
CHAPTER 10 

A MAN BESEIGED 

# 

The Captain’s quarters: Father Estavan almost couldn’t 

remember the last time he’d been allowed so high up the ship.  

Estavan had always assumed his return here would come on 

a wave of self-righteous vindication; that he would pass 

through the great doors like Jesus re-entering Jerusalem after 

his time in the desert, feeling like a prisoner who had just 

cleared his name by fighting off a dozen gladiators single 

handed in the pit. There would be servants and dignitaries 

rushing up to help him and there, at the centre of it all, the 

Captain would be smiling at him, his arms held wide.  

“I want you back by my side, Father.” 

Instead, he got High Commander Jonathan Hathaway meeting 

him at the mag train station with a whole load of excuses. It 

didn’t exactly bode well.  

“The Captain re- he regrets that he will be delayed for 

your meeting, Father. He asks me t-to to keep you company 

until such a time as, uh, until he is available.” 

It had been years since Father Estavan had last laid eyes 

on Jonathan Hathaway in person and those years had certainly 

not been kind to the man. Where once the ship’s Second had 

been balding and overweight, now he was like a great sack of 

suet with a round potato for a head. His toupee was the same 

as Estavan remembered but everything beneath it looked tired 

and old. The waistline of his pants came halfway up to his 



armpits just so they could fit over the hanging bulge of his 

belly. He looked as though he were just one more fried meal 

away from a heart attack. He stammered too; Estavan didn’t 

remember him ever doing that before. 

“A delay,” he replied trying not to let his frustration 

show. “Father Krzysztof’s doing, no doubt.” 

Commander Hathaway squirmed apologetically. He removed a 

handkerchief from his inside pocket and dabbed it across his 

forehead. Apparently stammering wasn’t the only thing he’d had 

started to do when nervous.  

“He, uh, h-he wanted the meeting c-cancelled, Father. S-

said that he was – uh, that he was the, that is he was the 

only Priest Michael needed and any other meetings should have 

– that is, they should have gone through the L-lord Abbott 

first.” 

“Of course he did,” said Estavan. 

“But I p-promise you, Father, I weighed in – that is, I, 

uh, was able to w-weigh in on your be- behalf. I’ve been sp- 

speaking with my son and Commander Ruth- uh, Rutherford about 

your plan. We’re, uh, we’re all behind you one hundred 

percent.” 

“Thank you,” said Estavan though he rolled his eyes at 

the display. Commander Hathaway had always been something of a 

suck-up by nature. Sad to see that his physical appearance was 

the only thing about him that had changed. 

“Please lead on.” 



Father Estavan really needed this meeting to go well. He 

had planned and prayed for this moment for so long it was hard 

to believe the moment was here at last. He would be lying if 

he said he felt ready for it. 

Estavan had put on his very best robes for the occasion. 

His cowl had been freshly cleaned and starched, his boots 

tacked and his crucifix so polished he kept blinding himself 

every time he looked in a mirror. He clutched the data file 

Commander Rutherford had given him and fought to maintain his 

calm exterior as he followed Commander Hathaway deeper into 

the Captain’s quarters. 

Everything this high up the ship was clean and new. The 

corridors were wide and softly lit. Paintings lined the 

corridors. Portraits of crewmen long dead. Scenes of the Earth 

long ago. 

Even the door to the Captain’s inner sanctum was ornate. 

It was a huge, white thing with the golden dandelion of the 

Ulysses engraved on its surface. Around the door, the nearby 

constellations glittered down, rendered in fine gold leaf. 

Beautiful didn’t even do it justice. 

Two elites stood either side of the main entrance, lean, 

white haired and grizzled. Estavan nodded to the leader but 

there was no need to show his ident card. Everyone knew who he 

was. 

“Well if it isn’t the Dark Priest!” the guard said with a 

grin. “Never thought I’d see you back here again. Trying to 

get your old job back, is it?” 



Estavan refused to be drawn into small talk. “The 

Captain’s expecting us,” he said. 

“So he is. The best of luck to you, Father. I fear he’s 

not in a good mood today…” 

# 

The Captain’s quarters hadn’t changed much since the last 

time Estavan was here. They were emptier, certainly. Time was 

when these rooms had rung with life. Estavan remembered a time 

when these quarters had fairly bustled with servants and 

musicians, distant family members and crewmen come to curry 

favour with the Captain.  

All were gone now and in its place was a kind of sterile 

emptiness. Estavan stood in the middle of the vast white 

visitors’ foyer looking out at a place that seemed to have 

been frozen in time. Above him, the mezzanine looked down over 

the room, complete with its wide staircase sweeping up from 

either side and starlight shining down from the viewing rooms 

above. To either side, corridors sprouted away from the foyer 

like spokes on a wheel. There were so many branches and rooms 

to this place that Estavan had never had the chance to explore 

them all. 

