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‘Twas the night before Candlemas…  well early afternoon two days before, but who’s 
counting… and all through the Obelisk, not a creature was stirring, not even a…  no, you 
know what, this doesn't work.  The Obelisk was a hive of activity.  Heresy never sleeps and 
so neither does the Inquisition.  It is however fair to say that the accomodation levels were 
relatively quiet, save for the cleaning servitors and a few servo-skulls on security sweep. 
Within those peaceful halls, two brave women were taking a well-deserved break after their 
latest heroic adventure.  Oh, also it was very festive.  Don’t forget that.  
 
As soon as Acid knocked on Ash’s door, she wished she hadn’t. The death knell had 
sounded: it was too late to go and change her outfit. 
 
It was ridiculous that she was fretting about what to wear in order to get Ash to help her find 
something to wear, but Max had recently reminded her that uphive shopkeepers were super 
judgemental.  She knew she’d come a long way up in the world since Michael found her, but 
anytime she ventured out above mid-Hive and she started to feel like everyone was staring 
at her.  
 
A black roll-neck jumper and dark grey tailored trousers. A long brown coat and thick 
grox-hide boots completed the ensemble; readying her for the icy winter weather. Michael 
had said that people would be far more likely to notice details that are wrong, than those 
which were missing.  He hadn’t been talking about clothes at the time, but it still applied, so 
she’d opted for clothing of good quality but simple and plain.  
 
Ash would let her know if she was embarrassing herself, surely? She started to worry, all the 
negative feedback she could imagine running through her mind, when the door was pulled 
abruptly open to reveal Ash’s smiling face. “Ready?” she asked, and Acid couldn’t help but 
return the grin. 
 
“As I’ll ever be.” 
 
Acid liked Ash’s style.  She always dressed with freedom of movement in mind, breeches or 
leggings rather than skirts, but it was her attention to detail that Acid really envied. Look 
closer and her plain shirts were always made of the best fabric, a simple jacket lined with 
bright silk, her boots of the softest leather. Today’s coat was dove grey, simple at first glance 
- but beautiful silver fur showed at the collar and cuffs. Acid wanted to smooth her fingers 
over it. 
 
Ash chuckled. “Glad to hear it.” Her glance at Acid’s outfit was cursory, and Acid decided 
that her silence on the subject was, if not a compliment, at least not a damning indictment of 
her choices. “So,” she looked Acid over again, and Acid had the disconcerting feeling that 
Ash was imagining what she looked like under the clothes. “Thoughts on a dress?” 



 

 
“Not really?” Oh Emperor, was she supposed to have? But Ash just shrugged. 
 
“You said the one Michael got you had gloves - was it empire line? Sorry,” she gave a rueful 
grin and shook her head. “Terminology. Did it gather under here,” she indicated just under 
her bust. “Or at the waist? ” 
 
Acid was used to members of the Mechanicum throwing up a smokescreen of technical 
terms to make themselves seem more intelligent and their subject matter more complex. 
Undoubtedly Ash had kinder intentions, but the response would be the same either way. 
Ignore the terminology, work from first principles, ignore technical terms you don’t know. Acid 
did her best to describe it in the same level of detail she would a piece of technology. 
 
“The gloves were separate, but matching material.  A sort of soft fluffy black stuff.  It...  um… 
the top of the skirt bit sort of ended here,” she indicated her belly button, “ and the bit above 
was fitted but still kind of deliberately wrinkly.  It ended just over my,” she waved vaguely at 
her chest, face suddenly hot. “...And then there was a top bit of sort of see-through material 
up over the shoulders. Obviously I don’t really have the figure to hold up a strapless dress,” 
she added with a self deprecating laugh. 
 
Ash made a face. “Not many people do. Did you like it? The dress, I mean? Not the gloves.” 
 
“Erm, it was...OK?” Ash raised an eyebrow, and Acid admitted: “I was pretty uncomfortable.” 
It felt disloyal to Michael to say it. She bit her lip. “I’d never worn a skirt before which felt 
really weird - and then the top half was tight and restrictive and all that skin felt...vulnerable. I 
think I’m more used to a wider variety of clothes now.  I still don’t think it really suited me 
though.  It just felt very... snobby.  And devoid of personality.  I think Michael picked it so that 
I’d blend in, rather than to suit me.”  She looked down at her plain outfit, a long way from her 
normal brightly coloured t-shirts and loose rugged trousers full of pockets.  “Michael doesn't 
really understand clothes as anything but armour, either physical or social.” 
 
