
CHAPTER ELEVEN 

WHERE ANGELS FEAR TO TREAD 

# 

Estavan felt like kissing someone.  

No sooner was he back in his quarters from his meeting 

with the Captain than he was fishing a wireless out of his 

desk drawer and jabbing it through to the chief of security. 

“Commander Rutherford!” he called as he poked at the 

buttons on the side. Damn it, but how did you change the 

frequency on this thing? “Commander, I need to speak with you! 

Hello? Paul!”  

Silence.  

Estavan found himself pacing, his legs moving almost of 

their own volition. Calm, he urged, no use ruining this now by 

being too eager. He might as well have tried telling his heart 

to stop beating, or his spirits not to soar for all the good 

it did. 

He felt like a man half his age. No, strike that. He felt 

like a man receiving the Holy Spirit for the first time. He 

felt as though any moment we would break out into tongues or 

levitate through the air with a whole company of angels 

trumpeting glory around him.  

Finally, after weeks of preparation, his plan was going 

ahead. He had two written edits in his pocket from the 

Captain. He had permission that superseded even the 

Priesthood’s and a deadline that no one could argue against. 



Even in Estavan’s wildest fancies he hadn’t dared dream of 

gaining so much so soon.  

All through his conversation with the Captain, he’d been 

expecting God to hit him with another of His many reality 

checks. He’d expected caveats; addendums. He’d expected Father 

Krzysztof to somehow ruin it all for him. But it had never 

happened.  

Now the hard part began. 

“Father Israes!” he called into the next room, where his 

young acolyte was still at prayers. “Come, I need you!” 

The wireless crackled suddenly to life in his hand. 

“Father Estavan?” came a sleepy voice on the other end. 

“Is that you Paul? Listen, there’s been a breakthrough! 

Come here as fast as you can. It’s happening! Tonight!”  

“Why are you on the official channel?” 

“Never mind that!” Dear God, why was everyone so slow 

around here? “I simply must speak with you at once! How soon 

can you get down here?” 

There was just the slightest hint of a sigh before 

Rutherford answered. “Father, have I ever told you there’s a 

six hour time difference between your quarters and my own?”  

Meaning he was sleeping. Typical.  

“We have permission!” Estavan cried, bulling right over 

the security chief’s protests. “The Captain! He’s giving us 

two months! Kara!” he added for the sake of clarification. 

“Good lord man, this is the breakthrough we’ve been waiting 

for!” 



There was another sigh followed by such a long pause, 

Estavan was worried for a moment there was something wrong 

with his wireless. “All right,” Commander Rutherford said at 

last. “I’m coming down. There’s something I need to tell you 

though and you’re not going to like it but it’s not safe to 

talk this way. Are you in the cells?” 

“Where else?” 

“I’ll be half an hour.” 

Estavan slapped the wireless down on the table, a flush 

of satisfaction spreading through his extremities. Now we’ll 

see some results! he thought.  

The Lord Abbot wouldn’t be able to ignore Estavan so 

easily once he had the Captain’s future wife in his custody. 

Oh, he could see it all now. He would dispatch Commander 

Rutherford to the bunks with the Captain’s edict to go and 

fetch the girl. An hour later, she would return and Estavan 

would feed and bathe her before telling her exactly what was 

going on here.  

Of course he knew he’d be getting a visitor from the 

Priesthood before the night was through. One of the Lord 

Abbot’s favourites would be dispatched to try and wrestle 

control of the situation from Estavan once again. It was 

possible that Estavan would even relinquish that control. But 

in exchange he would need concessions. A better job. Power. 

All the luxuries that had been stripped away from him all 

those years ago.  



With that girl in his hands and the Captain’s permission 

to marry her in his pocket, Estavan was in a position of power 

for the first time in years.  

He just needed to get his hands on the girl first.  

“Ah! Israes, there you are! Come in, come in! Quickly!” 

he cried. 

The tubby priest stood gaping at Estavan in the doorway, 

his eyes puffy, his expression even more gormless than usual. 

With his creased clothes and tussled hair, he looked about as 

happy at the prospect of working as a prisoner for his own 

execution.  

“You, uh, called for me, Father?” he asked. 

“Yes, yes!” Estavan sat him down at the table and pressed 

a piece of paper into his unresisting hands. 

“There will be a girl coming to live with us soon, 

Israes,” he said in guttural to make sure the acolyte 

understood. “She will be the Captain’s future wife as agreed 

by his own hand. If I’m to ride this shockwave, the Lord 

Abbott must be informed at once. Write a letter. Make it 

respectful and humble. Apologise for me not coming to him with 

this idea at once but explain how the Captain went above the 

Lord Abbot’s head and my hands were tied. Explain how this 

will be a boon for the entire Priesthood, however. Not just a 

thing I’m doing for myself. Having a girl outside the Great 

Houses will make her easier to manipulate as well as more 

surely in our pocket. He’ll love hearing that sort of thing; 

it really plays into his ego.” 



What else, what else…? “We need to prepare accommodation 

for her and set up a schedule. Lessons. Etiquette. High 

English! She’ll need to be checked over, of course. A complete 

medical examination that can be independently ratified. 

Discretely!”  

He threw open his wardrobe as he spoke and began digging 

through the garments inside for a change of clothes. Plastic 

sandals, fine weave robes and a silver tri-pointed broach. The 

shawl he draped over his shoulders was the dark maroon one 

with the cowl designed to cover his whole face. Estavan didn’t 

wear it very often but he needed to stay unnoticed right now 

and he didn’t exactly have the most forgettable face on the 

ship.  

“Don’t want too much attention drawn to us after all,” he 

pondered, tapping at his chin with an ink-stained finger. 

He gave Israes a pointed look. “Are you writing this 

down?” 

“Uh…” Israes seemed to realise there was a piece of paper 

sitting in front of him for the first time. “Y-yes father,” he 

said as he fumbled with the pen.  

