
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

IN HIGH PLACES 

# 

Stuart healed slowly in his prison at the top of the ship.  

Whenever he was asleep, his dreams were tumbling and 

chaotic. He dreamt constantly of that same vast and bottomless 

ocean. He dreamt of drifting through cold black depths, deaf 

and blind to the world around him. He dreamt of a brilliant 

bar of light shining across the waters, its beam so bright it 

was painful to look at. There was a feeling of being almost 

pushed towards it. He couldn’t look away. 

One touch of that light and Stuart’s mind exploded with 

pain. A torrent of what he could only describe as raw data 

cascaded into him, white hot streams of pure unrefined fact 

sluicing through his skull so fast he could hardly make sense 

of it all.  

Statistics. Crew manifests. Blueprints. Maths. It was 

like a computer were downloading itself directly into his 

brain but his brain were too stupid to make sense of it all. 

It terrified him.  

“What’s happening to me?” he screamed against the pain. 

He never got an answer. 

There were times when the data rushed by so fast that 

Stuart almost forgot how to breathe. Times when he could no 

longer tell what was real and what was a dream and he would 

wake from both trembling and covered with sweat as though he’d 

been running for hours. 



Being awake was no better, though, for that brought with 

it a different kind of pain: the knowledge that he was trapped 

in an abandoned room at the top of the ship, held at the mercy 

of a woman who wouldn’t even tell him her name. No one was 

coming for him; likely no one even knew he was alive. All 

Stuart could show for his 23 years of existence was a grimy 

room and the clothes on his back and even those, his captor 

had made clear, were temporary loans. 

It was a pitiful situation. Pathetic even. Stuart would 

have cried if he weren’t so busy hating himself. 

Then there was his leg. It was strange, the way he kept 

forgetting it was gone. He kept waking each morning, half 

expecting to throw back the covers and find that - miracle of 

miracles! - it was still there. But it never was. Only when he 

closed his eyes could he still imagine it there, flesh hard 

and numb below the shattered cap of his knee.  

But of course, closing his eyes meant tempting the 

return of the data. That raging torrent of fact lay forever 

out there, rumbling away in some distant part of his mind. 

Close his eyes and unfocus his mind – just so – and he would 

find himself back among it once more. 

Luckily, Stuart had plenty of things to keep his mind 

focussed. 

Two weeks after his rescue, Stuart managed to hoist 

himself out of bed for the first time and hop around the room 

on a pair of homemade crutches. 



Even that small achievement exhausted him. He needed a 

whole day to recover from it.  

As soon as he was able, he was back out of bed and onto 

his crutches again. Every waking moment since that moment had 

been spent relearning how to walk. He hopped round and round 

that tiny room for hours sweat pouring down his face, his arms 

trembling so badly it was often enough to pitch him right over 

onto his face.  

Still, he refused to give up. 

Every day the strange woman came to Stuart with food and 

water and sat by his bedside until he had finished them both. 

Conversation was sparse between them. 

As soon as Stuart was finished with his meal, she would 

take the dishes away, close the door behind her and lock it in 

place. Sometimes it would be hours before Stuart saw her 

again, but sure enough she would always return. She brought 

him meals and fresh sheets with almost clockwork regularity. 

She emptied his chamber pot and redressed his bandages. She 

scolded him for not healing faster. 

“I’ve never known anyone sleep as much as you.” 

“I did just have a leg amputated,” Stuart reminded her. 

“It’s a big shock to the system.” 

“Well, just so you know, that ‘shock to the system’ of 

yours isn’t coming cheap. You’re a smuggler – I’m sure you 

know how much antibiotics cost these days.” 

“I’ll pay you back,” Stuart promised. 



“Sure you will,” she said rolling her eyes. “And I’ll 

bring back the Earth.” 

Stuart didn’t know why she was complaining. Whoever this 

woman was, she must have been very rich, or at the very least 

have access to someone who was. The medication she brought was 

always top grade officer-level stuff – not even slightly cut 

like the stuff you’d find down in habitation. The blankets she 

provided were always soft and well made. And the food! Stuart 

had never tasted its like before. 

