Title: The Promethean Cycle
Synopsis: A signal from a scientist at the spacecraft graveyard orbiting Kappa VII arrives at way-station Archimedes. It bears a terrible message that describes the slow, agonic death of human intellect in the coming centuries. The crew of Archimedes debate whether they should broadcast the signal to the rest of humanity.

Characters:


Signal specialist – Deleina Martinez

Chief Engineer – Isaac Stanislaw

Station Commander – Jaenz Franco

The researcher – Bolivar Fukua

SCENE I
The station commander dreams himself at an idyllic forest, a paradise from another time. No technology, no civilization, just the animal of man living in the days before civilization. The Signal specialist interrupts his escapist fantasy.
JUNGLE DREAM
The commander, dreaming himself as a caveman hunts a small animal through the brush, armed with a knife carved out of stone.

[BEEP]
Deleina Martinez
Commander.

The caveman furrows its brow, glaring upwards.

Deleina Martinez
Commander, I’m sorry to interrupt, but you’re needed in the briefing room.

The caveman continues to hunt.

Deleina Martinez
Commander? Do you copy?
The caveman corners its prey.
Deleina Martinez
Commander, I know you can hear me. Please acknowledge.

The caveman raises the knife. Deleina Martinez’s face appears suddenly overhead, twenty feet high. Glaring down at the caveman, it speaks with a voice of thunder. 
Deleina Martinez’s Image
[Loudly] Jaenz!
The caveman falls back in shock. The animal scampers off.

-Cut to Jaenz Franco in dream pod-
DREAM POD MODULE
Jaenz Franco angrily opens the pod and sits up. The dream pod is labeled prominently with the number 9.
Jaenz Franco
[Growling]Signal, are we under attack?

Deleina Martinez
[Crisply]No, sir

Commander

[Still growling] Are we on fire? Are we venting oxygen at such an explosive rate that if I don’t immediately get my ass into a survival module, I might as well contort myself and kiss it a fond farewell?

Deleina Martinez
No, sir.

Jaenz Franco
[Calmer]From what I recall of your file, you’re an agoraphobic, are you not?

Deleina Martinez
[brief pause]Yes, sir?
Jaenz Franco
[Gradually raising his voice]Then suit up, because you’re cleaning the windows, the photo-voltaic array, the carbon scrubbers, and any other surface that can only be reached with you in an E.V.A. suit without a tether! If it so happens that you float away into the infinity of space, I’ll make sure they name the resulting comet after you!
Deleina Martinez
[determined]Sir, there has been a development. We’re waiting for you in the briefing room. I’ll explain once you arrive. Please check your testosterone consumption levels and report here as soon as you can.
Jaenz Franco
[morose]This damn well be as important as you make it out to be. I won’t be able to fall asleep again until after the next shift.
Deleina Martinez
It’s a situation that requires executive involvement, sir. If I thought you’d be comfortable with just the two of us down here dealing with it, I wouldn’t have cut your shore-leave short, sir. It involves that 200-year-old transmission we received on antenna 5. Now, if you could just come to the briefing room...

Jaenz Franco
[yelling] I’m already getting dressed!

Deleina Martinez
Yes, sir

[COMMUNICATION ENDS]

-follow the commander through the door into a glass tunnel. Pull away through one of the windows to reveal “Archimedes” on one of the space station panels. Keep pulling back to showcase the large, complex structure.-

FADE OUT
 SCENE II
The crew of the Archimedes meets in the briefing room, where Deleina shares the content of the message that has been travelling for 200 Light Years from Kappa VII.
BRIEFING ROOM
Jaenz enters the briefing room and takes a seat at the table. Deleina and Isaac were already there, pausing their conversation when Jaenz arrives.
Jaenz Franco

Signal, Engineering.

Deleina and Isaac in unison

Commander.

Jaenz Franco

[To Deleina, impatiently]Well?

Deleina Martinez

Sir. I’ve been able to pinpoint the origin of the transmission down to the xenomorphic research station in the Kappa system. It contains a message in standard imperial labeled as “most urgent”.

Jaenz Franco

That’s unusual. Academics don’t use that message classification. Was it encrypted?

Deleina Martinez
No sir, it was  on completely open air. It has a header, obviously, and it’s addressed to an old imperial institution. But, I think the researcher meant it to be seen by anyone who could receive it.
Jaenz Franco

I see. Kappa Station, though...
Isaac Stanislaw
Forgive me, I don’t know the significance of Kappa Station.
Deleina Martinez

It was set up because a planet there is a gravity trap.

Jaenz Franco

All kinds of debris find its way into Kappa VII’s orbit, if it’s out there unguided for long enough. It’s a junkyard that’s been picking up trash for millions of years now. 

Deleina Martinez

Right. The Voyager probe from Earth found its way to Kappa, along with similar devices built by other species. 

Isaac Stanislaw

Did they ever find one with a crew?