Of furniture there was little. Of conversation there was 

none.  

Commander Hathaway stood by the door and mopped at the 

sweat beading underneath his toupee. 

Estavan found himself whispering. “What happens now?” 



“We wait,” said Commander Hathaway. “Father K-krzysztof 

will- that is, he will inform us w-when the Captain is ready.” 

Apparently it took the Captain a long time to get ready. 

At first Estavan tried to keep himself occupied by engaging 

Hathaway in conversation. When that didn’t work, he showed 

himself to a nearby seating area and there he sat with his 

bible, prayed to God and tried to collect his thoughts.  

The priest arrived half an hour later. He was a tall 

stick of a man with a bald head, a hooked nose and a pair of 

dark flinty eyes. Estavan would have recognised him anywhere. 

“Father Krzysztof,” he said formally. “How nice to see 

you again.” 

“Father Estavan,” said the priest with equally strained 

cordiality. “The Captain informed me you might be stopping by 

today but I hardly believed it to be true until now. Does the 

Lord Abbot know that you are here?” 

“Is the Lord Abbott to know of my every action?” Estavan 

replied, refusing to be cowed before this man who had stolen 

so much from him. “This meeting is in response to an errand on 

which the Captain himself sent me. I assure you there is no 

conflict with my regular duties nor have I shirked my 

responsibilities in the slightest. If the Captain wishes to 

see me, I should be at liberty to do so. Unless, that is, you 

feel the Lord Abbot’s authority extends beyond the 

Captain’s…?” 



“Don’t try to put words into my mouth,” Father Krzysztof 

sniped. “Just know that this is not the last you will have 

heard of this matter.” 

“I’m sure it’s not.”  

The priest seemed to notice Commander Hathaway for the 

first time. He treated the Second to a single disdainful look. 

“Commander.”  

“F-father.” 

Father Krzysztof sniffed. “You’re sweating again 

Commander. Are you nervous?” 

“Uh, n-no Father. It’s medical. The- the d-doctor, uh, he 

said…” 

“You should stop eating so much. No wonder there’s a food 

crisis on this ship when people like you are stuffing your 

faces all the time. Gluttony is a sin, Commander.”  

“As you say, Father.” Commander Hathaway looked away and 

readjusted his toupee. He didn’t even try to argue back. 

Fascinating, thought Estavan. The way Commander Hathaway 

wasn’t able to maintain eye contact with Father Krzysztof; the 

way he wilted before the priest without so much as a murmur of 

protest; the way he looked towards Estavan in that moment as 

though searching for support. He was terrified of the priest. 

And the way Father Krzysztof looked at Estavan then – 

haughty, as though daring Father Estavan to step in on 

Hathaway’s behalf. 



There was no doubt who was really in charge down here. It 

was to be expected but that didn’t make the news any easier to 

take. 

“Today’s meeting will take place in the Sunken Room,” 

Father Krzysztof announced, slipping back into High English as 

though nothing had happened. “Follow me.” 

With no more ceremony than that, the priest turned away 

and walked off at a stride.  

Estavan didn’t need the escort, of course. He had spent 

so much time in the Captain’s quarters over the years he 

probably knew more about them than Krzysztof. Over there by 

that wide staircase he had watched the Captain take his first 

steps as his mother looked on proud. And through that door 

there, in the library, he had first heard the Captain recite 

all 150 Psalms for the first time without mistake. It had 

taken the boy a year of practice to get it right but he looked 

so happy the first time he managed it. 

They followed Father Krzysztof through the vast, open 

foyer, past artwork and books, tapestries and antique 

furniture. They followed him down corridors that seemed to 

divide and double back on themselves like optical illusions, 

through green areas where plants grew ten metres high towards 

a sky full of stars, and through areas which had been long 

abandoned, the imprints of old furniture still faintly visible 

on the floor.  

At last they arrived at their destination. The Sunken 

Room; Michael’s favourite place on the ship. 



It was a circular room, the floor of which was set a 

metre lower than the height of the door so that the back of 

the pale green sofa circling the wall was flush with the 

door’s base. Several steps led down into the room itself 

towards a large table which dominated the room. Altogether the 

room had a strange duality of seeming to be both boardroom and 

lounge all in one go.  

On one side of the table, a carafe of wine had been set 

out with a couple of goblets beside it. On the other was a 

pile of old reports, scattered about without any apparent 

regard for subject or chronology. 

Between these two things sat the Captain. He held a 

goblet of wine in his hand, the latest of his Second’s reports 

resting open on his lap.  

He looked up as they entered but did not smile. “Father 

Estavan,” he said formally. “Sorry to have kept you waiting.” 