"It is armour," Ash replied with a shrug. "In some situations. It can make you feel more 
confident. But that dress doesn't sound like you at all." She smiled, and there was affection 
in it. "Gregory still needs to learn that not everyone should wear the same armour." 
 
“He forgets he has a choice sometimes, I think. If I have a choice, I’d like something a bit 
more interesting.  Especially if we’re having a party with friends.” 
 
Ash was capably steering them through the streets towards the shopping district. "So do you 
have anything in mind? I think you'd look great in a suit, if it was the right one. Or there are 
more feminine options." She hesitated for a moment, then asked: "Do you want to look 
feminine?" 
 
Acid looked away. “I, ahh… You know how I grew up.  I’ve never liked looking feminine.  It 
would attract the wrong sort of attention, and I’m not the sort of person who can use that to 
my advantage.”  It felt strange to revisit that old hurt now, as if she were looking back at 



 

something through blurred glass. “Being with Amon, well I guess I’m starting to enjoy being a 
little more feminine.  There’s another side to it now.”  
 
She was definitely blushing now, the way she always did when she thought about Amon for 
too long. She dared a glance at Ash, who was clearly trying very hard not to smirk. “I’m open 
to looking feminine,” she said after a moment - but then she imagined herself in one of Ash’s 
suits, and added: “But I would look drokking radical in a suit. Can we look at both?” 
 
Ash laughed. “I know just the place. And after that…” a sly glance sidelong at Acid, her 
brown eyes full of mischief. “Underwear? I reckon Amon would fall over himself with the right 
combination, you know. A suit with something nice underneath.” As Acid’s blush deepened, 
her grin widened. “What? Don’t come to me for sex advice if you can’t handle it down the 
line, Acid.” 
 
Acid groaned dramatically, but part of her was loving the attention.  “Really, a suit for Amon? 
Can a suit be sexy?  Do you think that’s better than the ribbons idea?  I thought the suit was 
for the Candlemas dinner and Amon would get something a bit more, you know…” she 
waved her hands in a curving figure, quite ignoring the fact that she herself was much closer 
to being rectangular than hourglass shaped. 
 
“I’m just saying,” Ash paused with her hand on the door of a shop. “If you see him after the 
party in an amazing suit, he will appreciate it. And if you feel good about yourself when 
you’re wearing it, it’ll be sexy.” 
 
She led Acid through the door, looking around as if she owned the place - channeling 
Nadiya, Acid guessed, from the set of her shoulders. The presence of a shop assistant, so 
prim and perfectly dressed made Acid want to hide, but Ash simply smiled at the woman and 
breezed them through to a display of suits. “You try them on for style, then they tailor one to 
you properly.” Ash started hunting through. “Not the poshest way, but it works for me. Are 
you OK with them measuring you? Clothes on. And I’ll be here.” 
 
After much trying on, taking measurements and a purchase, they left the suit shop.  Pulling 
her coat closed again against the chill, Acid mused aloud, “I think if I’d heard about you 
before I met you I’d have been surprised to learn how fashionable you are.  Ashar Lear, 
fearless slayer of wicked Xenos and Heretic Astartes. Given two of her flesh limbs in service 
to the Emperor and still kicking.  Badass warrior, leader and Interrogator...”  
 
Ash doubled-over laughing at the description of herself. “Please say all that again in front of 
Max,” she said, leading them along down another street. “I’m going to get him to call me 
badass warrior for the rest of my life.”  
 
Acid rolled her eyes, “Shut up, you are!  You killed a…” she looked around and lowered her 
voice, “you killed a Space Marine Ash, more than one!  I’d have expected you to be like 
Michael, all about practicalities and uninterested in such mortal concerns.  I mean I get why 
Nadiya is so meticulous about fashion, she practically radiates concern for how people view 
her, but you radiate one hundred percent pure confidence.  I think you could be walking 



 

down the street stark naked and wouldn’t even think about it.  You don’t need to look 
amazing and yet you always do.  That’s a compliment, right?  I meant that in a nice way.” 
 
