
PART THREE 

UNSPOKEN 

# 

“The days are coming,” declares the Sovereign Lord, 

“when I will send a famine through the land — 

not a famine of food or a thirst for water, 

but a famine of hearing the words of the Lord.” 

AMOS 8:11 

# 

For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point 

is guilty of breaking all of it. 

James 2:10 

# 

MICHAEL 

# 

Three times the Priesthood came to Michael asking him to marry. 

Three times he refused. 

The first came on the day of his father’s funeral while the 

crew gathered in the empty fields of Winter to pay their respects to 

the departed.  

It was a solemn event filled with solemn ritualised ceremony. 

After it was done, Father Estavan pulled Michael to one side and 

asked in his tactful way whether he wasn’t feeling lonely at the 

moment and if he wouldn’t feel better, perhaps, sharing his grief 

with someone else, especially at such a difficult time?  



“I find that times such as these remind one just how fragile a 

life can be, my Lord. I feel I would be remiss not to remind you 

that you are now all that remains of House Sullivan.” 

Not quite. “I know that, Father,” he said. 

“These people know it too. Believe me: they are not only here 

to say farewell.” 

Michael knew that as well; any fool would. He knew how hated 

his father had been. He knew how even now there were people debating 

whether or not the Captaincy should pass to Michael at all.  

Some were saying it would be better to simply brush the 

Sullivans aside like the Menzies before them and start afresh with a 

new, stronger house at the helm. It was only the Sullivan’s long-

standing ties with the Priesthood – and the sway of Father Estavan 

himself – that was keeping those dissenters at bay for now.  

Of the hundreds that had turned out to watch him that day, 

Michael could probably count on one hand those that were actually 

sad to see his father go. His crew stood around him in their finest 

mourning clothes, their very best mourning expressions stitched 

dutifully onto their faces.  

The Hathaways, as always, were the pace setters for the event: 

his Second had even gone so far as to wear a black toupee for the 

occasion to match his specially made black dress uniform and black 

plimsolls. Clinging to his arm with a black handkerchief pressed 

over her mouth, was his beautiful wife, Rachel Rutherford. She too 

was the very picture of studied grief. The rest of his family 

pressed in around them. Together they formed the perfect picture of 

hand squeezing and sympathetic whispers. 



Not to be upstaged, the Gull-Fossets had apparently decided to 

opt for size over subtlety. Where the Hathaways were quiet and 

dignified, the Gull-Fossets were loud and wet. The bouquets they 

placed at his father’s graveside were giant constructions of ribbon 

and frippery. The men thundered out hymns from their over-sized 

bellies. They all but shouted their Amens at the end of every 

prayer, eyes flickering all the while to check that no one else was 

upstaging their holiness. 

Michael refused to look at them. It was no real secret that 

they all wanted his job.  

He shook the thought away. “Now is not the time, Father. 

Perhaps when mourning is passed I will be able to give more 

consideration to the idea of marriage, but for now…” 

“I understand,” Father Estavan replied. “You need to grieve.” 

It was winter at the time and the ground beneath them lay bare 

and hard as freshly smelted steel. In the distance, trees poked up 

above the horizon like silent witnesses, their branches bare sticks 

that strained towards the pale sunlight that filtered down to them 

from above. Great pillars of steel, spaced several acres apart, each 

held the transparent sky aloft, while below, men were working even 

now, turning the soil and adding in nutrients so that it would be 

ready for the coming of Spring. 

The air was frigid. Even with all the flowers gathered by the 

graveside, it reeked to Michael of death.  

And my father will soon be added to that stink, Michael 

thought. Soon, Captain Ramiel Sullivan first of his name’s corpse 

would be helping new crops grow and those new crops in turn would be 



eaten by a hundred different people. Their excrement would then be 

turned back into the soil to grow more crops and make more food. 

Inside a year it would be impossible to say with any certainty 

exactly where his father began and where he ended and everyone would 

carry a piece of him in their stomachs. Michael shuddered at the 

thought. 

Around him, the silent crew looked on piously. One of the 

Gull-Fosset women started crying loudly.  

The old priest looked sad. “Believe me, my Lord; I wouldn’t 

have come to you with this so soon if it weren’t for…” He sighed. 

