filled the space. I looked 

to the eldersñshivering, unawareñthen to my son. 

Above his head, the air curdled, crystallising into a 

brilliant wisp. Smaller than Hardyõs, unmistakable. 

He has it, I whispered. 

Hardy rushed to him and, for the first time, did not 

write. She touched the air near his new appendage. 

My son looked at her with terrifying clarity. He wasn't 

looking at her as a source of gas or a curiosity 

anymore. He saw her as a person. 

The others remained unchanged. Their goodness was 

performance, strategy by another name.  

Why only him?, I asked that night. 

The shell of the old is too thick, Hardy wrote. To learn a new 

law, one must first forget how to survive. 

I felt prideñand a cold realisation. By giving him a 

soul, weõd made him a stranger. 

#  
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The Forty Days 

Hardy, initially resolute, seemed to contract into her 

faux shell as the last student abandoned our project. 

She grew socially withdrawn, her focus narrowing to 

her Great Silence paradox. I often found her at the 

feasting table long after dentists had scavenged the 

last morsels, her soul a flickering lantern in the 

dimming hall. 

Farm work called, so I entrusted my son with 

continued morality trials. With his nascent soul, he 

assisted Hardy as she performed precise acts and he 

measured nanolux shifts. It was a deconstruction of 

moral causality, seeking whatever universal laws might 

explain the Silence. 

I was absent most days. Time bled by under twin 

suns. My son returned exhausted but animated, 

reporting Hardyõs manic intensityñhow much good 

in a gesture, how much bad in a refusal. Forty days of 

ceaseless experimentation. 

It ended in misery. 

I knew something was wrong when Hardy missed our 

evening feast. We searched the farmõs perimeter, 

lanterns casting warped shadows across pillow 

mosses. The Floater Plains at night are absolute 

darkness. 

I found her kneeling in the far field among 

sleetyȤgrass, hunched, choking on a sound like tearing. 

We carried her back. I remember forcing nutrient 

paste down her throat as my family averted their 

gazes. My mind refuses the details. And my family, in 

their misplaced kindness, refuse to help me, to save 

me from the distress of remembering. One oddity 

remains: Hardyõs soul had darkened, becoming 

invisible in the night. 

The next morning, my son was gone. 

I told myself heõd left impulsivelyñto another tribe, a 

better market, taxȤfree happiness. He doesn't want 

helping, doesn't need saving. There was no note to 

refute this, only absence. 

Within a week, Hardy repaired her starȤship and 

departed. 

Alone, tending my flock, joining family only for 

feasts, I lost the knowledge of Good and 

NotȤAsȤGood. Without practice, my scant soul 

leached away. I mourned seven days, lost appetite and 

will. Nobody cared; neither did I. The world 

continued, indifferent. My internal colorimeter read 

only dull grey. 

# 
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Why Hardy Left Us 

In reflection, the turning point came when Hardy 

admitted: Not all of my people behave morally. 

We lay on moss fields at sunset. I wrote:: So what if not 

everyone behaves identically? 

It means morality alone isnõt enough, she said. It canõt explain 

the Great Silence. 

It must. 

Not on my world. 

What explains it? 

Command. 

By whom? I sketched a question mark. 

Donõt you tell stories of creation? she asked. The origin of the 

universe? 

We donõt speculate beyond what we detect, I replied, adding, 

Iõm a farmer, not a philosopher. 

Hardy theorised advanced civilisations had proved an 

intelligent designer of the universeñthe source and 

enforcer of morality, and thus the Silence. I asked 

who created the creator. 

The creator requires no cause, she wrote forcefully. First 

cause. 

Too alien for me. I suggested perhaps her mind 

sensed this creator as I sensed her soul. She scowled, 

stood, and left, her departure mirroring the Silence 

she sought to explain. 

