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CHAPTER TWO 

THE LAW OF THE BUNKS 

# 

“Bring out your dead! Bring out your dead!” 

There were days when Abigail Leighton would wake to those 

words and have no idea where she was. Days when she would wake 

shivering with the cold and find herself momentarily paralysed 

with fear. 

“Bring out your dead!”  

A bell rang in time to the words. In the darkness of the 

bunks it seemed to come from everywhere and yet have no source 

at all. It was a sound that travelled, echoing along the endless 

steel frames of the bunks so that it was almost impossible to 

say where the voice ended and the bell began and not to think of 

both as some terrible, torpid whole.  

It plunged the bunks into wakefulness just as it had the 

day before and on the day before that stretching back into time 

immemorial in a formless lump of spent youth and regret. 

Up on the third tier, Abi also woke to the sound and her 

heart clenched inside her like a fist. “Not today. Lord help me, 

not today.” 

“Bring out your dead! Bring out your dead!” 

Occasionally, other sounds punctuated the silence: those of 

distant shouts - “Here’s one!” “Over here!” - of footsteps 
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running, and cart wheels creaking. Of heavy weights hitting the 

deck from on high that could only be one thing. 

One day I will make a sound like that too, Abi reflected. 

One day one of my neighbours will find me dead and then they too 

will toss me over the edge of the bunk at the first sound of 

ringing and claim my bed space as their own. All anyone would 

ever remember of the sad life of Abigail Leighton would be a 

sound like wet leather hitting stone and a distant pealing bell. 

Everyone knew the bunks had short memories. 

But not today. Lord help her, not today. 

“Bring out your dead!” 

On and on the voice rang - past the punishment block, and 

the makeshift triage centre where the sick went to die. On and 

on - past the end rows where the Capos made their living spying 

on their fellow inmates in exchange for extra rations. On and on 

- through the trade points, where whole blocks of beds had been 

unbolted from the floor and shunted aside to make space for 

barter posts and swap shops, where women congregated to trade 

gossip and tell each other’s fortune. 

On and on and back and up - through the layers of the bunks 

and its sleeping horde. Everywhere that same, fearsome bell. 

“Bring out your dead!” 

It was always the same.  

Would Abi’s father be among the dead today? It seemed such 

an age since she’d last had a chance to see him and he’d not 
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been well then either. These days it seemed her father grew more 

sickly with every passing day, while her brother grew more 

doltish to do anything about it.  

But he was strong, wasn’t he? He was a Leighton; a man with 

a name. He would last to another Holy Day, he had to.  

Abi still remembered how strong her father had seemed all 

those years ago - back when he used to swing her up onto his 

shoulders and show her around the engine room to all his smiling 

colleagues. That was years ago now; back in the days before the 

Leighton name had been stripped from the records and her family 

had found themselves exiled down here among the nobodies.  

Even on the day the guards had come for them, her father 

had been strong; he had stood between them and Abi like an 

archangel facing a horde of demons. 

“There’s no need to hurt them,” he’d said, arms raised in 

surrender. “I’ll come with you.” He maintained his dignity until 

the last. 

Today, Abi promised herself just as she always did in those 

cold moments between waking and sleep. I’ll see him today.  

It would be difficult, for sure, but it could be done if 

she pulled in a few favours. Male and female Spooks were only 

supposed to fraternise on Holy Days, but the rule was far from 

watertight. She could put herself on fence duty, for example, 

slip through the causeway during shift change or even pay one of 
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the Capos to bribe a guard if it got bad enough. There were 

always ways and means for those dedicated enough.  

Just please don’t let him be dead. 

“Bring out your…” 

Suddenly, the bunks flooded with light. Day shift. All 

rise. Abi dressed quickly in the harsh glare of the overhead 

strip lights, folded away her blanket with practised haste and 

slung her belt knife across her hip.  

If this day was like any other, Abi could expect maybe 20 

minutes of calm before the first call for workers went out and 

the day truly began. Just enough time to dash to the latrine, 

check in on some of her girls and, if she had time, maybe even 

grab a little… 

“Breakfast?” 

