
CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

SWEET RELEASE 

# 

“I’m going to die,” Stuart muttered for the fifth time in as 

many minutes. “There’s only so much punishment the human body 

can take, you know. There are limits. Boundaries. It’s a 

miracle I’m not dead already.”  

There’s no such thing as miracles, the voice returned. 

The words, as always, came directly into his mind.  

Stuart exhaled. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one 

crawling through the bowels of the ship! You’re probably far 

away from here, all warm and comfortable on your chaise longue 

couch with dozens of beautiful women stuffing grapes into your 

mouth while it’s me here that has to risk his life getting to 

you.” 

I don’t eat grapes. 

“Hah! So I was right about the women?” 

Stuart had long given up wondering where the voice was 

coming from. It had saved his life back in the engine room - 

no doubt about that. As far as Stuart was concerned, if that 

didn’t earn him/her/it the right to his/her/its privacy, he 

didn’t know what did. 

So he did what the voice told him. He wormed his way 

through the narrow maintenance ducts just as he had for the 

last God-knew-how-long, his doubts pushed aside to some 

distant part of his mind. 



The metal tunnel stretched ahead of him, straight as a 

plumb line, with only the occasional access hatch serving to 

punctuate the monotonous gloom with some sort of light. He 

dragged his wrecked body through that space, the air close and 

stuffy against him, his uniform pasted to his back with a 

thick lather of sweat.  

It was a miserable journey. The hours were torturous 

periods of unremitting misery. He clutched at his ruined leg 

in the darkness behind him and hoisted it forward with each 

movement, teeth gritted against the pain. 

His leg throbbed.  

“That thing’s bad enough,” he muttered, pausing to wipe a 

hand against his bare chest. Sticky, he noted. “The bone’s 

broken for sure. The whole thing’s likely infected. If it gets 

into the blood I’ll be really screwed. I might even need 

surgery.” 

The thought was a sour one but Stuart didn’t stop to 

dwell on it. Surgery was a faraway concern right now, one that 

implied medical treatment and rest, a kindly doctor and a safe 

haven. They were fancies so far removed from his current 

predicament that Stuart barely even glanced over them with his 

thoughts.  

Right now his needs were of a more primal nature. Water, 

food, rest in somewhere other than a metal tomb: that was what 

he needed. That was assuming he didn’t go into shock first, or 

faint through lack of blood. 



He was fairly sure the bone of his lower leg had ruptured 

the skin in at least one place - he was trailing blood behind 

him like a slug trailed slime - but in that cramped crawlspace 

it was impossible to look behind himself to check how bad it 

really was. All he could do was wriggle his way forward and 

hope against hope that he could find somewhere to rest before 

exhaustion claimed him at last. 

At the voice’s urging, Stuart had somehow dragged that 

lump of meat halfway across the ship, pulling it through 

several kilometres of narrow crawlspace as he followed the 

curvature of the ship. His path never deviated: from factories 

to bunks he crawled, from bunks to the agricultural district.  

Sometimes the route before him forked; occasionally, it 

plummeted downwards into sudden darkness, dropping away with 

nothing more than a gust of cool air to serve as warning of 

the void ahead. The ducts were supposed to be lit whenever 

people came down here, but the voice said it had deactivated 

the lights to make it harder for others to track him. 

It was probably wise but without light, Stuart had to 

make do with making his way by touch alone.  

Every hundred metres he came across another hatch and his 

progress would be halted once again while he fumbled in the 

dark for the manual override. This he would pull - the door 

would open - and Stuart would wriggle on through.  

Somehow he never got lost. The knowledge of where he 

needed to go came to Stuart at each intersection, almost as 

though he had known it all along and was only now remembering. 



Straight here, now deviate right, now straight again, now 

left… At times, it almost felt as though he were swimming 

through the conduits. As though he were still floating on the 

black sea of his dreams and it was the currents themselves 

that were dragging him to where he needed to go. 

But that was just silly. 

