
CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

THE RULES WE LIVE BY 

# 

Kara was starting to piss Abi off. 

“Goddamn shitting bollocking fuck!”  

Her third hissy fit in less than an hour and this time it 

was a fork flying its way across the room to clatter against 

the far wall, a matching knife close behind. “This is too 

Goddamned hard!” 

Abi sighed and picked them up. She walked over to where 

Kara was sitting, arms folded and lips pouting, a fake dinner 

laid out in front of her as it had been for most of that 

morning, and set them down beside her. 

“Again,” she commanded. 

“Fuck off!” 

Well, at least her swearing was improving. 

“Kara… we’ve spoken about your language before.” 

“Kara we’ve spoken about your language before,” she 

mimicked. She threw herself back in her chair, arms crossed 

against her chest like some sort of human safety harness. She 

glared at the empty dishes before her, as though trying to 

will them into non-existence. 

“I know you’re frustrated but you need to practice! 

Taking your anger out on the cutlery is not the way to do it.” 

“It feels good.” 

“It doesn’t become you.” 



“I just don’t see the point! Left, right, napkin, cup, 

what does it matter?” 

“That’s a good question,” Abi said with just the 

slightest hint of sarcasm. “Why don’t you ask the Captain and 

see what he says?”  

She tapped the fork pointedly and considered it a small 

victory when Kara didn’t simply snatch the thing up and fling 

it straight back across the room again.  

“In the meantime, let’s go over this again, shall we? The 

knife goes in the right hand, the fork in the left. Spear with 

the fork, cut with the knife. Never mix your food. Never have 

more than one type of food on your fork at a time. Never use 

the same fork for meat that you use for vegetables. Vegetables 

are cheap; meat is expensive. Mixing them together diminishes 

the value of the later. Never rest your cutlery on the side of 

the plate except to indicate a desire for more. Put the food 

in your mouth and chew with the mouth closed. Do not let your 

lips make contact with the fork. Chew no fewer than 10 times 

and no more than 30. Under no circumstances talk while 

eating.” 

Rules she had known her whole life.  

“This is stupid,” Kara muttered as she stared sullenly at 

the table. “Father Estavan said my High English is improving.” 

“It is,” Abi confirmed. 

“I’m learning to read now.”  

“You are.”  

“I can use holos!” 



“You can.” 

“I’ve got three dresses. A nice wig made up special ‘til 

my hair grows in. You said it looks nice.” 

“I did.” 

“I’m not a spook no more!” 

“No,” Abi agreed. “You’re not.” And neither am I. Therein 

lies the problem.  

There wasn’t a day that went by that Abi wasn’t trying to 

figure out just where she fit into this strange little niche 

she had found for herself. She wasn’t rich like a merchant or 

powerful like a uniform. She had no rights like a civilian; 

she barely had a home. She had abandoned her best friend just 

to get the chance to be here and she would likely never see 

her family again. 

Most people, if they bothered to notice her at all, saw 

only the frail physique, bald head and number tattooed on her 

arm and shunned her as a spook. The few who bothered to look 

closer saw her only as ‘that Leighton girl’, a curiosity who 

had once been someone important, now shamed and outcast to the 

brink of society. She did nothing but remind such people how 

fragile their own powerbase really was. No one liked being 

around such reminders. 

She was trapped between those two realities as surely as 

an iron filing caught between two magnetic fields… 

And yet, somehow, it was she who was standing in Father 

Estavan’s rooms day after day teaching the future wife of the 

Captain how to eat peas without making a fool of herself. 



Somehow she had gone from being the asshole of society to 

having one of the most important jobs on the ship and she 

still had no idea, really, how it had happened.  

Her ignorance frustrated her. It certainly frustrated 

Kara.  

Gathering together the last of her patience, Abi turned 

Kara back to the imaginary meal, corrected her posture with a 

hand, pushed her closer to the table and commanded, “Show me 

again.” 

“Right hand knife,” Kara said. She snatched it up and 

shook it in her fist. “Fork in left.” 

“The left,” Abi corrected. “Remember your articles. And 

don’t grip the knife so hard. You’re not planning on stabbing 

anyone with it.”  

I hope.  

“I hate this bullshit. Why can’t we just use our fingers 

like normal folk?” 