“Good! We’ll need one of the sisters to verify her 

virginity as well.” Messy business but it needed to be done or 

there would be too many questions asked. “And we’ll also need 

other feminine… products.” He cleared his throat. “Write down 

‘womanly things’.” He’d have to make sure to ask one of the 

sisters what that entailed exactly. 



He was babbling, he knew, delirious with thought in a way 

he hadn’t been since the day he’d first taken the cloth. That 

was a long time ago now, back in happier, rose-tinted times 

when the Lord Abbott had been older and wiser and Estavan was 

just a lay priest with a quiet corner of the ship to call his 

own. A lot had changed in the 45 years since that time but 

Estavan recognised that same passion as it flowed once more 

through his veins. 

“The Lord judges us all with the same mind with which He 

judged Job,” he said, turning back to his reflection in the 

mirror. “He gives and He takes away. Ours is not to complain 

about why, Israes. Ours is to simply play the cards God deals 

us and do our best to win.” 

“Yes Father,” said Israes as he dutifully wrote down “Win 

at cards.” 

“The Lord works in mysterious ways.” 

“Yes Father.” 

“Write down that we’ll need female undergarments. I 

already left orders at the seamstress on the corner of Wattle: 

C Deck, I think. The card’s on my desk drawer. Get several 

sizes; I don’t know her exact fit.” 

“Yes Father.” 

“She’ll need handmaids. Servants. A nutritionist probably 

- God knows what she’s been eating down in that place. We’ll 

keep her here for now. Get another bed in for her and the 

handmaid too. We’ll need to recruit from among the civilians. 

Put out a advert; I’ll look after her until then.” 



“You’d have her sleep among the priesthood?” Israes 

asked, pausing in his writing just long enough to look 

troubled. 

“You have a problem with that?” 

“No Father, not at all. It’s just… well, some of the 

other priests might… you know.” 

“And what if they do? My orders come direct from the 

Captain. Now, read back to me what you have.” 

By the time Commander Rutherford arrived with no fewer 

than four other security officers in tow, Estavan had already 

completed several pages of notes and Israes was complaining of 

cramp in his hand. The young priest all but threw his pen down 

in relief when the security chief arrived at last, impeccably 

dressed as always and with a scowl on his face that could have 

corroded iron. 

“Sorry I couldn’t come straight away, Father,” he said, 

giving Estavan’s hand a limp-wristed shake. “My quarters are 

on the other side of the ship and it took me a while to rouse 

this lot.” 

“I’ll bear that in mind for the future,” Estavan 

promised. “You’re here now, at least.” 

“So we are.” Rutherford ducked into room and his escort 

filed in behind him. High ranking officers, every one, each 

long of hair and soft of skin, dressed in uniforms that looked 

as though they’d only just come back from the tailor. That was 

security for you; they were nothing if not sticklers for 



appearance. At least a couple of them looked as though they 

could handle themselves in a fight. 

Rutherford indicated the most handsome and fashionably 

dressed of the men who dropped to his knee before Estavan, his 

eyes to the floor. “Allow me to introduce my Master-at-Arms, 

Lieutenant Commander Nathan Hathaway.” 

“It’s an honour to meet you,” Hathaway assured his feet.  

“Is it now?” replied Estavan. Strange how little this man 

resembled his father. Where Nathan Hathaway’s father was a 

fat, balding man, his son was tall and handsome, sandy haired 

and with an obvious swagger to him that the ship’s Second 

frankly lacked. Around his neck he appeared to be wearing a 

necklace made of human teeth. He fingered this as he bowed to 

Estavan.  

“I’ve just returned from a meeting with your Father,” 

said Estavan. 

“A great man,” said Nathan Hathaway as he stood. 

Estavan chose not to comment. “Commander Rutherford, 

though I appreciate this show of strength in bringing so many 

armed men to the temple district here, I was rather hoping we 

might be more… discrete about this thing.” 

“I’m sure you were,” said Rutherford, still scowling. 

“I’m sorry to say there are events at play here you’re not 

aware of yet. Bad ones.” 

Estavan had never seen the security chief so serious and 

uptight. There was only one reason why Estavan could imagine 

the man being this way and that was if… 



“No…” Estavan felt the blood drain from his face. “The 

girl?” 

Rutherford nodded. 

Oh good Lord save us. “Is she in trouble?” 

“Not exactly…” 

“She’s escaped,” said Hathaway. “We don’t know where she 

is.” 

“It was my responsibility,” said Rutherford. “The bunks 

are under my jurisdiction; I take the full brunt of the 

blame.” 

“What happened?” Estavan demanded, his voice like a whip 

against the guilt-filled air.  

Hathaway and Rutherford exchanged a look. “We think one 

of the gangs attacked her,” Rutherford explained. “Torched her 

bunk and assaulted her in the lunch queue. By the time our 

guards got to her… She was missing.” 

“Missing?” Estavan repeated, the word like a piece of 

grit between his teeth. “In the bunks?”  

“Yes Father.” 

“Missing in a place with only one way in or out and that 

heavily guarded?” 

“We think she’s alive,” said Rutherford quickly. 

“Officers on the scene report seeing a girl of her description 

escaping with some others. Friends, no doubt.” 

“Is she hurt?” asked Father Estavan. 

An embarrassed shrug was all he received.  



“Good Lord man! When exactly were you planning on telling 

me all this?” 

“In our defence, we didn’t know the Captain was going to 

give this operation permission until just now. If your meeting 

with the Captain hadn’t gone well…” 

“The meeting went flawlessly!” Estavan spat. He thrust 

the written edicts over for the officers to read and glowered 

as they both looked at them and nodded in turn. 

“We didn’t want to worry you unnecessarily,” said 

Rutherford.  

“Unnecessarily,” Estavan echoed. 

“I’ve had men out searching for her every day since this 

happened,” Hathaway said. “So far, no luck. She’s supposed to 

have a wireless transponder on her at all times to help us 

keep track of her but… it’s stopped transmitting for some 

reason. We think…” 

“She’s gone into hiding,” Estavan finished for him.  

