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Out beyond the commercial shipping lanes, travel using 
conventional propulsion through Interstellar Space held a 
nerve-jarring tension that often made Isaac Sandoval (Pilot 
/ Astrobiologist 1st Class) consider the sea-faring explorers 
of Earth, in the subjectively not-so-distant past.  Leif 
Eriksson, John Cabot, James Cook, Fridtjof Nansen, Roald 
Amundsen…  
 The names drifted through the edges of his conscious 
mind, like the tips of vast icebergs of data – stored 
knowledge ready to be mined at will – whilst several icons 
appeared within his field of vision, ghost-like, superimposed 
by the implants interlinking his visual cortex, sensorium, 
synaptic bridge, WAM and neural processor.  
 He brushed them away with a reflexive twist of thought-
interface and went back to studying the hardscreens that 
crowded the bulkhead of the small, cramped space. This 
was the sensory hub, the nexus of all data streams coming 
back from short range and deep-field scans. The ship itself, 
a Drausus Corsair, was cruising at 0.1c on auto-pilot, 
following the drift of spiral arm on the outermost edge of 
this particular galaxy.  
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 Objectively, Earth was already far into an uncertain 
future.  Time dilation was a curse of conventional 
propulsion. The Drausus wasn’t equipped with a Subtak 
nub. He’d been travelling the galactic rim for just over three 
years (Earth standard) but back home centuries would have 
rolled by. 
 Isaac was a volunteer for this kind of science mission 
where the partnership between human organics and 
machine intelligence was essential for a reasonable rating of 
survival.  Exotic, undefined energies sometimes crippled the 
Borgendrill drones that came out this far – an organic mind 
was capable of withstanding such corruption.  So he’d been 
told.   
 Out beyond the First Arterial, very few humans ever 
made the return journey back.  Most clung to new lives 
around the Near Earth Portal Arrondissment (NEPA).  The 
Universe was too big a lure for any intelligent thing with the 
capacity for curiosity. 
  There were other wormholes in this volume of space, 
but none had yet been fully tunnelled, and there was no 
guarantee of not winding up so close to a star that the 
composite output of radiations would blast, burn and cook 
away the Drausus’ shields and everything else within it. Or 
wind up getting snared in the photon-shredding gravity of a 
black hole where not even a micro-burst distress signal 
could escape.  
 Borgendrill Corp was losing many drones this way, but 
the machine mind logic stated this was pragmatic and 
acceptable sacrifice.  
 Isaac Sandoval, he was charting the existence of this 
extended arterial network, mapping out the trans-
dimensional rifts that marked entrance / exit points and 
glowed ‘white hot’ on the relevant scans, whilst also 
fulfilling his corporate sponsored project of seeking out 
Earth-like planets capable of sustaining anaerobic life. 
 His current destination was a planet called 
IS/Drausus-GLZ 10013, yet to be formally named.  
 It was well paid work with a contract guarantee of a 
new organic body once his term of service was over.  The 
better he did out here, the better the upgrades and 
enhancements he’d receive with the final biological package.  
For the present, his existence was defined by a highly 
advanced chassis, slim and delicate, making him quick and 
yet incredibly strong; more synmov than metal, more 
synthetically organic in appearance than machine.  His 
mind was real, as were his emotional responses, 
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imagination and intellect, which was what Borgendrill were 
paying him for. Cyber-psychosis was always a risk with full-
conversion but his contract included a generous 
rehabilitation programme if the DShub AI ever deemed him 
unfit for active service and recalled the ship. 
 It wasn’t so much as a lifestyle choice as a change of 
destiny. He’d killed a man in an accident back on Earth, a 
momentary lapse of reason where jealousy over a woman 
caused him to lash out; a broken bottle; a severed artery in 
a bad part of town.  It was an accident but New Tokyo 
authorities called it murder. He had used all of his funds 
and cunning to bail out beyond the First Arterial. Nothing 
this far from Earth had jurisdiction out here.  And now he 
was on his way to becoming one of the heroes of this phase 
of human history. An explorer that one day might have his 
name slipping through the synaptic bridge of a young mind 
seeking inspiration for bravery. 