“It is nothing. I fear I am being selfish.” 

“Speak your mind,” Michael commanded. Of all the many people 

on the ship, Estavan was the only one he had ever felt comfortable 

ordering around. 

“I regret that I will not be able to continue my duties as 

your priest for much longer, my Lord. The Lord Abbott, in his 

infinite wisdom, has chosen someone else to continue your 

education.” 

That took Michael by surprise. “Why wasn’t I informed about 

this before?” 

“As you said yourself, the timing is unfortunate. But you will 

be getting a fine priest in return. A God-fearing man who has served 

as head of the Order of Inquisition for many years.” He looked 

nervous. “But still, perhaps you could afford this old man one last 

thing? A parting gift?” 



Oh Estavan… Michael took one of the old man’s ink-stained 

hands into his own and patted it gently. “I’ve enjoyed our lessons 

together, Father.” 

“As have I, my Captain.” 

“I swear, the day I decide to marry, you will be the very 

first person I tell.” 

“But not today.” He looked crestfallen. 

“Not today.” 

After the service, the rich and powerful came to Michael one 

after the other to shake his hand and pledge their allegiance to 

House Sullivan. Michael tried to remember his courtesies, but all 

his words seemed to have failed him on that day. Every time he tried 

to think of his father, he found himself instead thinking about the 

one person that wasn’t there that day and then he too would feel 

himself grow as hard and cold as the ground underfoot and all his 

words would die in his throat.  

Fortunately, Father Estavan had plenty to say in his stead. 

Big, expressive things about how great his father had been and how 

much he would be missed. In his very best High English, Estavan 

painted an extravagant picture of Michael’s father that drew nothing 

but nods and appreciative Amens from that watching, mournful crew. 

But in his heart, Michael heard a very different speech. 

“Captain Ramiel Sullivan was a man. He lived; he died. Let us 

hope that heaven is glad to have him. The Ulysses certainly wasn’t.” 

# 

The second time they asked Michael to marry was a year later, 

when mourning was officially over. Estavan’s hawk-nosed replacement, 



Father Krzysztof, came to Michael one day while he was praying and 

asked if he had given the idea any thought. 

Michael confessed that he hadn’t, but later Susan visited him 

while he was alone in his sunken room and told him what she thought 

of the matter.  

“You have to marry, Michael,” she said without pre-amble. 

“It’s well past time.” 

He threw the book he was reading down on the sofa and pouted 

up at her. “Not you as well. Do you think I want them to find you? 

Do you think I want them to take you away?”  

“Shhh…” She lowered herself onto the sofa beside him and 

pulled him into her arms. He was surprised to find that he was 

almost crying. “My dearest one… Of course I know these things. But 

the old Captain’s dead now and there are more important concerns.” 

“More important?” He was incredulous. “Than you?” 

“I can look after myself.” 

“I don’t care.” 

She kissed him on the forehead and stroked his hair like she 

used to when he was young. “Do you think our ancestors wanted to 

leave the Earth in these ships?” she asked. “Do you think they 

wanted to watch their home burn?” 

He shrugged. 

“Do you know how many people were left behind when the Earth 

died? Over ten billion! Can you imagine the guilt our ancestors must 

have felt? The way it must have eaten at them each and every day 

even as they forced themselves to move on?  



“That guilt is still within us Michael: it underpins 

everything we do. And the captain must be the one to feel it most.” 

“By marrying?” His head swam with confusion. 

“No, Michael. By giving the people something to look up to. 

The commoners look to you for the future – you centre their 

worldview. As long as you stay unmarried, you put that future in 

doubt. That makes them scared. People respect you, Michael.” 

He almost laughed at that. “Like who?” 

“Like me. Like anyone who is concerned about the future. We 

need to look at you our Captain and see that our future is provided 

for. Because, we know deep in our hearts that if we look back - even 

for a moment - we’re done for.” 

Everything always sounded so simple when Susan explained it. 

There was logic to what she said and yet… “If you get caught…” 

“I won’t.” 

“I won’t be able to protect you.”  

“Who says I need protecting?”  

# 

The next time Father Krzysztof came to Michael for his weekly 

lessons, Michael told the priest to draw up a list of potential 

candidates for marriage. 

