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  It’s not the first time any of them has been out of commission due to some kind of medical condition, and it most certainly won’t be the last. But it 
  
    is
  
   the first time March 7th falls ill and gets Stelle sick in the process, all while they’re stationed in front of a planet in need of help.



  As if things couldn’t get more inconvenient, Himeko promptly decided to take herself and Welt down to seal the Stellaron, leaving March and Stelle to Dan Heng’s (and, technically, Pom-Pom’s) care.



  Which is… a terrible idea, objectively. Dan Heng doesn’t know why Himeko thought that would ever be a good idea, nor why Welt 
  
    agreed.
  
   All she had said before leaving was, verbatim: “Text if you need anything. Good luck!”



  So. Now, Dan Heng is here. Making soup in the kitchen and trying not to mess up the five step recipe he’d found on the web. Pom-Pom is off handling things to do with the Express, which leaves just him. Not that he’d expect Pom-Pom to know anything about caring for sick humans anyway.



  Shuffling footsteps alert him to the presence of someone else. When the doors slide open, March 7th drags herself through, wrapped up snugly in a pale pink blanket and sniffling miserably.



  “Shouldn’t you be asleep?” Dan Heng says, lowering the flame on the stove. March drops herself onto one of the tables and laughs weakly, though it quickly devolves into a bout of throaty coughs that has him suppressing a wince.



  “All I’ve done the past two days is 
  
    sleep,”
  
   she complains. “Wanted to walk around a little.”



  “Stelle seems perfectly content to sleep it off,” he points out.



  March sticks her tongue out at him. “I’m pretty sure Stelle is secretly half raccoon, so that doesn’t count. She sleeps more than both of us combined. Besides, I’m hungry!”



  He says nothing to that, just turns back to the simmering pot of soup. After checking the recipe one more time, he turns off the flame and spoons some of it into a bowl. 



  March beams when he places it down in front of her. All that sleeping must’ve given her more energy than usual, and he doesn’t know whether to feel relieved that she’s clearly not fatally ill or dread at the thought of a hyperactive March 7th. 



  “Ooh, I love chicken noodle soup,” she says, picking up the spoon and squinting at the assortment of ingredients floating around. “I didn’t know you could cook!”



  “I can follow a recipe,” Dan Heng responds dryly, and she laughs. “Are you feeling any better?”



  She hums around the spoon, swallowing her mouthful of soup before answering. “Sort of? Not really. I’ve got a killer headache, but it’s alright.” She doesn’t look at him when she says it, smiling down at her food.



  Dan Heng observes her for a few beats before turning away, pulling out a glass. He doesn’t say anything as he moves over towards the medicine cabinet to start rifling around for painkillers, and for some reason March looks vaguely surprised when he places a single green pill in front of her along with a cup of water.



  “Thanks,” she says, and smiles at him for real this time.



  He nods, then moves away so he doesn’t have to face March and the weird, warm feeling that always comes when she smiles at him like that. 



  She and Stelle have a habit of making him feel… off-kilter, sometimes. There’s March 7th and her camera and friendly smiles and boundless energy, and then there’s Stelle and her soft eyes and her gentle kindness and her childish curiosity with just about everything. And Dan Heng doesn’t know how to deal with them, sometimes, when they look at him like that—like he’s someone precious or irreplaceable, like he’s someone that deserves all the love and gentleness they have ever shown him. 



  Like Dan Heng isn’t a man better with weapons than words, with the ghost of death hanging over his shoulder to prove it.



  “Do you know if Stelle is awake yet?” he asks, busying himself with washing the leftover dishes. 



  “I didn’t check up on her before I left,” March confesses. She gets a guilty look on her face. “Should I have?”



  He spares her a glance. “No, it’s fine. I’ll go right now.”



  “I’ll come too,” she says, pulling her blanket tighter around herself. 



  Dan Heng nods and moves to prepare a bowl of soup and some more medicine just in case, carefully placing all of it onto a serving tray. When he moves to leave, March follows him through the doors, occasionally sniffling. They head towards the passenger cabin in relative silence.



  Stelle’s door is unlocked, as it has been the past day she’s been ill, and slides open for the two of them when they approach. Her large bed is what stands out first, king sized and pressed against the wall with a sizable lump buried beneath the blue covers.



  March drops herself into Stelle’s bean bag as soon as they step inside, a huff of effort escaping her. Dan Heng pays her no mind. He walks over to the bed and places the tray carefully on the nightstand where Stelle’s phone and a medkit sits, and the noise makes the lump stir slightly.



  “Stelle! Wakey wakey,” March calls cheerfully. He tosses a frown her way that makes her giggle unapologetically.



  Carefully, Dan Heng reaches out and peels back the covers, revealing a head of gray hair splayed all over the pillows. Stelle’s back is turned to him, so he pulls the covers further away till both her head and her shoulders are exposed. She grumbles and tries to pull the blanket back, but he doesn’t let her.