There is no sea on the Ulysses, the voice agreed. Its 

voice was an emotionless balm that washed over him and kept 

him sane. Keep moving. You can rest once you’ve found it. 

“Found what?” 

You’re almost there. 

Stuart wriggled through another service hatch. His foot 

caught against the edge of the doorframe and he bit off a yelp 

as his leg exploded with pain. How was it possible for his leg 

to feel both numb and as though it were on fire all at the 

same time? Pins and needles shot through his leg and his head 

pounded as though assaulted by hammers. 

He collapsed against the threshold, gritting his teeth as 

he waited for the pain to pass.  

Sweat dripped like acid across his eyes. His vision 

blurred. 

I’m dying, he thought. “I should just rest here for a 

second. Catch my breath. Just a moment.” 

No, the voice returned. 

“Damn it, I need to rest!” But the voice wouldn’t listen. 

It called to him now constantly: a beacon in his mind, whose 



light sliced over the black waters around him, keeping the 

shadows of sleep at bay, calling him ever onwards.  

You’re almost there. 

He could no more ignore that call than he could his own 

heartbeat. But he could damn well argue with it all the same. 

“I can’t!” he gasped over the pain. “I need water. Food! I 

need to rest.” 

If you rest, you will die, the voice said, matter-of-

fact. Your body is weak. Sleep will kill you. 

“I didn’t say anything about sleeping…” 

You can rest when you are safe. 

“Fuck you!” Stuart snarled, frustrated at the injustice 

of it all. “I’m not a machine! I’m… Do you know who I am?” 

Midshipman Stuart Jeremiah Leighton. Born 12 June 953 PT. 

Sole recognised offspring of [name deleted] and [name 

deleted]. Graduated first in class 973 PT.  

The data came to Stuart as though from far away, the 

words crashing up against his own knowledge of his identity 

with such force that it left his mind momentarily stunned. For 

a flickering moment, Stuart’s vision seemed to double, and he 

almost felt as though he was seeing himself as someone else 

entirely; another being that looked down at the ruined shell 

of Stuart Leighton lying prostrate in a lonely maintenance 

shaft and shook his head in pity. 

The moment was a fleeting one and a few seconds later, 

Stuart was unable to recall it at all.  



“Can’t you just ‘arrange’ for there to be some water 

waiting for me?” he pleaded. “Maybe a sandwich. With cheese 

and pickles. And watercress!” If he had any saliva left, 

Stuart would have drooled at the thought. “I’d make it with 

real honest-to-God butter too. Fresh bread and a sausage on 

the side made with real meat. None of that soya nonsense. Can 

you manage that, do you think?” 

The voice said nothing. 

“Hah, I knew you couldn’t! All that rescuing you did 

before: it was just a fluke, right? You can’t help me now 

anymore than I can, can you?” 

Silence. 

Stuart got annoyed. “Hey! I’m talking to you!” he 

shouted. “Would you at least have the courtesy to reply once 

in a…” 

Quiet, the voice said. 

The word was like a slap in Stuart’s face and he bristled 

against it. “No, wait, you listen to me! I’m dying here and 

the very least you could do is have the decency to…” 

They are coming. 

“What?” 

He heard it: the distant shunting of metal in the tunnel 

far behind him - the soft hiss of hydraulics that could only 

be one of the section hatches being forced open against its 

will. There were grunts of annoyance from the other side. 

Calls for help.  



Then Stuart knew without needing to see that there was 

someone in the tunnel behind him. The hairs on his neck stood 

on end. 

The voice filled in the details. Two hatches have just 

opened to starboard 30 metres from your current position. One 

hatch has been opened to port 20 metres behind you. Heat 

signatures indicate at least three newcomers. 

“Must’ve used manual override,” Stuart realised. The 

voice assured him it had scrambled all the access codes to the 

hatches, although quite how it had done that Stuart still 

couldn’t work out. 

Yes. 

“Probably followed my heat signature.” 

Yes. 

“They’re trying to trap me.” 

Yes. 