Dawn slipped in through the curtain and dropped down onto 

the bunk beside her. She was grinning as usual, her pixie-like 

face drawn into an expression of extreme self-satisfaction as 

she held her hands behind her back and demanded: “Pick a hand.” 

Abi rolled her eyes. “And good morning to you too. Mind 

watching my bunk for a sec?” 

Dawn shook her head. “First, pick.” 

“And what happens if I pick wrong?” 

“You lose. Now pick a fucking hand!” 

For the sake of peace, Abi played along. “Left,” she said. 

“Good choice!” 
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‘Left’ turned out to be one of the largest apples Abi had 

ever seen, a green monstrosity of a fruit so ripe it was 

practically fresh off the tree. 

Dawn tossed it over with a wink. “All for you.” 

“Jesus Dawn…” Abi was stunned. Fruit like this simply 

didn’t exist down in the bunks. She looked down at it, half 

expecting it to disappear like a wasting star as she held it in 

her hands. She looked up; tried to speak. Couldn’t. Looked back 

at the apple. Found it was still real. Blinked. 

“Pretty cool, huh?” 

Abi’s mind boggled. Everyone knew, apples like this only 

grew in one place on the whole ship - the orchards - and they 

were strictly off-limits to Spooks. What Dawn must have traded 

to get her hands on something like this didn’t bear thinking 

about. 

Abi turned the fruit over in her hands, marvelling at the 

subtle shifts in its colour, the rubbery texture of its skin, 

the small bruise near the stem. It smells sweet. Strange how you 

forget things like that.  

“Shit Dawn…” she breathed. “I mean… Shit!” 

“You don’t like it?” 

“Shit, I mean, no, I mean… shit!” Emotions whirled inside 

her like socks in a tumble drier. Concern over her friend’s 

sanity. Desire for the apple. Worry that one of her neighbours 

would overhear them and try to steal it. And suspicion - that 
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most of all - that her friend wouldn’t just offer her a prize of 

this calibre without demanding something in return.  

Dawn had always been a tricky one - slipping off places she 

shouldn’t be only to return several days later more tight-lipped 

than a newly ordained priest. She had more connections in this 

place than there were neurons in her head, and yet… This was 

whole orders of magnitude greater than even her usual stunts. 

“Where’d you go getting something like this?” she demanded. 

Dawn shrugged. “A tree somewhere.” She ran a hand across 

her freshly shaved scalp and munched on her own apple as though 

it were the most normal thing in the world to be eating fruit 

for breakfast. She was clearly loving every minute of this. 

Dawn was something of an actress by nature. She was a woman 

with a thousand faces, all of which were false. She could smile 

at your face and steal from your back and all the while have you 

convinced that it was somehow your fault that you were suddenly 

missing your left kidney. Conversing with her was often a 

lottery as to which version of Dawn you would see.  

Unlike Abi, she’d been born down here in the bunks and one 

look at her told you the truth of that. She was a short, sickly-

looking thing, more bone and sinew than flesh. Her teeth were 

crooked and her legs bowed from years of malnourishment so that 

she had a slightly crabbed gait when she walked. Her skin, like 

that of all the Unspoken, had a waxy, grey look to it. Yet for 

all that, she had always been beautiful to Abi.  
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That, too, was part of her performance. 

This time the thousand faces of Dawn spun away and came up 

looking innocent but Abi had known her too long to be fooled. 

“And where might this tree have been found?” she pressed. 

“Where all trees are found, Abi dearest.” 

“And you what, just walked up to it and…?” 

“Something like that.” Innocence turned to boredom as Dawn 

munched on her apple. 

“No one ever tell you it’s a sin to steal?” 

“They tell me it’s a sin to do lots of things. But 

fortunately fer yer immortal soul, I traded fer this particular 

prize all prim and proper fair like. ‘Cides, I dunno ‘bout you 

but I’m finding it a tad sweet.” 

Abi bit into her own apple and almost instantly regretted 

it. Sweet didn’t even begin to describe the sudden explosion of 

taste in her mouth. It was like her tongue were having a 

seizure. 

 In that moment Abi no longer cared where Dawn had got the 

apple from but only about forcing it into her mouth bite by 

half-chewed bite until the entire thing was devoured, core and 

all, and her hands were sticky with juice. She eyeballed Dawn as 

she sucked at her fingers but this time her friend was just 

looking smug.  

