
CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

LIFE ON THE OUTSIDE 

# 

It was an hour before lights out and the bunks were settling 

down for the night. 

All across the bunks, labourers were returning from their 

hard day of work. They lined up to collect their wages and 

then again for their meagre rations. There were queues for the 

wash rooms and queues for the latrines, and the space in 

between became impromptu meeting space where tired workers 

lounged about between queues, playing cards and smoking. 

From the uniforms there was the usual posturing and dick 

wagging. They whipped the unspoken and shouted insults at them 

and all the while the spooks did their best to ignore them. 

For Brent it was a typical evening’s shenanigans. Like 

everyone else, he kept his eyes down and his face blank as he 

and Vanyan were counted back through the ghetto fence, their 

tattoos visible so their numbers could be recorded correctly. 

A couple of times one of the guard’s lashes happened to strike 

Brent on the side but he knew better by now than to respond. 

Besides, he thought. Their time will come before long. 

He and Vanyan trudged back into the bunks, tired and 

filthy from their day in the fields. They couldn’t rest yet, 

though.  

As always, their first stop was at the Mongrel, their 

capo. There they handed over everything they had earned from 

the night’s work and reported on what they had done.  



There was posturing and dick wagging from the Mongrel 

too, but no more than was to be expected. Everyone knew that 

Brent was a reliable sort, even if he was an outcast. Everyone 

knew he wasn’t the sort of guy to try to hold back his ration 

or hide something from his capo. Not when their goal was so 

close at hand. 

“Whad’ye find?” the Mongrel asked in a lazy drawl. He 

looked up at Brent from the far end of his makeshift office, 

his features obscured by shadow. Even so, Brent was still able 

to make out the wine-stain birthmark that covered half his 

face from the left side of his neck to the back of his ear. An 

evil looking thing, it was. Superstitious people whispered 

that it was the mark of the devil in him, a sign that his 

mother must have mated with a demon in order to breed a man so 

fierce looking with eyes that positively glowed in the dark. 

It was a reputation that had served the Mongrel well over the 

years. It was the reason for his name. 

Brent tried not to be intimidated. “I took the fields 

today,” he reported. “Spring deck. Planting for the next 

harvest. By my count it took us about ten minutes to get there 

though it can’t have been more than 500 metres away. Three 

checkpoints along the way. Two diaphragms.” 

“Uniforms?” 

“I counted 20. Armed.” 

The Mongrel scratched his devil-darkened skin and nodded 

to himself, apparently satisfied by Brent’s answer. “That 



matches with the other reports we got an’all. Seems like the 

least-heavily guarded route from ‘ere.” 

“That was my impression too,” Brent confirmed. 

“Good.” He nodded to a henchman. “You, give the man his 

cut.” 

Brent left five minutes later with an extra bread roll 

and a bottle of water in hand. Overall, he was pleased with 

the day’s work. He was just going to check in on his father 

before turning in for the night when a figure suddenly stepped 

out in front of him. 

He emerged from the shadows so suddenly and so quietly 

that he was on Brent before he even realised he was there. 

Vanyan saw the newcomer first. He cried out as he drew his 

knife and Brent whirled around in shock. 

Then he recognised her.  

“Dawn?” he spluttered. He pressed a hand to Vanyan’s 

knife arm until his friend reluctantly sheathed it. “Jesus 

girl, what are you doing here? There’s lights out in just a 

few minutes!” 

“She’s gone,” Dawn said, shuffling closer. She was 

trembling, Brent saw. Visibly trembling. Her hands were 

clenched into fists beside her and her eyes glistened with 

tears. 

“You’re crying,” Brent observed. “Has something happened? 

Is Abi OK?” 

“Abi’s gone,” Dawn said and her eyes seemed to flash with 

rage.  



“Dead?” 

“She wishes.” 

Brent looked around, worried that their conversation 

would draw attention. The bunks was a place of routine and 

boredom. Anything out of the ordinary was always of interest 

to people who shouldn’t be interested. Normally Brent wouldn’t 

have cared but if anyone noticed there was a woman with him 

this close to lights out…  

Vanyan seemed to come to the same realisation. “My bunk’s 

closest,” he whispered. 

Brent nodded his thanks. “Come inside,” he told Dawn. 

Surprisingly she didn’t flinch as Brent stepped forwards to 

take her by the shoulder.  

Brent knew Dawn. He knew she wasn’t the sort of person to 

recklessly sneak into his bunk if it weren’t an emergency. It 

had been weeks since he’d heard a thing from her or his 

sister. For Dawn to be here now, alone… he honestly didn’t 

know what to think. 

He pulled the curtain to Vanyan’s bunk open and lowered 

her gently onto the shelf.  

She kicked him away. “You don’t ‘ave t’treat me like a 

baby, Brent. I ain’t gonna fuckin’ break, like.” 

He ignored her. “Why are you here, Dawn?” he asked, his 

face level with hers. 

“Din’t know where else t’go did I? Fuckin’ chaos over in 

ah bunk. Charity and Tundra both dead. Uniforms stompin’ all 

over place.” 



“Abi?” 

“Abi…” Dawn looked away and once more there were tears 

prickling in the corner of her eyes. Brent was shocked; he had 

never seen Dawn as rattled as this. He didn’t know if he was 

supposed to hug the girl or run away terrified. 

He settled instead for words. Soft words. The type you 

might use to a crying child when it can’t find its mother. 

“Hey now,” he said. “It’s OK. You did the right thing coming 

to us.”  

He pressed a hand to her knee but she kicked him off at 

once. “I said don’t do that! Ah, you fuckin’ outcasts are all 

the same, ain’t ye? Always doing whatever y’please whatever 

the fuck ‘appens t’them folks around ye.” She looked away and 

muttered to herself, “I shouldn’t’a never trusted you. 

Shouldn’t’a never saved that bitch’s life in first place!” 

“What happened?” Brent demanded. 

And just like that she was telling him.  

She told him about the New Girl they’d been watching for 

weeks and the way they’d saved her life from Charity’s gang. 