Well then what the hell was he doing sitting around 

bleeding for? Renewed strength came to Stuart with a jolt and 

he surged forwards under its power, his hands scrabbling at 

the deck plate even as his leg roared in protest from behind. 

“If I can just get to a stairwell…” he gasped. 

No. 

“I can hide! There’s bound to be a ladder somewhere near 

here.” He could slide down, hide in the alcove at the bottom. 

When the guards followed him down he could hamstring them 

somehow. Things would go easier for him if he could just get 

them on the floor… 



The sounds were closer now, the darkness ahead flickering 

as one of the guards swung torchlight against his back. His 

shadow loomed large before him. 

“There he is!” the guard shouted. “Confirm visual 

sighting. B Deck, sector 32 heading north by northwest. Moving 

to intercept.” 

You don’t have the strength to fight that way, the voice 

insisted. 

“Then what? Give up?” 

Stay where you are. 

A whistle pierced the darkness behind. “Stay where you 

are!” the guard shouted. “Officer Stuart Leighton, you are 

under arrest.” 

Stuart fumbled away from the voice but the torchlight was 

fixed upon him now, pinning him against the endless darkness 

with its terrible all-seeing glare. “Don’t move!” the guard 

called out. 

Stay where you are. 

“Screw you both!” Stuart dragged himself forwards, all 

but throwing himself up against the next hatch. He pounded 

against the access panel and pulled the release valve half a 

dozen times but it stayed resolutely shut. 

“It won’t open!” he hissed. 

No. 

None of the other hatches had given him trouble. He’d 

passed through dozens of the things over the last few hours 

and they had all opened to him at once. 



This must have been the voice’s doing. 

“Do you want me to get caught?” he screamed to the voice. 

“Open it, damn you!” 

No. 

He wrenched at the manual override, but his fingers were 

weak and slick with sweat and he could make no purchase on the 

handle. He cast a frantic glance behind him and was rewarded 

with face full of torchlight. 

“I’ve got you now!” the guard shouted unnecessarily, his 

hands sounding like pistons as they hammered against the metal 

grating behind. 

Face him now, while you still have the strength, the 

voice commanded. 

“What strength?” 

“Stay where you are!” 

Face them. 

“Fuck you!” 

They cannot know where you are going.  

The hatch in front of Stuart slid open suddenly and 

Stuart tumbled through it into the darkness beyond. The voice 

spoke quickly. Wait two metres beyond this hatch. Do not go 

any further. Do not attempt to flee. He has a gun and will 

kill you if you try.  

“You’d better have a plan,” Stuart muttered. 

If there was one thing he had learned from his years of 

being an officer it was how to obey an order, especially when 

given so succinctly. Stuart pulled himself beyond the hatch 



two metres, rolled over onto his back and pulled himself up to 

as near to a sitting position as he could manage. He held his 

hands up to the torchlight in surrender. 

The torchlight came towards him, growing ever brighter, 

ever larger, so that the world was cast into stark silhouette 

around him. The guard was so close to Stuart now, yet all he 

could make out beyond the maddening glare of his light was the 

panting of his breath and a shadow that loomed ever closer. 

“If you’re gonna do something,” Stuart whispered. “It 

should probably be now.” 

Nothing happened. 

The guard was so close Stuart could almost see the 

features of his face. His teeth gleamed bright in the 

darkness. 

“Now?” 

The guard’s hand reached towards him. Stuart jerked back 

in panic and the pain from his leg nearly made him pass out.  

“Now!” he begged. “Now, now, now, now!” 

The hatch slammed shut with a hiss, the hermetic seal 

crashing down upon the guard’s back at a force of 50kg a 

second. There was a sharp crack, a spray of blood and the next 

thing Stuart knew he was squinting through his fingers at a 

dead corpse. Part of one, anyway, for the hatch had neatly 

severed the guard in two somewhere near his heart.  

The guard hadn’t even cried out. His torso lay against 

the deck, head tilted up and eyes wide with frozen glee. 

Everything from his ribcage up was a pulped mass of gore and 



bone. Stuart gagged, but he had enough presence of mind to 

reach out and pluck the torch from the guard’s unresisting 

grip. 