Deleina Martinez

Well, not alive. Most of these were, in fact, like the Voyager. Deep-space probes that were sent out for whatever reason.
Jaenz Franco

Interstellar messages in a bottle.
Deleina Martinez

Yeah, something like that.
Isaac Stanislaw

That sounds improbable.
Deleina Martinez

Kappa VII a statistical outlier, a black swan. That’s why a station was set up so far out of the home cluster. It took them three hundred years to get there. 

Jaenz Franco

Lecture aside, we have a message waiting, don’t we? Get on with it, signal.

Deleina Martinez

Yes, sir. I’ll let it speak for itself. I’ve edited out the protocol and procedural content from it.

Deleina starts playing back the message.
[STATIC] Bolivar Fukua’s face appears
Bolivar Fukua

[in mid-sentence. Electronic distortion]—which leads me to conclude the following. Species DRH5 was aware of our presence and our significance in relation to them. The golden disk equivalent stored in the last of their probes has a direct reference to the solar system. They seem to address us, our species, and while the message isn’t readily translatable, there is one clear connotation. They are saying farewell.
Isaac Stanislaw

Species DRH5?

Deleina Martinez

Just wait.

Bolivar Fukua

[Electronic distortion]Through retroscopic analysis of their systems’ luminosity, the images they included of themselves, and the conjectural processors of the station’s network, I’ve been able to render the following video. I believe you will find it most illustrative.
-Cut to full-screen video playback of the message. The image is split vertically. To one side there’s a slim, graceful, clearly alien creature in a city of equally alien design. On the other, there is a prehistoric ape, not unlike the caveman the commander was dreaming himself as. The video begins to play. The ape gradually evolves to modern man. The alien devolves to a small forest creature, again, not unlike the creature the commander was hunting, at the same speed as man evolves.-
Jaenz Franco

What is he trying to say?
Deleina Martinez

[Gesturing]Shhh.

Bolivar Fukua

Analysis of the species’ timeline through other devices attributed to them, as well as devices of a third species, JKLF22, which DRH5 also make reference to, leads us to a single, inescapable conclusion. In spite of our belief that self-awareness is the sole result of unguided, long-term evolution, it appears that the spark was given to us, after it was taken from another species.
The fact that there has been only one sentient species in our galaxy is not the result of statistical probability. There is a force or entity that brings self-awareness to a species, and, after a time, removes it. The evolution of man and devolution of the DRH5 was not sudden, it was not catastrophic. There might be some mercy in that, but it’s clear that the DRH5 were burdened heavily with this knowledge. In light of the fact that they were able to detect it, but not prevent it, it would appear that this cycle is outside of the subject’s control or influence. Therefore, I will call it The Promethean Cycle. Our intellect is a gift given by the Gods, and they will reclaim it.

Deleina ends playback.
FADE OUT

SCENE III
The crew discusses the dilemma at hand

BRIEFING ROOM
Isaac Stanislaw

That was ridiculous!

Deleina Martinez

He goes on offers more proof, and so forth. Apparently he worked on this message for decades.
Isaac Stanislaw

This is preposterous. That’s obviously someone gone so absolutely stir-crazy in Kappa that they decided to play a prank on their species!

Jaenz Franco

He doesn’t seem to be that imbalanced. He’s certainly not right in the head, but this isn’t a War of the Worlds episode. He believes it. [Turns to Deleina] How good is the rest of his evidence?
Deleina Martinez

I have to say, it’s solid. If he isn’t manufacturing the whole thing, that is. He has to be dead by now, there’s no way to confirm any of it.

Isaac Stanislaw

What, they didn’t send a relief crew?

Jaenz Franco

Not after the empire fell. Too far away

Deleina Martinez

I don’t think he ever found out the empire fell. He certainly didn’t know when he sent this. It takes as long to get a message out there as it took for this one to get here. The question is, then. What should we do?

Jaenz Franco

Rebroadcast it, immediately.

Isaac Stanislaw

I don’t agree. This can’t be real. Since it can’t be confirmed, we should archive it.
Jaenz Franco

[To Deleina]What about you?
Deleina Martinez

I’m not sure. It’s why I called you both.
Jaenz Franco

Well, what do you think?

Deleina Martinez

I think he believes it, but I don’t think there would be any benefit for humanity if we told everyone. The panic something like this would cause... We’d go to war over this. 
Jaenz Franco

You don’t have any faith in our species?

Deleina Martinez

I just know our history.

Jaenz Franco

Isaac, what would convince you?

Isaac Stanislaw

That this is real? Well, I don’t think there would be much that would.

Jaenz Franco

Is the fact that you don’t believe it enough to write off the possibility that it might be real?

Isaac Stanislaw

This isn’t quantum physics! This is either real or it isn’t. Belief in it one way or the other doesn’t change reality. 
Jaenz Franco

But we’re in a situation that forces us to consider the repercussions of either possibility. If we were to broadcast this message, we could prepare, we could investigate this. Whether to confirm or refute it, people have to know about it first. Who knows what we could find if we were to pursue this? We might come to understand our role in the universe better than we do now.
Isaac Stanislaw

That sounds like a religious justification to me.