“Yes Father. If she has friends, she’ll probably be holed 

up pretty deep by now.” 

Rutherford sighed. “You asked me why I’ve brought so many 

men with me today Father… well, it’s because if we’re going to 

do this, we’re going to have to do something that no security 

officer has attempted in all my years of working here. 

Something so monumentally suicidal, I’m seriously considering 

whether to pull out of this whole thing altogether.” 

“We need to enter the bunks,” Nathan Hathaway explained. 

“Find this girl and get her out. Possibly by force.” 



“Isn’t that… dangerous?” asked Father Israes who had been 

listening in silence up to now. 

“Very,” Hathaway admitted. “Officers aren’t much liked 

down there as you know.” 

“Ah,” said Estavan. Now he understood where this 

conversation was going. “But priests are welcomed, is that 

what you’re saying?” 

“No one would ever dare hurt a priest,” Hathaway agreed. 

Rutherford nodded. He flicked an imaginary speck of dust 

off his pristine uniform and sniffed. “If you go down there 

with us Father, we might stand more of a chance of finding the 

girl and getting out in one piece. We’re going to need your 

help.” 

Typical. Estavan snorted. “We aren’t shields for you to 

hide behind.”  

“I’m aware of that, Father.” 

“If a member of the Priesthood were to be hurt while down 

in the bunks – especially one as well-known as myself…” 

“It won’t come to that, Father. These are my best men 

here and none of them are strangers to dealing with unspoken.” 

Estavan took a closer look at the men Rutherford had 

arrived with. One of them he recognised from the day the 

alarms went off when he was praying down in the fighting pits: 

Corbis, with his wall-flattened face and body made of tempered 

steel. Estavan remembered liking the man well enough.  

The man next to him was shorter and wore his hair in a 

dark warrior’s tale that came down to the nape of his neck. 



The crossed swords of an elite stood proud on his chest and 

the way he fingered the nightstick at his side told Estavan he 

at least knew his way around a fight. 

The man next to him was even more obviously a fighter: 

gaunt of face with a scar across one cheek and a look in his 

eyes like he was permanently just a single bad choice of words 

away from breaking your neck in two. He looked like exactly 

the sort of man Estavan had spent the last few years dealing 

with. He was a fighter by nature. The sort of man who had 

clearly been mistreated by life, but whom chance alone had 

selected to be on their side. 

They all looked like capable enough men but entrusting 

all his hopes to them seemed a foolish thing to do.  

Still, what choice did he have? He needed that girl – and 

with a two month deadline before the betrothal, he needed her 

as soon as possible. If this was the only way to get her then 

it looked like his hands were tied.  

Estavan sighed. “I see we don’t have many options right 

now so we’ll talk about this once we’re done.” He gave all 

five men a cold, displeased look and was glad they at least 

had the decency to flinch away.  

Thanks God, he thought. Blessing be to yet another of 

Your many reality checks. 

“Lead on,” he gestured. “I will follow.” 

# 

Usually when a priest visited the bunks, it came on the 

tail-end of a ceremony as elaborate as it was old. There was 



pomp and ceremony. Hymns. Incense. Announcers would run before 

him dragging onlookers in their wake. Bells would chime the 

unspoken to service while hopeful civilians would fill the 

corridors calling out to Father Estavan for blessing.  

All that was absent today. 

Estavan found himself treading hallways he’d walked a 

thousand times before at the centre of a pentagram of 

officers. The few people who saw him coming watched with 

trepidation. Market stalls closed up their fronts; beggars 

scurried away with children clutching their hands. 

Five uniformed security guards – high-ranking officers no 

less - was always bad news, especially when there was a 

mysterious cloaked figure walking in the middle of them, his 

hood covering his face and his hands tucked into his sleeves 

to hide the colour of his skin.  

No one would ever dare hurt a priest, Estavan reminded 

himself as they were ushered through the first diaphragm and 

out into the causeway beyond. Not even down here. But today 

the words were a cold comfort. 

Until finally Father Estavan found himself standing in 

the causeway before the bunks where he’d stood for services 

many times before, looking out towards the ghetto fence and 

its thousands of inhabitants. 

Somewhere in there is Kara, he consoled himself. It was 

he who had put her in there in the first place. Now it was up 

to him to get her out. 



It was difficult to make out many details in the gloom 

beyond the ghetto fence. The occasional face, looking panicked 

as it darted away behind twitching curtains. A noticeable 

lowering in volume as the unspoken saw the five officers and 

wondered what was happening. It wasn’t time for shift-change 

or meals. There weren’t any services scheduled.  

They’re expecting the worst, Estavan realised. That could 

either go very well or very badly for them.  

“Steady now,” whispered Rutherford, his hand pressed 

against the firearm at his side as his men gathered around 

him. “You know how they’ve been lately. We go in; we get out.” 

He nodded to Hathaway. “We’ll start from her bunk.” 

They entered the bunks slowly, Rutherford taking point 

and Estavan following close behind, sandwiched between the 

guards like some sort of holy filling in a sandwich of gun-

toting death. 

None of them spoke; they didn’t need to. Every unspoken 

on this side of the bunks knew that Estavan was here by now 

and inside their territory no less. Every unspoken knew that 

to be seen right now was to risk being killed. They watched 

from hiding places far away in the darkness overhead. They 

whispered to one another and waited to see what would happen 

next. 

An eerie silence followed Father Estavan as he walked 

deeper inside the bunks. He had to keep reminding himself to 

breathe.  



These men are professionals, he told himself. Above the 

elites, beyond the judicial system. They are the best this 

ship has to offer. All would be fine; it had to be. I’m doing 

this for Michael. 

And through Him, for the entire human race. It was God’s 

will that this be done, after all. 

“You okay, Father?” Rutherford whispered out the side of 

his mouth as they walked. 

“Yes,” Estavan lied. 

“Good,” said Hathaway from his side. “No one likes coming 

down here. Some of the unspoken get all kinds of protective 

over this shithole they live in.” 