“It’s no trouble, my Lord.” 

The Captain looked at Commander Hathaway. “Is this your 

work, Commander?” he asked, indicating the report in his hand. 

“Uh, yes sir.” 

“Remind me to buy you a dictionary one of these days.” He 

waved at the space before himself. “Sit.” His eyes continued 

to scan over the report in his hand. “Can I get you any 

refreshments?” 

“No, my Lord. Thank you.” 

“Drink,” he insisted, pushing the carafe towards them. 

Estavan felt duty-bound to obey. 



So this was Michael the Captain then, in the flesh and 

face to face at last. The years had changed him from the boy 

Estavan remembered. He had lost his baby fat for one. His 

features looked leaner than they used to and more severe with 

it. His expression was all pinched at the edges and devoid of 

soft lines. It wasn’t particularly flattering. 

Estavan couldn’t help but feel faintly disappointed at 

that. It had been such a long time since he’d last seen the 

boy, he’d almost started to believe the Priesthood’s 

propaganda about him. The way the Priesthood talked about him, 

Estavan had almost started to remember the Captain as being 

this god-like creature, a living figure of myth to whom the 

angels spoke and around whose head shone a halo that would 

have rivalled Saint Peter’s. 

The reality was less and yet so much more fascinating 

with it. Here he was, the most powerful man on the ship, mousy 

and frail with the same haunted expression on his face that 

Estavan remembered from his youth. He looked little more than 

a child. 

Estavan perched himself on the very edge of the sofa as 

near to the door as he could get without sitting on the steps. 

Commander Hathaway slumped himself down on the seat beside 

him. Together they looked out across the table at this man who 

owned the universe. 

Michael Sullivan, first of his name, fifty-second Captain 

of the Arkship Ulysses. First amongst many, Lord and master of 



all he surveyed. Protector of the innocent, destroyer of the 

wicked. Hero, fief, leader, prophet… 

He hiccoughed softly and turned a page on Hathaway’s 

report. 

“Is that wine you are drinking, Captain?” Father 

Krzysztof asked from where he still hovered in the doorway, 

his expression set into one of frank disapproval. 

“It is.” 

“Is it consecrated?” 

“It is from my private reserves,” the Captain assured 

him. 

“I was not aware you had any private reserves.” 

“Yes Father, that is why they are private. Would you care 

for some?” 

The two men eyeballed each other from across the table. 

“No. Thank you,” said Father Krzysztof at length. “I am 

not sure God would approve.” 

The Captain sucked his teeth as he appeared to consider 

the priest’s words. His eyes never left Father Krzysztof’s for 

a moment. “Perhaps you are right, Father,” he said. “You are 

wise in this as in all other things. Please, if you would be 

so kind, can I ask you to take this wine away with you and add 

it to your own stocks?” 

Father Krzysztof made a small choking sound. “I am sure 

one of the servants would be happy to…” 

“As you said, it might be consecrated, Father. I would 

not want it touched by ungodly hands.” 



“Indeed.” There was a moment of pause in which the priest 

stared down at the Captain as though trying to decide if he 

had somehow been duped. Then, with a final disapproving look 

and a glare at Estavan as though blaming this all on him, he 

plucked the carafe off the table and retreated back out of the 

room. 

“Why don’t you go with him, Commander?” the Captain added 

after a moment. “As you can see I’ve been reading a lot of 

your old reports again. I need you to file them away for me. 

Properly this time. I should warn you, it might take a while.” 

Commander Hathaway gaped at him. “B-but sir!” he 

protested. “You’ll n-need, that is won’t you want me h-here? 

F-father Krzysztof said…” 

“A great many things I’m sure, every one of which was 

wise.” The Captain met his Second’s gaze calmly. “Tell me: do 

you think I’ll be unsafe here alone with Father Estavan?” 

“Uh, no sir.” 

“And you already know what the man is going to tell me 

today, don’t you?” 

“Uh…” Hathaway was suddenly doing a remarkable impression 

of an unspoken caught in the act of stealing. He stared wide-

eyed first at the Captain and then at Estavan, desperately 

seeking for something insightful to say and managing only a 

single, “Uh…”  

“Don’t you remember? You told me all about it this 

morning,” the Captain explained patiently. “You were so proud 

of it! Why, didn’t you say that Father Estavan was coming 



today to share a plan with me that the whole of House Hathaway 

was behind? Didn’t you, perhaps, even insinuate that this 

whole plan was your idea in the first place?” 

“W-well, perhaps the b-broad strokes of it…” Hathaway 

muttered, his stammer threatening to get out of control under 

this assault from his Captain. He dabbed at the sweat on his 

forehead. “B-but the r-real details were deci- they were 

decided between my b-brother-in-law that is, Commander Ruth- 

Rutherford and F-father Est- Estavan here. So you see, I-I, 

that is I really d-don’t know that much.” 