“Because you’re not normal folk anymore, Kara. Or at 

least you won’t be if you impress the Captain enough. Now do 

it again. And this time no excuses.” 

She watched as Kara fumbled away with her dinnerware, 

hacking at the air above her plate with all the grace of a 

butcher carving meat.  

Kara cursed, she complained, she berated Abi and swore at 

her own incompetence. But she never gave up.  

That much, at least, Abi could respect her for. 

# 



Day by day, people came to Father Estavan’s quarters 

bearing gifts for Kara. The wedding between her and the 

Captain wasn’t official yet, of course, but word had got out 

all the same and the noble families were all quick to try and 

turn the situation to their favour.  

Women who came to Kara offering their services as fully-

paid servants. Seamstresses and artisans plying their wares 

came with colour swatches and bolts of cloth, plates of fine 

delicacies and lists of hymns she might consider for the 

wedding. 

One offered to teach Kara how to play an instrument, 

offering her a beautiful flute made of solid silver alloy as a 

gift on behalf of the Belfray family. The Lawson’s sent a 

physic to her to take readings and administer injections. He 

left only after prescribing Kara such a cocktail of vitamins 

that most of her meals for the next few weeks were likely to 

come in tablet form. 

“Thank you. You are all most kind,” Kara said so many 

times that the words almost began to sound natural. “Your 

friendship means a lot to me.” 

Through it all, Abi laboured away in her own little 

corner of the ship, her days long and full of chores. She 

delivered messages, fetched things for her mistress, took care 

of her clothes and kept her company when she was lonely. She 

poured baths, fixed meals, hemmed dresses and taught. 

Her nights were harder. It was always too quiet in her 

room, the darkness too absolute. Sometimes, Abi would wake in 



the middle of the night, tears leaking down her cheeks and her 

heart light with a feeling of terror she couldn’t explain.  

Often she couldn’t sleep at all. She would lie awake, 

half convinced that a bunch of uniforms were standing on the 

other side of the door just waiting for her to close her eyes 

so they could burst in and rape her. 

It was all so stupid, of course: hadn’t Abi lived half a 

decade in the bunks? Surely if any place was worth feeling 

scared in, it was there? 

But in the bunks I had Dawn. Here I have no one. 

“Stop it,” she told herself in those sleepless, early 

hours. “Those days are over now. Stop thinking in terms of 

black and white like a spook. Remember the grey. That’s you 

now.” 

There was certainly enough grey in her life. 

Grey mornings of ritual, grey lessons with Kara and grey 

prayers from Father Estavan. She fixed grey meals in the 

afternoon and, if she found a few free moments amid the grey 

hours, sometimes she would slip away to the grey parts of the 

ship where Kara’s family lived in the sort of grey squalor 

that was common among the inner decks. There she passed on 

Kara’s grey words of heart-felt love and dutifully returned 

their own grey replies to Kara in the evening. 

They were a huge family - 19 of them in all spread across 

three generations living in a space designed for just four - 

and even with the extra money they’d received by sacrificing 



their little Kara to Father Estavan’s plot, times were 

obviously still hard for them. 

At first they were hostile towards Abi. They’d been paid 

to keep quiet about their daughter’s disappearance, after all 

and they didn’t take kindly to the sight of Abi – clearly some 

sort of escaped spook – coming to them with her questions. Who 

knew what she wanted from them? 

As soon as they discovered who Abi was, though, they 

welcomed her in and shared what little they had with her. They 

listened to her stories with rapt attention and beamed at one 

another with pride when they heard how cultured their little 

Kara was getting. 

“Proper manners an’ ‘igh English too! I told you that 

girl were made fer special things!” said her mother, a 

matronly woman who looked the spitting image of her daughter 

just with 20 more years and twice the waistline. 

“You say she’s eating wi’ real knives and forks and 

everything?” said her father, his prideful smile almost hidden 

inside the messy thatch of a beard he wore over the lower half 

of his face. 

“Pretty much,” said Abi. “She’s getting better every 

day.” 

“Well I never,” said her mother. “T’think one o’ah’s is a 

noble.” 

Kara’s father was a labourer by trade but was apparently 

finding it hard to find work. Like many on the ship these days 

he spent most of his days pacing the corridors outside the job 



offices, standing in food lines waiting for the day’s rations 

to be doled out and using his free hours to get drunk and 

start protests with his friends. 