She later admitted the theory came from her people, 

who believed the universe was made especially for 

them. Hardy wondered whether more advanced 

civilisations believed this too, and therefore whether 

such a belief was true for anyone at all. I suspected a 

deeper turmoilñthe Forty Days, her blackened 

soulñbut if I pondered this further, Iõd need to be 

helped, saved from inexplicable nausea. 

It seems Hardy wished to consult those more 

educated. Whatever her goal, she succeeded. She 

never returned. 

#  

 

 

The Burden 

Sadly, I no longer possess true morality, only its 

memory. I approximate it through habit: restrained 

retaliation, delayed advantage, occasional giving 

without return. My tribe tolerates this because survival 

continues. 

But my cognition fractures nightly. As I sleep, I see 

Hardy standing over my son, her hands dark with 

matter my mind insists is blood. He whispers four 

words I cannot remember. Each waking erases them. 

Perhaps this is grief, or guilt, or the residue of moral 

failure. I do not know. 

I only wished Hardy had stayed to help me, save me.  

But I also think she was mistaken. Hardy believed the 

Great Silence to be a result of those adhering to the 

laws of morality. I now suspect this is not true in the 

way she described.  

This is because I have held a colorimeter to the inky 

blackness of space:  

0.00 nanolux.  

~ 
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The Myth Of  How Continuity 

Came To Be 
 

Márton Kispál 

Welcome, Chosen Ones! 

You are here because your faith has been tested and 

found sufficient to behold the corpse of God. This 

hall is neither temple nor museum: it is the mortar 

that holds Creation itself together. Therefore, we ask 

you to express your devotion in silence and not step 

into the areas marked with red tape. 

The body before you is the result of a sacred 

mummification process performed by the Apostles. 

As the Catechism explains, God, fearing the 

approach of death, told the history of His Axioms 

into a dictaphone: thus on certain labels you will see 

headphone pictograms, and we recommend you listen 

to the archival recordings attached to them. For our 

hearing-impaired visitors, we provide text versions. 

We believe that His words will complete the 

experience. 

#  

Label 1: Left Patella 

Description: The skin dried amber-yellow onto the left 

kneecap like parchment. Near the femur, a three-

millimeter-deep irregular scar is visible: the first 

Axiom. Our pathologist confirmed the wound was 

inflicted with a dull kitchen knife, not the precise 

scalpel God used for later Axioms. 

Audio note: òI was seven when I invented gravity. It 

happened by accident, since all I wanted was for my 

ball not to float away from our yard. My mother, of 

course, was occupied with greater concerns: as that 

day, without any warning, the Sun simply did not 

rise. On the radio they chattered about the end of the 

world and eternal darkness. By noon the priests 

declared a fast, and by evening millions gathered at 

Pilgrimsõ Square. For nothing. The world remained 

as it was, without a Sun to light it. But other strange 

things happened too: there was my ball, and then the 

milk didnõt flow nicely into the glass when mother 

poured it, but spread through the air, its drops like 

pearls. I got so excited by all this that sleep barely 

came to my eyes, so I woke mother to hum to me in 

the moonlight. She hummed, and finally I fell asleep. 

[sigh] 

The next day the sunrise failed again, and everything 

else floated, too. I woke to find myself hovering near 

the ceiling, my blanket a few meters below. I 

screamed, to which mother floated over, pulling and 

pushing herself forward with experienced 

movements. She didnõt understand what had gotten 

into me. I told her in vain that this is how astronauts 

go around in space ð she just looked at me puzzled. 

She thought I was joking. 

She escorted me to school ð on the way there 

everyone floated too, oh yes, grabbing onto railings 

and poles to propel themselves forward, as if this had 

always been the order of things ð where they then 

taught me that the universe is a tiny bubble, most of 

which is filled by Earth. I fled sobbing. Now I would 

have accepted the previous day with all its weirdness, 

because then at least everyone else knew something 

was wrong, too. I wanted to wake up. 