“If it’s another one yer’olding out fer, I’ll have 

t’disappoint like.” 
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“Alright, I give in,” said Abi. “What do you want?” 

“Who says I want nought?” 

“We both know you only come to me when you want something.” 

Wounded indignation. “That’s not true!” 

“What do you want?” Abi repeated. 

“You know, Abs, I’m offended. Offended and ‘urt that you - 

yes you, my long-valued friend - would think so little o’me that 

you’d actually accuse me of…” 

“Tell me or I’ll say no.” 

And with that the thousand faces dropped away and finally 

Dawn - the real Dawn, Abi’s Dawn with whom she had shared a bed 

for the last four years and to whom she would have entrusted her 

entire life - was revealed, grinning at the thrill of the game.  

“God, you’re such a nag. But if you insist…” She leaned in 

close, suddenly serious, and Abi found herself drawing in closer 

as well. Her breathe was sweet as she whispered, “There’s talk 

of another inspection soon.” 

“What?” 

“Not today!” Dawn insisted, trying to hush her. “But likely 

by end o’cycle. Gonna be a big’un too, I ‘ear.” She winced as 

she admitted. “Think I’ll need your help on this’un, Abs.”  

Abi sighed. “Who told you this?” 

“Does it matter?” 

“And it took you this long to tell me?” Abi didn’t know if 

she was more angry or frightened. “You’re sure?” 
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“Would I be ‘anding out free fruit if I weren’t?”  

Shit, but this wasn’t good. An inspection meant guards - 

inside the bunks where they were never welcomed - and that could 

only mean one thing.  

Culls. Deaths. Disciplinary action.  

Of course, they dressed it up differently for all the 

priests and the rest of the holy fuckers on the decks below to 

nod their heads at. ‘Redistribution of the workforce’, they 

called it. ‘A chance to separate the strong from the weak so as 

to increase efficiency’. Move the sick with the sick to optimise 

treatment and group the pregnant women together to maximise 

child survival rates and blah blah blah. It was all just noise.  

What it meant was death. In theory, the guards were only 

supposed to chose the weakest of the Unspoken to be quietly 

shuffled off and turned into fertiliser but in reality, few 

bothered with the rigmarole of actually selecting their victims. 

They made their choices on a whim: if someone dawdled in the 

lunch queue, or looked at them the wrong way, or sometimes just 

because they happened to be geographically closest to where the 

guard was standing at the time, they could count their lives 

forfeit. 

It wasn’t as though anyone cared. A few extra bodies on the 

priest’s cart in the morning: who noticed a thing like that?  

Old anger stirred inside Abi as she thought about the 

number of times she’d come dangerously close to being selected 
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herself. She pushed it aside. Dawn had saved her life on more 

occasions than she could count and she’d saved Dawn’s in return. 

Hiding. Staying low. Not letting your anger dictate your 

actions. Those were the keys to survival in the bunks.  

Now, her friend was asking for more of the same. 

But what does this mean? The part of Abi’s mind that still 

belonged to the civilised world wondered, concerned. To most 

Spooks, officer hierarchy was a murky thing. After all, when 

you're at rock bottom, literally everything else is above you. 

Only Abi saw the details, the gradients that separated the rich 

from the truly powerful. It was this ability that Dawn was now 

banking on. 

People like Dawn consulted people like Abi in moments like 

this. Like oracles, they came to them and begged, “What do we do 

now?” 

But in all honesty, Abi had no idea. Inspections usually 

only happened once a year - twice at the most - but this was the 

third inspection this year and the second since the start of the 

food crisis, which had already seen their ration cut by a third. 

Someone, somewhere, had a serious bone to pick with the 

Unspoken. 

She tried to think. “Who else knows about this?” 

“Yer the first I told.” 

“And you told me because…?” 

“You know why.” Dawn looked uncomfortable.  
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Of course Abi knew. Even under their years of friendship, 

it was always the same with Dawn. “Say it,” she demanded. 

Dawn sighed. “I need you t’save ‘em. Me girls.”  

“How many?” 

“Maybe a block’s worth.” 