That was the first and only time Michael ever saw Father 

Krzysztof smile. “As it so happens, I’ve already taken the liberty 

of creating such a list,” he answered, drawing out a hand-written 

note from his files which he offered to Michael with something close 

to a flourish. 

Michael took it. 



“I never asked you to do this, Father.” 

“You just did, I believe. Trust me child, I am a diligent man. 

Far too long in the tooth to be doing with waiting around. I have 

put out many feelers in your name over the past few weeks - quietly, 

of course - and I can promise you that all of the candidates on this 

list are from good blood and their families more than willing to 

align themselves with the Sullivans and the prestige of your name. 

On the reverse you’ll see a list of the dowries each woman comes 

with. A couple, in particular, are more than generous as I’m sure 

you’ll agree.” 

Michael looked, his eyes trailing down the list with something 

close to panic in his chest. Father Krzysztof had certainly done his 

homework; there were over 50 names here.  

In truth, he had no idea where to begin with such a list. 

Still he kept his composure. “Very good,” he said, handing it back. 

His throat felt dry. “Choose whichever you feel are the best four 

and have them meet me here for inspection.” 

“Inspection?” Krzysztof repeated the word as though not sure 

what it meant. 

“You would have me chose my wife blind?” 

“Not so much blind as informed. The information here is all 

you need to know about these women. I’m sure that should you wish to 

see the girls in question, a meeting with their families might be 

arranged…” He tugged at his robes to show just how much he thought 

about that idea. “But as to their suitability… I trust you are not 

foolish enough to choose a wife based on such Earthly notions as 

vanity.” 



“No,” Michael said. If she let Krzysztof rule over him now he 

would never be done with it. Susan had to see these candidates too. 

This was her choice as much as his. “Please, Father. It has to be 

here.” 

Father Krzysztof sighed heavily and looked up at the ceiling 

as though imploring the heavens for help. “Very well,” he sighed at 

length. It sounded very much as though he were humouring Michael. “I 

shall make the calls at once.” 

# 

After that, Michael’s days were transformed into a never 

ending stream of blind dates. One by one those candidates came into 

his sanctuary - his home. One by one he dismissed them.  

Oh, they were all pretty enough: they all smiled and laughed 

when they were supposed to and they showered him with praise spoken 

in the very Highest of English, but Michael found himself tiring of 

every one of them before half the evening was out.  

Each seemed like a carbon copy of the other. Each ever more 

desperate to prove their suitability above the others. 

There was Amy Gull-Fosset, a handsome woman who wore her hair 

in a braid. She tried to woo Michael by reciting poetry and playing 

her flute. She was older than he and taller too, which Michael had 

the impression bothered her slightly. It certainly bothered him.  

Then there was Joanna Hathaway. She was a perfect political 

match, being both the daughter of his Second and a Hathaway and 

coming with by far the largest dowry of any of the suitors. “The 

Hathaways have always served as House Sullivan’s right hand,” she 



told him at their first meeting. “Now they can serve by providing 

for its future.”  

But in truth, the woman intimidated Michael. She was far too 

clever by half. Whenever she stopped smiling, even for a moment, she 

got a look in her eyes as though she was measuring the worth of 

everything she saw like factors in some hugely complex game of 

chance. There was no way Susan would be safe around a girl like 

that. 

For a while, he thought he might have a winner in Janine 

Osbourne - a dull wallflower of a girl, who mumbled her courtesies 

through a veil of timidity and never once showed the slightest hint 

of curiosity about anything - until he realised just how messy the 

politics of such a union would be. Her brother, Tom Osbourne, was 

little more than a commoner who had gained legitimacy by marrying a 

Lawson. He had been promoted to chief engineer following the whole 

Leighton debacle, but most on the ship still saw his house very much 

as an unwelcome intruder. Any marriage to that particular line would 

seem like a snub to House Hathaway’s honour and as Susan reminded 

him several times, he could ill afford that right now.  

Oats, McMullen and Del Monte all proved fruitless and for a 

while, Michael thought he would never find anyone that suited his 

needs… 

But then there was Tracey Rutherford. 