“When you have almost nothing, you fight all the more 

hard for the little that remains,” said Estavan sagely. It 

felt good to spout wisdom when he was busy doing something so 

monumentally unwise.  

“Just so.” Rutherford said with a hint of a smile. “It’s 

good to have you with us.” 

Kara’s bunk was located just off the main thoroughfare, 

in sight of the ghetto fence so the guards could keep an eye 

on her but far enough back that the capos in this area 

wouldn’t get suspicious. Every block had a capo - someone who 

had done a deal with security to watch over their block in 

return for better treatment and increased rations. They kept 

an eye on the unspoken they lived with and ensured that the 

quotas for volunteers were met every day. It was a simple 



system and it meant that they were both respected and hated by 

every other unspoken.  

Down here, their word was law.  

And this was their territory. 

“A girl named Tundra was the capo for this block,” 

Rutherford explained just to fill the silence. “But since your 

girl’s gone missing… well, there’s been a bit of a turf war. 

One of the other capos is dead and there’s all kinds of 

unspoken grasping for power in her wake.” 

“We think Tundra might’ve bitten it too,” finished 

Hathaway as he gripped his necklace of teeth. 

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 

death, I shall fear no evil: for thou art with me…” 

It was a short trek through the stink and oppressive 

silence but it felt like it lasted for hours. Hours of people 

watching from the shadows, wondering who these strangers were 

and what they should do about it. Hours of watching the 

darkness to see if they were about to be attacked. Hours of 

praying to God that he wouldn’t be killed now of all days, not 

when he was so close to achieving his goal. 

Commander Rutherford took point. The security chief was 

usually such a calm man - so full of smiles and easy 

flourishes - that Father Estavan often found it difficult to 

imagine him in a serious situation like this. Now, though, he 

could see why the man was Chief of Security. There was a 

quietness about him that went beyond not saying anything, an 

impassiveness in the eyes that made it impossible to tell what 



he was thinking. As Rutherford watched the shadows, his weapon 

drawn and high in his hand, Estavan realised that here was a 

man truly in his element. 

Finally they stopped next to the burned out wreck of what 

had once been a bunk. Now, it was little more than a blackened 

hole, twisted bed frames, soot-blacked wall and an ash-filled 

emptiness where the blanket and mattress used to be. The 

catrun above looked as though it would collapse any moment. 

“Here we are,” said Rutherford. Out of the corner of 

Estavan’s eye he saw Hathaway directing his other men to stand 

guard. 

“Here we are, where?” 

“Kara’s bunk,” said Rutherford. 

Anger flared inside him. “This is her bunk?” He’d been 

looking at images of this bunk just a few hours ago. He’d 

given the Captain footage of this bunk and told him it was 

genuine. 

“What’s left of it,” said Hathaway with a sniff. “God 

knows where they got the fuel from to burn it up so bad but 

then I’ve long given up wondering how these spooks get their 

hands on half the stuff they do. Notice how a patch of the 

frame in the middle there actually melted a little. We’re 

talking something that burns hotter than 1,000 degrees here.”  

“Phosphorus, most like,” Rutherford added. 

No one could survive that. “Well that’s it, isn’t it?” 

Estavan fumed. “She’s gone.”  



Rage bubbled within him hot and sharp in that moment and 

he had to fight down the sudden string of profanity that would 

have had every priest within five sectors calling him out for 

blasphemy. He turned away. “Escort me out of here!” 

“No.” It was Hathaway. He was crouched on the ground, 

hand pointing to the piles of ash around them. He looked 

annoyed. “Have faith, Father. There are no human remains here. 

Trust me: we searched. There’s blood, but it’s not hers. The 

girls we took in for questioning all agree she got away clean. 

She’s here.” 

“Hiding,” said Rutherford. “We had a contingency plan in 

place should something like this happen. She was to meet us at 

a specific place: a secret place set aside for this very 

purpose. We made the arrangement. If her bunk is compromised…” 

This with a nod towards that blackened scar in the wall beside 

them. “Then we go to plan B.” 

“And plan B,” said Hathaway. “Is this way.” 

Further into the bunks they walked, down to the end of 

the block and then right towards the heart of the rot and 

decay. The darkness increased as they went ever deeper, 

blocked from the overhead strip lights by the layers of 

habitation looming above their heads. Before long Father 

Estavan found himself walking with one hand pressed over his 

nose, the other tugging at the neckline of his cowl as he 

tried to pull it ever more over his head. 

Hathaway led the way, all cocky certainty and easy 

smiles, as though he often went for walks down in the pit of 



hell itself and to whom the stink were as fragrant as a field 

of freshly bloomed flowers. 

“What’s wrong, Father?” he asked once, catching Estavan’s 

gaze enough to laugh. “You’re hoping all this will disappear 

if you don’t look at it? Trust me, folks on the inner decks 

have been hoping that for years and it doesn’t work. Here we 

are.” 

This time, ‘here’ was an open, circular space perhaps 

three bunks wide. It was unremarkable as places went but 

Hathaway assured Father Estavan that this place was in fact 

the central point of these bunks and an essential area of 

trade. 

The bunks lining the market square were dull, rickety 

things of reclaimed iron and flimsy rags. Estavan couldn’t 

have thought of a less appropriate place to find what they 

were looking for if he tried.  

Estavan stood back and watched as Commander Rutherford 

stepped up to one of the bunks and tapped lightly on the 

frame. First two times, then four, then two. 

There was a pause that seemed to stretch out forever. 

“Kara?” he called. “Are you there? It’s time.”  

Silence. 

The guards exchanged a glance. A shrug and one of them 

pulled back the curtain.  

There was no one there. By the looks of things it had 

been empty for a long time. 

“Damn,” said Rutherford. 



Hathaway drew himself upright, fists clenched at his side 

as though the very absence of the girl were an affront to his 

pride. “This is impossible!” he fumed. “We had an arrangement! 

I told her! I told her myself!” 

“Keep your voice down Commander,” Rutherford urged, 

though his own face was tight with anger. “No need to show 

your embarrassment to the whole ship.” 

