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PART ONE 

THE FAITH OF THE FALLEN 

# 

See, the day of the Lord is Coming  

– a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger – 

to make the land desolate 

and destroy the sinners within it. 

The stars of heaven and their constellations 

will not show their light. 

The rising sun will be darkened 

and the moon will not shine. 

# 

I will punish the world for its evil, 

the wicked for their sins. 

I will put an end to the arrogance of the haughty, 

and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 

I will make man scarcer than pure gold, 

more rare than the gold of Ophir. 

# 

Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; 

and the earth will shake from its place 

at the wrath of the Lord Almighty, 

in the day of His burning anger. 

# 

ISAIAH 13 : 9-13 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE SINS OF THE FATHER 

# 

Thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu… 

The walls of the factory breathed. 

Down at the southern pole of the ship, the ventilation 

system was always working extra hard. Far away from the natural 

insulation of the inner decks, it was only that constantly 

spinning system of fans and motor belts that kept the absolute 

cold of space away. The stars themselves were up there, sealed 

away behind a skin of breathing metal some 20 metres above the 

factory floor.  

Infinity awaited you out there. Vacuum. Absolute cold. 

Words to put the fear of God into a man. 

Thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu… 

How long has it been since someone was last down here? 

Midshipman Stuart Leighton wondered as he cast the thin light of 

his torch over the silent graveyard before him. The hard-edged 

shapes of pre-fabs and refineries crystallised into detail as he 

passed his torch over them, their faces blank and covered in a 

fine patina of dust from years of disuse.  

Catruns criss-crossed through the darkness overhead. Half-

finished repair jobs sat abandoned in sad little heaps of coiled 

wiring slowly turning to rust in the thin air. All of it silent 

now; all of it still.  
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Only the walls moved.  

Thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu… 

This was supposed to be part of the textile district, 

Stuart knew from his many hours spent pouring over ship 

schematics. Once, this place had thronged with activity, its 

pre-fabs churning out an endless array of synthetic cloth in all 

the colours of the spectrum. That was all years ago now, though. 

These days there simply wasn’t much demand for synthetic fibres; 

not when the alternatives were so much more easily obtained. 

As he’d thought, getting in had been no problem. What with 

the skeleton crew engineering had been running since the start 

of the food shortage, people like Stuart were suddenly finding 

themselves with a lot of free time on their hands.  

That was an oddity in itself. The key areas of the ship –

especially those around the farms and food processing - were so 

laden down with security right now, it seemed he could barely 

walk five metres before running into a checkpoint. But areas 

like this – a good three decks’ worth of rooms barely half a 

sector from the bunks – had just been abandoned to the dust and 

cold. 

“I guess they don’t know the value of a good thing.” 

Stuart walked up to the nearest ladder, flashlight clasped 

between his teeth as he started the long climb into the darkness 

overhead. 
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Somewhere in the gloom around him, the ventilation system 

clicked over a cycle. 

Thu thu thu thu – gruuuurnk – ch’dunk. 

Drigam! 

… 

Thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu… 

His breaths came in short, frosty clouds as he heaved 

himself up onto the first catrun, the rungs of the ladder biting 

cold into his hands even through the protective layer of gloves.  

He paused at the top to retrieve a list from his pocket. 

# 

CO2 scrubber 

Strips of grapheme (at least 20) 

Carbon rods (x5) 

Heating element – C60 or similar. 150 watt. 

Catalytic dampener 

# 

Most of the items had already been struck off the list over 

the course of a week-long scavenger hunt that had taken him from 

the Arboretum to the Command Centre and almost got him caught by 

security twice. Only one item was left now and then this stupid 

charade would finally be over.  

And what will that feel like? he wondered. You’ll have to 

start enjoying your evenings again, Stu. Get some friends, hang 



THE ARKSHIP ULYSSES, R J Burgess   Page 5 

Page 5 

around in bars, maybe even meet a nice girl to take home and 

savour. 

“Ha!” He coughed more than laughed. “You’re being wistful 

again, Stu. I’ve warned you about that before.” 

The sign above his head helpfully told him he was in 

Section B-52. He counted out the partitions as he passed: B-53, 

B-54, B-55.  