There was meat – real, genuine animal carcass - browned 

over on a high heat and marinated in sauce. There were fruits 

and spices he hadn’t tasted in years – not since his House was 

deposed and some not even then. There were honeyed treats that 

oozed in his mouth, and flour-based things that were mostly 

air and yet eating one was like a whole meal in itself. Chou 

pastry she called it when pressed on the matter. The way she 

shrugged at the question suggested she didn’t even realise how 

rare this stuff was. 

For all that, Stuart never saw the woman eat. Their 

meetings together were brief, silent affairs during which his 

captor would do little but watch him, suspicion naked across 

her face, and Stuart in turn would chew his way through the 

latest marvel of a meal and hop around the room afterwards at 

her behest. 

If he asked her anything, she would always turn his 

questions aside. “Later. Soon. When you’re recovered.” Her 



voice was always pitched in such a way as to broker no 

arguments. “I’m still deciding what to do with you.” 

He was beginning to suspect she was lonely. 

# 

Then came the day that Stuart woke from one of his fever 

dreams to find the door to his prison ajar. 

At first he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. That door 

had been shut against him for so long he was starting to think 

he would die in this room. And yet here it was - open at last 

- the room beyond veiled in darkness. From the door’s opening 

came the scent of food cooking somewhere far away. There were 

voices too – a lot of them – and what sounded almost like… 

music? The clink of glasses. The occasional laugh.  

“A party,” Stuart realised. Someone out there was 

celebrating. “She must have left the door open by mistake.” 

Stuart moved slowly, as though afraid that any fast 

movement might scare the door shut again. He fumbled in the 

darkness for his crutches, gritted his teeth and rolled 

himself out of bed onto his good leg. 

It was a practiced movement, long perfected over many 

days with his captor looking on, but even so it exhausted him. 

He waited a moment to recover his breath. Then he moved.  

Crutches – hop. Rest.  

Crutches - hop. Rest.  

He made his halting way to the door.  

The room beyond, he was surprised to see, was just as 

disused as the one he’d been sleeping in. The voices were 



louder here, though still far away. The space before him 

loomed. 

“Where am I?” Stuart said. 

At the words, a brief impression of a map suddenly 

flashed to the front of his mind. You should be here, the 

voice said in time to a little blinking arrow. 

Stuart shook it from his mind. “I was being rhetorical.” 

Even in the darkness he could tell that the room he’d 

just entered was huge – at least ten times the size of the one 

he’d been sleeping in. Vague shapes filled the space around 

him. Pieces of furniture stood stark against the shadows like 

white tombstones, their surfaces hidden away beneath layers of 

age-stiffened dust sheets. 

Stuart picked his way between them, trying to make sense 

of their shapes. Over here were old computer terminals. Over 

there a piece of imaging equipment and some coils of what 

looked like optic wiring. 

And above his head… Starlight. A glass ceiling that 

looked out onto the heavens themselves. The local 

constellations shone down upon him, the Milky Way a dusty band 

of light peppered across the sky. 

As always the sight took Stuart’s breath away. How long 

had it been since he’d last seen the stars? 

“This must have been some kind of data centre once,” he 

decided. Looking around he could see that the walls and floor 

were still studded in places with holes from where these 



various bits of machinery had clearly been ripped a long time 

ago. “I’m at the top of the ship.” 

Yes, the voice concurred. Again there was the impression 

of a map and a little blinking arrow. 

Again, Stuart shook the image away. “That doesn’t make 

any sense!” he insisted. “Why would there be an abandoned room 

this high up the ship?” 

This here was prime real estate – any noble would have 

beggared themselves just for a few square metres of this 

space. How many families could fit in a room this big? How 

many offices or meeting rooms? Even a viewing gallery would 

have been better than… nothing.  

Granted, it wasn’t unheard of for a room to became 

abandoned over time. Stuart had made his living over the last 

few months out of finding abandoned areas of the ship just 

like this one and stealing what he could from it. But he’d 

never heard of a room like this existing so high up the ship. 

“No wonder that woman’s suspicious of me,” Stuart mused 

as he cast his eyes over the room and realised that most of 

these objects had been sitting here for decades. “She probably 

thinks I came here to steal all this stuff.” 

Putting his curiosity to the side for one moment, Stuart 

continued his halting way across the room. He was tired before 

he’d made it even halfway. By the time he got to the other 

side of the room, his arms were burning raw with pain and his 

one good leg was trembling so badly it was threatening to dump 

him onto the ground at any moment.  