Brent knew about the girl, of course, but he knew nothing of 

the attack or the fact that they’d made a bargain with her. No 

wonder, too, as they’d been forced to lie low ever since so 

they wouldn’t get caught.  

The way Dawn told it, she had spent the last few days 

almost constantly on the run, using every one of the contacts 

she’d saved up over the years just to stay one step ahead of 

the uniforms. Together with Abi, they kept the New Girl safe. 



Sheltered her. Protected her. All while there were uniforms 

stomping around and the capos were all waging war on each 

other. 

Chaos indeed yet Brent couldn’t help but smile at his 

sister’s tenacity. Abi always had been smart but her 

intelligence had always been tempered by an edge of caution 

and even, Brent thought though he would never actually say it 

to her face, of cowardice. This, however, eclipsed anything he 

had seen from her before.  

He had to admit, she’d done him proud. Maybe he should 

have been more honest with her from the start. 

“We had it all planned out, din’t we?” Dawn was 

explaining, her gestures big and her eyes wide. “We make a 

bargain, right? Blackmail ah way out of ’ere. Ah freedom fer 

‘er life like.” 

“Appen y’could’ve told us ‘bout it,” Vanyan grumbled and 

Dawn shot him a look. “What?” he protested. “We coulda ‘elped 

like.” 

“We took what chance came t’us. Don’t say you’d’a done 

diff’rent like.” 

Vanyan just looked away and muttered something inaudible. 

Dawn sighed. “Anyway, it din’t work that way did it?” 

“Abi got out,” Brent said putting the pieces together. 

“She actually did it, didn’t she? She escaped. With the New 

Girl?”  

“She fuckin’ betrayed me is what she did,” said Dawn. 

“You’ll never see ‘er again like.” 



Right now Brent didn’t care. To think that his clever, 

scheming sister with that quiet intense way of hers had 

actually managed to find a way out of here. She’d escaped: 

unspoken no more. He couldn’t help but grin at the idea. 

“Vanyan did you hear this?” 

“I ‘eard,” said Vanyan though he looked just as happy 

about the news as Dawn. 

 “She abandoned us,” Dawn spat. “Don’t y’geddit? She made 

a fuckin’ promise an’ then… You don’t just… I thought she were 

diff’rent like. God damn fuck these stupid tears!”  

She scrubbed angrily at her eyes with the back of her 

hands and Brent made sure not to lay a single hand on her in 

sympathy. 

“She could still come back for us you know,” he said but 

he knew it was a fool’s hope. If turning a spook into a 

civilian were as simple a matter as just asking nicely there 

wouldn’t have been any unspoken to begin with. 

“Ah one chance,” Dawn muttered. “And she fucked it up. 

‘Er with ‘er fuckin’ ‘igh English and her wiles and 

wherefores. ‘Stay here and guard New Girl,’ she says. ‘I’ll go 

speak wi’ uniforms’ and o’course like a bloody fool I do.” 

“What’s so special ‘bout this New Girl anyway?” asked 

Vanyan. “She a noble or some’in’?” 

“No,” Dawn gulped a laugh. “I ent even told y’that part 

‘ave I? She’s only gonna marry fuckin’ Captain!”  

“She’s what?” said Brent.  



Dawn explained. It was a long explanation and it involved 

a lot of details that didn’t make much sense. Even after it 

was over Brent wasn’t sure he understood.  

Vanyan seemed to be having an equally hard time with the 

concept. “’Ow does Captain marryin’ a spook ‘elp us?” he 

asked. 

“I know right,” said Dawn. “Din’t believe it myself at 

first. Don’t stop it bein’ true though do it?” 

“But she ain’t even a spook!” said Vanyan, confused. 

“Yeah but that’s because real spooks ain’t pretty enough 

t’marry uniforms,” said Dawn bitterly. “She’s only s’posed to 

look like a spook long enough t’marry ‘im. She’s paraded in 

front o’uniforms, all shaved ‘ead and tatoo with loads of 

people saying, ‘yep, we pulled her out o’ bunks right good so 

we did’ and then she goes marries Captain. Crazy.” 

“Insane,” agreed Vanyan. 

I think you’re pretty, Brent was about to say but a 

single pre-emptive glare from Dawn and he managed a weak, 

“Mad,” instead. 

Fortunately Dawn seemed to be calming down at last. The 

worst of her anger had left her in her initial confession and 

in its place was a dark numbness that just made her look 

tired. 

“She’s really gone ain’t she?” she said. 

“I guess so.” 

“Like… forever an’ that.” 

“Yeah.” 



“Well… maybe not,” said Vanyan.  

Brent looked up at his friend sharply – “No!” – but 

Vanyan was already barrelling on.  

“If yer serious ‘bout gettin’ out of ‘ere like, appen 

there’s another way.” 

Dawn looked up at them both warily as though waiting for 

a trick. “Whad’ye mean?” she said. 

“Nothing,” Brent insisted. “He means nothing. Just old 

Vanyan being stupid as usual.” 

“Hey!” Vanyan protested. 

“It ain’t important.” 

“No, wait tell me. I wanna know,” said Dawn. “Please.” 

Vanyan shrugged at Brent. “You were sayin’ yerself just 

yesterday ‘ow we don’t ‘ave no one from ‘er bunk signed up. I 

think she could do it like.” 

“No,” said Brent. “It’s too dangerous.” 

“God’s sake!” Dawn exploded. She jumped up from the bunk, 

her knife in her hand and she was already pressing it to 

Vanyan’s throat before either of them had even seen her move. 

“See?” said Vanyan.  

“Oi, look at me, not im,” said Dawn with a hiss. “Tell me 

what yer both goin’ on about ‘fore I cut yer fuckin’ dick off 

and shove it down yer throat!” She whirled round to face them 

both and her eyes were wide, pleading.  

“Don’t y’get it?” she said. “M’ome’s gone now. Contacts 

used up. Network ruined. M’only chance o’gettin’ out o’ere 

left with Abs. I want out, Vanyan. I just want…” 



“You don’t know what you’re asking,” said Brent. 