Here someone had apparently tried to remove an entire pre-

fab casing before changing their mind. The metal shell had been 

partially dislodged from its groove and it leaned drunkenly over 

the edge of the catrun now, looking as though it would topple at 

any moment. “I should report that,” Stuart told himself as he 

gingerly stepped around it. Not that he ever would; he wasn’t 

supposed to be down here. 

B-56, B-57, B-58. Here were what looked like scorch-marks 

on the wall from some long-extinguished chemical fire. Most of 

the pre-fabs nearby were naked, their insides long gutted out 

and relocated to other areas of the factory district where they 

would be more useful, but here and there Stuart could still make 

out the remains of what might once have been a reactor housing 

or a feed-line corroded past the point of use.  

B-59, B-60, B-61. Here the auxiliary sub-stations started. 

He was at the far end of the room now, the cat-run narrowing as 

it hugged the far wall and the machinery became embedded within 

the bulkhead itself.  
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He found what he was looking for at the end of the next 

section, tucked away in a tiny reserve sub-station where almost 

no one would think of looking and which, according to the reams 

of official relocation reports he’d spent the last week pouring 

over, no one ever had bothered looked at either. Auxiliary 

Damage-control Sub-station 3. Exactly where it should be. 

I wonder how many other ‘engineers’ even know this place 

exists, Stuart wondered with a now-familiar flash of bitterness. 

Those bastards should have promoted me years ago. 

He scanned the alcove quickly. On one side was a gaping 

hole where a keypad had been torn off long ago. Authorised 

personnel only. Protective goggles to be worn at all times, the 

sign above it read in faded High English.  

He manoeuvred his hand into the space where the keypad had 

once been, feeling his way up the inside of the bulkhead until… 

Gu-dunk! 

The panel next to his feet came loose with a jerk.  

Stuart knelt, prizing the panel open and lifting it away. 

He gasped at what he saw inside.  

A wealth of spare parts stared out at him; more than he’d 

ever thought possible. Here were transistor coils and data 

cones, a full set of carbon rods - all neatly lined up and 

connected as per the very highest of regulations. God only knew 

how much optic caballing there was. And yes, there in the 
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corner, a fully intact heating coil which had lain dormant for 

centuries. A functioning C60 with 150 watt capacity.  

He twisted the part out and examined it in the light of his 

torch. It was perfect: an untouched gem that would fetch a small 

fortune on the black market. 

And I found it!  

Stuart allowed himself a moment to feel smug about that. 

Most scavengers concentrated their thefts around the easy-to-

reach systems. Sometimes the thieves knew what they were doing – 

usually they didn’t – but the theft would almost always be 

noticed straight away. Lights would dim, doors would fail to 

respond to commands and within minutes security officers would 

be swarming the decks until the culprits were dragged forwards 

in shame. But this? An auxiliary damage control sub-station? No 

one would miss even one tiny bit of this treasure trove.  

Stuart started tallying up just how much a horde like this 

could be worth. Those transistor coils would fetch a good 200 

yarin each to patch up some rich nobleman’s com unit, and those 

carbon rods and the heating coil - they were perfect for shower 

units or ventilation systems.  

A year’s worth of wages at least, he realised. Maybe more. 

That would show all those bastards who jeered at him in the mess 

hall. They wouldn’t be so quick to mock him about what had 

happened to his father once they’d seen… 

My father. 
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Stuart’s smile turned acidic and he shook the numbers away 

in disgust. No, he thought. This ship has enough parasites as it 

is without me adding to it.  

With one last lingering look, Stuart closed the hatch. He 

stared down at the heating coil in his hands and sighed. I 

suppose I’d better get this over with, he thought. 

“Is that it?” a voice called out suddenly from behind him. 

Stuart whirled around, falling backwards as he scrambled 

for his torch. He flicked the light up only to find himself 

staring into the smugly handsome face of Nathan Hathaway, 

assistant head of security and Chief of the Marines. One of the 

most powerful men on the Ulysses. 

Stuart relaxed. “Lieutenant Commander Hathaway,” he said. 