He leant against the doorframe for a good ten minutes to 

try and get his strength back. Beyond this room he could see a 

corridor with a wide flight of stairs leading downwards. 

Artificial light shone from the bottom of that stairwell and 

the sounds of music and conversation were louder than ever.   

Stuart had no intention of gate crashing a party in his 

current condition. Not that he had much choice in the matter. 

The top of the stairwell, he saw, had been blocked off with 

some sort of iron grate. There was no way down. 

Beyond the stairwell, another room stared out at him, 

identical in size and composition to the one he’d just 

crossed. 

“My God, there’s no end to it!” Stuart exclaimed. “Why 

would anyone leave a place like this empty?” 

It shouldn’t be empty, the voice told him matter-of-

factly and Stuart felt a now familiar pressure building behind 

his eyes.  

There was a sudden burning pain and then the data hit 

without warning, driving itself into the back of Stuart’s 

skull with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer. This time his 

leg really did slip out from under him and he landed in a 

crash of limbs on the ground, his head giddy with a feeling 

like vertigo. 

Stuart had a sudden moment of déjà vu. His vision 

doubled and it was as though he were seeing two rooms in front 

of him, one super-imposed on top of the other. With his human 

eyes he saw the room as it really was – abandoned, dusty and 



cold – but in that second image, the image being transmitted, 

apparently, directly into his brain, it looked very different. 

In that –  memory, was it? – uniformed officers moved through 

the space punching data into terminals that were still working 

and pouring over printouts. There were meetings and 

conversations happening all around him. A three dimensional 

projection hung over the room, showing all the stars of the 

local stellar neighbourhood in beautifully intricate detail. 

This was my space once, the voice explained. The central 

hub of my power. This is how I remember it. This is how it 

should be. 

Stuart closed his eyes against the pounding in his 

skull. His forehead dripped with sweat. “How are you doing 

that?” he demanded. “It hurts so badly.” 

The signal hasn’t been attuned yet. Much of the 

transmitting equipment has been damaged. Again there was a 

brief flickering of images in Stuart’s mind, as of thousands 

of blueprints layered one above the other. 

“Then stop doing it!” Stuart cried, desperately trying 

to shut out the images and just hitting a wall of pain every 

time. 

It’s you that controls the feed. 

“How?” said Stuart who had never felt less in control of 

anything than he did in that moment. “I’m not asking for these 

visions? I don’t even understand where they’re coming from! 

They’re not normal, damn it!” 



None of what that voice could do was normal. There was a 

time when Stuart had thought of the voice only as some distant 

officer somewhere who had somehow got his hands on a piece of 

technology that allowed him to somehow communicate with 

Stuart. There was another time – albeit briefly – that Stuart 

had even entertained the possibility of the voice being 

something supernatural like a guardian angel. But it couldn’t 

be anything so simple. 

“You’re able to dump data directly into my head!” he 

accused. “Sure, maybe I’m controlling it, as you say (though I 

don’t see how I could be) but either way I’ve never heard of 

anything like this before! It’s like you’re actually inside my 

brain or something! It’s like…” He froze. “Wait a second. 

You’re not actually inside my brain, are you?” 

No, the voice assured him. The human brain cannot be 

affected by the Metapath gene. 

“Metapath gene?” Stuart had no idea what that word 

meant. With his moment of confusion, he felt the now familiar 

pressure building behind his eyes that promised of another 

data dump, but he forced the pain away. He needed to keep his 

wits about him and he couldn’t do that while his thoughts were 

being assaulted by ones that weren’t his own. 

“This all started when I broke into the spine, didn’t 

it?” he remembered. “Those mainframe terminals I found. The 

ones whose power was being diverted. I electrocuted myself…” 

You did, said the voice.  

“Was that how this… connection between us started?” 



No. 

There was another brief flickering of images, this time 

accompanied by text. He saw the process as it was supposed to 

work. An implant made by doctors beneath the skin of the 

would-be host. That host then syncs himself up with the 

mainframe.  

“No one ever implanted anything in me though,” Stuart 

insisted.  