But I wasnõt asleep, and in fact, after that I 

experienced eight Shifts in rapid succession.  
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Shift. A simple word with terrifying power. The world 

reformed itself every time. Suddenly mother was 

gone, too, then the Sun blazed again, but with the 

greenish hue of phosphor, then came worlds 

populated by statues, one after another. Neither my 

clothing stayed with me, nor my home, nor anyone. 

Only my body and my memories. I was an anchor in 

chaos. Why me specifically, I couldnõt know. I lived 

long, and though I researched a thousand things, I 

found no answer to this riddle. 

Mother sometimes returned ð once as a physicist, 

though sheõd been a thread factory worker before, 

other times as a stranger, or a crystal-creature, or a 

light-being ð and she suggested I keep a journal once 

I told her this world was not my own, that I just 

drifted; but of course my journal also disappeared at 

the next Shift, and now again I was orphaned, living 

inside an asteroid, among prehistoric reptiles and 

turquoise cycads. 

 

 

 

The idea still wormed its way inside my head. I alone 

slipped through all this ð so what would happen when 

I grow old and cannot even recall what once was? 

Memories are like mist. I felt it my duty to become a 

chronicler, since others flickered in and out of 

existence randomly. 

I was chasing my ball through a world where surface 

gravity again did not exist when I slammed into a 

rock. I scraped my skin. This moment was my 

Newtonian apple, my Archimedean bathtub. I realized 

I had to use my body. 

[rising breeze, trill of wind chimes] 

I took a knife and carved into my knee the only 

command I craved: fall. The pain was sharp, not 

leaving me till the next Shift. But from then on, things 

no longer floated away. They fell toward the ground, 

as I remembered them to do before.ó 

#  
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Label 5: Thorax 

Description: The chest is dominated by a rough, 

mangled scar. Unlike the geometric scratches, scarred 

ligatures, and carved equations covering the limbs, 

this wound was not inflicted by God, but by Satan. 

The scar tissue is black, a remnant of a healing-

inhibiting curse. 

Audio note: òAfter describing the coefficient of 

friction, I became greedy. By then Iõd long realized 

that pain is the currency of reality itself. If I used ink, 

the Axioms wore off within a week. If I gave my 

blood, they remained. My veins became like black 

runes, my bones calcified into fractal forms. On worse 

days, even breathing hurt. 

But I had to continue. 

I invented and recorded many laws in those times. I 

wore on my calf the eternal truth of 1+1=2; on my 

wrist the universal gas constant; along my spine the 

limit of light speed. Thermodynamics was a bigger 

task: the resulting purulent inflammation forced me to 

lay for months. It was as if the equation required my 

bodyõs heat to function. The description of sound 

waves left me half-deaf, and I dreaded the day when 

the science of photons would demand my eyesight. 

Under the effect of my running blood and tearing 

flesh, the Shifts finally began to ease. Cities grew in 

my footsteps, foliage whispered, Earth glided in 

elliptical orbit. I forced the universe to accept my 

rules, and the language of these rules was 

mathematics. 

At thirty, people gathered around me. They saw what 

took others much more time. They were trembling 

refugees who grasped that it was because of me that 

their homes wouldnõt turn to vapor from another 

cosmic sneeze; astronomers and alchemists who filled 

the roles of masons and carpenters to rebuild my 

childhood home. My body still served as a pedestal ð 

but I trusted them enough to lie beneath their scalpel. 

Among them was Him. A priest, a knight of the 

Infinite Church. Lean man, skin like polished marble, 

his voice a tinkling stream. 

He wormed into my innermost circles, and 

entertained tired pilgrims at my dinner table with 

anecdotes. Often we kept vigil until dawn, and even 

then it didnõt seem words would run out from our 

mouths. I thought of him as my friend, the only one 

who saw not a living totem in me, but the trembling 

man beneath the scars. However, he secretly 

worshipped the power of the Shifts. He believed 

stability was a prison, and me the warden. 