“I see,” said the Captain. He was silent for a moment. 

“In that case, why on Earth would I need you to be here? 

Please return these reports. If you like, I will give you the 

minutes of the meeting later.” 

Give the man credit, Hathaway knew when he’d been 

outwitted. “Yes sir,” he said glumly. Gathering the reports in 

hand, he bowed his farewell to both of them and then shuffled 

backwards up the stairs as fast as his weighty body would 

allow. 

A few moments passed before the Captain spoke again. 

“Are they gone?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper 

over the rim of his goblet. 

“That was cruel, Captain,” Estavan rebuked. 

“Are they gone?” 

Sighing, Estavan looked up the stairwell. Sure enough, he 

could see Father Krzysztof at the far end of the corridor and 



Commander Hathaway slouching after. They were both already 

well out of earshot. 

He nodded. 

All at once, the tension seemed to flow out of the 

Captain in a rush. He threw his goblet down on the table and 

beamed up at Estavan, his eyes full of victory. “Then 

welcome!” he gushed. “Welcome, Father Estavan! It’s been too 

long!” 

He was up on his feet in an instant, bounding over to 

Estavan and pumping his hand with all the enthusiasm his frail 

body could muster. 

“You haven’t changed a bit! Not one bit! You know, I’ve 

kept wanting to see you – I kept asking – but the Priesthood… 

they like to keep close watch on me.” He eyes went to the door 

and he shuddered. “I don’t like tricking people like I did 

just then but… it’s the only way sometimes. I barely have any 

time for myself and there is so much that needs doing. But now 

you’re here, aren’t you? Now things will get better for sure!” 

“I hope so,” said Father Estavan quietly. He had to 

admit, he was touched. 

Michael dropped Estavan’s arm and leaned in closer, his 

voice suddenly full of conspiracy. “They try to control me you 

know, Father. Every day, they make decisions on my behalf - 

tell me where I must go and what I must do and why and how. 

But they can’t control me all the time.” He giggled. “Oh, you 

should have seen the look on Father Krzysztof’s face when I 



told him you were coming today! That man is half-convinced 

you’re out to get your old job back.” 

Estavan blinked. “Does he?” 

“He does! But he doesn’t know you like I do. He doesn’t 

realise that I sent you out on this errand and now you’re back 

with support from the Great Houses no less. Which means… you 

have answers for me, don’t you? You have a solution at last!” 

Estavan nodded and the Captain grinned before throwing 

himself down on the sofa. “I’m all ears!” 

“Right…” Suddenly Estavan realised he had no idea what to 

say. He looked across the table at the Captain and it was hard 

to remember that this was the same boy he had helped school 

for so many years. He was paranoid, jumping at shadows, filled 

with so much directionless energy it was difficult to keep him 

still. What had happened to make him this way? 

I should have tried to get back here a long time ago. 

The Captain also seemed to come to his senses then for 

his smile vanished as suddenly as it had appeared and he 

looked away, embarrassed.  

“I apologise for my appearance, Father,” he said. “I 

don’t imagine I seem anything like you… imagined.” He tsked at 

his choice of words. “Suspected.” 

“A wise man does not walk into a place expecting to see 

what he already knows,” said Estavan. It was a meaningless 

piece of wisdom but it seemed to pacify the Captain at least. 

“I don’t get out of here very often, you know.” 

“You are busy man,” said Estavan. 



“No. I am not. It seems that so much of my life these 

days is spent catering to the needs of those that despise me: 

the Great Houses. Hathaway. Gull-Fosset. You should read the 

reports. They circle each other and plot and squawk and every 

year I find I must retreat further into myself just to avoid 

them.” He shook his head. “It really is good to see you again, 

Father. I have waited such a long time for this meeting.” 

Now here was an honest start and no mistake. Strange how 

something so simple could both comfort and horrify a man all 

at the same time. 

“I don’t know how much time we have together so let’s 

just get straight down to it, shall we? You’ve found a 

potential bride for me, haven’t you?” 

“I have,” said Estavan. 

“Excellent. A wedding then. Who is she?” 

Estavan froze.  

Now that he thought about it, he realised he had 

absolutely no idea how he should go about selling this idea to 

the Captain. All of his carefully prepared speeches and 

arguments, all his days of planning and praying and 

contemplating… belatedly, he realised that in all of the 

scenarios he’d been playing out in his head, it was to Father 

Krzysztof that he’d been making his case. Somehow the Captain 

had never been a factor before. Estavan had just imagined the 

boy exactly as he’d been all those years ago – as a puppet sat 

silently in the corner of the room waiting for everyone else 



to make a decision for him before pretending to be happy about 

it. 