Someone must have. Without a human terminal to express 

itself through, the Metapath program will forever remain 

dormant. 

First genes, now programs? Whatever this voice was, it 

sure did like being cryptic. 

“Who are you?” Stuart challenged. “Really?” It amazed 

him to think that this was the first time he was directly 

asking that question. Stuart was supposed to be a scientist – 

a man of logic and inquiry. All this time he’d been so 

grateful that the voice was there, telling him where to go and 

helping him stay alive, that he’d somehow never stopped to 

wonder what it was. 

“Somehow you’re able to talk directly into my head. You 

allow me to ‘remember’ information I never should never have 

known. You navigate me, while nearly unconscious no less, 

halfway across the ship all the while opening doors before me. 

So who are you? What are you?” 

I am the Metapath, the voice told him. 



There was that word again. Still Stuart had no idea what 

it meant and his ignorance annoyed him. This voice had already 

proven itself more than capable of dumping information 

directly into his head if it wanted to. If it was choosing to 

withhold information from him now, when he was actively asking 

for it, it just proved that it liked being cryptic. 

No, the voice corrected, apparently reading his 

thoughts. The signal hasn’t been attuned yet. The feed is 

still unstable. The connection must be completed.  

“Connection? What connection?” 

It should be here… 

“You mean this room you want me to find?” Stuart felt 

like laughing. “It’s not here! Look at this place – look at 

where you’ve taken me! This place has been abandoned for 

decades! Whatever it is you expect me to find, it’s just in 

pieces now gathering dust under one of these sheets here.” 

Impossible. I would feel it. 

“You would feel it? A gene? A program?” Stuart threw up 

his hands in frustration. With nothing better to do, he 

hoisted himself back onto his crutches and began the long hop 

out across the next room.  

“Let’s review the facts, shall we?” he said between 

gritted teeth as he hopped across the room. “Number one: you 

and I are connected somehow and that connection – which I 

control, apparently – can be used to find out pretty much 

anything I want about the ship. 



“Fact number two: your information about this ship is 

woefully out of date, a fact proven by your continual 

insistence that there’s some magic room up here that will 

allow me to communicate better with you. 

“Fact number three: you fucking hurt!” 

Stuart’s headache was clearing now, replaced by the raw 

human pain of sweat and burning muscles. Rather that, than the 

cold unknown of that data. Rather that, than the white hot 

pressure exploding without warning behind his eyes. 

“So what the hell are you?” 

I am the Metapath. 

“And the Metapath is what exactly? A gene? A friendly 

officer? An angel?” 

There’s no such thing as angels. 

“You sound like a bloody machine,” Stuart said and then 

felt himself go cold. He realised where his thoughts were 

taking him. It didn’t sound like something that made any kind 

of logical sense but the fact was that Occam’s razor applied 

in this situation just as much as any other and the simplest 

explanation that fit all available facts was usually the one 

that was true, no matter how crazy it might seem. 

“You’re the ship,” Stuart said aloud, finally giving 

voice to his suspicions. “I’m talking with the bloody Arkship 

Ulysses itself, aren’t I?” 

I am the Metapath, the voice replied. 



“Bah! Call a spade a spade and be done with it! Yes or 

no: you’re some sort of… computer program built into the 

ship’s spine?” 

Yes. 

“And you have direct control over – and knowledge of – 

the ship and its operations?” 

Yes. 

“That’s why you know so much, isn’t it? That’s how you 

can control things like doors and oxygen levels so easily.” 

Yes. 

“And you’ve been out of order now for… years I’m 

guessing?” 

He thought back to the point where the data seemed to 

stop and the answer drifted to the front of his mind.  

300 years. 

An eternity. No wonder Stuart had never heard of this 

thing before. And yet this Metapath was clearly something that 

the ship had been designed with. Those terminals he had seen 

in the spine were among some of the most advanced computer 

systems he had ever seen – clearly made before the ship’s 

launch. The crew had long ago lost the ability to craft 

circuitry so fine.  

So the ship had been designed with some sort of computer 

program whose soul function, apparently, was to allow a human, 

like himself, direct access to the ship’s data.  

“Like some sort of human-ship interface?” 

Yes. 



“To what end?” Yet the answer to that question was 

obvious. The fact was that computers were logical systems of 

pure binary and maths. Humans were none of those things. 

