
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

THE METAPATH 

# 

“Finally you’re awake. I’ve never known anyone sleep as much as 

you do.” 

Stuart awoke in a daze. He found himself lying in near 

total darkness on what he quickly came to realise was his 

captor’s bed in the astral chamber. The party was over – the 

room was quiet – and the only light came from the dome in the 

middle of the room.  

Stuart was too far away from it to see what it was showing, 

but its light was sufficient to bathe the air in an eerie 

incandescence glow of ever-shifting ghost-light. 

It did strange things to his eyes. Distances seemed to 

swell then fade before his very eyes. Objects seemed to 

materialise out of the darkness, their surfaces flashing as the 

light played upon them. From the far side of the room, the 

gaping hole he’d made when he punched his way through the 

bulkhead to get to the circuitry beneath seemed to growl at him 

like some ever-watchful monster. 

It was nauseating. 

Stuart closed his eyes and let out a soft groan. He took a 

quick count of his limbs and found they were more or less 

intact. Eyes, nose, mouth, ears… all present and correct beneath 

his probing hands. 
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I’m still alive, he realised with a start. It took him a 

few moments to remember why that was so surprising. 

According to the ship’s chronometer, it had been over two 

days since Stuart had last been awake. Forty-eight hours of 

near-permanent drug-induced sleep and he still felt exhausted. 

Ravenously hungry too but fortunately his captor had a solution 

on hand for this last point. 

“I’ve brought soup,” she told him as she set a bowl down on 

the floor by his head. 

“W-what happened?” he asked. His lips were dry, his voice 

so thin he could barely make himself heard. When his captor 

knelt beside him and started spooning soup into his mouth, it 

took only a single mouthful before he was bringing it all back 

up again. 

He ate his food like a baby fresh from the bottle. He 

choked and gagged and soup spattered down his chin. The woman 

was patient. She held the back of his head steady and fed the 

soup to him in tiny lukewarm increments. Slowly, his stomach 

relaxed. 

A few more mouthfuls and he was pushing her hand away. Who 

knew that eating could make you feel so tired? 

“I-is the Captain…?” 

“He’s alive,” the woman told him. “Thanks to you. Commander 

Hathaway is in custody right now awaiting trial for treason. The 

noble classes have practically imploded in on themselves: 
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there’s so much scandal going around it’s like they don’t know 

what to do with it all. I think some of them might actually be 

concerned this time.” She hesitated a moment before adding 

almost guiltily, “It appears I owe you an apology.” 

“An apology?” Stuart tried to cast his mind back.  

His last few waking moments were like some sort of fever 

dream in his mind. He remembered brief flashes – single images 

and emotions more than anything else, followed by a single 

bright burn of pain. He remembered the moment when he’d managed 

to make the connection with the ship. It had been a tantalising 

thing – a mere fraction of the potential stored up within the 

Metapath’s systems and yet it had almost been too much for him. 

He remembered the way the data had rushed into his mind in a 

caustic rush of ones and zeroes. His brain simply hadn’t been 

prepared to deal with that rush. He’d passed out. 

Around that single moment of connection, however, the rest 

of his memories were a blur. He remembered the Captain being in 

danger and he remembered that it was somehow thanks to the 

unspoken. Or Hathaway. Or both somehow. He remembered fighting 

with his captor about something. A single image of a bottle 

being waved in his face like a weapon. Another of his metal cane 

snapping across his knee. For some reason he also had an image 

of his sister Abigail in his mind, though that was clearly 

impossible. There was something about the diaphragms too…? 
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Stuart shook his head. No use trying to chase after his 

memories now. They would return to him in time.   

For now all that mattered was soup. Soup and rest: those 

things at least he was capable of understanding. At a gesture 

the soup spoon returned to his mouth. This time he managed to 

swallow it on the first attempt. He opened his mouth and more 

soup entered. He closed his mouth and the soup disappeared. 

The woman looked pleased. 

As he ate, Stuart cast his mind out, searching for that 

connection with the ship that had been with him when he lost 

consciousness. It wasn’t gone, exactly. He still felt he could 

almost feel it babbling away at the back of his mind like some 

sort of deranged child, but it was beyond his touch. When he 

tried to connect with it it seemed to fade away from him. When 

he tried to focus on the data it was showing, it all just seemed 

like gibberish in his mind. 

It’s the drugs, the voice assured him, or perhaps it was 

Stuart who assured the voice. Your body is healing; it wouldn’t 

cope with another download now. 