And there it was. Dawn had been making promises again. 

Promises of protection in return for her ever-flowing well of 

information and black market fruit. Promises that would soon be 

proven as empty as the heavens themselves as soon as the culling 

started. 

“Please Abs,” Dawn begged. “I worked so hard at building 

this network - God only knows I did. Yer the only one that can 

’elp me now. Getting out o’ere: that’s goal, right? It’s what we 

been building fer all these years. Escape on our own terms, Abs! 

Freedom. Civilisation. Fer both o’us!” 

No one ever escapes, Abi wanted to say but the words caught 

in her mouth. 

This had all started with the food crisis. Ever since the 

latest harvest failed, security had been clamping down on the 

bunks with an almost hysterical fervour. 

There had been three executions in the last two weeks 

alone. The latest victim still hung on the wall above the 

thoroughfare - a nameless woman who had apparently ‘shirked her 

duty’ whatever the hell that meant, which had warranted her a 

public flogging while the whole bunks were ordered to watch.  
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Afterwards, she had been stripped naked, strung up on the 

wall in a puerile imitation of the crucifixion and left there to 

serve as a reminder to them all.  

Somehow, that poor woman had held out almost a whole day 

before begging to be killed. The guards responded by slicing 

open her belly and leaving her with her entrails hanging out and 

her blood spattering across the thoroughfare below. She died 

screaming. And all the while, the guards on duty looked at the 

Unspoken, their eyes narrowed with the weight of their bloated 

egos as they told them, “This is what happens when you fuck with 

us.” 

The woman was still hanging up there now, her body slowly 

mummifying above them, her eyes unclosed and her mouth twisted 

into a parody of a scream. Abi remembered how she’d wailed when 

they’d strapped her up against the wall, how she’d called out to 

God and damned them all. “Yer making a mistake! I ain’t done 

nought!”  

But that was days ago. Surely, the worst was now over? 

Apparently not. 

The curtain between Abi’s bunk and her neighbour’s suddenly 

drew back and the face of Meadow, her elderly neighbour, 

appeared pale-faced with fear. “Did one o'yous say inspection?” 

she asked, her lips sucking against her toothless gums.  
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“Yes,” Dawn replied. “But ye don’t have t’worry bout it, 

‘ear? Yer in ah block, Meady. That means we look after you. 

Right Abs?” 

Abi sighed, the apple churning in her stomach. “Course.” 

“But ‘ow… ‘ow can you do nought when…?” Meadow trembled 

like a deckplate. “Every time it’s ‘arder. I only just made it 

through t’last.” 

“This one’s different,” Dawn promised. “They’ve already got 

the worst o’us. Good people like you they’ll be leaving alone.” 

But the old coot was far too frightened to listen to sense. 

She just babbled on about how sick she’d been lately and how her 

eyesight wasn’t what it was. She was almost 45, she claimed, and 

everyone knew that was ancient for a Spook. Dawn held her hands, 

cooing softly, her actress-face pulled into one of pure 

compassion as Meadow babbled at her. 

“I ain’t nought t’em. I just waste their food and…” 

“Ye don’t waste nought Meady. Yer a vital part o’this 

block, and don’t ye forget it like.”  

Abi sighed. She had no time for this. There were only 

minutes left until the call for workers went out and they both 

needed to be ready by then so she could start planning. “Listen, 

Meadow,” she said, shoving Dawn aside. “We already said we’ll do 

what we can and that’s all there is to it, okay? Eyes peeled.” 

A single tug on the curtain and Meadow was gone.  
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Dawn gave her a disparaging look. “Y’ave a real way wi’ 

people, y’know tha’?” 

“Shut up. You asked for my help, so listen.” 

Already, the main foyer between the bunks was starting to 

fill with the day’s traffic. The lay priest and his acolytes 

were finishing their rounds, the carts before them piled high 

with corpses as they returned to the lobby, fighting their way 

through the food lines to deposit the latest load of the 

recently dead with those from the other bunks.  

Abi spoke quickly: “If there’s going to be culls, that 

means things are gonna get confusing for a while. We’ll use that 

to our advantage. Pass the message to your girls - tell them to 

pair up. You know the way. Weak with strong, young with old. 