Abi asked him about that once. “You know there’s a food 

crisis on this ship?” she said. “Word is, the farms aren’t 

getting enough labourers. Surely there should be work for you 

and yours?” 

“Yer’d think so, aye,” he replied, his voice rough with 

years of oil smoke. “But it costs more t’ire us on than spooks 

and those uniforms ain’t int’rested in payin’ us decent wages 

like. Not when they can get spooks fer free.” 

“Damn right,” said Kara’s older brother, a tall gangly 

young man with a shaved head and an earring who always seemed 

to be staring at Abi in a way that made her uncomfortable. 

“But they’ll cave event’ly like. When uniforms get desp’rate 

enough, they’ll ‘ave no choice but t’ire us civs on again.”  

“That’s why we ‘ave to be out in corridors each day, 

like,” said the father. “We got t’make an impression so we do. 

Gotta seem keen, like. All we need is time and a bi’o luck.” 

“What we need’s a be’er Captain,” the brother corrected 

and spat to one side.  

Abi gasped. In any other place, at any other time, such a 

bold statement would have been taken as treason and ended only 

with the speaker either having his tongue torn out or with him 

being thrown into the bunks. By the casual way the rest of the 

family were nodding at the brother’s words, however, Abi 

guessed such blasphemies were common around here. 



Interesting. 

“What we need is someone who’ll listen t’us normal folk 

again,” he added, looking round at everyone as they nodded and 

muttered “aye” until someone else pointed out that, well, 

little Kara was going to marry the Captain soon and she would 

see him doing the right thing if no one else would. 

“Might be that men control ship, but it’s us women that 

control men,” her mother confided to Abi. “She’ll set ‘im on 

right path, yer’ll see.” 

They were kind people for all their bitterness and 

obvious suffering. It was they who first suggested Abi try 

hiding her unspoken past if she wanted to fit in more. 

They gave her some loose-fitting metal bangles to cover 

the tattoo on her arm and Kara’s mother sewed a pair of white 

drawstring trousers for her in the style some civilians wore, 

with a matching sleeveless top and black kamizelka. A blonde 

wig was found for her and adjusted to fit her head. By the end 

of Abi’s fifth visit, she was starting to look like a real 

person again. 

After a month of visiting, Kara was able to write out the 

letters to her family herself. Abi read those simple notes to 

the family as they sat raptly attentive around her and then 

wrote out their own replies for Kara to read later. 

It was good practice and Kara enjoyed it. For all the 

social climbing the girl had been doing lately, she was still 

oddly attached to her roots. 

Then there was Nathan Hathaway, the Master-at-Arms. 



Of all the uniforms, it was he who seemed to hang around 

Father Estavan’s quarters the most. Every time Abi returned 

from one of her visits to Kara’s family, there he would be: 

standing next to Kara, all freshly-starched uniform with the 

bands of Lieutenant Commander on the sleeves and smug 

handsomeness. His smile was wide and his hair fashionably 

tousled. He chatted with the young bride-to-be and told her 

how beautiful she was. 

He was exactly the sort of man Abi would have found 

attractive once upon a time, meaning he now utterly repulsed 

her. She had seen this man lose his temper down in the bunks. 

She had seem him tear a woman out of her home and beat her 

senseless simply because she didn’t know the answer to a 

question. 

Yet day after day, there he was, joking with Kara as she 

showed off her latest acquisitions. One time, Abi returned 

from seeing Kara’s family to find him performing a magic trick 

- a sleight of hand that made a handkerchief appear to vanish 

from his pocket and then reappear under Kara’s hairpiece. Kara 

applauded with joy at the move. He grinned and complemented 

her laugh. 

“Such a soft, delicate laugh, my Lady. I swear you grow 

more civilised by the day.” 

It made Abi want to vomit. “Excuse me, my Lady,” she 

said, for no reason other than to make herself known. “Is 

Father Estavan around?” 



As one, they turned to look at her. One was standing, the 

other seated. One was in uniform, the other a dress. Yet in 

that moment, both seemed equally noble and both dismissed Abi 

with a look. 