You won’t need that for now, the voice promised him. Turn 

it off and take the gun instead. 

“Gun?”  

Sure enough there was a pistol in the guard’s other hand 

that he hadn’t noticed until now. He took it gingerly. “How do 

you know all of this?” he asked. 

How do you know it? 

Fair enough. There were still two guards to deal with. If 

he closed his eyes, Stuart almost felt as though he could 

sense them out there, the various hatches between him and them 

opening and closing like binary code as they picked their way 

towards the position their colleague had radioed. 

It was always a risk closing his eyes like that. Stuart 

was so weak with exhaustion, even blinking was sometimes 

enough to have him tumbling into sleep. Even so, he let his 

mind relax in that moment, allowing the dark currents of the 

sea he’d first seen in his fever dream to take him where he 

needed to be. In his mind’s eye, he could see the maintenance 

tunnels stretching out around him like a vast network of 

capillaries running through the ship’s skin. He could feel the 

hatches between him and them. He could see the ladder that led 

to the floor below. 

He nodded to himself as the knowledge came to him. “That 

is where I must face them.” 



Yes. 

This time he didn’t question it. He struggled forwards 

once more and sure enough came across the ladder just a few 

metres ahead. Gingerly – oh so carefully – he swung himself 

out across the gap, wincing as he let his bad leg drop into 

the void below. 

He got lucky for his good leg settled immediately against 

the first rung of the ladder and he was able to use that to 

hold his bad leg away from him as he hopped his way down the 

ladder on rung at a time.  

It was slow going and he’d only got halfway down the 

shaft when a voice suddenly cried out from above him: “Here! 

He’s heading down the ladder!” 

A head appeared in the gap above framed with torchlight. 

No time to think, Stuart aimed upwards with his gun, arm 

hooked around the rungs for support, and fired. 

The gun blast sounded like an explosion in that closed 

space. The guard jolted once and collapsed. For a moment he 

teetered there on the edge of the abyss. Then he fell: 80kg of 

flesh falling from a height, the air whooshing as he plummeted 

past Stuart. Stuart braced himself against the ladder but he 

was weak from his hours on the run and suddenly he too found 

himself falling. 

He landed at the bottom of the shaft with a jolt, jarring 

his good leg and falling upon it with a bark of pain. His bad 

leg clattered to the ground in its wake and Stuart knew a 



moment of sudden agony the likes of which he had never known. 

His consciousness blinked. 

# 

Upon awakening, the first thing Stuart was aware of was 

that he was lying on top of a corpse. The second was the 

smell, but that was apparently coming from him. A few moments 

later he realised the cause. He had defecated himself during 

the fight.  

Great.  

“Where…” He coughed. “Where’s the third guard?” 

Above. 

“Calling for backup?” 

No. Take the time to clean yourself up first. Then see. 

“You didn’t guillotine him too, did you?” Stuart asked, 

feeling sick at the thought. “I don’t know if I could face 

that.” 

The voice said nothing. 

A quick hunt in the dark located his torch. He dragged 

himself up into a sitting position with his back against the 

ladder and for the first time he cast the beam down over his 

ruined leg. 

He almost fainted all over again. 

That was what he’d been crawling on for the last few 

hours? Stuart’s lower leg was an absolute ruin. It was a 

splintered jutting mass of pulp and bone and the torn fabric 

of his uniform that had somehow half-healed itself into the 

wound. As though it had been waiting for permission to do so, 



his leg suddenly started hurting all over again. He had to 

admit, he was more than a little in awe at his own machismo. 

No time for that, the voice told him. Focus. 

“Focus,” he agreed. “Priorities.” He couldn’t walk on 

that thing, that was a given. The slightest pressure had him 

winking out of consciousness like a narcoleptic old man and 

his other leg wasn’t much better. For a moment he doubted if 

he’d ever be able to walk again but he cast that thought 

aside, partly because it was depressing but also because right 

now there were other more important things to worry about. 