“I wanna see someone pay fer this. I wanna see someone 

die.” She twisted the blade and Brent was shocked to see a 

bead of blood well up at the tip before sliding down Vanyan’s 

neck. “I ent picky who.” 

Brent and Vanyan shared a look. “Fine, whatever. It’s 

your call,” said Brent, raising his hands and ridding himself 

of the whole mess. “You’re the one that brought it up Vanyan, 

you deal with it.” 

“Thankee,” said Vanyan as Dawn released the knife from 

his throat. He rubbed his neck and grinned at them both 

through a mouth of rotten teeth. “Appen there’s gonna be a 

breakout,” he said. “A biggun too.” 

“Here?” said Dawn.  

“Everywhere. At the same time like. At a pre-arranged 

time, we break out of ‘ere en masse and we take ah freedom 

back by force.” 

“A breakout?” Dawn mouthed.  

“It’s the only way,” said Brent. “We’ve been plannin’ it 

fer months.” 

“But the uniforms all ‘ave weapons.” 

“And we outnumber them 100 to 1.” 

“They can just shut the diaphragms. Trap us in ‘ere 

before we get anywhere.” 

“Not if we hit them fast enough,” said Brent. “We hit 

them at key strategic points – where they’re weakest – and 



take them down before they can respond. I admit, it’s not 

without its risk.” 

“It’s fuckin’ suicide is what it is!”  

“But I fer one am tired of just sitting around while 

those fuckers in uniform starve and beat us. I’m tired o’doing 

all the labour on this ship while its fat civilians sit around 

twiddling their thumbs and blaming it all on us. I’m tired of 

being a victim.” 

Dawn was looking at Brent as though she’d never seen him 

before. “Me too,” she admitted. “I’m tired o’those things 

an’all.”  

“So you get it,” said Vanyan. “If you decide t’come in 

wi’us, appen yer gonna need t’organise yer bunk. Gonna ‘appen 

on Earth Day, two months from now. Appen y’ave that time t’get 

supporters together. Find people ‘oo think same way as you. 

And then, at that signal, we hit ‘em ‘ard.” 

“It’s gonna be epic,” Brent agreed fingering his blade. 

Despite all his reluctance to include Dawn in this, he 

couldn’t deny his own enthusiasm to shed some uniform blood. 

“What I gotta do?” asked Dawn and immediately Brent knew 

she was in. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that idea still 

but Vanyan was right: Dawn was exactly the sort of person they 

needed. 

“For now, go back to your bunk,” he said. “Sit tight. Try 

to sleep.” 

“And in morning,” said Vanyan. “Y’announce that yer 

makin’ fer capo.” 



# 

Going down into the bunks had been hard. Abi had always 

assumed that the day she’d been wakened terrified in the 

middle of the night and frogmarched down to a new life of 

captivity would never be topped as the worst day of her life. 

That was the day everything changed, after all, the day when 

everything she’d ever cared about or loved had been torn away 

only to be replaced with endless days of starvation and 

captivity. Surely nothing could be harder than that? 

She was wrong. As hard as going down into the bunks had 

been, it was nothing - nothing - compared with the experience 

of coming back out again. 

“She is to be bathed,” Father Estavan told her in the 

cramped confines of his vestry, his words oddly stressed as 

though part of him doubted that Abi could truly understand 

him. “Washed and bathed and - you know how to fix her wig the 

way the stylist did?” 

“Yes, Father,” Abi replied. 

“Good. That’s good. She’ll need it until her own hair 

grows through. And food - give her food. Not too much, though. 

She’s not used to rich things. There are dresses on the 

nightstand. Choose one that fits. A simple one. Nothing too 

flashy.” 

“Yes, Father.” 

“I have confessions to get to but I will be back later 

for lessons. Keep her occupied. If anyone from the Priesthood 

comes - especially anyone who claims to be from the Lord 



Abbott - let them in but under no circumstances allow them to 

see the girl until I return.” 

Abi nodded her understanding. Over the last few days, 

ever since Father Estavan had surprised her by asking if she 

would take the role of Kara’s handmaiden, Abi had grown used 

to receiving orders of this nature from Father Estavan. 

Most of his instructions went without saying - as if she 

was going to forget to feed the New Girl! - but when it came 

to his latest prodigy he was proving to be as repetitive and 

pedantic as one of those old health and safety training holos 

her brother Stuart used to study before his exams. 

“I know, Father,” she assured him in her most patient 

voice. “You said exactly the same thing to me yesterday.”  

The old priest wasn’t convinced. “Say it back to me,” he 

insisted. So Abi did - twice - until finally he was satisfied 

and left her in peace. 

The moment he was gone, Kara poked her head around the 

door. “He still here?”  

“No, you’re good.” 

“Thank Christ fer that! He was starting to do my head 

in.” Kara flounced into the room and hopped up onto the 

nightstand, heedless of how her new dress almost tore as she 

pulled her legs up from under herself. She got out a knife 

from her belt and started cleaning out her nails with its tip. 

“Do you think they have lessons in priest school for how to be 

so annoying?” 



“He’s just being careful,” Abi said as she tidied up the 

old priest’s things and stored them neatly away. Estavan had 

only instructed Abi to look after Kara but you just knew with 

someone like him that he wouldn’t think highly of those that 

didn’t pull their weight. 

One look at Father Estavan’s quarters and you could tell 

that he had been a bachelor his entire life. He had the sort 

of philosophy towards housekeeping that only came from a 

lifetime of solitude. 

Abi plucked an empty mug from off the bookcase that had a 

fascinating culture of bacteria growing in the bottom of it 

and traded its place with a book she rescued from the sink. 

“He’s obviously got a lot riding on this gambit of his. And 

besides, I’m a spook.” 

“Ex-spook,” Kara insisted, revelling in the sound of the 

pronoun. “Meaning you’re out now. Free! First spook t’ever get 

out of the bunks in… well, forever.” 