Stuart looked down at body and saw for the first time the 

bandages wrapped around him. He saw the IV line running into his 

wrist. He saw the portable medical monitor that had been set up 

next to his bedside to watch his vitals. Its surface was a vast 

array of child-like squiggles dancing in time to the light from 

the dome. 
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Ah, Stuart thought with a small self-satisfied nod. That, 

at least, explained the tiredness he was feeling. 

His captor followed his gaze and set the soup spoon to one 

side. “How much do you remember of what happened?” she asked 

him, her face a network of frowns and shifting shadows. 

“Not much,” he admitted. “I’m guessing the circuit 

overloaded.” 

“Luckily for you,” she agreed with a snort. “Closing a 

circuit with a steel pipe and your bare hands: I can’t even 

guess how many volts you were exposed to.” 

Stuart didn’t need to guess; the voice in his head was all 

too happy to calculate it for him. 

When it was obvious that Stuart wasn’t up for talking 

further, the woman took charge of the conversation instead. She 

told Stuart how the diaphragms had ignored all attempts from the 

Command Centre to close then. Then suddenly – as though of their 

own accord – they had suddenly sprung into action, slamming down 

mere moments before the outer set were overwhelmed by the 

rioting unspoken. 

That action had saved the ship, apparently. The riots had 

ended even faster than they had begun. No one seemed to have any 

idea how it had happened. 

For the unspoken, it had been a disaster. Almost all of 

them had been trapped down there before they reached the farms. 

Some had managed to turn back and go the other way and 
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apparently there had been a bit of a ruckus down in the engine 

room before the diaphragms in that section of the ship decided 

to close but everyone agreed the worst of the crisis was over. 

The farms were intact, the crew was unscathed and the unspoken 

were safely back behind bars. 

“Except that this cage extends over one eighth of the 

entire ship,” she added bleakly. “No one’s quite figured out 

what to do about that yet. Do they open the diaphragms and try 

to corral the unspoken back into the bunks? They’d be 

overwhelmed in seconds. But then again we can’t just leave them 

camping out in some of the most important departments on the 

ship. It seems we can’t go more than five seconds without 

someone coming up with some harebrained scheme or another. I 

don’t think I’ve ever heard the holy charter quoted quite so 

much.”  

She sighed at Stuart’s blank expression and admitted, 

“Perhaps they are matters for another day, though. Right now all 

that really matters is the timing of that miraculous diaphragm-

falling rescue. And it’s a marvellous strange thing: I checked 

in the system and did you know that the diagrams activated at 

the exact same moment that you electrocuted yourself?” 

“Did they?” 

“And I got to thinking: those things were designed to 

follow orders. They never would have shut on their own accord.” 

Stuart’s only answer was a single dumb nod. 
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The woman smirked at him. “You know, when you said you 

wanted to use this room to save the ship, punching holes in it 

and almost killing yourself in the process wasn’t quite what I 

had in mind. I might have given it my blessing if so.” 

When it was clear that Stuart didn’t want any more soup, 

the woman took the bowl away and sat herself cross-legged next 

to the bed. For a time it looked like she wanted to say more but 

every time she made as if to speak, no sound came out and the 

two of them ended up staring at each other from across a space 

that seemed to swell and contract with every movement of the 

light behind them.  

After a few minutes the woman looked away, frowning. She 

was clearly frustrated with herself.  

Stuart found his voice. “Who are you?” 

She seemed surprised to hear him speak.  

“You saved my life,” he continued. “Several times. I’d like 

to know who I have to thank for that. I’m a wanted man.” 

“Yes, I know,” the woman said. “Convicted of smuggling and 

murder.”  

Five charges have been made against you. The information 

thudded unwelcome into his mind. Two of them false. He pushed 

the voice away.  

Perhaps it was the drugs in his system or perhaps some 

quality of that ever-shifting light but Stuart couldn’t help but 

notice things about his captor in that moment that he never had 
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before. How she failed to meet his eyes for longer than a 

second. How she worked her hands together constantly, clutching 

and unclutching them as though missing the bottle that was 

usually clasped between them. 

She looked so pitiful sitting there. Though it was Stuart 

who was bandaged with a missing leg and blood full of 

medication, he was starting to think it was she who was the true 

cripple here. 

She’s sad, Stuart realised, wondering why it had never 

occurred to him before. Younger than she looks.  

You should just kill her, the voice whispered in return. 

It’ll be easier for everyone. 

The woman coughed out a single humourless laugh. “You’re 

quite the celebrity among the inner decks you know. Some say you 

must be pretty intelligent to have evaded capture for as long as 

you have. Others say you must be dead. But then if you’re dead 

where’s your body? Did you throw yourself into an incinerator 

perhaps? Did you ascend Jesus-like into the heavens?” She 

smirked at him and Stuart noticed for the first time how her 

cheeks dimpled when she smiled. Strange how he’d never noticed 

that before either. “No,” she added with a soft chuckle. “You’re 

the scientist, you tell me: who am I?” 

