
1. Boy and Girl


    
    The rich lady and her daughter stand on the other side of the table, dressed in smocks like the ordinary staff, but standing out anyhow, with their perfect skin and sleek hair decorated with expensive accessories. The lady is also tall and slender and elegant, just like other rich ladies who distribute food sometimes. Unlike her daughter, she seems comfortable with how she doesn’t belong, dishing up spaghetti with a steady hand. The boy pauses as his turn approaches, and the lady meets his gaze briefly, tilting her head toward her daughter.

The boy understands, and veers that direction, to the little girl standing on a step stool and struggling with the big ladle. She looks a little older than he is, but when she fills his bowl with stew, she’s clumsy, slopping it against the side. As she squeaks and flails trying to catch the drips, he stares at her. Then, quietly, he says, “Thank you,” and escapes to sit on the floor against the wall.

He watches the other child as he eats, noticing each breathless flustered smile she gives those she serves, even as she wilts like a flower in the heat and noise of the soup kitchen. Her blue eyes shine like a clear sky even from across the room, and her bright hair makes him think of spring flowers blooming. When she juggles somebody else’s bowl before catching it, she gives an embarrassed laugh that makes him smile too. And after the guest has moved on, when she frowns and tucks her hair behind her ears and looks at the other volunteers, he wonders what she’s thinking.

As the meal service ends, his bowl rests, forgotten, on his knee. He knows it’s time for him to leave too, but he’s in no hurry. He isn’t due to fight until that evening, and watching the girl is so much more pleasant than every other aspect of his life. He’ll probably never see her again, and he wants to remember.

She has a quiet argument with her mother. He has no idea what it’s about until she turns away and stomps directly toward him, her mother pacing behind. Nervously, he straightens up, fingers curling around the bowl. He should have returned it already.

Then she’s staring down at him, with the bitter smile of a much older woman twisting her mouth. He can see it’s not real, see she’s as nervous as he is: out of her territory and trying to make herself look bigger and more worldly than she is.

“Why do you keep staring at me?” she demands. “Are you going to ask if you can borrow money?” Then her eyes narrow. “What’s wrong with your hand?”

His brow furrows. He glances down at his scarred hand and the bowl it’s holding, before rising to his feet. “You already gave me food. I need to pay you back, but I don’t have any money on me. I have a job, though, so I’ll get some later.”

The little girl’s eyes widen, but her mother, listening in, laughs. “You’re still a kid. What kind of work can you do?”

“Fight,” he says simply. He has scars on his hands, his arms, his face, his legs, and each one is proof of his survival. Mostly, he fights kids his own size, but he’s fought grown men before, too, when he’s had to. A fight doctor told him once that he was lucky, that kids with broken bones heal much faster than adults.

The lady’s smile fades and her eyes narrow just like her daughter’s. Then she says, “That’s not a good job. How about this—I’ll give you a job instead.”

The boy’s fingers tighten around the bowl again. “Doing what?” He has no skills other than fighting, but he thinks he can probably learn to do anything that involves using his body, and doesn’t require a grown man’s strength. Maybe if he works for the mother, he can occasionally see the daughter again.

The lady looks between him and her own child. Her smile returns, almost mischievous. “You can be Asta’s servant and companion. She needs to spend time with other children, you see.”

“Lady Asta?” he questions, his gaze returning to the bright-haired girl right in front of him. His heart is pounding.

She’s still staring at him, her eyes wide, until her mother nudges her. Then, her cheeks turning pink. “I’m Asta, yes. What’s your name?”

For a moment, he can’t remember. He’s been addressed as ‘boy’ so often—but some letters he’d seen quite often on a fight monitor next to his face assemble themselves in his mind. “Arlan.”

Asta nods firmly. Then she takes the bowl from his hand, passes it blithely to her mother, and wraps her fingers around his.

For the first time since seeing her, he feels a twinge of unhappiness. Her hands are so soft and smooth, while his are gnarled, calloused, discolored, and bleed so, so easily. It isn’t right for her to hold his hand. When he tries to pull away, though, she catches his wrist with her other hand. “Come on.”

“Asta,” says her mother calmly. “If he doesn’t want to work for you, that’s his choice.”

“Of course he wants to work for me,” she declares, her cheeks now bright red. “He said he wants to pay me back. Isn’t that right, Arlan?”

He takes advantage of her split attention and deftly frees himself. Then, clasping his hands safely behind his back, he says firmly, “Yes, Lady Asta.”

  



2. Dog and Wolf


    
    The young servant stands two steps behind his lady as she argues with her family over the mangled little body she’s placed on the coffee table. He’s already phoned a vet to request a house-call. There is nothing more for him to do at the moment, except keep an eye on the dying dog still bundled in Asta’s designer sweater. Bloodstains have ruined it, but Asta never even thought about that when she wrapped the dog up.

“Come on, sweetie,” cajoles her father. “If you want a dog, I’ll buy you a healthy one.”

Asta sticks her jaw out. “I want this one.”