 The Drausus sped on towards its destination, wielding 
nets of sensory energy out around it. 
 Discovering an anomalous object outside of the galactic 
Roche Limit would have caused a machine mind to run 
through a series of logical responses. For Isaac Sandoval, 
hunched within the cramped sensory hub, staring at the 
initial confirmation reports bouncing back from the wide-
roaming scan; the discovery produced a jolt of adrenaline 
from the protected glands in his organic brain. 
 “Whoa, mother of God what have we here?” he began 
muttering, synthetic blood pumping more oxygen to the 
tissues encased in carbonised-steel foam, as he re-ran the 
source scan and waited for secondary results to bounce 
back. 
 The results were confirmed.  A spherical object, 2.16 
metres in diameter. Primarily iron and carbon with much 
small elements such as manganese, phosphorus, sulphur, 
silicon, and traces of oxygen, nitrogen and aluminium. 
Corroborating data fed into his awareness via interface with 
the ship’s mind.  
 It was steel, forged from pig-iron and appeared to be 
man-made. 
 Isaac eased his head away from the suite of 
hardscreens and allowed an expression of disbelief to play 
across the features of his synthetic face. 
 Man made. Out here? Impossible. 
 And yet the quickly refocused arrays of sensory systems 
confirmed it was the case. And revealed yet more 
extraordinary details.  The sphere was a bathysphere, of 
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sorts, similar to the unpowered deep-sea submersibles 
lowered down on ropes during the early 20th century. And it 
was occupied. 
 Биологический-Grade scans confirmed the presence of 
organic tissue, heavily desiccated and displaying classic 
symptoms of explosive decompression and exposure to hard 
vacuum. An Атомно-Grade scan was rapidly completed and 
a full 360 rendition appeared beside Isaac, floating from a 
holographic-TM Display. 
 There it was, in the shimmering aquamarine coloured 
lines of tangible light, a detailed image of a steel sphere, 
complete with openings for three 7.6cm windows made of 
fused quartz and a heavy steel pressure hatch. 
 Multiple perforations in the dense metal shell and the 
trace coating of exotic, alien minerals suggested the object 
had been struck by a shower of micrometeorites.  
 Touching the active icons that hovered above the 
holographic projection, he peeled back layers of scan data to 
expose a view of the interior.  A man, hunched over and 
clutching his chest, frozen where he’d died from massive 
penetrating wounds.  Beside him, a similarly dead and 
frozen goat.   
 Isaac shook his head. He nearly laughed. 
 A goat. 
 There were other objects inside the sphere.  A crude 
wooden table, a wooden milking bucket and stool. 
Implements for bread-making including shredded sacks of 
coarsely ground wheat flour.   The man’s clothes were 
cotton and hemp, loose fitting trousers held up with a thick 
leather belt.  A metal tankard with traces of ale.  A leg of 
beef, wrapped in oiled-paper and covered in salt.   
 No fuel. No electronics. No mechanised parts. No way 
for this thing to have left Earth’s orbit never mind find its 
way out here beyond the spiral arm of a distant galaxy. 
 Wormhole.  
 It was his first and only hypothesis to solve the riddle. 
 He decided not to alter his vector to make a physical 
investigation or salvage the anomaly. Instead he fired off a 
small drone-marker that would veer out to stake his claim. 
Somebody else could bring it in.  The ship hurtled onwards 
towards IS/Drausus-GLZ 10013.     
 He reviewed what had been found.  The ship’s Mind 
began layering together additional fragments of information.  
 Amongst the dead man’s possessions was a two-
pronged fork with a long bone handle; the silver metal bore 
a hallmark.   
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 The Mind had access via SwiftlYte to Earth’s digital 
archives – as complete a history of the planet and its people 
as ever existed. 
 The silver hallmark brought up a set of printed news 
articles from the mid-19th century that Isaac felt were 
relevant. Intuition, a very human tool.  He began to explore 
what he felt was a potential lead. 