I do not know this woman, the voice informed him.  
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Stuart was about to push those words to one side like he 

had the voice’s other pearls of wisdom when he suddenly realised 

exactly what those words meant. 

Assuming that the voice belonged to the ship and that the 

ship had records on everything that happened, it should know the 

identity of every man woman and child on the whole ship. It had 

known who the Captain was. It had known who the security 

officers that had beaten him were. It had known the personal 

biography of every single one of the nobles on the night of the 

party. It knew who Stuart was and it knew the charges that had 

been levelled against him…  

But it didn’t know who this woman was. As far as the ship 

was concerned, she didn’t exist.  

There was only one possible explanation for that: there was 

no record of this woman in the database. 

Meaning she was excommunicated. 

Just like my family. 

Just like this room. 

Stuart took a moment to find his words. “You’re clearly 

noble born,” he decided. “High nobility too because you 

apparently only speak High English. And that’s pretty high born 

I might add. Even my parents used to speak Guttural in private 

with each other and they were some of the most aristocratic 

people you’ll ever meet.” 
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“I do understand some Guttural,” the woman offered 

helpfully. “I just never got comfortable using it.” 

“You call the Captain by his first name and you clearly 

have some serious money on your side or you wouldn’t have been 

able to pay for all this medical equipment. And yet you live in 

a forgotten, excommunicated part of the ship like some sort of 

squatter and you wear little more than rags.”  

He looked the woman over cautiously, with all the 

assessment the Captain had used when examining his new bride-to-

be. He tried to fit this skinny, frizzy-haired woman who dressed 

in rags and stank of old finebrew alongside the sheer opulence 

of the world he’d seen on the night of the party. It wasn’t a 

neat fit.  

“A concubine perhaps? A friend of the Captain’s?” 

“Of sorts,” she hedged. His use of the word ‘rags’ seemed 

to have made her self-conscious for she hugged one arm across 

her dress in that moment, the other playing absently with the 

ends of her hair. “I feel perhaps I’ve been unfair to you, Mr. 

Leighton, holding all the answers back for fear that you were 

here to betray me and yet giving you nothing in return. The 

truth is… there’s not much that separates the two of us.” 

The woman sighed, then suddenly, piece by piece, she seemed 

to collect herself together.  

It was difficult to say exactly how she did it, since she 

didn’t change her clothes or alter her outward appearance in any 
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way that Stuart could tell, yet somehow she seemed to transform 

before Stuart’s eyes. 

Her chin lifted, her back straightened, her arms came 

together to rest neatly in her lap. As Stuart watched, the 

cloudy heaviness of the finebrew, the sadness and false years 

that he’d grown accustomed to for so long, seemed to lift away 

from her expression like some kind of mirage. Moments later and 

Stuart felt he was staring at a complete stranger.  

I do not know this woman. 

“My name is Susan,” the woman said and gave a shuddering 

breath as though they were words she had longed to say for years 

and never had the chance. “Susan of House Sullivan. The Captain 

is my bother.” 

# 

After that the woman – Susan – left Stuart alone for a 

time. Mostly he slept.  

The voice didn’t speak to Stuart much during his sleeping 

hours. Whether it was due to the drugs in his system or the 

simple fact that he’d burned out one of the connections with the 

ship he didn’t know but for the first time in weeks there was no 

sea of data calling out to him while he slept. His was the drug-

induced sleep of the recovering sick man and his were the 

ordinary dreams of men.  

It was during his waking hours that the voice returned. It 

had much to tell him on the subject of Susan Sullivan but 
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primarily among them was the fact that this woman couldn’t be 

her. It was true there had once been a girl who went by that 

name. She had been the Captain’s elder sister, fourteen years 

his senior and the sole offspring of the then Captain’s first 

marriage to a woman who had apparently been born a Leighton. 

That woman was dead, though, killed in some tragic accident two 

decades ago. 

The voice even went so far as to show Stuart the girl’s 

death certificate as well as point out the exact plot of land in 

which her body had been buried. Stuart had to admit, it was 

pretty compelling evidence. 

“It must be strange,” he said to the woman later when she 

returned to turn out his pillows. “Being dead.” 

“You tell me,” she replied. “I’m not the only one they’ve 

given up on by now.” 

That was true enough. Stuart’s own death certificate, filed 

just a few days ago by Commander Osbourne, made for some amusing 

reading.  