Somehow he hadn’t expected the Captain to be so… like his 

father. It was unnerving. 

“The woman is… an unusual choice, Captain. Not someone 

you might think of at first and indeed someone who might be 

considered controversial on first inspection but nevertheless 

a good one, I feel.” 

“Someone from outside the Great Houses?” Michael asked. 

“Yes, my Lord.” 

The Captain considered the idea for a moment. “I can see 

how that might work. If I marry a Hathaway or a Gull-Fosset it 

adds too much power to one family. By marrying outside the 

Great Houses I could bypass all of that. Offer up a new 

pillar, perhaps even…” 

“Captain, please let me finish. The girl I propose you to 

marry isn’t a member of the nobility at all. However, if 

you’ll listen to my reasoning…” 

The Captain frowned. “Not from the nobility?” he 

repeated. 

“No but if you’ll just hear me out…” 

“The family of a crewman then?” 

“…you will see that every precaution has been taken in 

this matter and…” 

“A civilian?” 

“…though tradition should be served, it is to the ship 

that we should first bend our thoughts.” 



“Estavan, seriously, stop scaring me,” said Michael. “Who 

do you want me to marry?” 

And then Estavan found himself staring at his Captain and 

everything suddenly rested on a single terrifying moment. 

Estavan’s mouth felt dry. There was no going back now.  

“She’s unspoken,” he said. 

Silence filled the room. 

# 

It took Estavan a long time to calm the Captain down. For 

the better part of five minutes, he was forced to sit witness 

as the boy flew off on another of his paranoid rants. He 

accused Estavan of being just as bad as all the others. He 

accused him of trying to undermine his authority. He even 

insinuated Estavan was trying to assassinate him.  

“I’ll be a laughing stock!” he cried as he paced around 

the table. “The other Houses will never take me seriously 

again!” 

“It’s not them you should be worried about, Captain.” 

“They already try to undermine me. How will react if my 

wife is a nobody? An unspoken, Estavan! I mean really! What 

were you thinking bringing this to me? I trusted you to bring 

me results – genuine answers – and instead you bring me… 

this!” 

Estavan had had enough. Though he didn’t remember 

standing, suddenly he found himself on his feet and his own 

voice was booming out into the sunken room, a voice bolstered 



by his years of practice preaching to the bunks, “Sit down and 

listen, would you? Stop acting like a child!” 

Michael’s jaw fell open but mercifully no more words came 

out. He gaped at Estavan, as though shocked to see him there. 

Estavan in turn gathered up what little dignity remained to 

him, seated himself once more and said, “I didn’t wade through 

a galaxy of bureaucracy just so I could sit here and listen to 

you whine on about how unloved you are. God’s sake, boy, I’m 

trying to save your life here!” 

Michael sat slowly. He looked as though he were about to 

start crying. “I’m sorry, Father,” he mumbled. 

“Well don’t be. You raise legitimate concerns and that’s 

never a bad thing. But the way you do a thing matter just as 

much as the thing itself. Your actions have consequences, my 

Lord. Every one of them.” 

This time Michael really did start crying. 

Lord give me strength. Being in a room with the Captain 

right now was like being on an emotional tour of the universe. 

One moment deep space, empty and calm, and then without 

warning stars, planets, asteroids, comets! He felt his old 

heart couldn’t take much more. 

Still, at least the boy seemed to be listening to him 

now. 

So Estavan explained as quickly and concisely as he could 

the thinking behind this decision. He explained how vital it 

was to start thinking outside the box. They’d already tried 

marrying Michael off through the conventional channels and it 



had been an unmitigated disaster. It was time to try something 

new.  

Once there had been three Great Houses on this ship - the 

Hathaways, the Gull-Fossets and the Leightons. In terms of 

size and influence they were all pretty much equal to one 

another. If one were to do something out of line, there would 

always be two others pulling the other way to countermand it. 

Whenever one grasped for power, there were two others 

wrestling that power away from them. In this way a kind of 

uneasy equilibrium was found. The ship functioned.  

Ever since House Leighton had been excommunicated, 

however, the Gull-Fossets and the Hathaways had been without 

that vital steadying influence. These days the two were at 

permanent loggerheads. One pushed, the other pulled. Nothing 

ever got done. 

By marrying into either family, the Captain would be 

expressing favouritism towards that family. And of course, any 

favour he showed to one would seem like a snub against the 

other. That House would then retaliates and the next thing any 

of them would know they’d have a civil war on their hands. 

“As well you know, Captain. It was precisely for this 

reason that you annulled your last arranged marriage before it 

could get underway. This ship is dysfunctional. There’s no 

point in denying it. You see the results all around you every 

day.”  