 The silver hallmark was part of a collection of Georgian 
cutlery known to belong to the family of Randolph Lucius 
Jayne, 13th Duke of Somerset, styled Baron Jayne until 
1857 – a British Whig aristocrat and politician, who served 
in various cabinet positions in the mid-19th century, 
including that of First Lord of the Admiralty. 
 In 1847, the Somerset County Chronicle mentioned the 
mysterious arrival of several dozen “East Europeans” in the 
area around Wells, in the Mendip Hills.  What was noted as 
particularly strange was the fact there were no women or 
children amongst their number.  The reporter discussed the 
fact that not a single witness could account for their arrival, 
nor were there any horses or carts. A commentator was 
quoted as saying, “It’s as if they just marched right up and 
out of Wookey Hole.” 
 Wookey Hole, an extensive set of caves that vanished 
deep beneath the Mendip hills. 
 They apparently settled in the area because in 1849 the 
same reporter posted a story about the Secret Sect of Ebbor 
Gorge.  It was a discussion of upholding Christian values in 
the face of uncertain activities, and the unusual lifestyle, of 
the men who had taken up residence in the caves within the 
steeply wooded gorge. The tone was more suspicious than 
hostile, but it must have sowed the seeds of distrust 
amongst locals when the Ebbor Sect was accused of 
thievery after a break-in took place at the Jayne family 
mansion. 
 Strangely, Baron Jayne made a public declaration that 
the menfolk of the Ebbor Sect were his personal friends and 
had nothing to do with any sort of criminal activities in the 
area – and should be left well alone. Their privacy as decent 
“God-fearing” people respected. 
 His wishes must have been adhered to.  
 Then, in 1856, the November 18 issue of The London 
Gazette mentioned them in a reference to the shipment of 
an industrial sized Bessemer converter from the capitol, via 
canal barge, to the City of Wells and then transported by 
cart to Ebbor Gorge.  The shipment also included several 



6 

hundred tons of pig iron and crated components, described 
loosely as “casting moulds”. 
 In the Spring of 1857, Baron Jayne requested the 
services of the people of Wells in launching a large-scale 
search of the land around Ebbor Gorge. Every member of 
the Sect had vanished, including livestock and supplies. All 
they left behind was the Bessemer converter and 
accumulated basic slag.  
 Nothing was heard or reported on the Ebbor Sect ever 
again. 
 Isaac stared at the dissected image of man, goat and 
bathysphere floating above the HTMD beside him.  It didn’t 
just not-make-sense; it was a bizarre fragment of an even 
greater mystery.  
 A three-dimensional rendering of the dead man’s face 
appeared, built up from bone and muscle contours. All put 
together like a ghostly echo of green blue light and shadows.  
Craggy features beneath a broad, low brow; a messy tangle 
of thick hair, small Asiatic eyes, and high well-defined 
cheekbones and heavy jaw. 
 Then a red icon flared up on another display.  The ship 
had completed a tight-beam Атомно-Grade probe on the 
dead man and finished compiling his DNA sequence. Isaac 
glanced at the familiar double-helix but it took him a few 
moments to jolt with the shock revelation; it was human 
DNA but it was more than human, it was inversed, a perfect 
mirror image of what it should have been. 
 He asked the ship to look for markers in the genome 
that would identify the man’s racial origin. Nothing came 
back that made any sense.  
 The man did not belong to any genome known on Earth 
at that time, or any other.   
 Out of instinct, Isaac dropped the rubbery, carbo-
plastic protrusion of his jaw into the crook of his metal 
hand.  The movement caused him to rotate with the zero-G 
confines of the hub.  He nudged a padded panel with an 
elbow to right himself.  But his gaze didn’t return to the 
hardscreens or the HTMD projection.  
 What had he found? And what astronomic heights of 
fame and gargantuan glory was it going to bring to his 
name. 
 Days slipped by and stretched into weeks whilst he 
mulled the enigma and day-dreamed of an incredible future.  