Tell them to stay in their bunks and not let their partner out 

of sight. Don’t let the Uniforms even get a sniff of their 

existence without their partner there to soften the blow and 

only then if they absolutely have to. No shift work, no even 

queuing for the latrine unless they have to. We’ll pass a piss 

bucket along the line like in the good old days.” 

Damn it, they’d never failed an inspection before and they 

weren’t going to this time either.  

Not today. Lord help us, not today. 

“What about food?” Dawn asked. “Wash rooms?” 

“I’ll organise a rota: keep it staggered. We’ll watch the 

rounds today, see if we can’t work out some pattern to this 
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madness. Get an idea of where they’re going to strike first and 

then work around that. I need you to give me names of everyone 

you want protecting and to start pairing them together. I’ll 

take Meadow.” 

Dawn took Abi’s hands in hers and held them, her gaze one 

of pure gratitude. “Thank you,” she said. 

“There’s no time for maudlin crap either,” Abi insisted, 

pushing her friend away. “Now be quick: I really need to pee 

soon.” 

“When have I ever been slow?”  

A quick kiss and the girl was gone. 

Abi watched her go. From her vantage point on the third 

tier she had a clear view of the main doors and the queue of 

Unspoken lining up for the day’s work.  

Idiots, she thought as she always did when she saw them 

queuing there. 

An officer stood at the front of the line calling out to 

the rows through a megaphone. “2,000 fer sewage reclamation. 

First come, first serve. Pay – ten bits.”  

There were other calls for workers throughout the foyer. 

“Kitchens need 500 scrubbers.” 

“’Ere sir, I got me numbers!”  

“Over ‘ere too - quick t’front now, ‘eads up!” 

“Quit slacking! Over by door. We’re following green lights 

today. Green ones! Dawkins, Brazier, Black yer wi’me.”  
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“God, are ye women?” one of them could be heard laughing at 

the volunteers. “Ye look like walking dishcloths!”  

Abi never answered those calls. Down here there were only 

two types of people: those that died and those that didn’t. Abi 

was one of the latter.  

In theory, working on day shift gave an Unspoken a lot of 

benefits but in practice only the desperate ever answered those 

calls for work. The labour was brutal and with the current 

ration standing at around 1,500 calories a day, no one wanted to 

expend vital energy on pointless work, even if it did mean extra 

ration credits and priority at the latrines. Those credits 

always ended up getting stolen anyway. In the end, it was always 

the same people who got the extra food and the same people who 

ended up dying. And it was usually those who worked who fell 

into the second category. 

Abi watched that slow dance of officers and workers as she 

had on almost every morning since her exile. She looked for the 

tell-tale signs of inspection but if there was anything strange 

going on down there, she saw no sign of it. All seemed normal in 

that morning dance to work. Maybe Dawn had her facts wrong after 

all. 

“I’m on t’ye,” Meadow said with a hiss.  

Abi looked up and was unsurprised to see that her neighbour 

had crossed over to her bunk while she wasn’t looking.  

“Good for you,” said Abi. 
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“Think yer so clever - all y’exiles do. But yer part 

o’this. I can tell.” 

Old and delusional; Dawn sure did know how to pick her 

contacts. 

Abi sat down on her bunk and stretched her back to relieve 

the tension from her neck. “What are you talking about?” she 

demanded. 

“Yer acting like this is all so easy. But it ain’t. There’s 

people’s lives on the line here. Not exile lives neither - real 

people who might die cause o’this.” 

“I’m aware o’that.” 

“Oh, ‘aware’ is she? Well that’s just grand.” Meadow spat. 

“This ‘ere ain’t no inspection. Those Uniforms want us all 

dead.” 

I didn’t hear you saying this earlier when you were with 

Saint Dawn. “Really?” said Abi. 

“They’re framing us,” Meadow insisted. “They want t’blame 

us fer the food shortage. They want t’say we ain’t been 

volunteering enough. But they cut our rations, see, so we ain’t 

got energy t’do nought. So then they gets to punish us.” 