Kara looked away and started fanning herself with her 

latest toy: a folding fan with an image of a dandelion 

embroidered on its surface. “You are seeing him here?” she 

asked in broken High English. 

“No, my Lady. I just wondered if…” 

“You should not to interpret – uh, interrupt,” Kara said 

with just the slightest sideways glance to see if Abi had 

heard her mistake. “Go. I will call if I will be needing you.” 

Abi curtsied in reply. 

“Very well,” she said before fishing the latest letter 

from Kara’s family out of her pouch and setting it down on the 

sideboard. “I’ll just leave this here then, shall I? Until 

you’re ready to read it.” 

Until you’re ready to ask for my help reading it, more 

like. Spoiled bitch. 

Kara eyed the letter hungrily for a moment, but a quick 

look at Commander Hathaway and she was pulling her gaze away 

once more, haughty indignation returning as easily as fanning 

her face. “Good,” she said. “Now please to go away. I am 

having important things to be doing.”  

As Abi walked away, she heard Commander Hathaway 

muttering, “That was very well handled, my Lady Kara. I see 



you have quite the common touch,” and Kara’s soft swoons in 

response. 

The Lady Kara. It was in that moment, standing in the 

room next door, Kara’s words of dismissal still ringing in her 

ears, that Abi realised: “That girl has outgrown me.”  

Soon, she would have learned everything Abi could teach 

her. Soon, if it hadn’t passed already, all the goodwill Abi 

had gained by saving Kara’s life would be forgotten. The girl 

would be wanting a clean break from her past; she’d be wanting 

a servant who didn’t know the truth about her origins. 

It was strange how frightened Abi felt at that idea. Kara 

was her only lifeline in this place – without her she had 

nothing. And yet, Abi had been so focused on trying to make 

Kara pass for a noble that she hadn’t realised until now that 

a noble was exactly what she had created. 

She stood in that room for some time afterwards, 

listening to the conversation next door. Father Estavan 

returned a short time later, and predictably the Chief of 

Security Commander Paul Rutherford was with him.  

“I assure you Father,” Commander Rutherford was saying 

between puffs on his oil pipe. “This is all of the utmost 

importance. We don’t want the Lady Kara to be presented to the 

Captain unprepared, do we?” 

“But the expense…” 

“Will be covered by my department, I assure you.”  



“That’s…” There was just the briefest moment of doubt in 

Father Estavan’s voice. “You have room in your budget for such 

a thing?” 

“Let me worry about matters of finance, Father.”  

“What is happening?” Kara asked.  

“It seems you are to get new servants, Kara,” said Father 

Estavan. “Paid for in full by Commander Rutherford here.” 

“And House Hathaway,” Commander Hathaway corrected in a 

voice so arrogant, Abi could practically hear his smile. 

“Not just servants either,” said Commander Rutherford. 

“Real quarters befitting a woman of this girl’s station. 

Seamstresses, cooks, cleaners, doctors… a veritable menagerie 

of hired hands. It’s long overdue.” 

“Yes, it is,” Kara agreed. “And you are say that you will 

to give this for free?” 

“For free,” Rutherford agreed. 

“But why?” Kara asked. A sensible question. At least the 

girl hadn’t lost all of her wits along with those new toys of 

hers. 

“Why?” repeated Rutherford with a chuckle. “Why because a 

happy Captain is a happy ship, surely you can understand that! 

It’s the very reason why we’re doing this. As soon as this 

announcement is made official, we’ll all be positively 

swimming in goodwill. The bunks will be so co-operative the 

unspoken will practically be begging us to find work for them 

all. The food crisis will be over in less than a cycle and the 

civilians will finally be able to return from the food lines 



with more than just hungry bellies and bitter words. And we 

will have you to thank for that. You look radiant today, my 

Lady.” 

Kara giggled and told him he was embarrassing her. She 

didn’t, however, tell him to stop. 

Abi looked away, frowning. She tried to imagine the bunks 

being told of the Captain’s marriage and their reaction to the 

news. Somehow she couldn’t see it making a difference. 

Kara’s family seemed to think this marriage would help. 

The uniforms seemed to be pinning a lot of hope on it too. 

“But it won’t help,” she told herself. “It won’t change a 

damned thing.” 