The ship continued its effortless glide along its planned 
trajectory away from the silent void of Interstellar space and 
in towards the nearest star.     
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 At the outer limit of the deep field scans, the sensors of 
the Drausus went into overdrive and signalled multiple 
anomalies and biological readings on the planet ahead.  
 Isaac strapped himself into the hub, almost as if 
expecting the inbound flood of data to throw him against 
the walls with a seismic upheaval to his sanity. 
 As long-range, tight-beam probes leapt out in quick 
succession, the picture that came back of the planet left 
him staggered and numb, a state of mind beyond disbelief.  
 Apart from mass, rotation and continental distribution 
of land versus water, the planet was almost identical to 
earth. Twin moons held the planet’s gravitational wobble in-
check.  A thick, breathable atmosphere.   And life.  An 
abundance of life – from vegetation, flora and fauna to 
animals of land, air and sea.   
 And there, in the open plains of a broad valley, where 
the land tapered down to turquoise surf and beaches of 
white sand, a scattering of steel bathyspheres.   
 There was a settlement down there.  A dispersed 
arrangement of simple wooden homes, with outdoor cooking 
pits, clay pots, animal sheds and farmland.  The ship’s 
Mind reached out through the sensory arrays and reported 
back that there were sixty five men. And almost as many 
goats. 
 It was the Ebbor Gorge people. It had to be. 
 Isaac grappled complex emotions.  But everything he 
felt was tinged with a heady euphoria from knowing that all 
his actions from this moment would form a document of his 
existence, passed down for millennia.  There would be 
academies and awards of science built and carried through 
time in his honour.  
 He had the Drausus bombard the area surrounding the 
widely dispersed settlement with Borgendrill SABs. Each 
one would self-assemble into a configuration that best 
suited the specific environment and terrain; he applied a 
filter to the ‘bots operating parameters that ensured they 
were capable of preventing anybody from leaving the 
containment area – though only through non-lethal force. 
 These people were his discovery. 
 The historical context of their existence, the fact they 
belonged to an ancient riddle made him giddy with 
excitement.  
 He instructed the ship’s Mind to delay sending out a 
broadcast about the discovery until further details had been 
established. The Mind concurred, aware of the significance 
of what was taking place and calculating risk of corporate 
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raiders arriving before Borgendrill had fully staked all 
claims. 
 Rather than descend to the surface in the ship’s 
launch, a light-weight vehicle designed for quick sorties to 
make physical evaluations and take samples, Isaac chose to 
ride down in the Hubble Bluehawk, a modified military 
recon assault craft refitted for scientific purposes.  His 
primary reason was the caged cargo hold that could carry 
significant load, and in his mind, at least thirteen of the 
sub-human specimens.  
  Once through the furnace-like storm of atmospheric 
entry, he observed the landscape during the entire descent. 
When he saw the menfolk with his own eyes, how they 
stopped and stared with hands held up to shield their faces, 
he felt almost God-like.  
 The scattered collection of ancient bathyspheres had 
weathered well, but now stood like forgotten relics of a 
bygone time, covered in moss and ivy. Even so, they glinted 
in the rays of the setting star, winking back cryptic flashes 
of orange light – as they must have done when reflecting the 
Earthly fires that forged them.  
 The Hubble touched down with a shriek of jet engines 
and the swirl of loose dirty and debris. 
 The rear bulkhead swung down to form a loading ramp. 
 Some of the menfolk approached, unarmed, cautious, 
curious but unafraid, whilst the rest began walking to their 
simple, rudimentary homes.  
 Isaac hurried down the ramp to meet them, certain they 
would be impressed by his appearance. The blue-grey weave 
of synmov, electric muscles, visible where he’d chosen not 
to have body areas covered in synthetic skin; his face was 
as human as it could be but the rest of him would no doubt 
become a part of the legends the others would tell, after he 
shipped some of them away. 
 The twenty menfolk who had approached stopped a few 
metres away and gazed at him with eyes that seemed far 
wiser that he had expected.  They were all different yet 
carried a common genetic theme, similar to the rendered 
holographic projection of the dead man. He could see why 
they had originally been described as East European. There 
was something of that stock within them.  Or so it seemed. 