Her mother frowns as she glances at the creature. “You can’t save everybody, Asta.”

“You say that now, but this is your fault,” complains Asta’s aunt. “You’re the one who encourages her to adopt every mongrel stray she comes across.”

Lady Asta is arguing with her father and doesn’t notice what her aunt says, or that woman’s nasty look at Arlan. He’s glad. He doesn’t mind her words personally, but Asta is already on the verge of tears and he hates seeing her cry because of him.

The broken dog’s breath rasps unevenly, and it whines nearly inaudibly now and then. Neither Asta nor Arlan saw the mechanical accident that hurt the animal, only heard the crash of metal and the agonized yelping of the victim. They arrived on the scene to swearing workers worrying about the machinery and a few idlers making bets on how quickly the dog would die.

Asta had immediately knelt beside the dog, while Arlan moved the useless onlookers away from his lady. For some he only had to look at them, but a couple were briefly inclined to dismiss his instructions due to his size and age. Briefly. Asta’s mother had given him quite a large sword for Asta’s most recent birthday.

“He’s not dead,” wails Asta now, her tears spilling over. “Stop talking about burying him, Daddy! He doesn’t need a tombstone, he just needs somebody to take care of him!”

“Oh, Asta, baby,” says her father, at a complete loss. “I just don’t want you to be hurt—”

“Look at the mess it’s making, and now you’ve ruined your new dress as well, you careless girl—” complains her aunt. Arlan lifts his gaze at that, fixing it on that woman instead.

She notices, her nagging litany faltering, and shifts her weight as if she’s about to step back. Then her pride straightens her spine and she glares at Arlan, the only person actually paying attention to her. “Don’t look at me like that, you feral little brat. Isn’t it your job to stop her from getting into these scrapes?”

“No ma’am,” he says softly. “My job is different. I protect her from those who want to take advantage of her or hurt her.”

Nastily, Asta’s aunt says, “Then it should be you who gets rid of this trash. Look at how you’ve made her cry.”

Arlan stares at her in silence for another moment, until she tightens her shawl around herself. Then she sweeps to the other side of Asta’s father so she no longer has to see him.

Once again he lowers his eyes to the dog.

Lady Asta is sobbing loudly now, fighting off the attempts of her mother and father to crowd around her and comfort her. She’d talked cheerfully and hopefully about her new dog the entire ride home, refusing to even consider the severity of the animal’s injuries. Arlan, with significantly more experience witnessing lethal physical damage, simply listened. He knows she will mourn the same way whether he tries to prepare her for the worst or not, andhe also knows she’s very intelligent, so he doesn’t understand the point of doing what her father and mother seem to think is so necessary.

Now all of the emotion his lady has been repressing since the accident is pouring out. She cries harder than he’s ever witnessed, and the dog’s breathing grows more and more shallow. And then—

He kneels down without saying anything, putting his fingers to the dog’s nose. To his surprise, the dog’s tongue touches his fingers. To his greater surprise, he finds himself stroking the dog’s ears, just like Asta had during the ride home.

“Still with us?” he mutters, and the dog tries to lick his fingers again. A paw twitches. 

Arlan realizes that what the dog seems to want more than anything is physical contact, and kind words. That’s Lady Asta’s forte, but she’s busy right now. So instead Arlan recalls some of what she promised to the dog before as she cooed over him in her lap. His voice is rough instead of sweet as he whispers, “You must really want to play holodisc, huh?”

A spark leaps into the puppy’s eyes, and he tries to wag his tail before whimpering again.

“Lady Asta,” he says quietly, and she hears him through her father’s comforting nonsense, her aunt’s lecturing, and her own sobbing. She always hears him when he speaks to her, even if she doesn’t always listen.

“Is he…?” she quavers, looking down with painfully reddened eyes.

Arlan hesitates, because he never wants to lie to her and he’s not sure if what he’s about to say is the truth. But he thinks it might be. “Not yet. But I think he survived the trip home because you were petting him and talking to him.”

“Oh!” She immediately kneels down beside him, flapping her hand at her father as he tries to catch at her. “Go away, Daddy. If you want to help, go buy Auntie a present so she stops lecturing. I’m busy.” Then she puts her hand across Arlan’s, so they’re both stroking the dog’s ears.

“Ah, I’ll get out of your way—” he begins, looking at her delicate hand beside his.

“No, Arlan,” she commands. “You have to help me take care of Peppy, okay?”

“Peppy?” he asks weakly.

“That’s his name,” she explains. “Help me pet him. And when he gets better, you can play holodisc with him too.” Then, as if she thinks he won’t obey her, she shifts her weight and hooks her free arm through his.

A little panicked, he says, “Yes, of course, but wouldn’t it be better for you to cuddle Peppy with both hands? You’re the one who saved him. I can get him some water—”

“Somebody else will bring water,” she interrupts, and then giggles as once again a little tongue flickers along Arlan’s wrist. “And it’s not me he keeps trying to lick, see?”