She was perfect - politically at least. Her father’s sister 

was married to Michael’s Second, meaning that her dowry was suitably 

large; her father was Master-at-Arms and reportedly very popular 



among the crew, and her uncle father was affiliated with the 

Priesthood, which would ensure their approval of the match.  

Tracey had her aunt’s wavy hair and almond eyes, the same 

pinched nose and sultry lips that Michael had to admit was very 

pleasing on the eyes. Beyond looks, she was just as vapid and 

bimboish as he’d come to expect, any wit or interest she might have 

once owned long having been blasted out of her by a lifetime 

addiction to oil fumes.  

She was a fumigated wastrel who gushed platitudes at Michael 

like she was reading them off a script and who never finished a 

sentence without saying “my Lord” and giggling to herself. 

By the end of their first date she was already telling Michael 

she loved him. By the end of their second, she was talking about 

what changes she would make to his quarters after the wedding was 

through. She never once asked Michael about himself.  

By the end of their third date, he was sick of the girl.  

He tried to call off the marriage, but Father Krzysztof was 

having none of it. “You’re just getting cold feet,” he assured him. 

“You would be a fool not to marry this girl. Why, her uncle has 

already gained a substantial promotion within the Priesthood as a 

result of this betrothal. I hear her father is now a candidate for 

Chief of Security. Would you take these achievements away from them? 

Would you beggar their House so close to their happiest day?” 

Michael reluctantly agreed to continue the marriage bid. 

Despite every misgiving he had, he gave himself over to the 

machinations of the Priesthood and waited for the wedding to come.  



It’s not as though anything can go wrong, he reasoned. The 

girl’s too stupid to notice anything other than herself.  

Susan would be safe. 

# 

But then one day, Michael came across Susan in her private 

solar and found her almost passed out from drink. Her ear was 

pressed to the deck plate and her backside stuck out behind her in a 

way that made her look wonton. Her eyes were unfocused and staring. 

“Susan?” he gasped, running to her side. 

She smiled up at him. “Shhh… I’m listening.” 

In the midst of the gloom, he could just make out a bottle of 

finebrew lying beside her, its half-drunk contents evaporating 

softly in the stale air. From the colour of the label he could tell 

it wasn’t from his private stocks. 

He knelt beside her, holding the bottle to the light. It was 

one of the potent varieties: triple distilled. Just one glass of 

this stuff was enough to make the room spin and your muscles go 

limp. He couldn’t even begin to imagine how Susan must be feeling 

after downing half a bottle.  

“You’ve been wondering the ship again,” he deduced. 

“I can hear it,” she breathed, the words forming glue-like in 

the barrel of her mouth. “The core.”  

He pressed a hand to the deck plate and felt it vibrating 

softly. “That’s just the ventilation system,” he told her as 

patiently as he could. 

“How far down do you think it is?” 

“The ventilation?” 



“The core, silly!” 

A long way. Michael turned the bottle over in his hands, 

trying to fight down the surge of anger growing inside him. “Susan… 

you know you mustn’t go sneaking off around the ship. If someone saw 

you…” 

“Shhh…” 

“You should have come to me first. We talked about this.” He 

found himself trembling. 

“We always talk,” she agreed. 

Her room was dark, its comforts were few. Here a shabby 

bookcase crammed full of well-read hand-me-downs. Over there, a 

mattress on the floor with piles of blankets scattered over it, the 

consumed remnants of half a dozen meals and a lidded cistern 

cluttered together in one corner. 

It was a pitiful space for someone to live in, let alone 

someone as dear to him as Susan, but where else could he hide her? 

He chewed his lip guiltily. He couldn’t let her have new things, 

couldn’t so much as hire maintenance workers to fix things when they 

broke. Because if he did there would be questions. And those 

questions would lead to Susan. It was all Michael could do to keep 

her fed most days. The kitchen staff were always saying how 

impressed they were at Michael’s appetite but the truth was, almost 

half of what they prepared for him went to Susan. 

“You must have a high metabolism, my Lord,” they joked with 

him all the time. “Good to be young, ‘ey?” 

“Please Susan…” He took her in his hands, hugged her, kissed 

her. “Don’t leave me like this!” 



She rolled over and dribbled onto the floor. 

“Stars,” she said, looking over his shoulder. “So many. Do you 

think they have names?” 