Jaenz Franco

This is hardly a message that would convert anyone to a cause or a faith.

Deleina Martinez

 Now that’s not entirely true. People could very well mythologize this. [Pointing at the screen] He certainly did. He called it the PROMETHEAN cycle. People would start worshipping a man with a torch.

Jaenz Franco

There was a time when people would worship a piece of toast. It’s irrelevant. In the absence of this, there are plenty for the superstitious to obsess on. 
Deleina Martinez

Not if someone decides to be the man with the torch, and start telling people what to do. Then their obsessions will be focused on this, and we will be the ones responsible for it.
Isaac Stanislaw

Isn’t the point moot? If we got the transmission, someone else further down the line might as well.

Deleina Martinez

We got it by accident ourselves. I didn’t know what was going on when the terminal lit up. I didn’t even know there was a fifth antenna.

Jaenz Franco

The message is so old that the transmission standards changed. There’s no one listening for it anymore. 

Isaac Stanislaw

All the more reason for us not to get involved. People might think we were the ones to fabricate this. Besides, it’s two votes to archive against one to broadcast, the decision is made.

Jaenz Franco

No, we’re not done debating this yet. 
Isaac Stanislaw

You’re not going to change my mind. I don’t believe in this thing. If there was no relief crew on the way, then he might have very well been the last man alive there. He could have been alone for decades! What do we have as an assurance that he didn’t send this thing to throw one last insult at us for abandoning him, and then took a depressurized stroll around the planet?

Jaenz Franco

None, but that makes this something entirely different than what it appears to be. If this is the last will and testament of someone we threw at one of the furthest stars we have ever dared to go to, then he has the right to be listened to, even if he was mad, even if he was insane or just angry. This is the legacy another human being left for us, and for that fact alone, it shouldn’t be ignored!
Deleina Martinez

You’d hold us, all of us, hostage to a dead man? That’s as crazy as what he’s saying! I believe him, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want us to devour ourselves as he pull every which way trying to get away from it, embrace it, kill it, change it. No, we HAVE to keep this quiet and let it take its course. If it’s the end of us, I’m glad it’s this and not us going out in a nuclear fire.
Jaenz Franco

But we’re all up here! What will happen to most of us when we can’t fix our machines anymore? What will happen to the people after them who can’t even use them? No, we need to prepare, as a species! Find planets, terraform them, settle. If we don’t do that, if we don’t rekindle our instincts out of this technological prison-crib, we’ll go extinct!
Isaac Stanislaw

Keep your fantasies out of this. We’re not going back to the jungle, whether this is real or not.

Jaenz Franco

[To Isaac] You would rather die as a piece of this machine when it breaks down than live outside of it! This isn’t about whether this is real or not, it’s about the idea that you won’t have this box to live in for all of eternity!
Isaac leans back into his chair, crossing his arms and withdrawing.
Deleina Martinez
Jaenz Control yourself!
Jaenz Franco

I will not! You’re both missing the point here! Just think of what we could accomplish if we tried to meet this challenge head on, whether it’s real or not. We could push our borders, our determination! This message, right here, could either lead us to the gates of Heaven or back to the garden of Eden! You can’t ignore it!
Jaenz hammers the table with a fist as he stands.
We went out of the cave, in spite of the lightning! We took to the seas in spite of the storm! We took to the stars themselves in spite of the cold! Humanity has never backed down from a challenge, even if it took us decades, centuries to meet it! This message is a new challenge, and we must meet it!

Deleina Martinez

Calm down! Your passion is understandable, even admirable, Jaenz, but this is the kind of challenge that can’t be overcome. It’s like trying to breathe vacuum. It’s fighting against something greater than even death. 
Jaenz Franco

Maybe, but accepting defeat before even considering the challenge is far worse than failing at an impossible task.
Deleina Martinez
I wish I could share your sentiment. I really do. I just don’t see it like you do. The price we could end up paying, without actually accomplishing anything, is just too great.
Isaac Stanislaw

I can see where you’re coming from, but there’s some truth in what he’s saying. If anything, we’re problem-solvers. I still think this is a waste of our time, yes. Still, our greatest advances have come when we’ve done what we thought was impossible at the time. That being said, this is all just a little too academic for me. I’m not changing my vote.
Deleina Martinez

I’m still voting no, too.

Jaenz Franco

Damnit. Alright, alright. We’ll archive it for now. We’re not done talking about this, though. 

The three stand.

Jaenz Franco

See to your duties. We’ll meet again once our shift is over. 

Isaac and Deleina in unison

Yes, sir.

Jaenz Franco

By the way, Signal?

Deleina Martinez

Sir?

Jaenz Franco

This was important.

Deleina Martinez

Yes, sir.

Jaenz Franco

Go on. Think it over.

Isaac and Deleina leave the briefing room

Jaenz turns to the frozen image of Bolivar’s face. 
-Fade out-