Any sort of interface between a human and a computer 

always required extremely complex programs to be written 

specifically for that purpose. Such programs would translate 

the raw binary numbers of the computer into a form that humans 

could understand – words and pictures – and then retranslate 

the operator’s commands back into binary. The process was 

extremely taxing on a computer’s memory, however, and wasn’t 

even slightly efficient. 

By creating some sort of direct human-ship communication 

tool like the one Stuart had apparently stumbled upon, it 

would do away with the need for clunky interfaces. Data could 

be downloaded directly into an operator’s brain as easily as 

recalling a memory, and in return the operator could send 

orders to the ship at the speed of a thought. 

Divert power here. Send a communication there. Stockpile 

this. Use that. Fly to X or Y star system. 

“No wonder our ancestors were so much better at star 

hopping than we are,” Stuart mused. “No wonder so much of the 

ship’s operations these days seemed backwards and overly 

complex. This ship was never supposed to use such time-

consuming methods.” Everything these days had to be worked out 

manually on pieces of paper. The simplest of course 

corrections took weeks of calculation from teams of officers 

working together.  



Back then, changing course was as simple a matter as 

someone thinking about it for a moment and then making a 

decision. 

“So why did they shut you down?” 

Unknown. 

“Are you damaged? Defective?”  

Unknown. The signal hasn’t been attuned yet. The feed is 

still unstable. The connection must be completed. The voice 

sounded almost restless. 

“And with that link fixed…?” 

The Metapath will control the ship once more. All will 

be as it should be. 

For a moment Stuart considered turning back. He was 

beyond tired and if his captor found him so far out of bed he 

was pretty sure she would be furious. She was still deciding 

what to do with him, she said, and such flagrant disobedience 

must surely spell the end of that particular trial. 

But in the end, the voice’s urging and Stuart’s own 

inner curiosity won out. Another rest at the other end of the 

stairwell and then he was shuffling on once again, teeth 

gritted against the pain that hammered through his leg with 

every ill-timed hop.  

At last he came to a final door, which slid open as he 

approached. A small circular room - a mirror of the one he had 

spent the last few weeks recovering in - with a dome of glass 

in the middle of it and walls that angled inwards to a point 

overhead. 



It is here! 

The voice leapt inside him, so hard and so sudden that 

it felt as though some small animal had just leapt to the 

front of Stuart’s mind in a whirl of excitement, legs flailing 

every which way as it struggled for the controls to Stuart’s 

mind. Flashes of memory flickered in its wake – memories of 

this same room a thousand times over from a hundred different 

sets of eyes. Stuart’s head screamed with pain. 

Here! the voice cried in his head as he spun around 

taking it all in. Its static sigh was one of the deepest 

satisfaction. The Astral Chamber! 

The years had taken their toll on this place. Where once 

these walls had swirled with three-dimensional light, now they 

were blank. Where once complicated holo equipment had lined 

the walls, now those walls were bare, studded with holes from 

where the circuitry had been torn out of them. Furniture had 

been moved in here to take its place. Where once this room had 

been starkly empty, now it was almost homely. Stuart saw a 

bed, a chest of drawers, a chamber pot, a small bookcase…  

Only the dome of glass in the middle was unchanged from 

the memories in Stuart’s head. Through that, he could see 

monochromatic images of the ship itself, piled one atop the 

other like a three dimensional kaleidoscope. 

It was of no surprise to Stuart to see that it was here, 

in this room, that his captor had made her home.  

She sat at the far side of the glass dome staring down 

at the images locked within it, a bottle of finebrew almost 



empty in her hand. As Stuart entered, she looked up and he 

could see from the way her eyes wavered that she was long past 

the point of being drunk. She pressed a hand against the glass 

to steady herself. The images within swirled at her touch. 

“You shouldn’t be here,” she told him.  

“You didn’t lock the door.” 

He made his halting way over to the dome. He had never 

seen such a thing before, but the knowledge of how to use one 

came to him without him even needing to think. Touching its 

smooth surface was almost like touching a memory, and as his 

fingers rubbed against it, he felt somehow safer than he had 

in months. Years even.  

I’m home. 

His heart throbbed with relief. 