The Commander was laughing; he always was when Stuart was 

around. “Ah Leighton you putz, you should see the look on your 

face. Drop the light already – you can see it’s me!” 

Stuart heaved himself to his feet. “I didn’t hear you come 

in.” 

“Well that’s the point. You ever hear of a thing called 

stealth?” 

“You shouldn’t be here,” Stuart pressed. “Someone might see 

you.” 

“No one saw me.” When Stuart continued to look doubtful, he 

added, “Hey, you think I don’t know how to shake someone off if 

they follow me? ‘Cides, you’d be amazed the sorts of places the 
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Chief of Marines can go without anyone noticing. People tend not 

to ask questions when they see this here shield on a man’s 

uniform. Is that it?” He nodded to the part in Stuart’s hands. 

Stuart stared down at the C60. This wasn’t exactly where 

he’d been planning to make the trade, but it was as good a place 

as any he supposed. He handed it over.  

“Heating coil, just like you asked. A part like that can 

fetch maybe 600 yarin. More, if you know where to go.” 

“I know where to go,” Hathaway assured him, arrogance 

radiating off him like light from a dwarf star. Stuart couldn’t 

help but feel a stab of jealousy at that. The two of them were 

almost of an age and yet somehow Nathan Hathaway here had 

already smiled and charmed his way up to the rank of Lieutenant 

Commander, his father’s name alone blazing a trail for him 

through the ranks while Stuart was still barely clinging on to 

Midshipman. 

Men like this don’t need to work, Stuart thought bitterly. 

They just lean on their name to get others to do their fighting 

for them and then stand up once it’s all over to claim all the 

credit. 

“Well this don’t look like hardly nothing,” Hathaway 

muttered as he turned the part over in his hands. “You sure 

you’re not playing false with me?” 

“Test it if you don’t believe me,” said Stuart. God, I hate 

you, he thought. 
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“And no one will miss it?” 

“No one.” Except me.  

Stuart knew the Ulysses better than anyone else alive. Now 

that his family were gone and his name was mud, he had nothing 

left except this ship. His work. His home. 

Night after night he studied the ancient blueprints of the 

ship’s original design, marvelling at the sheer elegance of its 

lines and the mastery with which the thing had been conceived 

and put together. 

How like gods we must have been back then, he thought as he 

calculated just how much energy must have gone into building 

something like the Ulysses, how many raw materials and how much 

man power it must have required, and the sheer effort of will 

required to get the thing off the ground, assemble it in orbit 

and then ignite a bloody star inside it to provide them all with 

energy. Those were men who would have understood Stuart. Next to 

them, the apathetic fools that ran the ship these days made him 

sick to his stomach.  

And yet I dance to their tune all the same. Piece by piece, 

bit by bit, he was helping those leeches to drain this ship of 

its majesty; to smudge that beautiful vision his ancestors had 

marked on those blueprints and forged out of stardust itself.  

The worst thing was, there was nothing he could do to stop 

it. 
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The ship still worked well enough; its systems still did 

more or less what they were supposed to do, but every year they 

did less. Bit by bit, system by system, the Ulysses was dying 

and no one seemed to care about it except him. 

“I trust this releases me from my obligation,” he said, 

trying to hide the anger from his voice. 

“It does,” said Hathaway. He pocketed the heating coil 

before withdrawing a new sheet of freshly folded paper and 

handing it over. “But first, I have another list for you.” 

“That wasn’t the deal!” Stuart flared. “You already gave me 

a list – five items you said and then…” 

“I’m changing the deal. Is that a problem, Midshipman? 

There’s only item this time. Should be easy for a man of your 

resources to find.” 

Stuart’s jaw snapped shut. I should be the one bullying him 

around, he thought. My father was Chief Engineer – this dolt 

should be kissing my feet instead of cannibalising my ship! 

Instead, he found himself bowing his head like a good 

little slave, his expression a carefully studied mask of 

respect. “No problem, sir. I was just… surprised is all.” 