It wasn’t for nothing that basic field medicine was an 

essential part of an officer’s training exam. One of the rungs 

of the ladder, unbolted from the frame, was enough to serve as 

a split. The dead guard’s jacket torn into strips was enough 

to bind it to his side. By the time he was finished, he felt 

as constricted as a baby in swaddling but at least the very 

act of moving didn’t feel like it was going to kill him 

anymore and that, it had to be said, was a definite 

improvement. 

When he was finally ready - or at least as ready as he 

ever would be - Stuart turned back to the ladder and, gritting 

his teeth, made the long climb back to the top. 

“That’s it,” he gasped when he finally reached the top of 

the shaft, hauling himself over the edge in a ball of sweat 

and exhaustion. “I quit. I can’t go any further.” 

The next hatch, the voice promised him. The vacuum will 

have cleared by now. 



“Vacuum?” 

He didn’t need to wait long to find out. 

The next hatch he came to revealed the third and final 

guard. He too was dead but without a single mark on his body. 

At first Stuart was confused but a quick check revealed that 

he had somehow died of asphyxiation. His lips were blue, his 

eyes wide open with panic.  

Stuart stared at the corpse for what felt an age. “What 

did you do to him?” he breathed.  

I sealed him between two hatches and cut off the air. 

“You can do that?” 

You needed something to eat.  

Stuart tore his eyes away from the guard’s staring eyes 

and saw at once what the voice was talking about. Apparently 

the guard had taken his lunch with him on this expedition for 

there was a bottle of water and two sandwiches sealed in a 

stay-fresh bag attached to his side. It wasn’t cheese and 

pickle but right then Stuart would have settled for anything.  

He tore into the sandwich and felt his stomach clench 

over the morsel of food like a hug. He drank the water far too 

quickly and vomited most of it back up again, but after that 

his stomach relaxed and he was able to finish his meal with a 

surprising amount of dignity considering he was using a corpse 

for a table. He saved the second sandwich for later. 

As he crawled away, the hatch sealed itself shut behind 

him with an airtight hiss. To Stuart's ears, it sounded almost 

like a sigh of satisfaction. 



“Are you an angel?” Stuart asked the voice. 

No, the voice replied.  

# 

Stuart didn't sleep that night. He didn’t dare to sleep, 

for sleep, as the voice kept rightly informing him, would have 

meant death.  

I have no power over that place. 

So it was that Stuart passed the night away as he had the 

one before it, dragging his leg metre by metre through the 

ship, his strength sustained only by the nutrition of a 

sandwich and the insistence of a bodiless voice. He ate and 

drank when he could, his body gaining some semblance of 

strength from the meal so that, though he didn’t feel 

recovered in the slightest, come the morning he at least had 

some strength to continue. 

Sleep lay like a permanent threat before him: a pool of 

dark water which begged him to fall into it. “Stay awake,” he 

told himself, the voice echoing the words until both he and it 

were saying the same thing and their voices chimed as one.  

“Stay awake.” Stay awake. “Stay awake.” Stay awake. 

Come to me. 

He recited all he knew about the periodic table of 

elements and Mulholland’s laws of Gravimetrics to himself. 

“Something cannot be made from nothing,” he recited. “But 

nothing can be made from something. Energy is cyclical - but 

all cycles must by their nature have a starting point and all 

cycles therefore will have an end. Everything that has a 



beginning will eventually have an end but that end does not 

itself always necessitate a new beginning. It is only by 

understanding this unwritten rule of all things in nature that 

we can master and harness those cycles for our own needs.” 

He lost track of the hours as he crawled through the ship 

and yet at the same time he knew exactly how long it had been. 

There was a strange dichotomy in his mind, as of two presences 

forced together into the same space to share the same body.  

There was his own mind - at least, the one he knew of as 

his own - and the other mind, the one of the voice and the 

prescient awareness of the ship around him.  