“But it’s not the same,” Stuart protested. “My file says 

I’m just missing in action presumed dead. Yours says you’re a 

pile of ash dumped in a field somewhere. My family visited your 

shrine once I think. I was only young at the time but I seem to 

remember it being a pretty elaborate funeral.” 

“It was a pretty elaborate lie.” 
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“They say you tried to overthrow the Captain,” Stuart 

remembered. That was his own memories, not the voice’s. The ship 

was notoriously bad at keeping track of rumour-mongering. “That 

you almost succeeded and in revenge the Captain had you put to 

death.” 

“And they say you tried to sabotage the ship,” Susan 

replied flippantly. “Oh it’s a strange tale to be sure, but you 

know how the lower decks love a good scandal. I’m surprised you 

don’t know it already: the tale of the Disappearing Smuggler.” 

Stuart pouted. “There is no such tale.” 

“Give them a few months and there will be. They’ll say you 

sold your soul to the devil, or something equally macabre. For 

who else but the devil’s own would ever dare attack a priest in 

the middle of the temple district? It wasn’t your fault, of 

course. They’ll be sure to add that part. The Smuggler was 

desperate. He had lost everything including his family. And the 

devil was a wily one. He said to the Smuggler, ‘This ship is so 

faithful to God, my will cannot be done here. I need you to 

sabotage it - despoil its holy temple - and then I will return 

your family to you and everything you thought you had lost will 

be returned to you with interest.’ And the Smuggler, finding no 

other choice available to him, agreed.” 

Stuart was starting to feel uncomfortable. “I suppose it 

didn’t end well for him.” 
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“Of course not. For you see, the crew - emboldened as they 

were by their love for the Lord Jesus and the Captain, may his 

name be praised forever - realised what this Smuggler was doing 

and were able to stop him before any lasting damage could be 

done. They hunted him down and he had no choice but to try and 

break his family out of the bunks himself. Those riots – they 

were your doing. But the breakout failed too.  

“Until finally, cornered, the Smuggler had no choice but to 

run back to the devil for help. But the devil was treacherous. 

‘What need have I for a servant who cannot serve?’ he asked with 

contempt and then - flash - just like that, condemned the 

Smuggler to eternal damnation.” 

“He would.” 

Susan regarded Stuart from the corners of her eyes. “They 

say his spirit haunts the maintenance ducts even now. On a 

certain night of the year, if you listen closely you can still 

hear his voice as he calls out from beyond the grave for the 

family he lost. ‘Why?’ he calls. ‘Why did you betray me?’ But of 

course, his calls go unanswered.” 

“That’s not funny,” Stuart told her flatly.  

“Sure it is. It’s just as funny as all the crap they say 

about me.” Then she promptly burst into tears. 

It all happened so suddenly it took Stuart a few moments to 

react. One moment the woman was as calm and collected as she 
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always seemed, the next thing he knew her face was buried into 

her hands and her whole body was shaking with sobs.  

By the time Stuart had decided he should probably go over 

to her, she was already pulling herself together. By the time he 

had managed to wrestle the stump of his leg out of the way, free 

his arm of the drip, slide down onto the floor and wriggle over 

to her, her tears had all but dried up again. 

Susan looked up at Stuart, sprawled at the foot of the bed 

with his blankets all tangled around his remaining limbs and 

gave a single hiccough of laughter. “Well,” she observed. 

“You’re out of bed at least.” 

“You were crying.” 

“I do that sometimes.” One last shuddering breath and Susan 

was back to her usual self. The tears were gone and in their 

place was nothing but that same calm efficiency and slight glaze 

to her eyes that he’d come to recognise as her rest state of 

being. “Let's get you back into bed.”  

As always, it was far easier to say than do. By the time 

Stuart was back in bed once more, he was exhausted and the 

beginnings of a headache were starting to gather behind his 

eyes. Sleep called out to him to the depths of his mind – so 

strongly that for a brief moment he considered giving in to its 

call.  

Then Susan joined him up on the bed. 
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“Perhaps I’ve told enough stories for one day,” she said. 

“But I would be most interested in hearing one from you.” 

“What sort of story?” Stuart asked. Something in the way 

she said those words made him wary. 

“How about the one where you tell me your plans,” she said. 

There was a look in her eyes when she said that which he 

couldn’t quite place. It was gone just as soon as he’d spotted 

it but it was enough to set his mind on edge. 

Careful now… 

“Now that you’re here and officially dead just like me. Now 

that you’ve found your Room and you’ve uncovered secrets I’m 

beginning to wish I hadn’t shared with you. Now that you’ve 

proven yourself at the very least an ally of the Captain. What 

happens next?” 