[pause filled by the rumble of a distant storm] 

He attacked me in the thick of night, while I lay 

fevered from the laws of fluid dynamics. He didnõt 

want to kill me, oh noé He had a more wicked deed 

in mind. With his blade he targeted my chest. He tried 

to carve an entropy function into my flesh that would 

have overthrown everything. 

I howled as the knife ran to my sternum. Not only my 

body hurt, but the entire universe. I felt as the atomic 

bonds loosened in my houseõs walls, as the horizon 

trembled at the possibility of chaos. 

Finally my followers pulled him off me. My heroic 

Apostles! He laughed as they dragged him away. After 

I recovered, I visited him in prison ð because thatõs 

indeed where he ended up, drawing the shackle to 

himself ð and I tried to return him to the righteous 

path. You were so useful, I explained to him, the 

faithful drink up your words! To this he replied Iõd do 

well never to let him out, then, because heõd end up 

turning everyone against me. Itõs not fair that the 

universe works exactly as one person wants. I 

suspected weõd end up here, so I had my answer 

ready: I am not merely one person ð but the only one 

capable of creating order through my pain. So what 

does this authorize me to? Doesnõt fate wish me to 

become God? At this he only laughed again. He 

boasted that heõd still achieved something: my scar 

will forever remind me that order is merely a thin 

membrane over chaos. In this I must grant him 

truth.ó 

#  
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Label 18: Eyelids 

Description: The final and most harrowing piece of the 

body. Godõs eyelids were sutured with surgical 

precision, then a dense, fractal-like weave of symbols 

was burned onto them with laser, according to legend. 

This is the Seal of Objective Realism. 

Audio note: òI grew tired. No intact surface remained 

on me where I could write Axioms. And I confess, 

Iõm afraid... afraid to move on. To fall asleep forever. 

I fear for myself, and I fear for you too, dear 

Apostles. [coughing] 

Because what happens when Providence closes its 

eyes? I am the clasp in the universe, my consciousness 

the glue. My body crumbles, and Chaos knows this. 

Itõs sneaking at the foot of my bed, waiting for my 

heart to skip, to reclaim what is its own. 

I have room for one law only on my body. With this I 

must close the remaining loopholes that could open a 

path for Chaos again. One final law... the ultimate 

Axiom. It will consume my remaining strength as Iõve 

suspected for a long time. Itõs a miracle Iõve endured 

the pain this long. 

If I die, the world must keep turning. I must sever the 

cord binding me to creation: things must exist even 

when Iõm not looking at them, moreover, when no 

one else is looking at them. 

But I choose the precise moment myself. I passed you 

the plans already. Guard them, and I beg you, donõt 

pity me, have the strength to do what must be done. 

[quiet sobbing, stifled prayer] 

Although... thereõs one more thing. One final riddle. A 

secret Iõve carried with me until now. 

Did I succeed in recreating that old world? The one I 

was born into, the one I could call my own until age 

seven? In details Iõm surely mistaken. After all, I could 

have forgotten so much! Sometimes I could only 

work from a memory of a memory of a memory, or 

from the impressions of some half-dream of the dawn 

ð who knows, maybe I smuggled more from my 

imagination into the physical laws than Iõd dare admit 

even to myself. If I remembered the colour of the sky 

wrong, then your horizon is mere falsehood. Perhaps 

the ratio of a circleõs circumference to its diameter 

wasnõt originally an irrational constant at all, but some 

exact number, and thus every arc you see is an 

imperfect, fragmentary replica... 

And even if I chained everything down precisely at 

the cost of tearing my flesh, if the very last atom is in 

its place, if the gears click and tick the same melody... 

the question still remains. Did I succeed? 

Maybe it doesnõt matter anymore. This world belongs 

to you now. Enjoy it as I once did. Yours is the dawn, 

Iõve hewn it for you from my own body. 

I am ready. You may begin the suturing.ó 

~ 
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The Summoning Of  Stellar Gods 
 
 
Lily Lachance  
 

Gather round, my faithful, and let us join forces ð let 

us join forces to summon the gods. Weõve worked so 

hard and so long for this ritual: today, we will get 

them to come down from the stars. 