Ash looked down at Acid, still smiling. “Maybe I don’t need to dress well, but…” to Acid’s 
surprise, something like embarrassment crept into her smile. “I like it. On a farm, at the 
Schola - I never got to have nice clothes. Then I got here, and saw what I could have, and - 
and how it makes people treat you differently, and…” a rueful shrug. “I buy nice things 
‘cause I want to. I like wearing nice clothes. Which pretty much goes against everything the 
Schola ever said, but I figure I’m allowed. Because it’s - well. Like I said. It’s armour, in the 
right circumstances. Don’t you like it?” 
 
“Yeah, I do.  Before I came here I only really had rags and castoffs, and I had to dress to not 
get noticed.  Since coming out of the underhive I’ve been able to be myself.  I like wearing 
bright clothes that say ‘this is me, this is who I am’ and not being afraid to do so.” She 
unconsciously fingered the bland clothing she’d chosen to blend in.  “But that’s more of a 
rebellion than an invitation.  I can be who I am and I don’t care what anyone thinks.  The 
idea that I can look attractive and someone will care, in a positive way, is pretty new to me.  I 
mean, Amon’s not into me for my smoking hot bod, obviously, he’s into me for my smoking 
hot brains…  or…  something?  I’m not actually sure.  Whatever it is it isn’t all about looks, 
but he does like looking at me, at least a bit, and…  that changes how I think about what I 
wear, you know?  He, er,” she flushed slightly, “he saw me in my mech undersuit and he 
didn’t say anything, he just smiled, and suddenly I’m wondering why I was so embarrassed 
about being seen in it.” 
 
“I think he’s into you because you’re adorable.” Ash nudged her in the ribs. “And probably 
the brains, too. He’s really impressed by clever people, I think. Guess he didn’t know many 
before he got to the Psykana.” 
 
“I am adorable, and clever too - well done for noticing, but adorable makes people want to 
wrap you up in softness.  I hired you,” she indicated Ash, ignoring the fact no hiring had 
taken place, “to make people want to unwrap me.  The suit is cool, I will look rad wherever I 
wear it but…  I dunno, is it ok to want other people to see me as attractive?  Even if I’m with 
Amon?” 
 
"Of course it is." Ash shrugged. "It's normal. I think." She made a face. "Not that I know 
anything about how real relationships are supposed to go. It's almost like military boarding 
school doesn't prepare you for basic human emotions. Maybe I'm wrong. Check with 
someone else?" 
 
A shop caught her eye, and she pointed. "Dresses?" She asked. "We can look at some 
different styles. Do you want long skirts, or shorter? Whatever we like, we can find someone 
who can work around the tail." 
 
“Hey, look, I know enough to know I don’t know anything.  My job is to go in there, see 
something bright and sparkly and get excited.  Your job is to realise that it’ll make me look 
like a shapeless meringue and guide me to something more suitable for my frame.  Our 



 

enemy is Amon’s ability to form rational thought, but I am new to this field of combat.  I need 
Battle Mum to help my find the weapon that suits me.  Don’t spare my feelings.  If I tried to 
take a heavy bolter into combat you’d take it away from me and give me a lasgun or 
whatever, no matter how much I protested.  Same thing, different arena.  Battle Mum me 
beautiful!” 
 
"Alright." Ash struck a heroic pose, though the effect was somewhat spoiled by the laughter 
in her eyes. "I accept your mission parameters." 
 
It felt like being swept up in a tidal wave. Acid was whirled around the dress shop, thrown 
into more than a dozen outfits as Ash watched, eyes narrowed in scrutiny. Colours and 
sequins and beads were held up against her, then removed.  
 
"Don't I at least get to look in a mirror?" Acid asked plaintively as dress #9 was laced up the 
back.  
 
Ash just gave her best I'm in charge and you can't stop me grin. "You asked for this." 
 
Eventually, Ash stepped back, looking satisfied. "That's more like it," she murmured, and led 
Acid over to the mirror. 
 
The dress fell to her feet in layers of bright blue silk. A shrug woven of tiny, glittering beads 
laced at the waist. It was...elegant. Sophisticated. Ash stepped up behind her, took Acid's 
hair in a gentle hand and twisted it up to show her the effect. "What do you think?" She 
asked. "Enough sparkle?" 
 