Dawn would have laughed to hear those fools next door. In 

her mind’s eye, she could almost picture her friend sitting on 

the counter in front of her, her right leg tucked underneath 

herself, her left leg dangling into space. She was grinning at 

Abi, rolling her eyes at the performance. 

“It won’t change a damned thing,” she agreed. 

“Things were on a knife edge for so long down there. All 

those random inspections, the reduced ration, the culls…” 

“More,” the ghost Dawn replied as she tossed her head 

back. “Like Brent said, it’s like they were delib’rately 

keeping us pissed off. Now suddenly the Captain’s getting 

married to one o’us and… what? We’re s’pposed t’feel grateful 

like? Goodwill don’t come from no marriage that’s fer sure.” 

“Unless…” 



Next door, Commander Rutherford was laughing. Father 

Estavan’s own dry chuckle followed a moment later. Whatever 

Rutherford had said to win the old priest over, apparently his 

words were as just as insidious as the man himself. 

“Unless what?” Dawn prompted. 

“This marriage is a sham.” The words were so shocking she 

almost whispered them and yet, the more she thought about it, 

the more right the idea felt. “It’s just a smokescreen 

designed to hide some bigger move we’re not seeing yet.”  

Ghost Dawn laughed. “That’s paranoid even for you, Abs.” 

“Is it?”  

“Yer talking ‘bout ‘undreds o’people ‘ere. Years of 

preparation and fer what?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Exac’ly.” 

“But I feel it.” A few weeks ago, Abi would have laughed 

at what she was saying, but that was before she’d been 

reminded just how much the nobles loved their power games. 

When it came right down to it, Nobility was little more than a 

thin veneer of etiquette smeared over a sledgehammer of 

ambition. It was all rules within rules. Fork in the left hand 

and knife in the right. Layers of protocol designed to 

straightjacket you, but which did little more than add 

deniability while you stabbed your neighbours in the back. 

How to sit, how to stand, how to walk, how to enter a 

room, how to greet someone, how to smile, how to speak, how to 

curry favour with those above you and administer orders to 



those below. How to lie. How to cheat. How to bluff your way 

through life. They were skills any noble knew from birth. They 

were skills Abi knew down to her core. They’d been bred into 

her - no education required - and every one of those instincts 

was telling her now that they were somehow setting Kara up for 

a trap. 

This marriage was a powder keg waiting to explode. Abi 

just wasn’t sure how.  

But I will. Gods truth, I will get to the bottom of this 

if it’s the last thing I do. 

There was a flurry of feminine laughter from the next 

room. Abi made her way over to the doorway and looked out to 

see Kara, standing as straight and perfect as she could, not a 

trace of her earlier frustration showing on her face as she 

smiled and curtsied and fluttered her newly painted eyelashes 

at the three men standing around her. 

“Sir is kind but I no Lady yet,” she said to Commander 

Rutherford. “And I can say, you are looking also pretty, uh, 

handsome today sir. That colour is to suiting you.”  

“That is the colour of an officer’s uniform, my child,” 

Father Estavan pointed out gently. 

“And it is colour that is suiting.” 

It was enough to make Abi wretch. A few mistakes aside, 

it was like listening to any other noble on this God-forsaken 

ship. 

A noble I helped create no less. 



Abi left them to it. She had listened in on Kara’s visits 

enough to know that it would continue in much the same vein 

for hours to come. If there was one thing Kara never seemed to 

tire of, it was being told how beautiful she was. 

# 

Abi stepped outside to get some air. To her surprise, 

though, there was already someone waiting for her. 

“Commander Hathaway,” she said.  

He must have slipped out at some point after Commander 

Rutherford’s arrival. He was clearly waiting for Abi. 

Hathaway turned to look at her. The smiles and the 

flattery were all gone now but the smouldering handsomeness 

remained. As did that stupid necklace of teeth he wore around 

his neck. 

This was the man who had terrorised the bunks for so many 

years. This was the man who had first let Kara into the bunks. 

The man who would have killed Abi if not for Father Estavan’s 

intervention. Was he one of the men who had raped Abi all 

those years ago? No, best not explore too far down that road…  

Rapist or not, he was as dark and untrustworthy a man as 

they came. As black on the inside as Father Estavan was on the 

out. Looking into his eyes was like looking into the depths of 

space. 