“I need you… Susan, don’t do this.” He was crying. “I told you 

before: this much oil isn’t good for you. I told you how you have to 

stop sneaking out like this. I told you…” 

Silence. 

He found himself on his feet, heart burning with anger. “I am 

the Captain of this vessel! And you will listen to me! I forbid you 

from going below decks again without my express consent - you hear 

me? I need you to be here for me! I need you to be clear-headed and 

awake and… Are you listening to me?” 

But she was already turning away from him again, turning back 

to the deck plate that purred so happily underneath her and the 

stars that spun so relentlessly overhead.   

“Fuck off Michael,” was all she said. And then he was 

forgotten. 

# 

He stood in his sunken room for a long time after that, 

thinking over what had happened. He thought about what his father 

would have said if he were still around. He thought about Tracey 

Rutherford and Susan. About marriage and sin and all the things in 

between. 

He paced the room, head lowered, his brows furrowed with 

thought. By the time Susan came to him, freshly sobered up and 

apologetic as always, he had already thought it all out.  



“Sometimes I just don’t see things right,” Susan said as she 

massaged her throbbing head. “I get these moods…” She looked pale, 

he noticed, her cheeks drawn and her eyes puffy at the edges as 

though she’d been crying. Her hair was a frizzy tangle around her 

head that likely hadn’t seen a brush in days. Her shirt, he noticed, 

had a hole in it. “Sometimes I’m not myself.”  

She planted the half drunk bottle of oil down on the table and 

told him where she’d bought it and when. “I’m sorry I wondered off, 

Michael. I shouldn’t have made you worry like that.” 

Michael looked at her. Saw the shadow of this woman who had 

been a rock throughout his life. Saw how little she was these days. 

How much she was suffering. 

Because of me. 

She sat next to him and he lay his head in her lap as he had 

since his youth. She stroked his hair. “I’m so sorry,” she purred. 

“I’m here for you now. I promise I’m here for you.” 

Her lap was soft, warm, but even here he could smell the faint 

trace of oil. It seemed like it were part of her these days, its 

scent somehow crystallised inside her where no amount of washing 

could get to it. It made him feel sick.  

“You wanted to talk to me earlier,” Susan prompted. There was 

just a hint of desperation in her voice. “We can talk. You wanted to 

know about this Rutherford girl, right? She seems nice enough.”  

“This isn’t what you want,” he said. 

“I want you to be happy.” 

“Really?” He twisted to face her. “Do I look happy?” 



“That’s my fault.” It was almost a reflex answer. She looked 

away. “It’s always so complicated, isn’t it?” 

“I should just stay with you. We’d be safe together. I can 

look after you. I’ve protected you this long.” 

“You can’t protect me forever, my sweet,” she said. She didn’t 

even try to wipe away her tears as they fell. She looked down at 

Michael, a sad smile playing at the corners of her mouth. 

“And there’s nothing you can do to stop this either,” she 

counselled. “If you try to block this marriage, they nobles will say 

it must be because you’re a homosexual. They’ll use it to throw you 

down in disgrace.” 

Michael set his lip stubbornly. “Saint Paul himself said it’s 

better to remain celibate in order to cement your faith with God 

than to marry and indulge your lust. I’m supposed to be the 

spiritual leader of this ship. I’ll lead by faith, not marriage.” 

She smiled wanly at that, partly because it was she who had 

taught him that particular nugget of scripture. “In that case 

they’ll say you’re a bigot and that you’re putting your own walk 

with God ahead of the needs of the ship and the crew. This ship 

needs a Captain. It has enough devout priests to fill a dozen 

Ulysses’ but there’s only one of you.”  

“What if I said God had spoken with me personally? He came to 

me in a vision and told me – no, demanded that I remain single?” 

Susan sighed. “Then they would call you a liar Michael, and 

rightly so for a liar you would be. Remember Captain Menzies; you’re 

only one man. Balancing the will of the crew and the will of the 



Priesthood is never easy. You should know from father that playing 

favourites could be your undoing.”  

Michael nodded. There was only one type of punishment suitable 

for a man who called on the name of God in his defence. 

“I’m trapped then,” he realised. 

Susan nodded. 