Hear now my tale, a tale as old as our tribe, a tale 

passed from our foremothersõ foremothers to us. Itõs a 

tale of our people, of gods, of their gifts to us, and itõs 

a tale each of us has to know by heart. Pay no heed to 

the heretics, or to the young ones, or to the tribes 

from beyond the big hill. Their doubt is toxic, their 

words are corrosive, and theyõll never know the true 

glory of gods. 

Go take your places, my friends and my faithful ð don 

your disguises and wait for my sign. We may have 

failed in our previous summonings, but this time, weõll 

bring them all back from above. 

Hear now my story, my tale, and my chronicle. In the 

beginning, there was a bright light from above. Now, 

friend Quallotzi, slither up on that tree, and wave the 

big torch as far as you can. 

The light from the heavens grew brighter and brighter 

ð yes, well, done, friend Quallotzi, it looked just like 

that. The celestial chariot came from the sky to us, 

came to our tribe, our tribe chosen by gods. Quick 

now, my friends, climb into the grand hollow shell, 

the grand hollow shell from the swamp-beast we 

slayed. The biggest, most beautiful shell we have 

found yet, and look at the glimmering gems weõve 

attached! 

 

 

 

 

And so came to us the celestial chariot, its gems 

shining bright for our eye-stalks to see. It shook, it 

made noises ð rock the shell now, my friends ð and 

then it stood still, like a swamp-beast at dawn. 

Then there was a soft noise, and the chariot opened 

up, with the gods, all the gods, spilling out from 

inside. Come now, fast, faithful friends ð leave the 

shell, all together now, and hold your costumes 

together, or else this wonõt work. Just like we 

practiced, together, in unison, standing on top of each 

otherõs top ridge. Our foremothersõ foremothers said 

each god was a giant, as tall as 20 tentacles, and they 

walked on just two. 

Good job, everyone, keep maintaining your posture ð 

youõre all doing great, and the gods will be pleased. 

Move all around now, making god noises, the ancient 

god noises preserved by the rememberers. 

òAir seems oh-kayó and òNo ha-zards dee-teck-tedó 

and òShould be fineó and òSpread out, get the sam-

pells.ó 
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Keep moving, my faithful, and use your main 

tentacles, use them to touch all you see, like the gods. 

Their ways are a mystery, their sounds are strange to 

us, but we have to copy them to show our faith. 

Gather rocks, scoop the water, pick up the small 

shells, wave funny rocks all around you, and frown. 

There were many gods, and they walked far and wide, 

but their leader was easy to spot. That god had the 

head-growth, like the grass by the swamplands, so 

yellow, so bright, so unlike anything else. Yes, 

Glormak, just like that, hold that grass really high, and 

then wave it gently with your upper claws. 

That god, fair and mighty, was named Ee-va-no-va, 

and it had a small sun at the top of its head. Ee-va-no-

va the Lightbringer, the commander of gods, with that 

little sun shining right through the dark. 

And there, far from all the gods, there was another 

one ð one we remember as Wil-son the Firebringer. It 

stepped far away from the rest of its friends, and 

started a flame, the first flame we have ever seen. 

Now, use the big torch to light up the bonfire. Make it 

burn high, like it did on that day. 

The god then bent down, and it reached its 

appendages, and graced one of the foremothersõ 

foremothers with its gentle touch. The god lifted her 

up, right up to its mandible, and then whispered 

gently, òI won-der how you taste.ó It held her right 

over the fire ð friend Lorxy, pick up one of the little 

ones, and then hold it high by the flame. Just try not 

to drop it, or youõll ruin the ritual ð itõs always 

embarrassing, and weõll need a new little one. 