 Things quickly evolved beyond the boundaries of his 
plans. 
 He lost contact with the ship.  The nearest skeletal 
figures of the Borgendrill SABs he could see abruptly 
collapsed into the tall grasses of the plains.   
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 Isaac frowned and felt the first fluttering of fear.  
 The group of sullen men stared at him. They didn’t 
speak but he heard their voices – as one – inside his head.  
 
 wE sEE yOUR jOURNEY hERE. 
 wE kNOW wHAT yOU sEEK. 
 hUMANS hAVE aLWAYS sQUIRMED tHEIR wAY 
tHROUGH tHE tUNNELS lEFT bY tHE sTAR-vERMIN 
bYAKHEE. 
 yOU hAVE sOME kU wITHIN yOU. eVEN wITH tHE 
lOSS oF yOUR fLESH. 
 yOU mAY hAVE bEEN sTRONGER oNE dAY. 
 wHERE hUMANS cOME tHEN tHEY sHALL aLWAYS 
fOLLOW aND wE cANNOT aBIDE tHEM wHO sEEK tO 
cONSUME  tHE kU aND sHRED fLESH fROM bONE wITH 
bAD eNERGY. 
 wE aRE tRIBESCHA. 
 wE sHALL lEAVE nOW. 
 yOUR vESSEL dOES nOT fARE wELL. yOUR aRRIVAL 
aWAKENS oLD eNERGIES oF wHICH wE hAVE lITTLE 
cONTROL. 
 tHE mACHINES oF tHE fUTURE wILL aLWAYS fALL 
fOUL oF tHE eNGINES oF tHE pAST.  iNCONSISTENT 
hARMONIES wHERE sPHERES oVERLAP. 
 tHANK yOU fOR sHOWING uS tHE fATE oF tHE oNE 
wE lOST. 
 tOMASZ. sTRAYED tOO fAR fROM tHE pACK. tIME 
iNSIDE oUR vESSELS iS lIMITED bY tHE aMOUNT oF aIR 
wHEN wE rELOCATE fROM pLACE tO pLACE.  
 gOODBYE iSAAC. 
 wE aRE sORRY fOR yOUR fATE. 
 
 Isaac staggered forwards as if a blunt psychic spike had 
been plunged into and then withdrawn from his mind. They 
had read his entire life. The very essence of who he was.  
And then in the blink of an eye all twenty men vanished. 
They reappeared some distance away.  Isaac slumped to his 
knees, weak and reeling with nausea.  The men gathered 
goats up into their arms. A few grabbed pots and stools.  
 Something boomed high up overhead.   
 Another series of rapid blinking movements. The men 
winked into and out of existence. Each time transferring 
items into their hands and then disappearing again. Isaac 
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realised they were taking everything into the bathyspheres.  
It all took a handful of seconds.  After centuries of living 
here in quiet solitude and peace, it only needed moments 
for them to pack away what they needed and leave. 
 The bathyspheres rose up in unison, the tethers of ivy 
snapping away, moss tumbling off in clumps.  The red glare 
of the setting star lanced across the horizon and set fire to 
their majestic shining hulls. 
 And then in another blink they were gone. 
 A diaspora.  
 Leaving Isaac to lift his head, straightening his back 
where he knelt in soft, alien earth. 
 Huts and fire pits. But no other signs of life. The 
distant pounding off the surf. Waves rolling in on a white 
sand beach. 
 A shadow streaked across the grasses ahead of him, 
rapidly from left to right.  A fireball raged overhead.  
 Isaac looked up and saw what was left of the Drausus 
tumbling through the sky.  
 He couldn’t speak. His brain seized up, frozen by fright.  
The ship came down several miles away but he felt the 
explosion rumble through the ground and shake his 
titanium mesh bones. 
 Nobody would find him here.  
 He was light years from the commercial shipping lanes.  
 The star slipped beneath the horizon with a fantail of 
angry red light.  
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The End 
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