Hathaway grinned. “Well, tell you the truth so was I.” He 

played with the necklace around his neck as he talked. It was an 

ugly looking thing – made out of little more than string and 

human teeth, though Stuart had never dared to ask him exactly 

how he came by it.  
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“My clients are asking for something pretty special this 

time and, well, I couldn’t think of anyone else suited for the 

challenge.” His handsome face twisted into a mockery of a smile. 

He ran a hand through his mop of brown hair and his eyes danced 

with mischief. “Tell you what – I’ll let you keep some of the 

profit this time. Say 10%? That’s 60 yarin for your troubles.” 

Stuart opened the list and stared down at the single item 

written within. Despite himself, he laughed. Sixty yarin? It 

would barely even be 1%. 

“Impossible,” he said handing the list back. “Can’t be 

done.” 

Nathan Hathaway’s expression clouded. “What do you mean, 

‘can’t be done?’” 

Like you don’t know already. Was this man truly as stupid 

as he seemed? Stuart’s jaw ached with the effort of trying not 

to make it sound like he were explaining it to a child. “The 

part listed here is extremely rare. It can’t be manufactured by 

us anymore. There’s only one place on the whole ship where you 

can still find parts like this in working order and that’s in 

the Spine!”  

The Spine was the colloquial name given for the Ulysses’ 

central computer centre. It was a huge place and yet it was an 

area which was strictly off-limits to all but sworn members of 

the holy Priesthood. No officers or civilians were allowed to 

enter unsupervised and those few who were allowed inside were 
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sworn to secrecy about what they saw. Stuart had no idea what 

all the secrecy was in aid of but he knew better than to go 

digging around trying to find out. 

“So go to the Spine,” Hathaway sniffed. “I trust you know 

how to cover up a little subterfuge, your father being such a 

great teacher and all. Oh and I’ll need the part by this time 

next week.” 

Stuart’s head was spinning; he felt sick. I’ll never be 

free of this, he realised. No matter what I do for these 

bastards they’ll never leave me alone. His beautiful ship…  

He stared down at the list again, his anger a clenched fist 

within his chest. “No,” he said. “I’ll need more than a week 

just to work out how to get inside and then…” 

“You already know how to get inside,” Hathaway snapped. 

“Bribe your way in. Beg your way in. Goddamned break your way in 

if you have to. Just get me my part.” His eyes narrowed. “You’re 

not going cold on me are you, Midshipman?” 

Stuart’s anger flared. “I’m not going cold – it can’t be 

done! I don’t care what you think of me, I’m not suicidal, 

Hathaway!” 

His outburst rang in the air between them. Hathaway stared 

down at Stuart, stone-faced and hard, as though his features 

were suddenly moulded from the very same material as the 

necklace hanging around his neck. 

The walls breathed. 
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Thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu thu… 

“Be careful with my name, Midshipman,” Hathaway warned. “It 

is not a curse.” 

“No sir. Forgive me, sir.” 

“You know how I got this necklace?” He tugged it towards 

Stuart so he could see it in the light. It was clearly made of 

human teeth. Misshapen, broken teeth. Yellow teeth and brown 

teeth and everything in between. “Every one of these was taken 

from someone like you,” Hathaway explained. “Someone who didn’t 

know how to obey his superiors.” 

“Yes sir.” 

“That’s 16 teeth so far and counting. Don’t think I won’t 

add to that number.” 

“No sir. Sorry sir.” 

His eyes glowed with malice. “Or do I have to find another 

way to punish you again? I suppose you’re still hurting from the 

last time, aren’t you? I know I wasn’t gentle on you.” 

Stuart said nothing. There never was anything he could say 

to this man. 

Hathaway rose to his feet. “Come,” he said. “I’m on duty.” 

Stuart followed without question. 

# 

Along the catrun they went, down the ladder and out through 

the factory, the warehouse, the refinery, until they emerged 

blinking in the corridor beyond, skin prickling in the sudden 
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heat. Stuart reached automatically for his belt knife as they 

walked to the end of the mag-station platform, past the security 

checkpoint and out through the diaphragm into the corridor 

beyond. 

Sudden noise punched Stuart right between the ears. Here 

were people at last - hundreds of people crammed into the 

thoroughfare before him, the space between them a veritable 

bazaar of wares. Everywhere Stuart looked there were spices and 

home-grown herbs for sale, knives and cheaply bound chapbooks 

littering the ground before them like fallen leaves.  