The Captain nodded silently, looking down at the space on 

the sofa beside himself where the reports had been lying just 



a few minutes before. He scrubbed a tear from his eyes with 

the back of his right hand and Estavan pretended not to 

notice. 

“Listen, Michael, I know how it is when you live all the 

time in these rooms. You forget what the ship is like outside 

these walls. You start to think of everything in terms of 

nobles and politics and you forget that 95% of the ship’s 

population is made up of uneducated civilians living hand to 

mouth.  

“Forgive me for being presumptuous but you don’t work 

down in the bunks as I do. You haven’t seen how the unspoken 

are behaving these days. They are growing aggressive. Hostile 

towards anyone in a uniform. You, they love, yes. But to 

everyone else in a uniform they have nothing but anger. They 

attack one another. They shirk their duties. Every day the 

Hathaways call for workers and every day they come up short. 

The whole ship suffers. You’ve heard about this food crisis 

we’re going through at the moment, I assume?” 

“I’ve heard,” said Michael.  

“I’m not saying it would be solved overnight but if the 

unspoken started pulling their weight it would definitely 

improve the situation. The ship would have more food. The 

rations would increase. The people would be happier.  

“In turn, they would work harder. The ship would have 

even more food and the people would be happier still. 

“Do you see Captain? All it takes to get it started is a 

single glimmer of hope.” 



The Captain frowned. “A wedding?” 

“Think about it, Captain. If someone like you – the 

highest of the high; a man who is next to God in the people’s 

eyes – were to marry an unspoken – someone of such low birth, 

the clothes on their back are worth more than they are – it 

will send a message throughout the whole ship. It will prove 

to everyone that our charter is real. It will prove that this 

ship’s Captain really cares about every human life on this 

ship no matter how insignificant.  

“Most importantly, it will give the people hope. The 

unspoken will start to think to themselves, ‘well, if that 

unspoken has married the Captain, just think what might happen 

to me if I also work a bit harder or protest a little less?’ 

They will think to themselves ‘one of us is by the Captain’s 

side now. She’ll be speaking to him in our favour. Things can 

only improve for us’.  

“Your wife will be like an ambassador between you and the 

bunks – she will be a human link that will unite these 

factions together before they break apart for good. She will 

help to humanise both the unspoken in the eyes of the crew and 

the crew in the eyes of the unspoken.  

“In short, Captain, it will give the unspoken the chance 

to stop seeing only negatives in their lives and start to see 

some positives. Hope. That’s not something that anyone can 

ignore.” 

“The Great Houses will still laugh at me,” Michael said 

but it seemed to Estavan that at least he was listening now. 



He’d stopped crying for one thing and he was sitting forward 

in his seat, his chin resting on his hand and his gaze 

distant. It was the same pose he used to adopt whenever 

Estavan gave him some particularly tricky logic puzzle as a 

child. “The nobles will hate me.” 

“But the people will love you,” Estavan counter-argued. 

“The Priesthood won’t be pleased.” 

“Why not? By marrying someone so low, you not only secure 

your succession, but you appease the unspoken and keep the 

Great Houses away from command all in one go.” Estavan smiled. 

“If that's not worth a wedding, I don't know what is.” 

“What about love?” Michael asked but it was obvious he 

was just being cynical. 

“Love will come in time,” Estavan assured him all the 

same. “I have some footage of the girl if you’d like to see 

her. I’m sure you’ll agree she’s very… loveable.” 

It was in that exact moment that Father Krzysztof 

returned, flowing into the sunken room in a swirl of robes and 

disapproving glares.  

“I have put the wine back where you took it from, 

Captain. It was from my stocks after all. I hope you didn’t 

drink too much?” 

“I will confess about it later.” The Captain said. He 

turned back to Estavan. “Be honest, Father. Is she… good 

looking?” 

“She’s the most beautiful woman I have ever seen in my 

life,” Estavan admitted. He usually didn’t like talking about 



people in such vain terms but in the case of this girl it was 

a simple statement of fact. 

“Who is beautiful?” asked Father Krzysztof as he perched 

himself next to the Captain. “What woman?” 

“The woman Father Estavan wants me to marry,” said 

Michael. 

Father Krzysztof scoffed. “The Priesthood have been 

wanting you to marry since…” 

“She’s unspoken.” 

It was probably the first time Estavan had ever seen 

Father Krzysztof looking anything other than disapproving. The 

bald priest couldn’t have looked more shocked in that moment 

than if someone had just proven to him mathematically that 

Jesus wasn’t real. “An unspoken!” he wailed. 

“Yes,” said Estavan. 

“What is this madness? Surely you can’t be considering 

this?” 

The Captain opened his mouth to speak but whatever he’d 

been about to reply was interrupted by the sudden return of 

Commander Hathaway who stumbled into the room, one hand 

pressed against the railings, the other holding his toupee in 

place to stop it slipping off his head.  