Trapped. For every argument, there was scripture. And for 

every scripture, a new argument. They had him cornered in a maze of 

theology and duty and it seemed there was nothing he could do but 

get married. 

How often will I be able to spend time with Susan then? he 

wondered. How long will I even be able to keep her a secret? 

“Damn them all,” he said, making a fist. “I don’t want any of 

that! I don’t want…” He fell back into her arms, his shouts mumbled 

into her chest.  

“This ship is dying - why can’t they see? Its people are going 

to starve and… I was supposed to be like Captain Victor the 

Intrepid. I was supposed to be like Captain Mark Sullivan II.”  

He was one of Michael’s favourite ancestors, the much-loved 

Captain who had taken the Ulysses on its last voyage from Distan 

Majora to its current home around Praxis. At that time, the crew 

believed Praxis to be the promised land. It had a confirmed system 

of at least five planetary bodies, two of which sat in the so-called 

‘Goldilocks zone’ from its host star, meaning they were almost 

guaranteed to find water. 

Two ill-fated expeditions later, however, and those promised 

worlds turned out to be little more than a desolate wasteland with 



an atmosphere made up almost entirely of ammonia and methane and a 

frozen tidal-locked tundra, believed to be the result of an ancient 

collision between a proto-planet and a comet. 

The Ulysses had refilled what supplies it could from those 

worlds and then sat in orbit around Praxis for the next nine 

decades, moving nowhere in all that time, as though with that final 

disappointment, humanity had simply given up hope. 

“I wanted to find planets…” 

“There are no habitable planets, Michael,” Susan insisted. 

“You know that.” 

He knew that. Of course he did. Reading the reports from 

Astrometrics was always an exercise in futility. “I don’t think I 

want to be Captain anymore,” he said. 

Susan bolted upright. She jerked Michael away from him and 

held him firmly at arms’ length so that he was forced to stare into 

her eyes. “Shhh!” she said, her eyes wide with fear. “Don’t say 

that, my little one! Don’t ever, ever say that!” Her breath smelt 

strangely sweet. “People might hear you.” 

People, thought Michael. They never hear. Be patient they say. 

Remember your place, they say. Get married and be our future. Dance 

to our tune. Abandon your dreams. 

He was sick of it. Sick of it all. Sick of the politics and 

the lies and the constant, endless hiding. He closed his eyes tight 

to shut away the tears. I was supposed to save humanity…  

The only thing he wanted in this whole damned universe was 

holding him in his arms and this new girl Tracey Rutherford was… 

what? An ally? An asset?  



A trap. 

Well damn her and damn Krzysztof. He wasn’t about to take 

this: not if it meant losing Susan. There had to be a way out of 

this mess. There just had to be. 

He would rather die. 

# 

The next time Tracey came to him, he was prepared for her. She 

arrived at his quarters that night bedecked in jewels and her 

brightest smile. Her dress was a pale green, loose-fit number, cut 

away at the front so that the curves of her breasts could be 

glimpsed between the folds of fabric. Her hair was tied up above her 

head and pinned in place with a veritable bouquet of flower-shaped 

clips. She kissed Michael delicately on each cheek and giggled. 

“Thank you,” Michael said to her honour guards, dismissing 

them. He waited until they were gone before turning back to Tracey. 

“You look well, my lady. I trust you are feeling well?” 

“Very well, my lord,” she said and giggled. “And my Lord is 

well as well?” 

“Well…” He grimaced at the word. “Better now that you are 

here.”  

As per his request, his servants had laid out dishes for them 

both in the dining room. Rich, plentiful dishes of chicken in a 

fragrant nutty sauce, vegetable stew with herbs and dumplings for 

dipping on the side. There was a flagon of wine (non-consecrated) 

which had been bottled just for him and more than 20 varieties of 

fruit. 



It was a good selection. Well chosen. Everything was always so 

nice and well, and nicely welled up here. Sometimes he felt he might 

choke on the blandness of it all. 

He offered Tracey a seat and started serving them both from 

one of the platters. Usually servants were supposed to do the job 

but tonight Michael had dismissed them early. He had the feeling 

that the other girls he had courted would have commented on that 

fact, but not Tracey. She was far too caught up in herself to notice 

such tiny details as who was serving her food. 