“I’ll do a hell of a lot more than show my 

embarrassment!” Hathaway declared, shrugging his commanding 

officer away as he advanced on one of the nearby bunks. “These 

obviously aren’t reasonable people we’re dealing with here. If 

violence is all they understand…” He flicked the bunk’s 

curtain aside and jabbed a hand inside. It emerged a moment 

later clutching at the bunk’s occupant. He flung her shrieking 

onto the causeway before tumbling another in her wake. “That’s 

what they’ll get!”  

Two women, Estavan saw, each as dirt-streaked and 

indistinguishable as the other. They screamed as Hathaway 

flung them to the ground. 

“Shut up!” he shouted, kicking the first. “You!” he 

pointed to the other. “Where’s the girl?” 

“G-girl?” she said. 

“Wrong answer!” He hit her.  

“Commander Hathaway!” Estavan cried out, shocked by this 

sudden display of aggression from a man who had until that 

moment struck him as being quite calm.  



There was nothing calm about him as he moved on to the 

next bunk, dragging its occupant out by the leg with a single 

wrench and cracking her head against the floor. 

“You!” Hathaway shouted at her. “We had a deal! Ration 

credits. Leniency! You were to protect the girl!” 

“I tried… arghh!” She screamed as he dashed her face 

against the side of the bunk, her scream fading quickly into a 

bubbling sigh and a smear of bright red blood. Only one girl 

was left now and this one was clearly in pain as she crabbed 

away from Hathaway, clasping at her damaged arm and shaking 

her head mutely as though trying to convince herself this were 

all a dream.  

“I ain’t seen ‘er fer days, m’Lord, honest!” she 

whimpered as Hathaway approached. “She were ‘ere! Few days 

back. But she left. I promise, she ain’t been ‘ere since!” 

Nathan Hathaway was about to answer that with more 

violence but in that moment Commander Rutherford finally 

stepped forwards, his eyes were two points of anger burning in 

his skull. “Stop it. You’re scaring them.” 

“I’m fucking killing them is what I’m doing,” said 

Hathaway as he wrenched himself free of Rutherford’s hand and 

raised his head to address the whole square. “I’ll keep on 

fucking killing them until someone around here tells me where 

I can find that that fucking piece of…” 

“She’s not here.”  

Father Estavan turned and found himself looking into the 

eyes of another unspoken, much like any other. Skinny with 



malnourishment, with the shaved head and haircloth dress of 

the unspoken. But for all that, there was something different 

about this one. Was it the way she carried herself? The way 

she looked at Father Estavan so unflinchingly when every other 

unspoken hid their faces and ran away at the merest glimpse of 

a man in uniform? Whatever it was, they all seemed to see it. 

For a moment, no one moved. 

Then Hathaway was striding towards the newcomer. “Explain 

yourself!” he demanded. “Now! Before I make you wish you had!” 

The girl didn’t even flinch. “You make a very tempting 

offer, my Lord,” she replied with not a hint of fear in her 

voice. “In the wake of that, how could I refuse?” She turned 

to Commander Rutherford. “Charity’s gang attacked your girl 

three nights past. They torched her bunk.” 

“We know that much,” Rutherford told her with a frown. 

“I’ve been looking after her ever since.” 

“Then where is she?” Hathaway growled. Estavan had the 

distinct impression from the way the man was glaring at this 

newcomer right then that it was only the hand of his 

commanding officer on his shoulder that was preventing the 

Master-at-Arms from smashing this girl’s face in right there 

and then. 

Still the girl showed no fear. She simply looked up at 

Nathan Hathaway, all dirt and rags next to his beautifully 

tailored uniform and, with the slightest hint of a shrug, 

asked, “Forgive me for asking, my Lord, but why the hell 

should I tell you a damned thing?” 



Hathaway’s backhand left the girl spinning. She landed 

awkwardly against the nearest upright, her breath driving out 

of her with a grunt. Hathaway was on her in a second, grabbing 

the back of her head and wrenching it back until she was 

staring into his eyes and he was hissing into her face. “Tell 

me! Or die. That clear enough for you, slut?” 

“Stop it, Commander!” Rutherford stepped in front of him, 

gun brought to bear against them. “I said stop it! Let her 

go!” 

Hathaway glared at his commanding officer as though he’d 

gone mad. “What?” 

“Use your ears, man!” he snapped. “She’s speaking High 

English!” 

It was true. Estavan was surprised it had taken him so 

long to realise it. Down here, among the unwanted and 

forgotten, where only base guttural was ever known, let alone 

spoken, this tiny slip of a nothing was speaking in an English 

so High and pure it rivalled even Estavan’s. 

That shouldn’t be possible. Estavan knelt down beside the 

girl, curiosity overpowering him as he probed at her wounds 

and found that nothing had been broken, praise the Lord, 

though she’d be wearing a pretty bruise on her face for the 

next few weeks. 

Now wasn’t the time for fear. Father Estavan reached up 

to his cowl and pulled it back to reveal the face beneath. His 

crucifix swung free from the folds in his robes. The unspoken 



stared at first it and then him, her mouth forming a small ‘o’ 

of shock. 

She recognised him. 

“Are you an exile, my child?” he asked her quietly. 

“I am,” she replied. Estavan helped her to her feet. “In 

my former life I went by the name of Leighton.” She felt 

around inside her mouth with a finger and winced as it came 

away red. “These days, most call me Abi.” 

So this was where the condemned went to die. It was like 

looking at a ghost. 

“Another Leighton,” Hathaway sneered. If he recognised 

the girl from before her family’s disgrace, he made no sign of 

it. “Just what we all needed.” 

“What do you want?” Commander Rutherford asked her. 

“Safe conduct,” the exile replied. “For me and one other. 

In exchange for me showing you where your girl - Kara - is, I 

and my friend will be granted freedom from the bunks and re-

instatement to civilian status.” 

Hathaway barked laughter. “No chance!” 