“Abigail Leighton,” he said in his handsome smiling 

voice. Spook slut, his eyes added in a very different tone. 

“It’s been a long time. I’m guessing we must have met several 



times in our youths, though I can’t honestly say I remember 

you.” 

“I regret the feeling is mutual,” she replied, matching 

his High English beat for beat. “Can I help you?” 

He was leaning back against the wall, one leg cocked up 

behind himself so it rested against the door frame. In his 

hands he held a piece of paper. He smirked as he looked it 

over. “Pretty words,” he said, breaking into Guttural. “Shame 

about the handwriting. Are they yours?” 

For a moment Abi didn’t know what he was talking about. 

Then she recognised the thing he was holding in his hands. It 

was the letter from Kara’s family. The one she had left on the 

sideboard for Kara to read at her leisure. Commander Hathaway 

flashed it at her and his smile was full of teeth.  

“Walk with me,” he said. “I’m on duty soon.” 

Abi couldn’t help but obey. 

He led her out of the temple district where Father 

Estavan’s quarters resided, and down into the habitation 

district towards the market square. Their route took them past 

the upper level of the fighting pits, where security made 

their home and Abi was treated to a narrow view of the pits 

themselves through a one-way pane of glass that looked down 

over the spectacle and the cheering crowds below. A fight was 

already in progress, she saw. A huge prisoner with tattoos and 

a bald head was squaring off against a squat man with golden 

teeth. The fighters circled each other in silence for a time 

before suddenly jumping together. 



The prisoner swung his arms, the gladiator spun out of 

range laughing. The crowds roared. 

They paused next to the glass. “Who do you think will 

win?” Commander Hathaway asked. 

“The gladiator, of course,” Abi said. He was armed with a 

nightstick where the prisoner was bare handed. He wore padded 

armour where the prisoner was almost naked. “The gladiator 

always wins.”  

“It’s what the crowds want to see,” Hathaway agreed. “If 

we started letting criminals get away with their crimes, who 

knows the sorts of anarchy we’d be living in?”  

As Abi watched, the prisoner tried another lunge and this 

time the gladiator didn’t even bother dancing away. Instead, 

he grabbed the prisoner’s arm and pulled so that the man’s own 

momentum had him staggering in its wake. A moment later and 

the gladiator had the prisoner’s head in an arm lock, his 

other arm reaching for the nightstick hooked to his waist. 

The prisoner was a big man, however. With a surge of 

strength, he swept away the gladiator’s feet. Both men fell 

with a shout, fists falling all around them. 

Abi shuddered and looked away – straight into the eyes of 

Nathan Hathaway.  

“These little errands of yours,” he said, indicating the 

letter in his hand. “They stop. Today. They help no one, least 

of all the girl.” 

“She’s no unspoken,” Abi said. “Everything about her is a 

lie.” 



“That is a truth that will go with you to your grave,” 

Hathaway insisted. His fist clenched and the letter crumpled 

in his grip. “It’s none of your business.” 

“I disagree.” 

Cold cordiality slipped over Abi like some long-forgotten 

dress she had just found in the bottom of a drawer and 

discovered to her surprise still fit. For a moment she stood 

before this man every bit the noble she had once been, head 

upright, hands clasped together, words clipped and clear in 

the cheer-filled air. This was no pretence, as with Kara. 

Nobility radiated from every pour of Abi’s being as she 

stepped towards one of the most powerful men on the ship and 

decided, No, this time you don’t get to push me around. 

She was pleased to see him take half a step back. 

“You seem to be under some misapprehension. May I remind 

you good sir, that my duty is to the Lady Kara Wicks, not to 

you. I go where she tells me and I do as she says. Rest 

assured I will keep your secret and your lies but if she asks 

me to do something, who am I to say no?” 

He wanted her silent. Was this why Nathan Hathaway had 

brought her out here? To quietly dispose of her to make sure 

she wouldn’t speak? If so, he was going to be surprised.  

Abi clutched at the belt knife attached to her waist. She 

never broke eyes with Hathaway for a second. 

“If you are attempting to intimidate or corral me today, 

perhaps we had better go find Father Estavan and see what he 

has to say on this matter.” 



“You bitch,” Hathaway sneered. “Who the hell do you think 

you’re talking to?” 

“I confess I don’t know, sir. You wear so many faces.” 