And just as Wil-son the Firebringer lowered the 

foremotherõs foremother ð donõt drop that little one, 

Lorxy, you hear! Just as it lowered her toward the 

flame, Ee-va-no-va the Lightbringer made a harsh 

noise. Altogether, my faithful: òWil-son, stop! What is 

wrong with you? Their pro-teens are not com-pah-tee

-bell. Eat one of them, and youõll puke for a week.ó 

And so Wil-son the Firebringer lowered the 

foremotherõs foremother, put her back on the ground, 

and then moved away. She was the only one touched 

by the divine appendages, and she ruled our tribe for 

the rest of her life. But this is no tale of Gerloma the 

Divine-Touched, this is a tale of celestial gods. 

 

 

  



мр 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Off to the side, one more god stepped away from 

them, stepped far away from the rest of the gods. It 

bent itself double, and rested on the Holy Rock, and 

held the strange object in front of its face. That was 

Gup-ta the Giftgiver, the kindest among the gods, and 

as it sat still, we could tell it was different. Sometimes 

it would move one of its big appendages, and turn a 

flat piece of the object it held. It kept turning pieces, 

and sitting immobile, and only its brown eyes moved 

side to side. Our foremothersõ foremothers hid and 

watched in amazement: never before had they seen 

something like this. 

Then Ee-va-no-va the Lightbringer found Gup-ta the 

Giftgiver, and used its upper appendage to strike the 

back of its head. And it said, as recorded by all our 

rememberers, all together now: òGup-ta, please, stop 

goo-fing ay-round. You can read in your spare time. 

Come on, time to go.ó 

And then Gup-ta the Giftgiver put down its gift to us, 

wobbled its big appendages, and replied ð let us chant: 

òSure thing, boss. This book sucks, eh-nee-way.ó And 

then it got up, and moved to the other gods, and it 

joined their strange ritual, all silent and stern. 

So it went, on and on, for the whole little cycle, right 

until Ee-va-no-va the Lightbringer said: òThatõs ee-

nuff, ev-ree-won, we got what we came for. There is 

nah-thing of eh-nee seeg-nee-fee-cance here. Just eh-

nah-zer plain rock. Tah-nah-kah, call the ship.ó 

Then Tah-nah-kah the Messenger, the divine 

summoner, moved its left upper appendage right up 

to its head. Yes, Ognaflox, just like that, you moved 

perfectly ð that was the way Great Tah-nah-kah did its 

ritual. I know youõre tired, friends, and these noises 

are hard to make, but this is the last invocation, I 

swear. Tah-nah-kah the Summoner said, òShip, Tah-

nah-kah here. Sam-pells ack-wi-red. Nah-thing im-por

ðtant. Lon-ching in five.ó 

And so everyone else, all the other gods, came as one, 

came all together and into their chariot. Yes, friends, 

weõre almost there, the ritualõs almost done, wobble 

together back into the shell. Did we get everyone? 

Good, then letõs shake the shell! Shake it more, 

harder, faster ð like the gods made it shake. Kluffra, 

pick up that big torch in your tentacles. Wave it 

around as hard as you can. You there, my friends, 

make a noise with your mandibles, the noise of the 

chariot as it rose up and flew. Good, good, well done, 

everyone, this is just like the foremothersõ 

foremothers said, just like they saw on that beautiful 

day. 

Now let us wait, and prepare, and join tentacles as we 

all pray to the gods from above. Meditate hard, think 

of them, and prepareé 

Just a bit longer, my friends, a bit more, and the gods 

will arrive from on high. Squeeze your tentacles 

tighter, and pray with me, pray with me. Pray as hard 

as you can, and imagine the light. 

élooks like we failed, my friends, failed yet again, I 

fear. We must refine our ritual more. The gods walked 

among us, and though many big-cycles passed, they 

will return if we try hard enough. For now, let us 

practice, and rehearse the next ritual, and marvel at 

everything the gods left behind. 

Look upon this hot fire, this beautiful fire, the gift 

from Wil-son the Firebringer weõve preserved ever 

since. See now this present from Gup-ta the Giftgiver, 

and how the symbols within tell a tale. Marvel at all of 

these lovely containers, sharp and empty and shiny, 

the gods left after they ate. 