“Would you care for some wine, my lady?” 

“That would be lovely, my lord.” She giggled. 

“I trust you are hungry?” 

Tracey hesitated just a fraction of a second as she tried to 

work out how ladylike it was to admit to eating food. “A little, my 

lord,” she offered at length. 

“Eat then. There’s enough for us both.” 

“Yes, my Lord.” She giggled again. 

They set to eating and for a time the air was filled with the 

methodical sounds of digestion, broken occasionally only by the odd 

bland comment. He found out that she was having a new wardrobe made 

for the wedding. She and her aunt were choosing the songs they would 

sing and her uncle had bought her a brand new tiara especially for 

the occasion. 

“Solid silver - can you believe it? It’s such a hard element 

to synthesise.” She’d wanted to wear it to the meal tonight but her 

aunt thought it would be better as a surprise. 



Michael listened to her prattling. He chewed his food and 

swallowed and drank. He listened to her some more. 

Suddenly, he put his utensils down. “Do you want to marry me, 

Tracey?” he asked.  

The bluntness of the question shocked her to silence. She 

stared at him, a morsel of food dangling from her fork mere 

centimetres from her mouth. “M-my lord?” she giggled nervously.  

“Do. You. Want. To marry. Me?” 

She set her fork down. “I would be honoured, my Lord. If I am 

pleasing.” 

“You’re pretty enough. No scaring I suppose?” 

“My Lord?” 

“Mistreatment. Scars. Growths. Disfiguring skin conditions?” 

She fidgeted in her seat. “My Lord, your words are… please.” 

“You look worried. You’ve got something to hide, haven’t you?” 

“No my Lord!” 

“Show me.” 

When she didn’t respond straight away, he smashed the table 

with a fist. His goblet fell over, spattering droplets of wine over 

the carpet but neither of them paid it any attention. “Stand up!” 

Tracey hesitated only a moment before rising to her feet. She 

turned slowly in front of him, showing him first her arms, her head, 

her neck front and back. Her gaze was on the ground throughout.  

He waved a hand. “How am I expected to see you properly with 

that dress in the way?” 

“My Lord!” 

“It’s barely covering you anyway. Drop it,” he commanded.  



Slowly, reluctantly, she did so. It fell to the ground in a 

soft whisper of satin and she stepped out of it, naked except for 

her shoes. Once again, she turned, arms crossed against her chest. 

Her skin prickled with the cold.  

“Satisfied, my Lord?” 

“For now… Did I tell you to put it back on?” 

Tracey straightened, her dress pressed into the cleft of her 

breasts as she struggled to salvage some small sense of modesty. She 

looked frightened. 

“Please, my Lord.” For once there was no accompanying giggle 

to the words. “This is…” 

“Drop the dress.” 

She did so. “My Lord, I did not mean to cause offence by 

disobeying your…” 

“I need to know that you will be a good wife. Not just any 

woman will do for the Captain of this ship. I need a woman who will 

obey.” 

“’Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the 

Lord,” Tracey quoted. “For the husband is the head of the wife, even 

as Christ is the head of the church.’ Ephesians 5:22.” 

“Well, there’s no faulting your memory at least.”  

Then he left her. Left her standing naked before him as he 

turned back to his meal. He ate from every dish, savouring each and 

every mouthful while Tracey continued to stand.  

He forced himself not to glance up as he ate. He said not so 

much as a word until he had polished off his meal with a glass of 



wine, dabbed at his mouth with a napkin and finally sat back to look 

at her again. 

“If I asked you to make love to me on the couch over there, 

what would you say?” 

“My Lord!” Her eyes were round with terror.  

“What. Would. You. Say?” 

“I thought… the wedding night?” 

“Come here,” he snapped. She came obediently. “Look me in the 

eyes and tell me: what would you say?” 

Tracey was trembling with far more than cold by now but to her 

credit, she held his gaze steady. “I would do anything you asked of 

me,” she murmured, seeming to wilt before his eyes. 

He pulled his leg out from under the table and ordered her to 

perch on it. Then he touched her, ran his hands across her chest and 

down over the soft lines of her maiden body. There was no denying 

her beauty: the girl was young, delicate. Despite himself, he felt 

himself growing hard beneath her. And all the while, Tracey 

Rutherford took the treatment, her eyes squeezed tight as her 

shivers became shudders and her shudders became trembling. 