“Ooooh, pretty!  I look so fancy!  Can I wear this to the Candlemas party?  I like the suit too 
but that is more of an in-your-face ‘yeah, I’m rad and we all know it’ but this is more of a 
subtle ‘I’m just casually glam as balls but it ain’t no thing’.  I think even Nadiya will be 
impressed.  It’s pretty but sophisticated.  I’ll get the suit too of course, but save it for another 
occasion, like if Max ever manages to get a girl I can stroll in in my suit and be all ‘hey babe, 
ditch the dweeb’ and we’ll stroll away arm in arm whilst Max cries bitter tears of loneliness.  I 
don’t have any nice clothes so I’m happy to get lots.”  She gestured to Ash with a wave 
taking in her outfit. “Where do you get your nice ‘Fancy lady about town, not making an effort 
just naturally beautiful whilst still being totally comfortable’ clothes?  Can we get me casual 
clothes that I can blend in uphive in?  Sorry, you only offered to get me two outfits and now 
I’m asking for everything.” 
 
Ash was laughing. "We'll get you some jewellery to go with it, as well," she promised. "And 
yes, casual clothes too. A whole wardrobe. But first…" she raised an eyebrow. "Something 
for Amon to unwrap?" 
 
Just looking at the window of the next shop made Acid blush. Mannequins clad in scraps of 
fabric posed suggestively behind the glass. Sensing her discomfort, Ash took her by the arm. 
"C'mon," she said. "Just think of his face when you show him." 
 



 

It was a good incentive, Acid had to admit. They crossed the threshold, and her eyes 
widened at the array of...things...on display. Ash followed her gaze. "At some point, we'll talk 
about vibrators. But until then…" she turned them around and presented Acid with racks and 
racks of diaphanous garments. "All the ribbon fastenings you could want." 
 
Acid took a tentative step over to them. "Do you think I could get away with these?" 
 
"If you wear it with confidence, you can get away with anything." 
 
“Ok, well…  not anything anything.  What I want is something that I can wear in public, like, 
we could go out to dinner but throughout the meal his brain is just turning to jelly?  There 
isn’t enough confidence in the world to get me to wear that in public, it’s totally see-through!” 
 
"You didn't say you wanted something you could wear in public!" Ash sounded genuinely 
dismayed. "I thought we were going for sexy late-night hangout. You're not going to find 
anything that fastens with a ribbon, that you can also wear in front of anyone. Sorry, mate." 
 
“Hmm, I guess that is a bit contradictory.  Well, OK, how do you get people to find you 
attractive in public?” 
 
“I…” Ash closed her mouth, opened it, closed it again. “I have no idea. Just...look like you 
care about yourself, I guess? If you’ve put in effort, it shows. Other than that…” she 
shrugged. “I dunno. I dress for respect, really. Then when I go out, I dress like an easy lay. 
Dress for what you want people to see.” 
 
Acid was quiet for a moment, staring at the products without really seeing them.  “I guess I 
do dress for what I want people to see.  I want them to see someone who is alive and has 
personality and isn’t just timid little Weasel, hiding in the workshop.  I like bright colours.  I 
like people to see me and see I’m not hiding.”  She looked at her current outfit.  “Can we… 
can we come back to this place later?  I want to get some casual clothes that I can wear 
up-hive without looking like gutter trash but that is still me.  This outfit is just another form of 
hiding and hiding is for when people are shooting at you.  I have nothing to fear from posh 
snobs.”  She grabbed Ash’s arm and they headed out, ignoring the side-eye they received 
from the posh snobs within earshot.  “But we are definitely coming back for one of those,” 
she added, blushing slightly.  
 
“‘Course.” Ash allowed herself to be led out of the shop. “But this time, you have to have an 
opinion on what you wear, OK? No more ‘I’ll just let Ash choose for me’.” She squeezed 
Acid’s arm with her own. “There’s a tunic/legging combo that’s really in at the moment, 
practical but still like a dress if you want that kind of thing. We can get you lots of different 
stuff, but it should be stuff you think you’ll actually wear.” A grin. “I don’t wear skirts at all 
really, unless they’re really short and we’re going out.” 
 