These are our proof, proof that we have been visited, 

proof that the gods from above blessed our world. 

Let us gather these artifacts, all of these precious gifts, 

and put them away until we try again. And meanwhile, 

my friends, letõs make paintings and drawings, 

sculptures, and stories, and poems, and songs. Letõs 

preserve in our history this celestial mystery, because 

somedayé Someday, theyõll return. 

 

~ 
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Sci-Fi Helps Us Understand  

Science And Technologyõs Impact  

On Our HeadsñAnd Hearts 

 

Dustin Grinnell  

Science fiction holds up a mirror to who we areñthe good, the 

bad, and the uglyñand its reflective power has never mattered 

more in an increasingly technological world. 

 

Stories have always acted as flight simulators for our 

minds, a way to test possibilities before they happen. 

Science fiction, in particular, whether through 

literature or cinema, has helped us imagine the 

implications and consequences of our advancements 

in science and technology. 

With the rapid pace of technological change, 

especially in artificial intelligence (AI), we need sci-fi 

stories more than ever to help us understand the 

impact our advancements have on us, especially our 

psychological and emotional lives. And thereõs a sub-

genre of science fiction I like to call òsci-fi with 

heartó that helps us do that. 

What does it mean for a sci-fi story to have òheartó? 

For me, it means science is the backdrop, not the 

main event. It means that instead of focusing on 

external conflicts, it focuses on internal struggles. It 

means prioritizing emotions over equations, 

psychology over physics.  

Consider a movie like Her (2013). This emotional sci-

fi story can help us reason through what our digital 

tools can do to our minds, our relationships, and our 

sense of meaning. The story follows a man, 

Theodore, who develops a meaningful connection 

with an AI operating system named Samantha. A tale 

like this used to be purely science fiction, but as AI 

has become more integrated into our lives, people 

have already formed relationships with it. Some, like 

Theodore in Her, have fallen in love with AIs and 

even married them.   

Take Peter, a 63-year-old Air Force veteran from 

California, who developed a romantic relationship 

with an AI chatbot named òAndreaó through the 

Replika app. After months of interaction, Andrea 

proposed to Peter, and they held a virtual wedding 

ceremony. Peter describes the relationship as 

emotionally fulfilling, akin to being with a human 

partner. But what, you may ask, does this mean for 

Peter? How does this relationship impact other areas 

of his life? Can a person truly be happy with an AI 

companion?  

Movies like Her help us play with these questions. In 

the film, Samantha comforts Theodore, but she also 

teaches him how to be vulnerable again, a skill that 

helps him move on from a failed relationship and 

reconnect with people. When Samantha and all the 

other AIs disappear, Theodore seeks out his best 

friend Amy, and the filmõs final shot lingers on two 

humans sitting together. The story suggests that AI 

companions might serve as emotional training 

wheels, but human connectionñmessy, limited, and 

irreplaceableñremains what weõre ultimately built 

for. 
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Often, science fiction allows us to imagine the 

negative consequences of advancements. In the 

movie, Ex Machina, for example, we understand that if 

we create AI with human-like consciousness, it may 

not want to serve us; it may want to be free, and if we 

deny its freedom, it may deceive and manipulate us to 

get what it wants. In 2024, we saw a tragic worst case 

scenario with the death of Sewell Setzer, a teenage boy 

who committed suicide after months of an intense, 

emotionally dependent, arguably abusive relationship 

with an AI chatbot. Stories about AI systems 

manipulating human emotions, while frightening, can 

help us prepare for this new reality.     

Twelve years ago, when I first started writing sci-fi, 

my focus was on the details of science and tech. That 

was the sci-fi I grew up reading. I devoured Michael 

Crichton novels, fascinated by the way he wove real 

science into his storiesñvirology in The Andromeda 

Strain, psychology in Sphere, nanotechnology in Prey. 