“Do you still feel honoured?” he hissed in her ear. “Sitting 

here like this? Are you still happy to be here? It’s not all dresses 

and music, you know. Everything on this ship belongs to me. But as 

my wife, all of this…” he tweaked one of her nipples and she jolted 

with shock. “…this will be mine for real. Do you understand?” 

“Y-yes my Lord.” 

“And do you yield it? All of it? For the rest of your days 

until you die?” 



She shuddered again, her eyes squeezed tight. “My Lord…” 

“Look at me!” 

She looked, and for the first time Michael saw how she truly 

felt. When the nice words were stripped away, all that was left was 

loathing. 

She slapped him.  

Michael didn’t even realise he’d been hit until she had 

already slipped free of his grip and bolted around the table to 

where her dress lay in a discarded heap on the floor, creased beyond 

all salvation. Her delicately fragranced hair was coming loose from 

its clips, tendrils of it snaking down across her face as she 

gathered herself together, still shivering, threw the dress over her 

head and fled the room in tears.  

Michael watched her go. “I guess that’s a ‘no’,” he whispered 

and pushed his plate away. 

# 

He never heard from Tracey again. At first, there was outrage 

from the Hathaways as he’d known there would be. They called off the 

wedding the very next day and at the next inter-departmental meeting 

they’d issued Michael with a formal complaint. 

Father Krzysztof had made Michael wear sack cloth and eat 

nothing but bread and water for 40 days as penance. Michael was 

forced to pay the girl’s dowry in compensation as well as offer a 

formal apology to Tracey’s family that would forever stand on his 

public record. But his gambit had worked. The smoke cleared.  

No one ever mentioned marriage again. 



For two years after that Michael knew nothing but routine, 

solitude and peace. But then the food crisis hit. The food prices 

skyrocketed, the labourers all went on strike and suddenly the 

Hathaways and Gull-Fossets were at loggerheads. 

Michael sought Father Estavan out that day as he had promised 

he would several years before. The old priest was thrilled to see 

Michael, as he’d hoped he would be. 

He asked him about his concerns.  

“As Captain, I must do something about this,” Michael said. 

“But I don’t know what. Father Krzysztof will say I should trust in 

my crew and remember Captain Menzies but…” 

“You think a leader should be bold,” Estavan finished for him. 

“Like you were with that Rutherford girl.” 

Estavan had heard about that then. Michael hung his head in 

shame. “That was ill done of me.” 

“Perhaps,” Estavan agreed. “But the deed is done. If God has 

forgiven you for it, it is not my place to hold a grudge.” 

If only the Rutherfords felt the same way. Michael shook his 

head. “How did things get so complicated, Father? It used to be 

simple.” 

“I believe it still is,” said Estavan. “But not in the way you 

think. Often in life, to travel down the path we want, we must first 

travel in a different direction, if only for a time.”  

Michael studied the priest curiously. It had been several 

years since he’d last seen Estavan and his age was starting to show. 

Years spent among the unspoken had visibly reduced him. He looked 



smaller, frailer, and yet somehow bigger for it. Like his faith had 

been rekindled by the hardship.  

“You’re talking about marriage, aren’t you?” Michael guessed. 

Estavan nodded and, after a moment, Michael found himself 

nodding as well. 

“Very well. If you think it will help, I will consider it. But 

this time, leave the Rutherfords out of it.” 

That was the third time. 

# 

And so it was that a week later, Michael gathered Father 

Krzysztof to his side and told him in his most commanding voice that 

he had made a decision. 

“I have asked Father Estavan Wicks to begin searching for a 

potential wife for me. You will make sure that the man has the full 

backing of the Priesthood in this matter.” 

Father Krzysztof argued, of course, but when it became obvious 

that Michael wouldn’t budge on the matter, he simply ground his 

teeth and made a noise in his throat somewhere between a sigh and a 

groan. Michael watched him write out the edict in his thin, spidery 

hand then he thanked the priest and dismissed him from his presence.  

There, you see? he thought as he watched the priest leave. I 

can play you all at your own game. 

 

 