“I saved her life, uniform. I’ve watched and looked after 

her for the last few days at considerable personal cost, I 

might add, not the least of which was the likely loss of my 

home, my belongings and most of my network of contacts. Now 

I’ve confessed all this in front of these witnesses.” She 

gestured to the bunks around her and Father Estavan was 

suddenly aware of just how many pairs of eyes had been drawn 

out of hiding by Hathaway’s little display of strength. 



The eyes that stared down at them from above right then 

were full of malice and naked loathing. No one would ever hurt 

a priest… Estavan told himself but it was a flimsy comfort. 

Those eyes wanted blood. 

The Leighton girl seemed to share the same thought. “They 

see everything, Father, and as far as they’re concerned I’m a 

sell-out now. Worse than nothing. They’d have killed me 

already if they understood a word of what I’m saying to you. 

The moment you leave, my life is forfeit.” 

It seemed the onus was on Estavan to salvage something 

from this situation. “You would have us take you with us?” he 

verified. 

“I would. Me and one other. Or no girl.” 

Hathaway spat. “We could just smash her head in until she 

told us where she is. How would you like that, little 

Lordling?” 

The girl said nothing. 

“Except she won’t tell us,” Commander Rutherford said. 

“She’s an exile. She’s got nothing more to lose.”  

Father Estavan was inclined to agree. Every day, he spent 

time with those that were condemned to die. He’d grown used to 

the looks of desperation those men would give him. He had seen 

grown men cry. He had seen people clutching to any glimmer of 

hope he could give them. He had seen people with the blank, 

dull expression of those who knew they were going to die. 

In all the time he had spent there, however, he had never 

seen someone so accepting of that fate as this girl he faced 



right now. It was almost daunting, staring into the eyes of 

someone so unafraid of death as she. And yet, he had to 

respect it all the same.  

“Very well,” said Rutherford. “I guess you’ve got 

yourself a deal. We’ll take you back to our barracks. The off-

duty officers could do with another girl to bounce around 

between shifts, I suppose, or at the very least someone to do 

the laundry. Your friend stays, however.” 

The girl actually needed time to consider the terms. 

Estavan was surprised. Here was someone – an exile no less – 

being offered freedom from the bunks and just for acting as a 

glorified message girl. It was an honour so high, Estavan 

couldn’t think of the last time it had been offered to 

someone.  

Yet still the girl pondered. “I promised my friend I 

would get her out too,” she said. “She means a lot to me. Our 

friendship means a lot to me…” 

Rutherford said nothing. 

The girl sighed. “I suppose I could live with those 

terms,” she said in Guttural. “But, if you’ll forgive me, my 

Lord, a deal from you means next to nothing.” She turned to 

Father Estavan then and her words returned to the rolling 

cadence of High English with barely a pause in between. “I 

would like the Dark Priest’s guarantee that he will protect me 

personally. Or no deal.” She looked him in the eye. “Safe 

conduct in exchange for this girl you want so badly?” 



Estavan returned her gaze. Yes, he thought, I see it now. 

It had been so long since Harold Leighton’s disgrace it had 

taken Estavan a while to see the resemblance, but this girl 

was a Leighton as sure as space was black. Her looks had been 

hardened by years of near-permanent starvation but there was 

no hiding that long face and high cheek bones, nor those 

piercing blue eyes. Just like her father’s. Were it to grow 

back, her hair would no doubt be the same shade of light brown 

that his had been too. Ash-blonde, he’d once called it. A 

holdover from more civilised times. 

Could Estavan really trust the word of one such as this? 

He sighed. “I cannot restore the Leighton family line to 

you,” he said gently. “You overestimate my authority if that 

is your desire.” 

“You overestimate my intentions,” she replied. “My father 

is old and my brother a lack wit. I have nothing here worth 

taking with me except my friend.” Another hesitation. “She’s 

looking after your girl now. Perhaps if you were to reconsider 

taking her…?” 

“No.” He was already taking enough of a risk as it was 

allowing even one unspoken more than he had planned to come 

with them. The very idea of it weakened the argument that made 

Kara so special. She was supposed to be a special case. The 

unspoken who had married the Captain. If he were to start 

freeing anyone who asked for it, it would make her seem less 

important.  



Then again, wasn’t he just saying to Israes about the 

mysterious ways the Lord worked? “But as to the rest, you have 

a deal. Safe conduct for yourself in exchange for the girl.” 

“Swear it,” she said. 

Next to him, he felt Hathaway tense. “This is a man of 

God, you fucking…” 

Estavan swore it. “In front of God and all these 

witnesses, I, Father Estavan Wicks, do hereby promise to take 

the child formally known as Abigail Leighton away from the 

bunks in exchange for the whereabouts of the girl known as 

Kara.” She nodded, apparently content. “But if you have been 

playing us false…” 

“I haven’t.” She climbed to her feet and dusted down her 

shift, wincing only slightly as she touched the fresh bruises. 

“Shall we?” 

Hathaway looked like he was going to spit; Rutherford 

just looked thoughtful. “Let’s get this over with,” was all he 

said and, together, they followed the exile back the way they 

had come. 

This time, they didn’t have far to go. At the end of the 

row, on the corner of the main thoroughfare, a bandy legged 

girl with a tough, stringy look stood waiting for Abi. The two 

girls came together with a brief hug. “You’ve been hurt,” the 

friend said. She glowered at Estavan and the others. “What did 

they tell you?” 



“They said yes,” the Leighton girl admitted. Then, just 

as her friend’s eyes lit up and she started to smile, she 

pushed herself away and added. “But… they’ll only take me.” 

Her smile faltered. “What?” 

“I’m sorry Dawn.” 

“Y-you said no, right? You told them to go fuck 

themselves… Right?” 

She sighed. “I tried my best, but…” 

“We’ll just keep the girl if she’s that special to them. 

Hide her away. They’ll give in eventually!” 

The Leighton girl gave Estavan a guilty look. “I gave my 

word,” she said. 