The human part, he came to realise, was just as dazed and 

bewildered as it should have been under the circumstances. It 

clung to consciousness only by the slimmest of threads, aware 

of little but its own suffering and even that in only the 

dimmest, most pathetic of ways. This part of his mind was in 

constant misery and Stuart had to fight with it just to keep 

it awake. 

The other part of his mind, however, was a very different 

beast. Rigid, precise, it knew the passing of every second and 

of his exact position on the ship with all the exactitude of 

an atomic clock. It was this mind that knew when the guards he 

had killed were found and reported. It was this part of his 

mind that felt the emergency call being made to security and 

listened with a third ear as Commander Rutherford himself 

furiously dispatched more guards to clear him out.  



This mind knew they were coming for him but it was calm 

in its reasoning. Sure, the human part of his mind would have 

been terrified by the news but that part was almost dead and 

there seemed little sense in troubling it with the news. 

Instead, Stuart was left to consider it in only the most 

logical of ways. Those guards were far away for now. They were 

in another section of the ship. The voice had thrown off their 

scans for now and muddled their tracking equipment. It would 

be hours before they found him. 

The knowledge from the ship’s chronometer was a solid 

tick of certainty in his brain and Stuart leant his sanity 

against it like a crutch. 

According to that chronometer, it was ten hours and 1.5 

kilometres later that he finally saw the glimmer of light up 

ahead. When he first saw it, he froze for a moment, paralyzed 

with sudden indecision.  

Could it really be that he’d made it? Was it possible 

that he’d actually dragged himself the entire length of the 

ship with just one good leg and a sandwich for support? He all 

but sobbed with happiness and even the human part of his mind 

stirred enough from its misery to offer a moment of 

celebratory relief. 

Breaking through this hatch was hard. For some reason it 

wasn’t wired up to the main network like the others, so the 

voice claimed it had no control over it. The manual override 

had been removed too, leaving Stuart with no choice but to 

physically damn near rip the thing apart with his bare hands, 



shooting the pivots out of the seams with his stolen gun and 

prising it apart with his fingers.  

Getting out of the vent was even harder. There was no way 

of doing it with any dignity so, just as he had done with the 

hopper before it, he emerged from the maintenance shaft head 

first, the rest of him tumbling after him like some kind of 

drunken acrobat. 

He lay for some time on the floor where he fell, a mass 

of tangled limbs that panted and sweated and groaned to 

itself. 

Then, slowly, by degrees, he uncurled himself and 

regarded the room in which he lay. 

“I made it,” he panted. 

Not quite, the voice urged and for once Stuart felt an 

edge of urgency to its usually emotionless tone. 

Through here - we’re so close! The voice trilled as 

Stuart wrenched himself back onto his belly and dragged 

himself towards the next room. Through this door and we’re 

there! 

He followed the voice’s yammering, though in truth he saw 

little here to be excited about. It was a grim-looking room he 

found himself crawling through. It was circular, sparsely 

furnished and covered in a layer of dust like the frosted 

powdering on a pastry.  

He was less than surprised, in fact, to find that the 

next room was equally empty and filled with dust. He might 



have even laughed at that: the human part of his mind did 

anyway. 

But the voice was furious. Where is it? it cried. His 

mind rolled around the space, his head spinning and finding 

nothing around him but emptiness and dust. They can’t have 

destroyed it. I would have felt it! It should be here! It 

should be right here! 

The voice’s terror - its complete lack of understanding 

at the situation it found itself in - clawed at Stuart’s 

throat until he realised that it was he that was shouting the 

words while the human part of his mind laughed hysterically 

from the back of his mind. 

“Where is it? It should be right here!” 

A shadow stepped in front of him: a woman with a halo of 

frizzy hair around her head. 

He started towards her, arm stretched out, useless leg 

making a ruin of the carpet behind him.  

In that moment, the voice left Stuart with a jolt of fury 

and without it there, there was nothing left to hold Stuart in 

place as his mind spiralled down into oblivion and the dark 

waters closed around him with a gulp. 

“Are you an angel?” he heard himself gasp. 

“No,” said the woman and the darkness closed over him 

completely. 