“I am,” Abi agreed. And all I had to do was betray a 

friend and abandon my family to do it. Cheap at half the price 

really.  

“And you know, that’s the damndest thing,” said Kara. 

“Because everyone knew you down in the bunks. And hey, guess 

what? Everyone knows you up here too. It’s all Leighton this, 

Abi that. Kinda takes the shine off me, don’t y’think?” 

“I saved your life,” Abi pointed out. 

“So you say. I still say you owe me.” 



It was true. To be honest, Abi was more than willing to 

do anything Kara wanted as long as it meant staying free of 

the bunks, but somehow she didn’t much care for the way Kara 

was looking at her in that moment as she fingered the knife in 

her hands. You used me, that look seemed to say. I allowed it 

because I had no choice and I like you, don’t get me wrong, 

but I won’t soon forget what you did and I won’t tolerate any 

bullshit. 

It was a very civilian way of thinking. A very unspoken 

way of thinking. But it wasn’t a noble way of thinking. 

Time then for Kara’s first lesson.  

“I owe you?” she asked. “You own me! I am your 

handmaiden. I do what’s asked of me. And right now the wise 

and venerable Father Estavan Wicks has asked me to bathe you 

before he returns. According to his instructions, are to be 

scented and dressed and I’m to weave flowers into your 

hairpiece.” 

Kara made a face. “Flowers? What for?” 

“So you’ll look nice.” 

“For what? A day? Flowers die. They go all rotten. I 

should know. There was a woman down on Geller’s who used to 

buy up dead ones from nobles so she could turn it to mulch. I 

think she might’ve distilled it too.” 

“Flowers are expensive,” Abi countered. “They require 

valuable space to grow. Space that could – and should – be 

used to grow food. Plus they die quickly, meaning you need to 

replace them regularly. On this ship there is no greater 



symbol of decadence and wealth than the flower. This ship’s 

emblem is a dandelion.” 

“I am not a ship,” said Kara. 

“It’s fashionable.”  

“I’ll never get you nobles.” 

“You don’t need to get them, just act like one. Now, 

shall we go?” 

Kara made a face. “No thanks.” She hopped down off the 

sideboard and bounded into the bathroom in three quick 

strides. “I’ll be damned the day someone starts pouring baths 

for me.” 

No, you’ll be a noble. Abi thought as she watched the 

girl’s retreat. Did I ever use to be so young? That girl was 

going to prove difficult. 

As Kara got the water running, Abi retreated into her own 

room. It was a small space: cramped, with only a single-tiered 

bunk, a wash basin and a nightstand for company, but it was 

hers, God bless it. All hers. Along with the white servant’s 

garb Father Estavan had secured for her, the baggy trousers 

tied at the ankles and the pair of plastic sandals on her feet 

(the first pair of actual footwear she’d worn in five years), 

she was starting to feel like an actual person again. 

Too bad she didn’t look like one.  

She paused by the tiny plastic mirror hanging above the 

washbasin. Her reflection stared back at her, gaunt and pale. 

“Is this me?” she wondered, watching as her reflection 

asked the question back at her. She ran a hand over the sunken 



lines of her cheeks and the bare scalp that was only just 

starting to show stubble. 

She and her reflection nodded together.  

“Yes, it is.” 

The last five years had transformed her, melting away 

every last trace of fat from her body only to replace it with 

hard lines and scars. All that remained of the Abi she 

remembered was a hard, lean husk of a woman, with bones that 

clearly showed beneath her skin and eyes that seemed too big 

in her face. Even freshly washed, her skin had a sickly pallor 

to it.  

She looked fragile, yet toughened at the same time. Like 

a piece of meat that had been boiled over and over until all 

the flavour had gone out of it and you needed a hacksaw just 

to cut it. 

She tried a smile but abandoned it quickly; it just made 

her look constipated.  

I’m ugly now, she realised and the realisation made her 

sad. Why that even mattered, Abi had no idea. She hadn’t 

looked in a mirror like this for years; surely she was beyond 

mere vanity by now? She had escaped the bunks – she had an 

easy job as a handmaiden to the future wife of the Captain. 

Any woman on this ship would be thrilled to have a life as 

easy as this. 

And yet, it did matter. 

For five years Abi had struggled and fought, the idea of 

freedom just a distant promise in the back of her mind. For 



five years she had played the game of living as best she 

could. Now, finally, she was free of that place, 17 years old 

and with all her life left to live, and all it had cost her 

was a single friendship. 

Except… 

Except I’m not free. And I never will be. For as long as 

I live, I will always be unspoken. It was marked on her skin, 

tattooed on her arm. It had soaked into her flesh down to her 

very bones. Her reflection told her so. 

This was the reason why Father Estavan had chosen all the 

duplicity when selecting Kara to marry the Captain. He had 

explained it all to Abi and Kara on the night he freed them to 

be certain they understood. The ship needed to think the 

Captain was marrying an unspoken because only that would save 

the ship. However… Abi touched her skin and shuddered. No man 

would want to lie with someone who had genuinely come from 

that place. 

It made her want to cry. 

She returned to Kara a few minutes later, helped her 

strip and lowered her gently into the bath despite her 

protests to leave her alone.  

Bath, water, soap, Kara. Simple tasks to ease an ill 

conscience. She bathed the young beauty, showing her how each 

task was performed as she did it and afterwards she dried her 

off and fixed her wig, showing her as she did so how to weave 

it into a plait like Abi had once worn in her youth and how 



the flowers held within it. No doubt the weave wasn’t in 

fashion anymore but for now it would do. 

They were easy tasks: ones in which Abi could absorb 

herself without thinking. It was strange how easily those old 

habits came back to her.  

It had been years since Abi had seen a real bath let 

alone tried to use one, yet the moment it had been poured, her 

noble upbringing had taken over, her fingers acting almost of 

their own accord through each step until Kara was bathed and 

dressed and smelling of sweet oils. 