In the pits below, the fight was quickly turning into a 

frenzy. The prisoner and the gladiator grappled one another, 

rolling across the dusty arena floor throwing punches in their 

wake. One of them head butted the other. The other bit the 

first. Hair pulling and eye gouging followed. The crowds were 

on their feet. 

“You’re only here by my sufferance,” Hathaway said, his 

face beetroot red as he glared down at Abi. “You make so much 

as one more visit to Kara’s family, and you’ll be joining 

those pits down there fighting for your life.”  

Exhausted, the two combatants rolled away from each 

other. The prisoner staggered to one knee, the gladiator’s own 

night stick somehow in his hand. Even through the thick walls, 

the surge in noise from the crowd was unmistakable as he swung 

it towards the still floored gladiator and slammed it down 

into the man’s side.  

“Kara’s not the only one I’ve got men following.”  

“I’m sure she’s not.” 

“How much longer do you think your protection from the 

Dark Priest is going to last?” 

“Who can say?” 

“You don’t exactly have many friends.” 

“If you say so.” 



Hathaway fell silent. He regarded Abi, a thoughtful 

expression on his face as Abi calmly turned away from him and 

forced herself to watch the fight below.  

The gladiator took three hits on his shoulder before 

managing to get back onto his feet. The first hit fell 

harmlessly against his padded armour but the second and third 

hit true. 

Hathaway’s words brought her back to the moment. “You’ve 

got more of a backbone than your brother ever did, I’ll give 

you that much.”  

Abi blinked in surprise. “My brother?” 

“Stuart Leighton. He used to do odd jobs for me, you 

know.” 

Stuart, my brother… Yes, she had a brother out here, 

didn’t she? Strange how Abi hadn’t even thought about her 

elder brother since getting out of the bunks. She’d never been 

close with him. He had always been such a quiet child, so 

involved in his numbers and the little projects his father 

gave him. Apple of her father’s eye, he was. The golden child 

that could do no wrong. 

“Is he…?” Abi asked. 

“Dead,” said Hathaway. “Killed because he didn’t know 

what was good for him. Tried to run away from his duties 

instead of doing as he was told.” 

Abi wasn’t sure how to feel about that. A moment ago 

she’d forgotten Stuart even existed. Now, it turned out, he 

didn’t. 



In the pits below, the gladiator, hand pressed against 

his likely broken shoulder, charged at the prisoner, his head 

bowed low and his cry full of rage. This time, it was the 

prisoner’s turn to dance away laughing. 

“What do you really want from me?” she heard herself say. 

“You’ve made your threats. I’ve heard them. I understand them. 

I might even listen to them. Is that all?” 

“No. I won’t beat around the matter. I’ve been watching 

you for some time now, Miss Leighton. Oh, you’re a smart one 

all right – always slipping around when you think no one’s 

looking, passing on your secret little notes and making your 

little visits. Keeping Kara safe from all those bad, nasty 

other capos down in the bunks, and then using that safety as a 

bartering token to buy your freedom. So clever, aren’t you? So 

resourceful.”  

Abi felt her hackles rising. “What’s your point?” she 

asked. 

Down below, the gladiator lunged once more and again the 

prisoner tried to spin away but this time he was too slow. 

Suddenly, he was back down on the ground with the gladiator 

straddling his chest. The gladiator took the prisoner in the 

side of the head – once, twice – the air raining blood around 

him as the crowd cheered their appreciation. 

It was over in a flash. 

“My point is, I’m not the only one around here who wears 

many faces. You must have noticed something’s happening around 

here? Something big that goes beyond just Kara.”  



Something big that goes beyond just Kara… So she wasn’t 

just being paranoid. Abi tried to remain calm and continue 

watching the pits below as she said, casually, “Just some plot 

from the Great Houses no doubt.” 

Hathaway grinned and leaned in towards her. “Aren’t you 

the least bit curious?” 

“No.” 

Careful Abi. Don’t be stupid now. Of course Abi was 

curious. For five years Abi’s life had revolved around first 

understanding a situation and then finding out a way to master 

it. This current situation was so oblique to her she’d been 

half convinced she was just out of practice. But that was how 

it was meant to seem. Like all the best tricks, there were 

layers of misdirection going on in this gambit. Smoke and 

mirrors and sleight of hand. The everyday life of a nobleman. 