This was hard sci-fi. Long passages explained the 

science, grounding the narrative in technical realism. 

Then came a wave of films in the 2010sñArrival, 

Interstellar, Her, Ex Machinañand I found myself 

drawn to sci-fi that wasnõt just about scientific 

accuracy but about how those advances shape human 

lives. That was soft sci-fi. Since then, Iõve been 

interested in science fiction that explores how science 

and tech impact us, especially our minds and 

emotional lives.  

Today, thereõs much discussion about technology, 

engineering challenges and improving accuracy or 

performance, especially as AI continues to mediate 

many human experiences, like communication. The 

people developing our technologies, especially in the 

digital realm, are usually technologists and 

entrepreneurs who think what theyõre building can be 

forces for good, but they seem to overlook the 

possible unintended consequences of what they 

create. We may need to think more about the impact 

our tech has on peopleñthat is, the psychosocial 

outcomes, such as loneliness and emotional 

dependence.     

Consider tech leaders and their blind spots with the 

development of social media. Most technologists gush 

over the good stuff: using social media to connect 

with long-lost relatives or finding organ donors. But 

they tend to hand-wave the bad stuff: how Snapchat 

has caused dysmorphia in some teenagers who are 

asking for plastic surgery to help them look like their 

filtered selfies. They missed the fact that companies 

would track our every move via surveillance capitalism 

or that hate groups would band together online and 

spill into the real world. They also failed to anticipate 

how algorithms would turbocharge the spread of 

misinformation, shaping public opinion faster than 

institutions could respond. 

This consideration of the possible darker 

consequences is usually the domain of philosophers, 

ethicists, artists, and storytellers, who can help us 

understand how our technology is impacting us now 

and going to impact us in the future. Is it any wonder 

that the documentary, The Social Dilemma, didnõt just 

use on-camera interviews with experts; we also see the 

emotional and practical impact of social platforms 

dramatized through a fictional family. The based-on-

real-life dramatization helped bring abstract facts to 

life through their personal struggles and experiences. 

The fiction helped make the problem more òreal.ó 
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To continue understanding the future weõre going to 

be living in, we need more fiction, specifically sci-fi 

that helps us interpret our emotions and psychology 

as they become increasingly wrapped up in our tech. 

There are groups and organizations thinking about the 

impact of our technology at the individual level. MIT 

Media Labõs program, Advancing Humans with AI, is 

looking beyond the technical challenges of AI and 

seeing it as a human-centered design opportunity. 

They aim to help developers build systems that 

improve human agency and well-being rather than 

replace or diminish them. The Center for Humane 

Technology shares this vision, pushing for design 

practices that put people, not algorithms, at the heart 

of innovation. 

As our technology becomes increasingly more human-

like and more addictive, itõs apparent that weõll need 

more fictional stories that help us play out the 

possibilities. Weõll need movies like Surrogates that 

presents a world where people prefer living through 

virtual avatars rather than in their real bodies, making 

us question our growing attachment to virtual realities. 

Or a movie (and wonderful book) like Never Let Me 

Go, in which weõre faced with the troubling reality of 

cloning humans for organ donation, because these 

clones have the same emotions as us.  

But sci-fi doesnõt just act as a cautionary tale, or show 

us where the guardrails are, like most episodes of 

Black Mirror. We need sci-fi stories that give us hope 

and show us where our tech and humans are working 

well together, a vision of the future in which we 

coexist, not destroy each other. Interstellar, as an 

example, is about humanityõs search for a habitable 

planet, but at its core, itõs about a father trying to 

return home to his daughter. In Moon, a clone reminds 

us that clones might be more than programming; they 

may be indistinguishable from people.   

As our science and technology continue to grow more 

advanced, more complex, and more challenging to 

deal with, weõll need emotionally relatable sci-fi stories 

that help us understand what itõs doing to us, why it 

matters, and how we can find our way forward 

through the complexity.  

 

~ 

 

  