“Do you have family?” Abi asked Kara later as she served 

her a simple plate of rice with soya protein and showed her 

how to eat it without getting sauce all over her clean 

clothes.  

Kara froze for a moment before answering. “No, of course 

not,” she said. “I’m a spook.” 

“Ex-spook,” Abi corrected. “And we both know you’re not.” 

“I thought we weren’t supposed to talk of such things.” 

“We’re not,” Abi admitted. She stared down at her plate. 

“If you’re not comfortable with it…” 

“I’ve got a family,” Kara said quickly. “Mother. Father. 

Five brothers. Two sisters. Aunts, uncles, grandparents, 

cousins… there’s nineteen of us used to live together down on 

C deck. My home.” 

“Geller’s Row?” 

“Yes.” Kara coloured. “I suppose I’ll never see them 

again. They told me I couldn’t. The uniforms. It was part of 



the deal. I mean, my family all made their peace with the 

idea. They know what I’m doing is good for the ship. And this 

way, at least they get money to live on. My dad - he’s an old 

man – almost 40. None of my family have worked in years.” She 

set down her fork and stared at Abi. “Please don’t tell 

anyone. If anyone ever finds out I’m not really a spook…” 

Abi winced at the term. She remembered a time when she’d 

found it racist. “You lived in the bunks, you’re unspoken,” 

she said. “No two ways about it.”  

“You know what I mean.” Kara looked frightened as she 

admitted. “I can’t never go looking for them can I? Far as 

they’re concerned, my family are dead now. That’s the only 

thing what makes me sad ‘bout all this. I know my family are 

out there, listening and all that. They’ll be watching the 

broadcast when I get married, I know it. Mum said she’ll be so 

proud…” 

She couldn’t get any further. One more word and suddenly 

Kara was crying, the rest of her story dissolving into a 

series of short, sharp sobs that dribbled wetly down her face 

and dripped into her rice. Abi sat next to her, her arm around 

the new girl as she sobbed out her loneliness into her 

shoulder.  

Abi tried to remember what she was supposed to do when 

someone was sad. It had been so long since she’d been called 

upon to be sympathetic that, like with the bath, it took her a 

while to remember.  



“I’m sorry,” she said at length. “I shouldn’t have 

asked.” 

“Promise you won’t tell anyone. Promise!” 

“I promise.” 

Kara blew her nose and stared back down at her plate, a 

single wrinkle marring her otherwise perfect forehead like a 

crease on a freshly ironed table cloth. She pushed the simple 

food around her plate uneaten. “You’re a really lousy cook, 

you know.” 

It was true. “Never had much need to learn until now. It 

won’t kill you.” 

“Father Estavan’s a pretty bad cook too. Wish I were 

allowed to cook something. Or my mum. Man, she could do some 

magic. You wouldn’t believe what she could do with a couple of 

vegetables and some oil.” Sighing, Kara abandoned the rest of 

her meal and pushed it away unfinished. “Father Estavan’s a 

good man… But they never said I’d be taking his name. Kara 

Wicks.” She tasted the name on her tongue. “Feels dishonest.” 

“There’s dishonesty and there’s dishonesty,” Abi told 

her. “Trust me, that’s a small lie in the grand scheme of 

things.” 

“And what about you?” Kara asked. “Your family?” 

“They’re unspoken,” she insisted. “They’re in there and 

we’re out here. And that’s just the way of things.”  

I’m sorry Dawn, she thought as if that one word would 

ever be enough. I’m sorry I couldn’t be who you wanted me to 

be at the end. 



After dinner, Abi showed Kara how to apply and remove 

makeup. Father Estavan was too humble a man to think of 

telling her to do such a thing, but it was a skill Kara would 

need one day and luckily she was a quick learner. They spoke 

guttural predominantly, but here and there Abi interjected a 

question in High English to make sure the girl was paying 

attention. To her credit, she almost always was. 

“Thank you,” said Kara when she was done. She seemed 

oddly shy as she stared at the perfect beauty that was her 

face in the mirror and then at Abi beside her.  

Wig versus no wig. Makeup versus haggard skin. Servant 

garb versus freshly tailored polyester dress. You could almost 

see the realisation coming to Kara that this was the new 

status quo. Down in the bunks, Abi and Dawn had kept her alive 

but out here, she was the master. 

“I’m… I… I own you,” Kara said. 

“Yes.” 

“I shouldn’t’ve said those mean things to you earlier,” 

Kara said, embarrassed. “I really am glad you’re here you 

know.” 

“Me too,” Abi lied. 

“You saved my life. I’m grateful.” 

Abi could think of nothing to say. An awkward moment 

stretched between the two of them until Kara suddenly cleared 

her throat and said, “I should probably be going. The Father 

wants me to start reading the bible soon. I won’t actually be 

reading it, of course, just following along as he reads, but 



still: to read.” She looked perplexed at the very idea of it. 

“Can you read, Abi?” 

“Yes.” Yet another difference between them. She changed 

the subject. “I’ll be here when you return.” 

“You should go see your family,” Kara insisted. She 

blinked up at Abi and smiled warmly. There was nothing 

constipated-looking about that smile, just perfect round lips 

like a flower blooming on her face to match the ones woven in 

her hair. “You have a few hours free: it’s what I’d do. If I 

could.” 

“I already told you, they’re…” 

“See them,” Kara insisted, slipping into High English 

just for emphasis. “Abi, listen, I can’t see my family and it 

tears at me. You should at least try. And that’s an order.” 

Abi couldn’t help but smile at that. “An order? Really?” 

“Really,” Kara said. “And then… maybe. On the way back, 

if it’s not out of your way. Maybe you could look in on my 

family too? Slip them a message? Let ‘em know I’m alright. 

It’s not quite a lie if you do it, right?” 

Oh Kara, she thought. You make things so difficult. 

Abi walked over to the intercom and buzzed it once. 

A moment later, one of the guards assigned to look after 

them appeared in the room: a buck-toothed security officer who 

bore the rank of Lieutenant on his arm. His voice was 

deferential as he addressed the two of them, though you could 

see in his eyes that this was one of those uniforms that 



didn’t much care for being bossed around by unspoken, ex or 

not. 