This was Geller’s Row, the home of the homeless; the centre 

of illicit trade on the Ulysses. 

Stuart picked his way through the chaos, one hand resting 

on his money pouch, his eyes forever on the shadows in case 

someone tried their luck.  

Someone waved a slab of protein at him as he passed that 

clearly looked past its prime. “Try this, m’Lord!” the vendor 

cried. “Lovely soya protein! Real deal, I promise you. Get a 

little extra on top o’yer ration! You won’t find a better 

price!” 

The old woman opposite him was blind, her eyes two pale 

orbs set into parchment-thin skin. She looked up as Stuart 

passed and called out in a thin, reedy voice. “Danger – I sense 

great danger round you! Ten bits only – I know the pain in yer 

soul!” 
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Mostly, however, there were the women: waifs of female 

flesh who stepped forwards as Stuart passed, their faces crudely 

made up and their eyes filled with such desperate pity that 

Stuart was forced to look away as they bared their breasts at 

him and begged for him to take them. “Please, m’Lord. Two 

yarin,” one begged. “I’ll do anything ye like!” Often there were 

children mewling from the shadows behind.  

“Lots of people down here today,” Stuart observed as they 

passed. He ignored the rude gesture the whore made to his back. 

“More than usual it seems.” 

Hathaway glanced around - an annoyed look - and for a 

moment, Stuart thought he wasn’t going to answer. But if there 

was one thing that could be said about Lieutenant Commander 

Nathan Hathaway it was that he loved the sound of his own voice.  

“Food shortage,” he told Stuart with a grunt. “Or haven’t 

you heard? Spooks aren’t lifting their weight like they used to 

so the Civs are turning to the black market instead. Good luck 

to ‘em, I say. The way the prices keep climbing, I doubt most’ll 

be able to afford the train ride home at this rate.”  

He pointed down the corridor ahead, “We’re going this way.” 

Stuart felt himself go cold.  

“No. R-really, this isn’t necessary.” 

“Shut up and follow,” he snapped. 

Geller’s Row was where the riff-raff went. By day its 

inhabitants plied their trade in whatever way they could. By 
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night, they huddled together for warmth and tried to avoid the 

patrols. It was a horrible place and everyone knew that once you 

ended up down here, too poor to pay for proper quarters and too 

undesirable to hire for meaningful work, it was virtually 

impossible to escape. 

But there was one place on the ship even worse than this 

one: a place where only the worst of the worst went. A place - a 

prison in truth – where only the truly wretched, the insane and 

the unwanted resided. A place where Stuart suddenly knew with 

absolute certainty they were both heading.  

“Please,” he called out. “I know what you want to show me. 

There’s no need for this.” 

But Hathaway was done with being civil. “Knowing is one 

thing. Seeing another. Now stick close, we’re almost there.” 

They turned left at the end of the row, past a drunken lay 

priest who stood preaching God’s word to a handful of watching 

stragglers. Further on, a group of youths pounded on a set of 

drums, while a semi-clad man, clearly high on oil fumes, swayed 

trance-like before them. Nearby, one of many food lines snaked 

out around the block from the nearest ration depository half a 

sector away. By the looks of the people standing in line, most 

had been waiting a long time. They looked up from their card 

games and chatter as Stuart passed, their eyes filled with 

loathing as though this were all somehow his fault. 
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“Sir,” Stuart called out, growing desperate. “I really 

should be getting back to my post. I’ve been away long enough as 

it is and…” 

“They won’t complain,” Hathaway answered. “You’re really 

not as irreplaceable as you think, Midshipman.” 

“As you say, sir.” 

Another diaphragm - a security checkpoint - and the crowds 

were gone as quickly as they had appeared. Stuart and Hathaway 

stood now in a vast empty space with nothing more than a set of 

huge double doors at the end. A dozen officers lingered in the 

space between, each wearing the silver shield of security on 

their chests.  

They saluted at Hathaway’s approach.  

“Report,” he snapped. 

“Just closing down fer nightshift, sir. Bunks five and six 

clear.” 