Abi ignored her. To hear the woman speaking, you would be 

forgiven for thinking that the Uniforms were all just a bunch of 

half-crazed Megalomaniacs looking for an excuse to kill them but 

that was just the woman’s prejudice talking. As much as Abi had 

grown to despise the Uniforms, her father had been one of them 
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and she’d grown up among the ship’s officers. She knew what they 

were really like. 

“There’s a charter,” she explained patiently. “The ship and 

its crew are duty bound to keep the lives of every human being 

on the ship safe until the day we find a new home. Every human 

being, Meadow.” 

“Idealistic bullshit,” Meadow growled. “Uniforms don’t see 

us as human, girl. You mark me words, them Uniforms are out 

t’get us. They’re just looking fer an excuse t’kill us all.” 

“You know,” Abi said as sweetly as possible. “I really 

don’t have time for this. Please go away. I’m trying to think.” 

“Think, is she!” Meadow cackled to herself. “Oh wise and 

powerful exile! And we’re s’posed t’put ah ’opes in likes 

o’you?” 

Abi grit her teeth. “If you like.”  

“I’d rather die.” 

“Then die. And save me the trouble of saving your ass.”  

“Exile,” Meadow taunted. 

“Fuck off,” she replied.  

Abi’s family had been important once. They’d had a name and 

history. One silly blunder, though, and the tyrant of a Captain 

had taken that all away from them and tossed them down here like 

garbage to rot. 

It was a miracle she’d survived as long as she had. She 

still remembered her mother dying in her arms shortly after they 
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arrived here; still remembered the Uniforms who had taken turns 

on Abi until she’d passed out from the pain. 

My mother… 

Her mother had screamed when they first came for them. 

She’d grabbed Abi’s younger brother and pleaded with them not to 

hurt them. The guards were armed; they had guns and they made 

demands in a harsh Guttural tongue she’d barely understood at 

the time.  

But her father knew what they wanted. He just stepped 

forwards and told them, “It’s okay, I’ll come with you. Just 

leave my family alone.” 

“We got orders t’take y’all, m’Lord.”  

“Then at least leave my son,” he’d begged. “The eldest. 

Stuart. He’s intelligent - brilliant - he just passed the 

officer exam!” 

“Your hands, sir.” 

“You can't just throw away talent like that!” He pleaded 

even as they shackled him. “Tell the Captain, tell Osbourne. 

Tell anyone - do what you like to me but spare my family!” 

Her father had taken their exile like a man, selfless to 

the last. He saved Abi’s brother Stuart from the pain the rest 

of his family went through and he did so knowing he would never 

see any of them again. 

Since that day Abi had lived in a world of fear, cast away 

from the rest of her family, her life one of perpetual 
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purgatory. But she had made this world her own, and doing that 

had required her to appear as though she knew what she was doing 

even when she had no idea.  

Already she was breaking down the day ahead of her, 

organising the people she would need to speak with and the rota 

she and Dawn would need to sketch out if they were to get 

through a full inspection with only minimum casualties.  

She’d expected at least a couple of hours to get everything 

together, so the klaxon took everyone by surprise when it 

sounded a few minutes later. Three short blasts, followed by a 

pause and two longer ones: there was no mistaking its meaning. 

“New Spooks?” said Meadow. “But you said…” 

Dawn appeared a few seconds later. “Don’t ask,” she said. 

“This is new t’me an’all.” 

For a moment there was hush, a pause of held breath as 

everyone turned their eyes towards the double doors at the front 

of the room - the only way in or out of the bunks. 

All around Abi, people were climbing out of their bunks, 

craning their necks towards the doors. Across from her, Abi saw 

the stocky, square-faced frame of Charity, the capo for their 

block, climbing out of her bunk with her lover, River behind 

her. Over to her right, the giant Softfoot stood alone, somehow 

standing in a pool of space even though she was surrounded by 

hundreds of others. But the rest? Perhaps they were the same 

skeletons Abi had seen before; perhaps they were different. Down 
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here, it was hard to remember where one person stopped and 

another started. 

In the bunks, everyone looked the same. 

The main doors shot back with a jolt and no fewer than 20 

Uniforms filed into the room.  