He puffed over to Estavan and collapsed on the chair next 

to him, sweat streaming down his face. “I re- returned the 

reports,” he told the Captain between huffs. 

Father Krzysztof rounded on him at once. “Did you know 

about this, Commander?”  



“Uh…” 

“This insane idea of Estavan’s to marry the Captain to an 

unspoken!” 

Fear stood naked on the Second’s face. If the man hadn’t 

been so clearly exhausted, Estavan was half convinced he would 

have bolted up in that minute and run straight back out of the 

room. Instead, he removed the now well-used handkerchief from 

his pocket again and started dabbing at his face so he 

wouldn’t have to look anyone in the eye. “Uh…” 

Estavan decided to rescue him. “Actually, his family are 

completely in favour of the idea. Commander Rutherford and I 

have been planning this together for weeks. It’s only thanks 

to Commander Hathaway here that we’re having this meeting in 

the first place. So thank you, Commander.” 

Hathaway looked ill. “Y-you’re welcome,” he managed at 

length. 

“You disapprove of the idea, Father?” said Michael to 

Father Krzysztof. 

“Disapprove? Why, when I tell the Lord Abbot about this 

little ruse of Estavan’s…” 

“You’ll do nothing,” Michael told him firmly. “I told 

Estavan to find me a suitor and it looks as though he has. 

Whether we agree with his choice or not, he has done me no 

wrong in this.” 

“But Captain…” Father Krzysztof started to protest but 

the Captain silenced him with a hand.  



There was no authority in the gesture. The way the 

Captain was looking at Father Krzysztof then, he might as well 

have been apologising to him. 

“Do I not have that right, Father?” he wheedled. “Can I 

not nominate someone to find me a suitable spouse?” 

“Perhaps,” the priest allowed. “But surely a different 

someone would have been…” 

“Who?” 

“One of the Great Houses. A noble…” 

“Someone like Tracey Rutherford, you mean?” 

The name was like a slap around the face of Father 

Krzysztof. The young Rutherford girl had been his personal 

choice for future spouse but Michael had thrown it back in his 

face. Apparently he still harboured some resentment about 

that.  

“You are becoming dangerously wilful, Captain,” he 

hissed. “The Lord Abbot will hear of it.” 

“I am sure he will.” The Captain turned away. “Commander 

Hathaway, you already know about this idea. Do you agree with 

Father Estavan’s reasoning?” 

“I do, sir,” said Hathaway eagerly. He was on firmer 

footing now that he knew what lines he was supposed to say. “I 

know Father Estavan v-very well,” he said as he poured himself 

a cup of water and downed it in one. “He would – he would only 

suggest something like this if he had a-a reason for it. It’s 

like with Captain Menzies – you remember him? The unspoken 

need a carrot right now and n-not a – that is, they don’t need 



a stick. Of course Captain Menzies failed but that’s only b-

because he tried to do everything – uh, tried to do it all 

himself. A g-good Captain should allow the people to control 

themselves. H-he should give them an incentive to control – to 

control themselves. A wedding w-will unite the whole ship and 

have us - make us work together again!” 

“Madness,” muttered Father Krzysztof. 

The Captain pondered his Second’s words. “Estavan once 

told me that the unspoken are just people, the same as any of 

us. He said that when you get right down to it, there’s not 

much difference between them and us. Even I, with my divine 

connection to God, am made of the same parts as the meekest of 

unspoken. As was Jesus Himself.” 

“Yes, he would say that,” Krzysztof muttered with a 

sideways glance at Estavan. 

Father Estavan simply nodded at his Captain. He held the 

boy’s gaze in his own and schooled his expression into one of 

wise neutrality. It was the face of a teacher. A face that 

Michael knew well from his youth. 

Surely he could trust this face just one more time? 

He had made his case as well as he knew how. Everything: 

Estavan’s career, the Captain’s future, even the fate of the 

entire ship was now utterly out of his hands. 

It seemed the import wasn’t lost on Michael either. He 

took a breath as though to steel himself and then let it out 

in a rush. “Very well. Father Estavan, you have my full 

blessing in this matter.” 



“Captain!” Father Krzysztof protested but if there was 

any more to his protest, Estavan didn’t hear it. He was too 

busy cheering inside. Fanfare and trumpets, angels singing 

their hallelujah. He wanted to jump to his feet and do a merry 

jig. He wanted to run over to the Captain and give him a hug. 

He’d done it! He’d actually gone and convinced the 

Captain… Estavan felt as though he’d forgotten how to breathe. 

“Are you sure, my Lord?” he asked. 