She led them into another store. “I was thinking, actually…” Ash wandered through the 
racks, picking up things that caught her eye and holding them up for Acid’s verdict. “Maybe 



 

we could go out again, soon. All of us?” She was looking down at the clothes as she spoke - 
it was hard to tell if her avoidance of Acid’s gaze was deliberate. “To  - Tenebrae.” 
 
Acid’s face lit up.  “That would be awesome!  I’m sorry you haven’t been able to make it 
down there yet.  We’ve got an awesome new DJ if you’re into tech-grind.  Also you would be 
a big hit with the bionics.  I mean, you don’t have to show them off if you don’t want to but 
they’re really high quality work, so they would definitely attract attention if you chose to.”  As 
she said this she grabbed Ash’s bionic left hand and stroked the palm, unconscious of the 
intimacy of such a move, then as Ash watched, bemused, completely undercut it by 
proceeding to wiggle her finger joints back and forth.  “Actually, can you see the join when 
you don’t have sleeves?  Most people wouldn’t even notice this wasn’t flesh unless they 
knew.  ” 
 
“You can see the join,” Ash confirmed, gently removing her hand and returning to the 
clothes. “If it does it for people there though, maybe I’ll wear my other one - I’ve got a 
non-flesh one somewhere.” She looked thoughtful. “You know - when I lost my leg, I thought 
no-one would ever shag me again. I never thought there were people out there who like all 
this stuff.” She looked down at her bionic hand, a faint smile on her face. 
 
“Why would you think that?  You…  well, huh.  I guess you remember having something 
else, whereas I was just stumpy mcgee before bionics, but, still.  I’m not saying I advocate 
full cybernetic replacement, but...” she grabbed Ash’s arm again and pushed her sleeve up 
to expose more of her forearm, “these smooth lines, the precision engineering,” she rotated 
the wrist joint, “the subtle power…  It’s part of who you are, it sets you apart and it shows the 
rich tapestry of your life.” She ran her fingers down Ash’s forearm, following the curve as it 
narrowed into the wrist. “A well made bionic, a healthy natural limb, one isn’t more attractive 
than the other just because it’s made of meat.  I mean if you had a cheap badly made bionic 
then maybe, sure, but that’s like saying if you had a crippled or diseased flesh arm.  This 
is…  this is super high grade shit Ash.  You are gorgeous and potent, all of you, flesh and 
steel.” 
 
Ash was watching Acid’s hand on her arm, and almost seemed to be holding her breath - at 
the word gorgeous she looked up at her, an expression on her face that Acid couldn’t quite 
read. Her dark eyes were slitted, as if trying to work out if she was being mocked. “Nobody’s 
ever used that word before,” she said dryly after a moment. “Gregory said something a bit 
like that, about scars being…” she cut herself off with a shake of her head, glancing down 
again at where her hand still rested in Acid’s. “He didn’t call me that, though.” 
 
She pulled her hand away for the second time, and when she chuckled it sounded a little 
forced. “You sound more like an Ad-Mech every day,” she said. “Sure you haven’t got the 
calling?” 
 
“Nah, Amon and I talked about it.  I’d been wondering if it would be useful to join the club, 
you know, get the entry badge, learn the secret handshakes.  But they get a bit too excited 
about replacing things like the brain and removing little things like personality and humanity. 
I think technology should be about being more, not less.  Not just bionics, all sorts of things. 



 

Datapads, weapons, vehicles.  They all let us do more, but I think when you start just simply 
removing bits of yourself because they’re not strictly logical, then you’ve gone too far.  The 
human form is divine, I’m sure that’s a church thing.  
 
“Amon thought it wouldn’t be a good idea to join if I didn’t fully accept their faith, and when I 
thought about it I really don’t.  I can see I’m maybe closer than most people, but…  I’m not 
there.  And I don’t want to be.  For all the bionics on show, you won’t find any Ad Mech down 
in Tenebrae.  Having fun and partying isn’t ‘logical’.  Anyway, it’s bullshit.” 
 
“The Mechanicus?” 
 