“Your word? You gave your fucking word! Have you any idea 

how many favours I pulled for this shit?” The friend looked 

positively feral as she glared at the guards. There was no 

fear in her eyes either - far from it. The look she gave the 

officers right then was almost hungry. “She was our ticket out 

of here! You and me, Abs! Together, remember?” 

The Leighton girl looked on the verge of crying. “I had 

to take my chance, Dawn. Escape’s the highest priority, 

remember? You said it yourself!” 

“Shut it. You can keep your sodding New Girl, I’m done 

with this.” 

“Enough talk,” Hathaway growled, bulling into the 

conversation with all the subtlety of a super nova. “Where’s 

the girl?” 

“Safe.” 



“I’ll come back for you,” the Leighton girl was saying, 

though the friend continued to push her away. “I promise. I’ll 

find a way.” 

“Sure you will, Abs. You always promise.” 

“We’re wasting time,” Rutherford said. “Where is the 

girl?” 

The friend gave Rutherford the most condescending smile 

Estavan had ever seen from an unspoken and gestured to the 

nearest bunk. “She’s right here, uniform,” she said with a 

bow. “Take her and fuck off back to your own side. Be seeing 

you Abs, yeah?”  

“Wait! Dawn!” the Leighton girl called after her but the 

girl was already gone, slipping away among the bunks like a 

ghost. It was a moment before the exile recovered herself. She 

took a single shuddering breath and the same calm as before 

fell back over her. “Kara, you can come out now,” she called. 

And then there she was. 

Kara! Just like that, Estavan felt all his excitement 

rushing back to him once more. 

She was just as perfect as her holo image had promised. 

Despite weeks of living down here, she still looked as perfect 

as a flower. She was scuffed a bit around the edges, sure, but 

no more than a work of art that’s been left to gather dust for 

a while. 

She was beautiful. There was no other word for it. If 

Estavan had known more about human history, he might have said 

she looked Hispanic: that was what Israes, who liked to read 



about the old Earth, had called her when he’d seen her holo 

image. She was dusky skinned, soft and supple. Her hips were 

rounded, her breasts small and high on her chest. Her eyes 

were like large shimmering pools of oil in a soft liquid face.  

Despite her shaved head and the rags she was wearing, she 

was glorious.  

Estavan knew very little about the old Earth, but all he 

knew was that whenever he imagined the Virgin Mary he pictured 

a girl much like this. It was almost impossible to believe 

that someone like this had come from such a low birth. And 

yet, here she was all the same, living and breathing among the 

sin of this place like a flower blooming in pile of shit. 

The future, he thought. This is the face of the girl that 

will change the Ulysses forever. 

He cleared his throat. “Hello my child,” he said. “My 

name is Father Estavan. I am a priest. A, uh, a friend.” 

She looked up at him, shocked perhaps that one such as he 

was speaking to her in a language she understood. “M’lord,” 

she said meekly. Together, they left the bunks, the security 

guards and the Leighton girl falling in behind. Heedless to 

the faces that watched them go, heedless to the sobs of the 

women Commander Hathaway had assaulted, they left the bunks 

the way they had come and the gates closed tight behind them. 

# 

Later, back in the safety of his quarters, Estavan spoke 

to the girl of the things they would do together.  



He was surprised to find that she already spoke a little 

High English and he was happy to test her on her knowledge as 

he helped her change out of the filthy rags she’d been wearing 

and into those of a temple priestess. Those old rags would 

need to be burned, he knew without even needing to sniff them. 

Not even the recycling people would take an unspoken’s 

leavings. 

“How do you know these words, my child?” he asked her 

after a time. “Has someone been teaching you?” 

“Teaching, yes,” she answered in a thick accent. “Abi.” 

“You mean the Leighton girl?” 

“Yes, m’Lord! I can to write name too! And say much 

prayers. She show.”  

Estavan mused. How mysteriously the Lord works indeed. 

First the Captain sets him a seemingly impossible deadline, 

then Estavan finds that half the work has already been done 

for him. First the girl he’d been looking for goes missing, 

now he finds her not only alive and well but with another girl 

in tow: one of the disgraced Leightons no less.  

Being highborn would have its advantages for sure. She 

would know many other skills that Kara could benefit from. 

Depending on how much she remembered from before her fall, she 

should know politics, history, theology and much more besides.  

Estavan felt his old heart flutter with excitement. 

Truly, the Lord was good. 

“This Abi,” he asked Kara, leading her to the tin bath 

he’d had drawn and helping her in. She tensed slightly as the 



hot water sluiced against her flesh, but then she relaxed and 

gingerly lowered herself into the suds, her eyes wide with 

wonder at the sensation. “You seem to have a lot of respect 

for her.” 

“Uh… m’Lord?” 

“Respect,” he repeated. “Abi. You, uh, you like her.”  

“Yes!” she nodded enthusiastically. “Like! She help me, 

m’Lord. She, uh, she… salvation…?” 

“She saved you?” 

Kara’s face collapsed with relief. “Yes. Save me. Save 

life.” 

Judging by the complete mess that security had made of 

things down in the bunks today, Estavan didn’t doubt for a 

moment that was true.  

“That’s good. I’d need to move some things around but… 

what if I were to make this Abi your handmaid?” 

Kara didn’t know the word. 

“Your servant. Helper.” He fished around for the Guttural 

word but if there was one he didn’t know it. He settled on 

“Guide.” 

“Yes,” Kara said eagerly all the same. “I want. Very 

much.”  

He made a note to himself. 

“Did Commander Rutherford tell you why you were chosen?” 

he asked as he handed her a bar of soap and showed her how to 

use it. He could have used one of the sisters for such a job, 



he supposed, but he was feeling overly protective of this girl 

after all the effort he’d gone through to rescue her. 

The girl nodded at his question. She paused for a moment, 

licked her lips while she gathered a sentence together from 

somewhere in the back of her mind then said, “I am ‘due to 

marry the Captain’.” She grinned, obviously delighted with 

herself for remembering the phrase. 

Estavan couldn’t help but smile as well. “Well, yes. 

Perhaps you will marry the Captain. I need to see first 

whether you are suitable for his needs.” 