“You called?” he said and his eyes burned with 

resentment. 

“Yes,” said Abi. “My lady has something she wishes to 

say. Kara?” 

Kara baulked. “Abi no!” she hissed. “I can’t!” 

“Relax,” she replied, lower than a whisper. “You need to 

be bold, my Lady.” She turned back to the guard. “Her ladyship 

wishes to convey a message to some of her old acquaintances in 

the bunks and asked whether I might be allowed to deliver it 

on her behalf?” 

The guard’s brow furrowed, whether in anger or just in 

confusion Abi couldn’t tell. Likely he was simply annoyed that 

a spook knew more High English than he did.  

“You only just left there… and you want to go back?” he 

translated. 

“That’s the idea.” 

“I can pass on a message.” 

“I’m sure you can. But my lady has requested that I 

deliver it personally.” 

“’As she now?” He folded his arms. 

“She has,” Abi insisted. “We can always go to Father 

Estavan to confirm it if you like? We’ll tell him how you 

refused to do what we asked even though seeing to our every 

need is your soul responsibility here and without that duty, 

there isn’t much need for keeping you around…” 



The guard’s eyes narrowed. “Now wait just a damned sec, I 

didn’t refuse nothing!” 

Tick tock, uniform. Abi just smiled her most constipated 

smile and waited until, flustered, the guard turned to Kara 

and asked her, “This correct m’Lady? You want Yellow here to 

go down to bunks for you?” 

Yellow, that’s a new one. 

“Uh, y-yes,” Kara replied, her skin flushing scarlet as 

she stumbled over High English words that she’d only just 

perfected. “That is, yes please. If it is not being too much 

of trouble.” 

“Trouble is to you,” the guard replied with a sneer. 

“Spooks are a bad lot at the best of times. You don’t want one 

ordering you about.” This with a hard look at Abi. 

Fuck off and die you prick. Her smile never faltered for 

a second. 

The next thing Abi knew, she found herself once more down 

in the bunks, standing by the ghetto fence as she stared out 

at the fields of beds before her. It was strange feeling 

seeing it all from this side of the fence. She knew this place 

like the back of her hand and yet it suddenly seemed so small 

to her, the people inside so listless and dull. Was it 

possible that a good night’s sleep and a couple of square 

meals was all it took to make you a stranger to this place? 

Was hardship a language you needed to speak in order to 

understand this place?  



The security officer laughed at her expression. “Now you 

know how we feel,” he muttered. He strode up to the guard on 

gate duty and tapped out his request. “Need to see a spook fer 

some face time. I know it’s strange but the order’s from ‘igh 

up unfortunately. Name’s Leighton, Brent. Number…” He looked 

expectantly at Abi. 

“L-727511,” she said, the number spilling easily from her 

memory. It was just her own number with a different end digit 

after all, and hers was tattooed to her left forearm. 

The guard made a note, stood up with all the hurry of a 

star forming from interstellar dust and barked out the details 

into the loudspeaker. 

“Inmate Leighton, Brent,” he said. He read off the 

number. “Report to gate five immediately.” He repeated the 

message twice then sat back in his booth again, his job done 

and Abi forgotten.  

Abi waited ten minutes. Then 15. Then 20. The buck-

toothed guard fidgeted beside her. “Please, just five more 

minutes,” she begged him. “He’s coming, I know it.” 

But he never came. It was the same story when she called 

for her father and for Dawn and even her call for Vanyan was 

met with silence, though she didn’t have the guy’s number and 

she wasn’t entirely sure if she wanted to see him anyway. 

After that, the guard had had enough.  

“Alright now, yer’ve done yer chore. You should know by 

now, spooks almost never respond t’us officers when we call 

‘em like this. They’re too fuckin’ lazy.” 



No, they’re just scared what you’ll do to them if they 

come. 

“Might be they’re all dead anyway,” his colleague added 

as though that were supposed to be some kind of comfort. “Lot 

of reshuffling going on right now. Who was your brother’s 

capo?” 

“The Mongrel,” she told him. 

“Nasty piece o’work that one,” the officer said. “Always 

‘aving problems with ‘is lot.” 

“Best to just be shot of it all,” the buck-toothed guard 

agreed. “Fresh start for you, like.” 

“Right.” Abi forced herself not to look back as she 

walked away from that place for the second time in two days, 

this time for good. This is my past now, she told herself, 

willing the words to be true in her mind. I’m out. Free. 

Whatever happens, things can only improve from here. 

They were halfway back to Father Estavan’s quarters when 

the guard suddenly stopped Abi and pushed her back against the 

wall. They were far from the mag station and the corridors 

were empty in this part of the ship so there was no one around 

to see them as the guard pinned her back and grinned at her 

expression.  

“I’m on to you,” he told her, his eyes hot with malice. 

“I’m aware of it. You’re making it hard to breathe.”  

“Don’t think I don’t see yer game. All you fuckin’ exiles 

are the same.” He spat in her face. “Nothin’.” 



Abi wiped his spittle off her face and nodded at him 

pleasantly. “You’re probably right. Is that all?” 

“No it ain’t fucking all. Don’t you ever think o’bossing 

me around like y’did back there again, y’hear? I do what 

Estavan says and I do what that pretty slut he’s livin’ with 

says an’all, but that’s where it stops. Geddit?” 

“Fuck you,” said Abi. 

“I could kill you in a blink and no one would fuckin’ 

care.” 

“So do it.” 

“Y’ain’t worth it. But hey, mayhaps there is some’in’ yer 

good for. I got an itch slut. I want you to scratch it.” 

“They have ointments for that.” 

The guard snarled and pressed her further into the wall. 

His forearm was so tight against her throat it was getting 

hard to breathe. “Get on your knees,” he insisted, his words 

separated like he were talking to a child. “Y’might think yer 

some big ‘otshot but I know what you are.” 