Acid looked at Ash unimpressed.  “That nobody has ever called you gorgeous.”  She started 
flicking through the nearby rack of long coats, frowning at their length.  “You have more 
notches in your bedpost than anyone else I know, metaphorically speaking.  That’s a lot of 
people that find you attractive, even if we allowed that for many of them it may be fairly 
superficial and physical.  Unless you exclusively date mutes or blind people you can’t tell me 
none of them every said the word ‘gorgeous’.”  
 
Ash shrugged. “I’m pretty ordinary-looking,” she replied. She didn’t sound bothered by it, just 
matter-of-fact. “I know what I am. But most people forget that it’s not about being beautiful, 
or anything. It’s just about...attitude. I walk around like people should want to shag me, and it 
puts the idea in their heads.” A smirk. “Maybe you think I am, because of the bionics. I gotta 
go to this club, it sounds like it’s full of my kind of people.” 
 
Seeing Acid’s struggle with the coats, she pulled a shorter one from a nearby rack and held 
it out. “Try this.” Once it was on, she gave an approving nod. “Nice. Do you like the colour?”  
 
“It’s…  yeah, I think so.  It’s more interesting than a grey or a black but also not too vibrant. 
Colourful but classy.  It is classy right?” 
 
Ash chuckled. "Yeah, it's classy. You'll learn to tell eventually." She flitted over to some 
brightly-coloured dresses. "Fancy any of these?" Ash drew out the skirt of one of them, red 
with gold trim. "Very Candlemas, if you want something to wear in the day. You looking 
forward to it?" 
 
“I am but, I dunno, I feel like I'm kind of missing out on some of it.  It’s supposed to be a 
family time isn’t it.  I know Michael has been trying to write a letter to his family on and off.  I 
think currently it says something along the lines of ‘Dear Mother and Father I hope you are 
well’.  He’s written more but he keeps erasing it all.  Max is a bit mopey about missing his 
family.  Dani, Ade, Geraldine... they’ve all mentioned family recently.  It’s weird, my parents 
never even heard of Candlemas when they were alive.” 
 
“They hadn’t heard of it?” Ash frowned. “Don’t people celebrate it down-hive?  We had it on 
Samalut, I think. There was always a dance. And we had it in the Schola. Not much, mostly 
thanksgiving prayers, but there was a treat at dinnertime.” 
 



 

“I’d barely even heard the Emperor.  Not a lot of preachers go that far down-hive.  Even 
fewer do so and survive.  I’d only ever heard about Him as something some of the crazier 
gangs got very excited about and burned people for.  I knew enough to nod and smile and 
say the right things to not get burned, but I didn’t understand.  Then I came up here and 
found all about it and, well, too late for celebrating with my family.  Do you ever feel like us 
orphans don’t really belong at Candlemas?” 
 
Ash shook her head. “Family’s who you choose. And I’m - not in the club. Sorry.” For a 
moment there was something hard in her eyes, too-shiny and distant. But as soon as Acid 
saw it, the look was gone, and Ash stepped over to a rack of silk dresses to start rummaging 
through. “What’s your favourite colour?” 
 
Acid paused in thought for a moment, then ran to catch up with Ash’s longer strides.  “You’re 
not…  hang on…  you’re not an orphan?  Sorry, I thought the Schola Progenia were for 
orphans of important Imperial servants.  I swear I read that.”  Acid looked up at Ash, 
concerned that she had offended her friend, but also feeling a little abandoned.  
 
"No need to apologise," Ash replied with a quick shake of her head. She was still looking 
through the garments, and Acid would almost have bought that she was completely relaxed 
if it hadn't been for the brusque way she flicked each hanger aside  "It's mostly for orphans, 
yeah. But sometimes - like with me, and Airi actually - a kid gets picked up because they 
show potential." 
 
Her hand paused on a hanger, and she pulled it out. It was bright, royal blue. A short dress 
with intricate embroidery and knotwork buttons at the collar.  Ash touched the hem to assess 
the quality, and turned to Acid with a smile. "This," she said, satisfied. She put the garment in 
Acid's hands, and moved to the next rack. Then she paused, and glanced back at Acid. "I 
didn’t mean to make you think they were dead. I - that was dishonest. Sorry.”  
 