The Unspoken kept their eyes forwards, of course, as was 

regulation, but it was still possible to see what was happening 

if you were careful enough. A furtive glance here, a sideways 

look there, and a picture emerged - a worldview built up of 

mental snapshots. 

One of those glimpses showed Abi a guard standing at the 

apex of the officers. He was a handsome man, young and arrogant 

with it. Another glimpse and Abi saw the stripes of Lieutenant 

Commander on his shoulder. A high ranking officer for simple 

bunk duty. A third glance and she saw him reaching for the 

loudspeaker. 

His voice echoed loud over the bunks. He told them that 

there were new inmates, vomited up from God only knows where new 

Unspoken come from, and that the Unspoken were to treat them 

with the same respect and care that they give to any new Spooks. 

That almost made Abi laugh.  

He spoke exclusively in High English, of course, as the 

Uniforms always did when they were showing off. Most of his 

words were lost on the other girls but Abi understood. 
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Sure enough, a line of girls were forming up against the 

far wall as he spoke. There were maybe a dozen of them in total, 

marched in under heavy guard and walked right up to their new 

homes by gun-toting officers.  

It made no sense. The arrival of new Unspoken was nothing 

special but it was the ceremony of this situation that was 

worrying her. Another few snapshots and she started to take in 

some of the girls themselves. They looked like typical outsiders 

for the most part. They were thin but not emaciated, unwashed 

but not filthy. Their skin was still without that waxy sheen 

that was the hallmark of the Unspoken and their scalps were so 

freshly shaven you could see blood where the blades had nicked 

them. 

Dawn was always faster to assess newcomers than she was, 

though. “Centre row,” she whispered under her breath. “Behind 

tha’ guard.” 

Abi looked and for a moment it was hard to tear her gaze 

back to its regulation stance. 

That girl’s definitely not an Unspoken. 

There was something about her. Even from such a long 

distance it was obvious that she was too clean, too well kept, 

too - dare she say it - pretty to be one of the ship’s truly 

impoverished. 

She must be an exile, Abi realised. A High Born girl just 

like Abi who had had her titles stripped away from her. And yet 
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that no sense either. Most girls who were dragged down to the 

bunks were broken specimens who sobbed and wailed and made utter 

fools of themselves, but this newcomer was positively glowing.  

The handsome Lieutenant Commander himself showed her into 

her bunk before calling over Tundra, the Capo from that block. 

He pointed to the new girl as he whispered to Tundra and 

whatever he said must have been pretty damned shocked because it 

was enough to make Tundra take a step back in surprise before 

finally nodding her agreement. 

“Yes,” Abi returned. “I see.” 

“An exile?” Dawn whispered. 

“No.” Exiles were even more hated by the Uniforms than the 

Unspoken were. She remembered all too well her own initiation to 

the bunks four years ago, when she’d been dragged down here and 

forcibly thrown into her bunk right down on the bottom row, 

where the stench was the worst. She’d screamed and begged and 

called up to God for help. One of the guards had almost broken 

her jaw getting her to shut up. 

There was something altogether too dignified in the way 

this new girl was carrying herself. 

“Weird, ain’t it?” said Dawn but weird didn’t even begin to 

cover it. 

They housed the new girl in the block next to Abi’s, right 

at the front of the row only metres from the ghetto fence and 

just one back from the Capo’s itself. 
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“These here are your new roommates,” the Lieutenant 

Commander announced. He didn’t need to use a loudspeaker 

anymore; there wasn’t a sound being made in the whole bunks. His 

voice echoed around them like the bell for the dead, but this 

time everyone knew exactly where it was coming from. “See you 

treat them with respect.”  

“Does this mean there won’t be an inspection?” Meadow 

whispered as soon as he was gone. 

Dawn snorted. “Well Abs, looks like I got you apple fer 

nought.” 

“Maybe.” 

Abi managed one final glance before the newcomer was sealed 

away from view, Tundra herself helping her make up her bed, but 

it was enough to set her mind alight with curiosity. 

For in this pit of human wastage, down here in the middle 

of this full-stop of life, this girl’s face was the only one not 

filled with fear. 

It was full of triumph. 

In that moment, Abi knew that she wouldn’t be seeing her 

father today after all. 

“Lord help me, not today.” 

She had too much work to do. 