“Bunks one and three all fine, sir,” chirped another 

officer, a grizzled old man with only one ear. 

“Cleared fer two,” echoed a greasy-haired youth. “But 

they’re being all kinds o’belligerent tonight.” 

“Belligerent, aye, there’s the word,” laughed the old man 

with one ear. “It were the same in four. Think they’re still 

smarting from all that disciplining we been giving ‘em lately. 

We should probably think o’goin’ a bit easier on ‘em.” 
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Commander Hathaway shook his head. “The order stands,” he 

told him. “The recent harvest failed and that’s their fault 

entirely for not working hard enough. Any infraction – the 

smallest offence – and you make sure to make them pay for it. 

You understand?” 

“Aye sir,” the officer said, though he looked more than a 

little confused by the order. 

Commander Hathaway took the offered chart and regarded it 

casually. “10,000 for agriculture,” he mused. “8,000 for 

processing. Big numbers today.” 

“Yes sir,” the greasy-haired youth replied. “I think the 

Gull-Fossets are trying to accelerate through the next harvest 

after the last one failed so bad. Make up for the shortfall.” 

Hathaway tutted. “Can’t have that now, can we? Give them 

half of what they’re asking for. If they complain, remind them 

that they’re lucky to be getting that many at all. See how they 

feel if we just stop sending them folks altogether.” 

“Aye sir,” he said with a smirk. “He can just waste money 

hiring Civs for the job.”  

“Exactly.” Hathaway consulted the chart again. “And the 

Other Matter?” 

“All taken care of, sir.” There was a touch of pride in the 

guard’s voice. “By your leave, Lieutenant Black reports we’re 

ready t’deliver package in three.”  
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“‘The package?’ That’s what we’re calling her now? Very 

well. I’ll see to it myself just as soon as the priests are done 

with their rounds. And where is Lieutenant Black at the moment? 

Ah, bunk four, I see. Any word from him?” 

“Not yet, sir.” 

“Then get one.” 

“Sir!” The greasy-haired Midshipman bolted off.  

Hathaway walked up to the nearby com unit and flicked it 

open to a clear channel. 

There was a short blast of static followed by a click. 

“Command Centre.” 

“And hello to you too! Lieutenant Commander Hathaway here.” 

“Ah, Nathan!” came the voice at the other end. “So you’re 

what they pull out of their asses when all the good folks are in 

bed.” 

“Sad to say a good officer is never off duty,” smirked 

Hathaway. “And on that subject, I’d like to report that we are 

go for day shift, repeat, go for day shift.” 

“Thank you, Commander. Confirm dayshift start 06:30 hours.” 

“Roger that.” 

The channel went dead and he turned to face his men. “All 

right, let’s do this nice and simple, okay? Corbis, you’re on 

shower duty today. Single file – three seconds each. Watch out 

for funny business.” 

A bull-like man saluted and disappeared. 
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“Dawson!” A gangly man with a hooked nose and a dark glint 

in his eye stepped forwards. “It’s your lucky day, you get the 

food lines.” 

“Great.” 

“Call it by lottery. Even numbers today. You two: tell 

Black he’s doing the latrines when he gets back. That’s 

punishment for being late. And no, I don’t care about any extra 

work he might’ve been doing.” The two officers grinned at each 

other before departing. “Leighton – you’re with me.” 

Before Stuart could say another word, Hathaway had entered 

his access code and the huge double doors were parting before 

him with the pained grind of unoiled steel. 

Stuart gasped and covered his nose. No matter how many 

times he came down here, he could never quite prepare himself 

for the smell of this place. Nor its size.  

Once, people would have referred to places like this in 

terms of football pitches or aircraft hangers. It was a gigantic 

space, almost 500 metres from end to end and a full 20 from 

ground to ceiling. It was so massive, that if you stood in the 

centre of the main thoroughfare and looked towards the far wall, 

you could see the curvature of the ship as the ground bent away 

from you to kiss the ceiling a hundred metres ahead.  