The faintest of frowns. “I will be good wife.” 

“I’m sure you would be. But the Captain doesn’t need a 

good wife. He needs a perfect wife. One whom God has chosen 

for him. Your child would be the next Captain you understand. 

That is a great honour.” 

He checked her over as she bathed for signs of 

mistreatment or disease. There were none. Her teeth were 

excellent. Good face shape and symmetry, well defined cheeks, 

clear skin, good hips. A little malnourished perhaps, and 

overly hirsute in certain areas but those were problems that 

could be easily fixed. She also seemed to have quite a good 

brain in that head of hers, though Estavan wasn’t sure yet if 

that was a good thing or not. Too much intelligence could be 

dangerous where the Captain was concerned.  

He told her to dress again and washed his hands as he 

mentally made his report. Yes, this girl was a danger. Yes, he 

still had reservations. Yes, he now had question marks over 



Rutherford’s handling of the affair and was more than a little 

alarmed at how Commander Hathaway had responded down there (he 

would need to have words with Rutherford about that) but… 

Estavan had learnt long ago not to delve too deep into the 

logic of the Lord. This situation had His divine fingerprints 

all over it. 

It is not my place to argue His will. 

Kara stayed in Estavan’s room that night. He let her use 

his bed and left her to get settled as he made his report to 

the Lord Abbott informing him of his actions.  

The girl was shy. Her eyes went wide when he first showed 

her where she would be staying, as though such a humble 

dormitory were a rival to the Captain’s quarters themselves. 

She moved around the dusty confines of his room, her hands 

clasped in front of her as though afraid of touching anything.  

Estavan watched her for a moment and then, feeling he 

should be a better host, asked. “Do you believe in the 

scripture, my child?” 

“Yes, m’Lord.”  

“Good. Then perhaps now would be a good time to pray to 

God and thank him for all He has done for you. I’ll get some 

dinner on.” 

Dutifully she knelt and prayed, and as she prayed Estavan 

cooked them both dinner – thick mushroom soup which he ladled 

into a bowl and presented to her with a benign smile. For a 

moment he allowed himself a fleeting image of her and Michael 

together, happy, Estavan watching over them both as a doting 



parent, offering them words of love and companionship as they 

saw each other through to old age.  

Then he broke the silence.  

“Dinner’s served.”  

He set the soup on the table and watched until she 

muttered the word, “Amen,” and sat up straight. She waited.  

“Are you not hungry, my child?” 

“Yes, m’Lord.” 

“Then eat. I admit I am not one of the Ulysses’s great 

cooks but I haven’t poisoned anyone yet.” He chuckled. 

Kara blushed as though she had offended him. “Sorry, 

m’Lord.” She took the bowl of soup and, ignoring the spoon, 

started eating, or rather, devouring its contents, draining it 

in three or four gulps with a ravenous intensity that Estavan 

could only sit back and watch, shocked. She drank it down as 

one might a cup of finebrew, wiped her mouth with the back of 

her hand and belched loudly.  

When she was finished, he gave her another bowl. She’d 

have never asked of her own accord, he was starting to 

realise, but she devoured that one just as fast. After she was 

finished, the table around her was a spattered mess of soup 

droplets and Kara’s face was a fright.  

“I’ll need to teach you table manners too,” he told her 

with a smile.  

He left her alone after that to be with her thoughts, 

only dropping by later to sign her onto the official crew 

roster. A new file was created on the computer system just for 



her: a permanent record complete with holo image and DNA scan 

that would generate for her an ident card, just like the one 

that every important civilian carried with them at all times.  

“Once I sign this,” he told her. “There’ll be no turning 

back. You’ll have a new identity. Be a real person.” 

“Yes, m’Lord.” 

“My Lord,” he corrected with a smile. “In High English we 

use two words.” 

She made a face. “I think that always in English is 

adding words. Never less.” 

“You’ll get used to it,” he promised. He entered the name 

‘Kara’ into the register but when he asked for her surname she 

said she’d never had one.  

Estavan thought about it for a moment. “I’ve never had a 

daughter,” he told her. “My vows prevent it but… I would be 

honoured if you would consider taking my name as your own. 

Wicks,” he told her confused look. It would only be hers for a 

few months, of course, before she became part of House 

Sullivan forever, but still the thought was a pleasing one. 

When Kara assented, he all but split apart with delight. 

“Kara Wicks then,” he said, handing her the new ident 

card. “Only a handful of people on this ship have the power to 

do what I’ve just done. Count yourself fortunate that I am one 

of them.” 

“Yes Father. Thank you… My. Lord.” 

Estavan’s door opened suddenly and one of the security 

guards from earlier entered with a gruff welcome.  



“The Leighton girl we rescued from the bunks,” Estavan 

told him without looking up. “I’d like to procure her 

services.” 

“Father?” the guard frowned. 

Estavan rolled his eyes at Kara who giggled behind her 

hands. He slipped into Guttural with a sigh. “Bring the 

Leighton girl here,” he said. “She’s to serve as Kara’s 

handmaid. I will pay for any inconvenience.” 

“Uh, yes Father. Except, ah, a bunch of us lads were 

planning to have a bit of a go on her later if you get my 

meaning… Once we’d checked her for lice and what have you of 

course.” He broke off quickly at the look Father Estavan gave 

him. “O-of course Father. As you say. I’ll bring her down 

right away.” 

“Thank you,” said Estavan.  

The guard turned to leave, pausing only long enough to 

look down at the new ident card cradled in Kara’s hands. He 

grinned. 

“Well lookee here!” he said, reading over her shoulder. 

“Ka-ra Wicks. That you now, little one?” 

Kara beamed over her shoulder. “Yes, my Lord!” she said. 

“Actually, it’s sir,” Estavan corrected with a smile. 

“Now that you’re a proper civilian, you call people in uniform 

‘sir’.” 

“Sir?” Kara asked, tasting the word for the first time. 

“That’s right,” said Estavan. “And me, you call Father.” 

 