Strange: Stuart had been wondering exactly the same thing. 

“I guess I ask for permission to stay here another day…” he 

began. 

Susan rolled her eyes. “We both know that if I were going 

to turn you in I would have done so already. No, but then there 

would be questions, wouldn’t there? People would want to know 

where you had been hiding for so long. They would find me…” 

“I wouldn’t turn you in.” 

“Liar.” 

And there it was again: a look in her eyes just for a 

moment as though she were expecting something more from him. As 



THE ARKSHIP ULYSSES, R J Burgess   Page 17 

17 

 

though this good treatment and gentle attempts at building trust 

was all just an elaborate way of getting him to drop his guard. 

It felt almost as though she were testing him. Then Stuart 

realised with a flash of horror, She already knows. 

Of course she does, he remembered, the memory of the other 

night returning to his mind with a sudden flash of clarity. I’ve 

practically spelled it out for her already. 

This woman might have been little more than a sad drunk and 

(according to the ship) a liar who was wearing a dead woman’s 

name, but a fool she was certainly not. She could see Stuart's 

intentions as plainly as if they were written across his face. 

She was only waiting for him to admit it. 

Stuart stared back at the pale, frumpy woman with her mess 

of frizzy hair and found himself feeling like a child before 

her. 

No, not a child, he corrected, more a candidate for a job 

interview he’s woefully unprepared for. Or a student sitting an 

exam he didn’t even know was coming. 

It would be so much better if she weren’t here… 

He judged his words carefully before speaking. “I’m an 

engineer. A scientist above all.” 

“A fugitive,” she countered. “A wanted smuggler.” 

“Not through choice.” He took a breath. “Susan, that room…” 

She snorted. “Of course…” 

“Don’t you see…?” 
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“No.” 

This was ridiculous; she wasn’t even alive! 

“We must restore it!” he pressed. “It'll be easy. A few 

tools is all I need. You already know I have the Captain and 

ship’s well-being in mind. We can make this place everything it 

used to be and…” 

“Enough!” Susan lurched to her feet, glaring down at Stuart 

with all the haughty arrogance of one raised among nobility. 

“You do not know what you are saying so I will forgive your 

words as the ignorant nonsense they are. It is true that some 

good has come from your… meddling in this place so I won’t 

begrudge your confidence. But the truth is you do not know what 

this place is, Stuart Leighton. You don’t know what it did.” 

Neither do you, bitch… 

“It’s evil,” she affirmed. “Perhaps the most evil thing on 

this whole ship and that’s including Nathan Hathaway and all the 

unspoken put together. Do you understand?” 

“Yes,” said Stuart.  

No, said the voice. 

Stuart breathed, forcing calm on himself. His head, even 

over that never-ending fog of drugs, was pounding. It felt as 

though a storm wall were building behind his eyelids; like the 

soul of the very ship itself were pressing itself up against the 

walls of his mind in that moment, clawing at his drug-stunted 

awareness as it struggled to make itself heard. That sea of 
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roaring data was returning once again, not louder exactly but 

somehow more pressing than before. It was so close to Stuart's 

waking mind now that the edges of his vision seemed to dim and 

blur before it. Stuart knew a single moment of blind panic as he 

struggled against the tide. 

Somehow he kept control. He fought back his consciousness 

from the brink.  

Not now… not now… The pressure lessened. 

Susan frowned at his expression, her own caught halfway 

between suspicion and concerned. She checked Stuart’s drip and 

the vitals on the portable monitor beside his bed. Both were 

normal. 

“Tell me,” Stuart asked her as worst of the pain slowly 

passed. “What are you so afraid of?”  

She sniffed. “I’m forever telling you things Mr. Leighton. 

In this particular case you will just have to obey.”  

Stuart’s empty soup bowl clattered as she took it in hand. 

“You want sanctuary here - fine - but the Metapath stays dead. 

This is my home, you are my guest and I’m telling you right now, 

here and forevermore - your days as a ‘scientist’ and a 

‘smuggler’ both are behind you. Best get used to that idea.” 

She was gone before Stuart could even think of framing a 

response. 

Kill her now and be done with it, the voice urged on a roar 

of data. It’s the only way. 
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Shut up. 

But once again Stuart found himself alone, feeling more 

exhausted than ever after his brief struggle with the ship. That 

tide of information was calling to him once again and with a 

resigned sigh, Stuart gave himself over to it once more, his 

mind unfettering itself from his body as it flowed away and out 

into the ship. 

And as he fell into the abyss of unconsciousness, a single 

though floated out to him from the back of his mind.  

A better way, that thought insisted. There is a better way. 