He fiddled with his trousers as he spoke and a moment 

later his penis flopped free, swollen and fat like some sort 

of oversized maggot. 

Abi felt nauseous as she stared down at it. “Right here?” 

she asked. 

The guard just grinned. “Best you learn your place proper 

like.” 

And so it was that Abigail Leighton, daughter of the once 

proud House Leighton, ex-unspoken and handmaid to the 



Captain’s soon-to-be fiancé, found herself down on her knees 

degrading herself on a stranger. It wasn’t the first time 

she’d been forced to do such an act yet somehow she hoped this 

sort of thing was behind her. 

As soon as the guard was spent - and mercifully he didn’t 

last long - the guard dragged Abi to her feet and pinched her 

lips shut as she tried to spit out his seed. Half of it ended 

up dribbling down her chin and over his hand; he wiped it off 

on her shirt. 

“That were shit,” he told her. “Be grateful I’m planning 

on giving ye lots o’practice over the next few weeks or I’d 

‘ave you tossed back in the bunks on fuckin’ principle.” He 

released her, but not before taking the opportunity to paw at 

her non-existent breasts. 

“Now fuck off back to that spook slut you call a 

mistress. I’m sure you can find yer own way back from ‘ere.” 

# 

Abi barely made it back to her room before breaking down 

into tears. 

It was the first she’d cried in years - she’d all but 

forgotten what it felt like - but her body seemed determined 

to make up for lost time. 

She cried until she felt her bed would surely float away; 

cried until her cheeks ached and her throat was raw; cried 

until she had nothing left inside her and her eyes were red 

and gummy as she dry heaved into her pillow. 



She cried for everything she’d lost - for Dawn and the 

brother she’d abandoned. For her father who she’d never got 

the chance to say goodbye to. 

She cried for everything she’d gained. 

Slowly, the tears left her and Abi found herself alone 

once more with only the silence and a wet pillow for company, 

a hollowness inside her that she’d never before realised was 

there. 

It’s too quiet in here, she thought as her gaze wandered 

the room. Why did it have to be so quiet? Dawn would have 

known what to do. She would have laughed at Abi’s tears and 

pulled her to her feet. She would have hit her, kissed her, 

scolded her, made love to her. At the very least she would 

have been there for her. 

Where was Abi when she was needed?  

“I got out,” she told the darkness. “That was the goal, 

right? That’s all that matters.” 

So why did she feel so sad? 

She cleaned her shift in the washbasin, rinsing the 

guard’s cum out of cloth before it had a chance to dry. It was 

her only dress, a gift from Father Estavan when he took her 

into his service, and she didn’t want to ruin it on her second 

day. 

She tried to avoid her reflection in the mirror as she 

worked, but she saw it just the same. And with the reflection 

came the scar.  



She fingered it at the mirror, marvelling at its twisted 

shape, the hard feel of badly knitted flesh under her fingers 

that she knew ran down deep into the muscle. It still itched 

her sometimes; on cold days it even hurt. How was it possible 

that a mistake five years past still caused her so much pain?  

There was a sound in the doorway behind her.  

“Oh, forgive me I-I didn’t…” Father Estavan threw his 

hands over his eyes and backed away. He must have entered 

without knocking. “I’ll come back later.” 

“It’s okay, Father,” Abi replied. She pulled her shift 

back over her head and turned to face him. “I was just about 

finished here anyway.” 

Father Estavan seemed about to say something, then 

thought better of it. He opened his mouth; closed it.  

“I’m sorry,” he said at length. 

“It’s okay, Father, I just said…” 

“I’m sorry for what you must have gone through to get 

that… Scar,” he added, almost a whisper. 

Abi felt herself stiffen at the words. “You weren’t meant 

to see that.” 

“It must have hurt,” he observed, taking a cautious step 

into the room. 

She sighed. “It nearly killed me.” 

“May I?” He stepped forward again. When she hesitated, he 

added, “You know I’m sworn to secrecy in such matters.” 

She relented and suddenly the priest’s hands were upon 

her, coarse and hard yet strangely gentle as he lifted up her 



dress and ran his hand along the flat of her belly. She winced 

as he pressed at the puckered bit around the belly button 

where the knife had gone in and he pulled his hand quickly 

away. 

For a moment Abi was reminded of a another pair of hands 

that had touched her there long ago. She’d begged that guard 

not to, but that had only seemed to make him more excited. 

He’d hit her; hurt her. That was back in the days before she’d 

just learned to go along with whatever uniforms wanted. And 

that pain was nothing compared with that which had followed a 

few months later. 

Estavan tutted as he touched the wound. “This was badly 

done,” he said. 

“It was all I could afford at the time.” She pulled away 

to get her dress back into order. It was sodden and crumpled 

from the day’s use, but no longer cum-stained thank God.  

They were both silent for a time. 

“I don’t know who the father was,” she confessed at 

length. “Really it could have been any one of a hundred.”   

“So many?” Father Estavan looked shocked.  

Abi shrugged. It was the first time she’d ever spoken so 

frankly about it with anyone, especially a man of God; it made 

her feel queer. “Don’t be surprised. I was young back then. 

More attractive than I am now. Plus I had a name. I was… 

popular with the guards for a time.” 



Estavan’s expression was unreadable in that dark face of 

his. She turned away. “I know what it feels like to have a 

baby inside you. To feel it living and growing and…”  

“Die?” he finished. 

“Yes.” Ectopic pregnancy, they called it. The midwife 

who’d cut the foetus out of her hadn’t even known the term. 

She’d charged over a month’s rations just for the clean linen 

and the sutures and Abi had almost died of blood-loss even 

then, especially when she was kicked out of the recovery ward 

two days later to make room for newcomers.  

Then the infection had started. Even thinking about the 

weeks of agony that followed was enough to bring a twinge of 

pain from her side. “Dawn saved me,” she remembered, rubbing 

at the scar absently. 

“Your friend?”  

“I didn’t even know her back then. She owed me nothing 

and everyone knew I was an outcast so they all hated me on 

principle. But she… didn’t. She found people who could help 

me. I had no money.” 