  “It’s been more than half a day,” he says. “You should eat something. And change your bandages.”



  Stelle clearly seems to oppose this idea, however, because she simply rolls over onto her stomach and shoves her face into her pillow.



  Dan Heng rolls his eyes, taking a seat on the bed and reaching out to grasp her shoulder. “You’ll feel better after eating and taking some medicine. And you can go back to sleep after.”



  Stelle is silent for a bit, considering his words before she answers in the form of a reluctant groan, pushing herself up to sit. Dan Heng pulls his hand back, then almost reaches out to grab her again when the movement aggravates her injury and she lets out a small hiss of pain.



  His hand hovers hesitantly in the air for a moment or two before Stelle shifts to sit and he forces himself to lower it, settling instead for a quiet, “Careful,” that has her shrugging.



  He passes her the serving tray and points to the medicine. Her nose wrinkles when she sees it, but she swallows it anyway in a single gulp.



  “Thanks,” she mumbles, picking up a spoonful of the chicken noodle soup. Her voice is deeper than usual, hoarse from the sickness and low with the lingering grogginess. Strands of hair stick out every which way, a wild nest of bed head worse than even March’s, but she doesn’t seem to care and just brushes it back from her face so she can eat.



  “Are you feeling better?” Dan Heng asks. She makes a vague shrugging motion, her eyes droopy, and swallows more soup.



  “Tired, I guess,” she answers. “Throat hurts. That’s about it, I think.”



  Dan Heng places the back of his hand against her forehead, and she lets him. He’s not exactly sure what to expect; the illness is one that they had picked up from the last world they’d visited, common to the people of that world but unique to that planet only. Though the people on the Express are more resilient to outside forces, sicknesses are still a bit of uncertain territory, especially one that is strong enough to have two of them falling ill.



  Still. Their records and the information they had gathered from the planet’s inhabitants state that it isn’t life threatening, more like a small cold or a fever than anything, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.



  Stelle’s forehead is a little warmer than usual, although that may just be a byproduct of the Stellaron inside her or because she had just been bundled beneath all those blankets just a few moments before. He makes note of it and draws his hand back.



  Stelle manages half her bowl before she shakes her head and says, “I’m done.”



  “Okay.” He doesn’t push, simply taking the tray from her lap and placing it to the side. 



  A glance at March tells him that she’s dozing on the bean bag, legs curled up to her chest and her eyes half shut. 



  
    So much for wanting to walk around,
  
   he thinks, turning back to Stelle. “Can I check your sutures?”



  It’s not really a question even if he phrases it like one, and Stelle seems to understand that. She makes a face and pulls her white sleeping shirt over her head, revealing the equally white bandages wrapping around her torso and back. 



  She’d gotten hurt pushing some civilians out of the way of a monster attack. While Welt had already said that it wasn’t a life-ending wound, it’s one that’s long and deep enough for Dan Heng to be mildly concerned nonetheless.



  He shifts so that he’s a bit further behind her, gathering her hair in one hand and moving it so that it falls over one shoulder. Then, he begins the process of stripping away the old bandages.



  Sutures are easy to tear in your sleep, and despite Dan Heng knowing that Stelle is much less prone to doing so than someone like March, it’s worth it to check anyway. The gash is long, starting from the top of her right shoulder and curving over her spine until it stops halfway down her back. It’s definitely going to leave a scar. After seeing it again, Dan Heng doesn’t know whether to be mildly impressed or exasperated that Stelle had quite literally tried to 
  
    walk it off,
  
   claiming that it wasn’t really bad.



  He really wonders about people like her, sometimes. Self-sacrificing and insistent on helping others, even if she has to push herself beyond her limits to do so.



  Well. The sutures didn’t tear, at least. So that’s a relief.



  He grabs the gauze from the medkit and sets about rewrapping the injury. He doesn’t speak and neither does Stelle, and in the background March snores lightly.



  “Thanks,” she says when he finishes and puts everything away. She smiles at him then, just like how March did back in the kitchen. Dan Heng’s ears go warm.



  “Did you drink some water?” he asks, slipping off the bed and checking the tray. Stelle makes a small hum of affirmation, pulling her shirt back on, and he nods in approval. “Good. You can go back to sleep now, if you’d like.”



  “That’s a great idea,” she says, yawning. A glance back at March shows that she’s still curled up on the bean bag, her eyes shut, and he knows that Stelle is looking at the same thing by the way she laughs softly; fondly. “Bring her over here.”



  “Why?”



  “Just do it. She’ll get neck cramps from sleeping there.”



  He resists the urge to roll his eyes again and goes over to the bean bag. March makes a small noise when he picks her up, curling into his chest and pressing her face into his shoulder with a sigh.



  He doesn’t meet Stelle’s eyes when it happens, but he can feel her watching them and can imagine her smile all the same.



  Dan Heng sets March onto the bed carefully. “Is this really a good idea?”



