
“I think He’s called me for a reason,” Airi says. 
 
Ash looks at her, white-blonde hair shining against the dark leather of the car seat, mismatched 
blue-and-green-eyes shining in the dim light, and thinks: Of course He fucking has. 
 
- 
 
Ash hadn’t really noticed Airi until they were teenagers. It had been understandable - Ash was a 
year above her, still struggling to learn to read and write at the age of nine when Airi got there, a 
dignified eight. She didn’t start to notice people in that way until she was older.  
 
Sexual relationships at the Schola started at around age fourteen, when all girls received a birth 
control implant and all boys a stern lecture on consent. Ash had taken to that aspect of Schola 
Progenium life as easily as she’d taken to weapons training, but had confined her attentions to 
those aged the same or older than herself. Until one day, when a calm, confident 
sixteen-year-old Airi had walked up to her, smiled wickedly, and pushed her up against the wall. 
 
In their own ways, they had both been different from the others. Ash already destined for the 
Inquisition, Airi on a firm path to the Order. None of the others knew with any degree of certainty 
which area they were going to end up in - it was nice to have someone who knew how it felt to 
look into the future and see, for better or worse, where you were going to finish. 
 
They’d been close, like all Schola kids. And like all Schola kids, they knew that when they 
graduated, the chances of seeing each other again were slim. So when Airi had turned up in the 
Obelisk, older and leaner and much, much sadder, Ash knew that the Emperor had to have 
something to do with it. 
 
- 
 
They curl up in the back of the ground transport Ash has arranged to take them to the bar, a 
bottle of gyn and two shot glasses between them.  
 
“Are you sure you’re OK with this?” Ash asks. “With - after being a sister?” 
 
“I’m not in the Order any more. I may as well enjoy the benefits.” Airi looks at her sidelong, 
smirking. “And it sounds like you’ve been doing exactly that.” 
 
Ash grins. “Just some of the dragoons. Well. Most of the dragoons. But I told you, I don’t do that 
any more.” 
 
“And Hannat…?” 
 
“Hannat was....an exception to the rule.” 



 
“A jolly good exception, from what I heard.” 
 
That makes her laugh. Ash tops up her glass, still smiling. Being with Airi always smooths out 
her edges, the way it did when they were teenagers. She can hear her old accent coming back, 
rounded consonants and softened vowels. She spends the whole time suppressing it, when 
she’s around the others. “Did Acid tell you?” 
 
“Nadiya.”  
 
“Should have known.” There’s a pause, the rumble of the car humming around them. Ash leans 
her head back on the seat. “Do you like the Inquisition?” 
 
Airi is looking down at her glass. “It’s...different,” she says eventually. “But I…” she glances up 
at Ash, and her eyes have that mesmeric quality they always used to. “I think it’s where I’m 
supposed to be.” 
 
Ash raises her eyebrows. “Oh?” 
 
“The Inquisition rescued me,” she says. “They brought me here. And - everything that happened 
on the last mission...I wasn’t wearing my armour. I think maybe the Emperor is trying to tell me 
something.” She shrugs. “I think He’s called me for a reason.” 
 
How could you doubt it? Ash thinks, lost in her eyes as she always is. The smile she gives is 
gentle. “Of course He has.” 
 
Airi shrugs again, suddenly looking self-conscious. “Maybe I’m following you on the path to 
Inquisitor,” she says, smiling. Ash makes a face. 
 
“If I ever make it,” she says. “Maybe I’ll just be an Interrogator forever and ever. Emperor knows 
I’m good at it.” 
 
“Won’t your...friend promote you?” The humour is back in Airi’s eyes again. It takes Ash just a 
little too long to work out who she’s referring to. 
 
“What, Michael?” Airi nods, and Ash laughs. “No. Never. He’s - he’d never promote me until I 
was ready.” 
 
“And you haven’t…?” 
 
“I wish. No. Not for lack of trying on my part, by the way. But he…” she sighs. “He won’t. 
Fraternisation, or something. He thinks he’d be taking advantage of me.” They both snort at the 



very idea of it. It’s good to have someone else around who understands. Ash grins. “Gregory’s 
too proper.” 
 
“‘Gregory’.” 
 
“Don’t. We’re friends, alright?” Airi doesn’t look completely convinced, but Ash isn’t sure she can 
cope with yet another conversation along these lines - so she diverts the line of enquiry with: 
“Never have this problem with anyone from the Schola. We all get the rules, right?” 
 
The rules are simple, unspoken but still all agreed upon. Say yes, unless you really don’t want 
to. Don’t push if someone says no. Don’t get attached. Don’t tell anyone else the details. And no 
matter what you’ve done together, it doesn’t ever affect the chain of command.  
 
“Much more sensible,” Airi agrees. 
 
They trade gossip about the other students, filling each other in on what’s been happening since 
they left. It’s odd to see Airi like this again, in civilian clothes, loosened by alcohol, smiling. Ash 
wants to kiss her. She wonders what Airi would do if she did. 
 
- 
 
The bar is noisy and crowded, but warm and welcoming. The others are a little hesitant with 
both of them, at first - Ash is an Interrogator now, after all, and Airi has been in the Holy Ordos. 
There’s something different about you, Leonek says, and Ash doesn’t quite have the words to 
say that it’s her limiter. But after a couple of drinks they warm up, and after one more everyone 
is back on track, teasing and bantering like they always used to. 
 
When it’s time to leave they pile into the Inquisition car, and Leonek’s hand is warm on Ash’s 
thigh, and they barely make it in through the door of Luc’s flat before they’re all over each other. 
The others laugh at them, and Ash gives them the finger before dragging him off to one of the 
bedrooms. 
 
He’s as gorgeous as she remembers, and even more talented. They go two rounds before she 
moves on to Luc, and at 3am she flops down onto the sofa next to Airi, a satisfied smile on her 
face. “Good night?” she asks, and Airi’s smile is nearly as smug as her own. 
 
“Just Kiti,” Airi says, and Ash’s eyes widen. 
 
“I didn’t know Kiti liked girls!” 
 
Airi’s smirk is predatory. “Neither did she.” 
 
Ash laughs. “Dark horse.” 



 
They’re alone in the living room - Kiti is with Leonek, Taura is with Luc. Airi turns to look at her, 
smiling that serene half-smile she always used to. “The only problem with being someone’s 
first,” she says slowly, softly. “Is that they aren’t always very good.” 
 
Ash is aching in all the right places, but she feels warmth kindle low in her stomach anyway. Her 
gaze lingers on Airi’s lips. “Guess you’re owed something good, then,” she murmurs, and the 
other woman swallows. 
 
“And what might that be?” 
 
Ash’s mouth is on hers before she can ask any more questions. 
 
- 
 
They fall asleep in the car on the way back to the Obelisk, heads together, arms linked. They 
stumble to Ash’s bed and fall into it, waking in a tangle of limbs like they used to at the Schola. 
And like they used to, they wake up and go to breakfast and behave like colleagues. Ash 
pretends she hasn't traced Airi's tattoo with her tongue. 
 
And if they repeat the experience after that, when there’s nobody else around...well. 
 
Schola Progenium rules. 