She’d run a fever for weeks after that while stranger 

after stranger poked at her wound, shook their heads and 

demanded their fees all the same. There were poultices and 

endemics and crude homemade medicines she were fairly sure 

were just watered down urine. When it was finally over, she 

was ten kilos lighter and had a scar on her belly to remind 

her of what she’d been through, but she was alive, barely.  



“I’m barren now,” she confessed. Her stomach fluttered at 

the word. “It doesn’t matter, I guess. I never could have 

loved him anyway.” 

“The child was a boy?” 

“I think so. It’s hard to say. They let me hold him after 

they cut him out, but he was so small I could balance him on a 

finger. I guess he’ll be in purgatory now.” 

Estavan clearly didn’t seem to know what to say. “I’m 

sorry,” he said again. 

“Why? You weren’t the one that raped me.” 

“Even so…” 

“Your apologies won’t make me fertile again, Father. 

What’s done is done.” She sighed. “Christ, but I never knew it 

would be so hard leaving the bunks.” 

“Kara seems to be managing just fine,” he pointed out. 

“Aye but…” She’s not a spook, she wanted to say but the 

words caught in her throat. Father Estavan looked her in the 

eyes and nodded once. That’s right, the nod said in a way 

words never could. We never stop pretending.  

“Then maybe she just wants it more,” Abi said instead. 

“Marrying the Captain: it gives you something to shoot for. 

Goals are important, I’ve always found.” 

“There is some truth in that,” Father Estavan admitted. 

“Forgive me, I guess I’m still shocked by what you’ve told me 

today. Those officers should never have acted in such a way.” 



“Yet they did,” she replied. “And no doubt some are still 

doing it. I couldn’t tell you who they were: all I ever saw 

was the uniform.”  

A wry smile forced its way from her lips. “It’s strange: 

I was punished for something that my father supposedly did and 

those men carried out that punishment. No doubt they got 

promotions for it and medals and were told what good jobs they 

did. I guess I just find myself wondering sometimes… where 

does sin stop and the duty begin? The officers have a duty to 

keep the unspoken in line. We unspoken have a duty to live. 

Someone, somewhere has to give. If an officer beats us to keep 

us in line, is that sin? If an unspoken steals to keep herself 

alive, is that sin? What, ultimately, is sin when every choice 

is the wrong one?” 

Father Estavan bowed his head under the onslaught of 

questions. “I don’t know the answer to this, my child. Men 

have spent their entire lives trying to answer such things. 

But I do know that things are rarely as black and white as 

they seem. Nor as clear cut as some would like to pretend.”  

Suddenly, Father Estavan snapped from his thoughts and 

stared at Abi in shock. “Why?” he asked. “Have you ever stolen 

a loaf of bread?” 

She couldn’t help but laugh. “I think I may have even 

killed for less. There’s blood on the hands of every unspoken, 

Father. It’s all part of our duty to stay alive. But then duty 

gives way to habit and habit to desire. You push the limits 

just to see how far you can go and the next thing you know, 



you’re not even thinking of it as theft anymore. Just an 

extension of your duty as a spook and your right as a person 

to exist.”  

She gestured to the other room, where Kara was no doubt 

still working at her letters. “You think that girl out there 

is any different? If we’re alive now, it’s because we thought 

faster than anyone else. Stealing, killing, sexual favours: 

it’s all fair game for them that want to live badly enough.” 

The old priest looked so embarrassed by her words that 

Abi almost felt bad for him. “Kara’s womanhood is…” 

“Not needed when you’ve got a perfectly good mouth, 

Father. Trust me, I know. And if it keeps you alive for one 

more day, I don’t think there’s a person down in the bunks 

that would blink at the moral implications of it. Morality is 

a luxury only the rich can afford. When you have everything 

you need, you make these little rules for yourself and strut 

around like you’re walking Sainthood itself. But down in the 

bunks…?” She left the rest unsaid. 

Estavan twitched his robes tighter around himself and 

paced away from her bed. The room was small and there wasn’t 

anywhere for him to go, but the space between them seemed to 

yawn suddenly like the gaps between stars.  

I’ve shocked him, Abi realised with just the slightest 

twist of pleasure in her scar. She had no idea such a thing 

was possible. 

“Men will be men,” Estavan muttered to himself as he 

gripped the side of her wash basin. Then, turning, he added, 



“It’s true the Captain cannot marry a sinner. Call Kara here: 

I will hear your confessions.” 

So it was that Kara and Abi gathered together in that 

tiny room and there on the rug by the wash basin, Father 

Estavan listened to their sins and absolved them with all the 

authority of his position. 

“For your transgressions,” he told them. “Wear sackcloth 

and eat nothing but bread and water for five days.” 

Abi laughed at that. “Father,” she said. “I’ve been 

eating nothing but bread and water for five years.” 

He smiled. “Then you are fortunate, child, that you can 

treat your punishment as a reward. But now I must be off. I 

have prayers to attend to.” 

“Again?” Kara asked in halting High English. “But you 

only finish now.”  

“Such is my duty,” he told her, a sad echo of a smile 

ghosting across his lips. “And my penance. For overstepping my 

authority to save a man I love. But worry not. I, too, wear 

this punishment as a reward.” 

Abi and Kara climbed to their feet, the ceremony over, 

and though Abi wasn’t sure how much of the scripture she still 

believed in, she couldn’t help but feel somehow cleaner for 

the blessing. 

I’m becoming civilized again. Maybe there’s hope for me 

after all. 

“I will think on what you have told me today, child,” 

Estavan promised as she helped him to his feet. “But for what 



it’s worth, I am glad that God has brought you to us. With all 

the pressures from the Lord Abbott and the Captain… well, I 

doubt I could be doing any of this without you.” 

“Thank you, Father,” Abi said. She felt oddly touched by 

his words. 

Estavan smiled and touched her cheek with his coarse, 

warm hands. “God go with you, my child,” he said. 

 