And all of it from ground to ceiling and wall to wall was 

filled with nothing but beds. Row after row of steel frames 

stacked three, four, five to the ceiling. Ladders and catruns - 
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hastily assembled from reclaimed steel - crisscrossing the 

frames like layers in a cake. 

For every bed there was a blanket, a bucket, a bowl and a 

bar of soap. For every bed there was a ration of three cups of 

water a day, a cup of rice, 100 grams of bread, two bowls of 

thin vegetable stew with soya protein and a mug of cheap 

finebrew. There was no privacy here. No escape.  

They called this place the bunks. The home of the Unspoken. 

The years had left their mark on this place. Where once the 

rows of beds had been neat and clear, there were now alleyways 

and winding paths. Beds had been unbolted from their original 

positions, shifted and butted up against one another to become 

makeshift store fronts and bazaars, whorehouses, workshops and 

latrines. It was an entire world in miniature behind that ghetto 

fence – a world that even the heavily-armed security guards 

never dared to enter - and somewhere inside it, Stuart knew, 

were the remnants of his family, the once proud House Leighton. 

An electrified ghetto fence ran across the front of the 

room, sealing away that hive of human flesh from the foyer in 

which Stuart now stood. Around him, armed officers moved with 

practiced precision, truncheons in hand as they watched the 

fence for signs of discord.  

“All right now. Day shift!” Hathaway called through the 

ship intercom, his voice hard as a whip as it echoed through the 

steel canyon around him. “We need 3,000 of you gutter rats for 
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grunt work in the recycling plant and 200 of you for… ah, 

scrubbing down fuel lines, now doesn’t that sound nice? First 

come, first serve. Pay – ten bits. Twenty minutes for lunch. 

Time wasters will be shot. Thank you.”  

Stuart felt ill. He saw the beggars pushing themselves up 

against the ghetto fence, bowls in hand. He saw the cold, 

uncaring officers who watched them with jaded eyes and passed 

cruel jibes among themselves. He saw the listlessness and the 

suffering. He saw the crumpled shapes piled up on nearby carts 

that could only be dead bodies.  

But it wasn’t the things he saw that were the worst part. 

It was the smell: like piss and rot and sweat and death. And the 

noise: being inside the bunks was like being inside a nuclear 

explosion. 

“You see this, Midshipman?” Commander Hathaway shouted down 

at him. He hovered beside Stuart, a gloating presence that 

regarded the chaos before him like a farmer standing before his 

prized herd. “You know what this is?” 

“The bunks,” Stuart replied. It only had one name. 

“Very good. This right here is the central layer of hell 

itself. Once you’re in here, there’s no escape except through 

that ghetto fence and I think you know exactly how easy it is to 

end up on the wrong side of that fence, even for noble types 

like yourself.” He paused for a moment to let that settle in. 

“There’s a part I need you to find for me, Midshipman. A small 
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part. You can fit it in your pocket. I need it by next week. Do 

we understand each other?” 

Stuart felt his mouth go dry. My family’s out there 

somewhere. Mother, sister, brother, father… His stomach roiled 

at the memories of them. Memories he’d thought long-buried. “N-

next week is… I need more…” 

“You’re on a knife-edge with me, Leighton,” said Hathaway. 

“You were caught smuggling vital components from ship systems.” 

He flashed the stolen C60 heating coil at Stuart and grinned. “I 

got all the evidence I need right here to toss you in here for 

good. Don’t think for a moment I won’t do it.” He tugged at his 

necklace of teeth. “Not before adding to this, of course.” 

Bastard. “I’ll get you the part,” Stuart heard himself say. 

Will I ever be free of this nightmare? “One week.” 

“Good man!” Hathaway beamed and ruffled Stuart’s hair like 

he were some kind of pet. “See how easy things are when you co-

operate?” 

“Yes sir,” said Stuart. He snapped off a salute and asked 

to be dismissed like a good little officer.  

# 

Outside, he made it all of five steps before collapsing to 

the deckplate and vomiting everywhere. 

The security officers on duty laughed at him. “Hey, you 

gonna clean that up?” one of them called. 
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“Get one of the Spooks to do it,” he snarled back as he 

hauled himself to his feet and trudged off towards the factory 

district. “I’ve got work to do.” 

 