And she was so close to finding out the answer. 

“I couldn’t care less.”  

She forced herself to watch as the gladiator hacked off 

the prisoner’s head with several savage swings of his 

nightstick and held it up by its topknot for the whole arena 

to see. Kill the prisoner. That’s how it always went. The weak 

died and the strong survived. That prisoner had been a huge 

man – one of the biggest Abi had ever seen – but he’d been a 

fool to go out in that arena armoured in nothing more than 

prayer. Abi was no fool.  



“Are you sure?” Hathaway pressed. “The very face of this 

ship will soon be changing forever and it’s my family that 

will be at the centre of it all.” 

“Cut the cryptic bullshit,” Abi said. Attack: that was 

always the best form of defence. “Let’s talk concrete facts, 

shall we? You needed my brother for something. My brother’s 

now dead. I’m guessing you now need me. That’s why we’re 

really having this conversation, isn’t it? I’m a Leighton. 

Unfashionable. Unliked. Noble-born but desperate. Nothing to 

lose and everything to gain. That’s what you need, isn’t it?” 

“Perhaps,” Hathaway allowed before adding with a smile, 

“I said you were a clever one.” 

“Yeah, and I said to cut the cryptic bullshit. I could do 

without your flattery too.” 

Hathaway shrugged. “You’re not the only contact I have… 

If you’re not interested…” 

Oh come on. Abi rolled her eyes. This man was as easy to 

read as Dawn when she was trying to false-face. 

“I didn’t say that. I just asked you to be straight. You 

want me to deliver some message for you, that it?” 

“Nothing so mundane. All I need is for you to be in the 

right place at the right time and for you to press a single 

button.”  

“What button?” 

“A very clearly marked one,” Hathaway said through 

gritted teeth. Evidently he didn’t much care for the direct 

approach. “You will be accompanied, of course, to make sure 



you’re in the right place, but it must be you who presses it. 

That’s all you need to know. The rest will be handled by me.”  

Abi just stared at him. 

“Press a button?” she said. 

“Yes.” 

“Then walk away?” 

“Yes.” 

“And I won’t be entering anywhere illegal or doing 

anything I shouldn’t be?” 

“You won’t even get in trouble for it,” he promised. “Do 

a good job and I could reward you greatly, you know.” 

“I’m not interested in money.”  

“But you’re interested in power, aren’t you? I can’t 

promise to make the Leightons a Great House again but I could 

see to finding a way to legitimise you once more. You could be 

someone again. A noble with servants of your own to run around 

doing those little errands you so love. Knee-deep in 

machinations of your own. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” 

Is it? she wondered. Abi honestly didn’t know. 

“It will happen on Earth day,” Hathaway announced. 

“That’s when Kara will be taken to see the Captain.” 

“Exactly. All the eyes of the nobility will be focussed 

on the Captain. Security will be light. You’ll have a lot of 

time to work.” 

“And press a button?” Abi repeated. She was missing 

something big here. 



“Yes. I don’t expect you to understand. there are 

elements at play here far too complex for your malnourished 

intellect to comprehend. But I am a man of my word. Ask 

anyone. Ask your brother.” 

I should kill this man, Abi thought. It would be so easy 

too. She had her knife and the element of surprise. She could 

kill him in much the same way as she’d once killed Charity - a 

quick lunge forwards and a snatch at his wallet and she could 

be halfway to the nearest mag station before anyone even 

noticed. She might even get out of here alive if she was 

really lucky. And then freedom. A life on the run with nowhere 

to call home. 

The romantic insider her swooned at the thought. The 

realist just shook her head. This man is your ticket to 

finding out what’s really going on on this ship, Abi knew. And 

once she finally got her head around the situation, she was 

certain she could find a way to really turn it to her 

advantage. On her terms. She just needed things to start 

making sense first. 

She looked up at the monster standing in front of her, 

arms folded across his chest, fingers playing the necklace of 

teeth hanging round his neck. How in control he looked in that 

moment. How damnably, insufferably powerful.  

“Very well,” she heard herself say, revolted at her own 

words. “I’ll press your fucking button for you.” 

“And no more visits to Kara’s family?” 

“As God is my witness.” 