  “It’s not like either of us could get each other more sick,” Stelle shrugs. She pats March’s head with a smile. A moment passes before she also lies down, shifting onto her side with a small wince.



  “Careful,” Dan Heng tells her again, and she just smiles at him again.



  They both seem content to sleep, so Dan Heng steps away from the bed and moves to pick up the serving tray. The bowl is only half empty; he supposes he’ll save the rest of it for later, when Stelle feels like eating again. He moves the glass of water off the tray and onto the nightstand.



  However, just as he’s about to pick up the tray and leave, Stelle says, “Wait.”



  Dan Heng stops. He looks at her, where she is half curled around March and peering at him with sleepy eyes. “What is it?”



  “… I forgot to do my dailies.”



  “What?”



  “Give me my phone,” she says, making grabby hands. Dan Heng frowns at her, but she is undeterred by this and only makes more pointed grabby motions.



  He picks up her phone with a sigh and hands it to her. “Don’t leave,” she tells him when he starts to turn away, and shuffles around until March is on the side closest to the wall before grabbing him by the sleeve and tugging him towards her.



  “What are you doing?” Dan Heng grumbles. Stelle just tugs him harder, insistent, and he sits down beside her with a small huff.



  She places her phone in his lap. He blinks down at it to see a white loading screen.



  “The screen is hurting my eyes,” she says, “do it for me?”



  “What even is this?” he says, picking up the phone as the loading screen fades into what looks like a video game with a female avatar dressed in elaborate clothes standing in the center. He tosses her an unimpressed look. “Why do I have to play your game for you?”



  “Because I haven’t done my 
  
    dailies,”
  
   Stelle whines. “And if I look at the screen for so long I might throw up. C’mon, Dan Heng, help me out here.”



  “Why can’t you do it tomorrow?” He tries to give her back the phone, but she refuses to take it.



  “They’re called dailies for a reason! If I don’t claim them today, they’ll reset tomorrow, and I’ll miss out on sixty whole primogems. I’m trying to save for a new character that’s coming soon, I need everything I can get!”



  He looks at her blankly. Stelle continues to pout, her eyes going big and watery and sparkly (somehow?) until he has to look away and sigh.



  “Fine, whatever,” Dan Heng mutters, picking up the phone and tapping the screen hesitantly. “What do I do?”



  Stelle gives him a beaming smile that he refuses to acknowledge. “Use your thumbs to move and turn the camera,” she directs, then tugs at his sleeve insistently. “Get down here, I can’t see the screen.”



  “You could just sit up,” Dan Heng mutters, shifting to lie down on his back nonetheless.



  “With my back injury?” she retorts. “No way.”



  “Just tell me what to do,” he says, refusing to let her guilt trip him, and she snickers. He moves the character around tentatively, watching it run around what looks like some sort of forest.



  “Tap the icon,” she says. “The one in the top left that looks like a clipboard—yeah, that one. Okay, so you see the purple stuff, you need to go to where those are on the map, okay now exit out and tap on the giant map in the corner—yeah… no not there… okay so you need to help these kids play a game…”



  So Dan Heng clicks through the dialogue of the game mindlessly, listening to Stelle explain how to play and what he needs to do, telling him which characters to use and how to use them to fight. And it’s a little funny, he thinks, that he’s here taking care of sick teammates and playing what Stelle calls a ‘gacha game’ and lying in a bed that’s not his. A past him would’ve had a hard time imagining himself in any scenario like this, and even now he still feels faintly stunned by the domesticity of it all.



  He does Stelle’s daily missions, then keeps playing because then she starts talking about something called ‘resin’, and keeps playing because then she begins to talk about an ‘event’ close to ending that she hasn’t done, and keeps playing. It’s surprisingly easy to lose himself in the flow of the game, reading the characters’ interactions and fighting the monsters that appear on the screen. Perhaps that’s why Stelle likes it so much.



  He doesn’t even notice the silence until he feels his own eyes start to slip shut and realizes that Stelle’s  head is resting against his arm, her hand settled lightly on his bicep as her chest rises and falls in slumber.



  The phone in his hands goes dark as it runs out of battery, and Dan Heng lets himself be dragged into the welcoming dark.


 


 


  He wakes up to Himeko’s cooing as she and Welt stand at the entrance to Stelle’s room, newly returned from their trip to contain the Stellaron. 



  It takes Dan Heng a good few moments to realize that the heavy mass at his side is Stelle clinging to his arm like a teddy bear, and the thing gripping his coat is March’s hand, who had somehow reached all the way across the other girl to grab him. He blinks at the ceiling blankly as Stelle drools onto his arm, trying to ignore the giggles coming from across the room. 



  For a while, he doesn’t move.



  And then Himeko pulls out her phone, and Dan Heng nearly yanks all three of them to the ground in his haste to get up and prevent her from taking a photo.



  Somehow, it isn’t the worst experience in the world.
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