“I guess I just assumed.  Sorry.” Acid looked a little bummed.  “I guess you’d rather be with 
them than stuck here with us then.”  She fingered the fine material idly, “Sorry, that sounded 
bitchy, I didn’t mean it like that.  How, um, how are your family?  I’m sorry you can’t be with 
them.”  
 
“I’m not.” The words came quick and sharp, and Ash looked uncomfortable, as if they’d 
emerged without her permission. They hung in the air for a moment, and she turned away, 
shaking her head, burying herself in clothes again. 
 
Acid froze. She’d misstepped somehow, on thin ice as she often seemed to be - but this 
time, she couldn’t see where the cracks were. Slowly, cautiously, she moved closer. “Ash?” 
she asked, and Ash’s hands stilled on the racks. 
 
“I don’t…” She shook her head. “I don’t...talk about it. Them. No point.” 
 



 

“Do…  you want to talk about it?  There doesn't need to be a ‘point’.  I know you’re keen on 
people talking about their feelings and stuff, Michael keeps grumbling about it.  I don’t... I 
won’t tell anyone.” 
 
The other girl was still looking down at the dresses. She took a breath, exhaled as if about to 
say something - then tried again. “They weren’t good parents,” she said eventually. Acid 
swallowed. 
 
“What…?” 
 
“There’s a scholar. At the Scholastic Psykana. He thinks…” Ash was very still, now. “He 
thinks there should be one pariah for every psyker born. One for one. But there’s a school 
full of psykers, and you hardly ever meet one of us. We’re harder to find, but you can find us. 
We’re just really rare.” 
 
Ash looked smaller, somehow. Her mouth was drawn into a thin line. “He thinks - he thinks 
we’re rare because of what we are. Infant mortality. Because we’re not…” Her hand 
tightened on the hem of the dress she was holding, the silk twisting between her fingers. “If 
you don’t love your - ” she cut herself off, and Acid realised what she was trying to say. 
 
She reached out and pulled the garment from Ash’s hands, smoothing out the wrinkles 
where she had twisted it. Ash looked down at it, then up at Acid, and there was something 
hard in her dark eyes. 
 
“I don’t talk about them. I don’t - I don’t want pity. ‘Oh, poor you’. None of that.” Her hand cut 
through the air as if drawing a line under the idea. “Gregory thinks I’m an orphan, which 
means he hasn’t read my file, which surprised me but I’m glad of it. Everyone thinks I’m an 
orphan. And I know it’s cowardly but I let them think it. I’m just running away from the 
problem, but it means nobody looks at me.” She sighed. “Like I said. Family’s who you 
choose. Me and them, we didn’t...we didn’t choose each other.” 
 
“Hey, I can do no pity.  My parents were murdered so that scumbag gangers could kidnap 
me.  The galaxy is shit to each of us in different ways.  I’m sorry your parents didn’t love you 
like they clearly should have.  I’m sorry for my parents.  I’m sorry Michael got sent away to 
war because he was surplus to requirements and sending him away made his parents look 
good.  I’m sorry Max got caught up stealing shuttles for scumbag gangers so he could 
provide for his family.  Nadiay, Airi, Drake…  Rosa.  We’ve all got things in our past that I’m 
sorry for.  But I am not sorry that we all ended up together and I’m not sorry that we’re 
spending Candlemas together and I am notest sorriest for the fact that the stall we out there 
is selling fresh cookies and I’m going to buy us some and we are going to eat them and say 
‘drokk you galaxy, you can’t keep us down, the galaxy is ours and we’re here to stay!’”  This 
last part was announced loudly as Acid dropped the silky garment she’d been holding and 
marched out of the store to the cookie stand across the street, mechanical tail waving wildly 
in the air. 
 



 

And here we leave our bold heroines.  As temperature drops, the vapour in the air-circulators 
begins to freeze and a light snow begins to fall across the busy shoppers of 78th.  Just two 
figures amongst thousands, each with their own troubles, heartbreaks and triumphs.  These 
friends will carry on, their spirits unbowed, just another small but fine example of loyal 
Imperial citizens on this fine Candlemas Eve.  Goodnight children, and remember to say 
your prayers, obey your betters, and get to bed early, so that the spirit of Sanguinius can 
visit you in the night and bring seasonal blessings upon you and your family.  