“No,” the Captain said with a wry smile. “But the more I 

think on it the more I feel that you’re right. We need to 

galvanise the people together through a common cause before 

it’s too late.” He fished out a pad of paper from beneath his 

desk, uncorked an ink well and began writing upon it. An 

official edict. By God, this was actually happening!  

“She is to be checked thoroughly,” the Captain insisted 

as he wrote. “Any sign of the smallest disease or 

imperfection…” 

“I will be most exacting.” 

“And remember this is still my decision. If you show this 

girl to me and I decides she isn’t suitable…” 

“Your will be done in all things.” 

Michael nodded, looked over what he’d just written and 

then tore off the page. He pressed his official seal onto the 

bottom and handed it over to Estavan. “You’ve got two months,” 

he announced. “The exchange will happen on Earth Day.” 

Estavan felt a moment of fear. “My Lord, two months 

doesn’t give us much time to…” 



“You will show this unspoken to me on Earth Day, or not 

at all,” said Michael, a little of his earlier petulance 

returning. He folded his arms and stared at Estavan as though 

daring him to disagree. “These problems are affecting this 

ship now, today, and we need a solution now, today. That's 

final.” 

Father Krzysztof stood. “Captain, this is foolishness!” 

“Then by all means go and tell the Abbott.” The Captain 

dismissed him with a glare. “I look forward to reading how I 

should atone for my sins this time.” 

“This is not a joke, Captain!” 

“And I am not laughing. We are done here.”  

Apparently this last was said to everyone in the room for 

both Commander Hathaway and Father Krzysztof stood at the 

words and took it as their cue to exit. 

Father Krzysztof gave Estavan one final hate-filled glare 

before departing. From Hathaway, Estavan got little more than 

a breathless smile and what might have been a nervous attempt 

at a smile. 

“Boy am I going to get it for that,” the Captain muttered 

as he watched the two men retreat. “I suppose you’ll be 

wanting release forms for the girl as well, won’t you? Just 

let me find the right papers…”  

He wrote the edict out on crisp paper and sealed it with 

the official stamp of House Sullivan. He looked satisfied as 

he handed it over and Estavan put it carefully in his pocket 

alongside the other. 



“You will tell me how things progress from here?” he 

said. 

“Of course, my Lord.” He was the Captain, after all. 

“I can trust your discretion in this matter?” 

“Always.” 

“The people think me so weak,” said Michael. “I know they 

do. But I am not weak. I just… sometimes it seems there’s no 

right answer, you know? It’s not like some maths equation 

where one plus one makes two. Sometimes it feels as though all 

I have is a single one or a three and an eight and no matter 

how hard I try I just can’t seem to force them together.” 

“It’s going to be all right, my Lord,” Estavan reassured 

him. “The Lord God is on our side in this and He has great 

things planned for you in the years ahead.” 

It was the only real solace that a priest could ever 

offer but it seemed to be exactly what Michael needed to hear. 

“God speed to you Father Estavan. All our hopes now rest 

in you.” 

# 

As soon as Father Estavan and the others were gone, 

Michael rose from his seat and padded over to the foyer where 

the grand staircase swept up to the viewing gallery above and 

the long disused rooms of the northern wing. 

“Did you hear?” he called up into the darkness at the top 

of the stairs. 

“I heard,” said Susan. As always, she had come to him 

unbidden, as though she could somehow sense whenever Michael 



needed her most. She stood at the top of the stairs, her hair 

a frizzy nest of dark curls around her head that shimmered 

with reflected starlight from the heavens above. 

She looked troubled. 

“And?” 

“You’ve been listening to Father Krzysztof too much,” she 

said. “Fatalism doesn’t suit you.” 

“What do you think about this wedding idea… The 

unspoken?” 

Susan made a face. “I don’t like it. Estavan makes a good 

argument but then again that man was born for rhetoric. It’s 

what’s underneath that concerns me.” 

“Like why the Hathaways are so involved in helping him 

out?” 

“Exactly. They wouldn’t do it if they didn’t see some 

gain in it for them. Estavan’s too altruistic to see it but 

the Hathaways are up to something.  

“Plus there’s the small matter that no wedding will solve 

the food crisis,” added Michael.  

Susan nodded. “It’s only a temporary fix at best.” 

“But…?” 

She sighed. “You were right to agree to it. It really is 

the best option available to you right now.” 

She descended the stairs, graceful despite the rags she 

was wearing and the hard toil the years had played on her body 

since Father’s death. She met Michael at the base of the 

stairs and there she gathered him into her arms just as she 



had all those years before. Tender. Loving. Michael spent his 

whole life surrounded by bodyguards; why was it he only ever 

felt safe in Susan’s arms? 

“You’ll look out for me?” her asked her chest as she 

enfolded him within it. 

“I always do.”  

She kissed his head and whispered in his ear. “I will 

always be here for you, my son.” 

 

 