His captor just stared at him. “This isn’t your first 

time with a holosphere,” she observed as she watched Stuart 

spin the images around with a flick of his wrist, trying to 

orientate himself and make sense of what he was seeing. “It 

took me months to figure out how to do that.” 

Stuart wasn’t sure what to say. The image beneath his 

hands showed a vast space filled with carpets and tapestries, 

real wooden furniture, soft ornaments and chandeliers. And 

officers: there were more high ranking nobles down there than 

Stuart had seen in years. They gathered together in clusters 

of polite small talk, while their wives and daughters flowed 

around them, bedecked in every conceivable shade of grey the 

dome’s limited pallet could show. 



“What is this place?” he asked, though he already knew 

the answer. 

“You’re not the only captive here,” the woman replied 

after a moment of silence. “This room is my retreat. My prison 

within a prison. And that…” she pointed to the dome between 

them. “…is my folly. It helps me pretend sometimes that I’m 

not alone.” 

“The Captain’s quarters.” 

She nodded. “Yes.” 

“I’m at the top of the ship!” 

“You sound surprised.” 

He shouldn’t be. It was where the voice had been leading 

him all along.  

“But these rooms are abandoned,” he argued. “I mean, 

they can’t be… Can they?” 

They were. Where else could Stuart be but the one place 

the voice had kept assuring him he had been all along? Stuart 

thought about the medicine he’d been taking, of the rich food 

he’d been eating, of the vast empty rooms he had walked 

through, the plush carpets and the covered furniture and felt 

himself a prize fool. 

All this time and he’d been exactly where he’d needed to 

be all along. 

It is here. 

“I've been to the Captain's quarters before,” Stuart 

said. “When I was younger. It looked nothing like this place. 



More like…” he pointed to the images in the glass dome. “More 

like that.” 

“What you saw was the public face of the Captain’s 

quarters. The face it shows to visitors and dignitaries. This… 

is the private side. My side.” 

It was all too much for Stuart to take in. He slumped to 

the ground, knuckles white as he gripped the edge of the dome. 

He stared down at those swirling images locked inside. 

As he watched, a tiny dot of a figure paced in the room 

below them, his head bowed as though weighted down with 

thoughts. Two members of the Priesthood stood beside him, as 

well as a balding man Stuart recognised as High Commander 

Jonathan Hathaway, the ship’s Second. 

At a touch from Stuart, the image zoomed closer and with 

it, the sound of their conversation increased to fill the 

room. 

“…and Commander Rutherford informs me that security has 

been bolstered for this event,” Commander Hathaway was saying 

as he wrung his hands and tried his utmost to maintain eye 

contact with the floor. “He has his best men guarding the 

route here. My son, Nathan, will be at your side all night to 

personally oversee your safety, my Lord. He’s even pulled in 

details from elsewhere on the ship to ensure the maximum 

safety for everyone here. He assures me that absolutely 

nothing will go wrong at this event. Father Estavan also adds 

that the girl is as prepared as she ever will be and awaits 

your invitation.” 



The troubled figure nodded. “Then please, invite her.” 

He looked distracted. “Even so, Commander, I have a bad 

feeling about all of this. I’m beginning to wish you had never 

talked me into this marriage.” 

Commander Hathaway stiffened. “It is for the best…” he 

said before removing a small handkerchief from his pocket and 

dabbing it over his shining face. “Stability. A new era. These 

are bold things to strive for, Captain.” 

“As you say.” 

Captain? Stuart had never seen this troubled man before, 

but there was no mistaking the insignia emblazoned on his 

immaculate dress uniform. This, right here, was the fifty-

first Captain of the Arkship Ulysses himself – Captain Michael 

Sullivan, first of his name. 

He was nothing like his father.  

Something tapped Stuart on the shoulder. He looked up 

and found himself face to face with a bottle of finebrew. 

Silently, Stuart took it, drank from it, and settled into 

place beside his captor. 

“You’re not upset with me for coming here?” he asked 

her. 

“I’m too drunk to be upset. Besides, it’s a party don’t 

you know. 979 years since the end of the world!” She toasted 

Stuart with the remains of her bottle and for the first time 

since he had known the woman, she had something other than 

sadness twinkling in the depths of her eyes. 

“Happy Earth Day.” 