He stares at her, at her tearstained face and the fond smile curling her mouth as she bends to kiss Peppy’s nose. When her own nose is licked, she giggles again, and the arm she’s using to stop Arlan from escaping loosens. It’s a false reprieve, as her hand finds his own, and clasps it painfully tightly. Her sweet words to the dog don’t falter, nor her silly smile, nor does she look at Arlan again, but he understands what she’s hiding underneath the smile, and just this once, he doesn’t try to pull away.

  



3. Knight and Princess


    
    The young woman and her servant sit side by side on the ship conveying them to Herta Space Station. She has her gaze fixed on the distant stars beyond the window, while he reviews his memos. It’s been a long journey, at least compared to those they’re used to. Each hour has crawled by. What will they find at the end of their journey?

In theory, they know. They’ve been over the documentation for the space station exhaustively, both together and separately. But Arlan is still worried. There are so many new dangers on a space station, and Herta’s treasure house brings even more risks. The genius has surrounded it with protections: defense satellites, field technology, and the staggering effects of some of her Curios are just some of its defenses.

But Herta barely notices the people, and Arlan knows that’s her weak point. She does too, which is one of many reasons she stole Lady Asta from her family. But while Lady Asta is brilliant, compassionate and charismatic, he has shielded her from the dirtier aspects of the world since childhood. He knows, far more intimately than she, how personnel weaknesses can breach even the most secure facility. As far as he can tell, the station has absolutely no safeguards or procedures in place for dealing with those risks.

He’s already talked to Asta about the lack of specialized mental health care on the station, and he trusts her to deal with that. He certainly can’t, other than identifying those he won’t allow within ten feet of his lady. But instincts aren’t the same as knowledge.

He’s been thinking about that a lot lately. Lady Asta’s family and their circle are like the underworld that bred him in surprising ways: touchy, paranoid and self-centered. But he has also observed Lady Asta’s academic acquaintances and they are a different breed. Easily distracted by their interests, blindly enthusiastic, oblivious to their surroundings—but each and every one so full of knowledge. He recalls one of Lady Asta’s friends, who discovered his hand condition and hounded him until he showed her. She inspected his hand and then smugly told him more about the cause than any of Asta’s doctors had. He hadn’t understood even a quarter of what she’d said, but he still uses the salve she’d provided at the end of her lecture.

Academics, he’s decided, are a far more valuable class of people than the rich. And the station will be full of them—

Beside him, Asta shifts her weight and then leans her head against his shoulder with a sigh. “I’m so glad you came with me, Arlan.”

His thoughts scatter. Tucking his phone away, he says, “Are you tired, my lady? Would you like me to get you a pillow?”

“No, don’t go anywhere,” she murmurs.

He hesitates, and then adjusts his seat back a little, so she can rest her head a little more comfortably. He doesn’t know what else to do. This close, he can smell her hair, sweet and floral, and count each of her eyelashes. And, more and more lately, close physical proximity to Lady Asta has been disrupting his ability to think.

He remembers months back, when she was injured while passing through the slums on one of her charitable visits. A rock thrown by one of a gang of angry young men had struck her head. She’d crumpled into his arms and he’d gently laid her on the pavement with his coat under her before dealing with her attackers. After a few minutes, panting as he studied those remaining upright, he heard Asta whisper, “Arlan, you’ve done enough…”

He’d glanced at her, seen the blood trickling down her face, and thought, “No. Not nearly enough.” It had taken her direct command to Stop! before he’d come back to himself. After, when carrying her to their transport, he’d wanted to crush her against him. Fragmented, unspeakable thoughts had crowded his mind; leftover violent urges tangling with his affection for Lady Asta in ways that could not be permitted. He should have sat her in her own seat on the journey home, but instead, he’d held her even then, pressing her head against his shoulder, his head lowered so her shallow, even breathing brushed his face. Later, he’d told himself it was no different than Asta cuddling Peppy on a similar trip.

But that doesn’t explain why he wants to pull her across his lap again now. Nervously, he closes his gloved hands into fists on his thighs. If she wants a pillow, he can be a pillow. Usually he listens to his instincts, but he knows sometimes he must ignore them. He doesn’t know much but he does know that.

“I’ve been thinking…” she says, her words slow and sleepy. “I’ve been thinking that you should take command of station security after we’re settled in. Teach those guys to take care of the researchers like you take care of me.”

Take command. Later, he’ll worry about that. Later, he’ll doubt his ability to hold a formal command, although he’s been instructing others what to do for Asta for many years now. Later, he’ll feel pleased by her trust in him, too.

At the moment, all he can do is say, “If you wish it, I will.” He can just see her smile in response.

After a few more moments, she rubs her cheek against his shoulder and then sits up again, her eyes bright. “Yes. That will make certain things easier. And if I’m lonely without you, there’s always Peppy.”

Arlan breathes out carefully, regathering his thoughts. “The space station isn’t that big, my lady.”

She clasps her hands in her lap, looking down at them. “I feel like I’m giving you away, but I keep thinking about everything you said about the security there. They need you more than I do.”

“You’re not giving me away.” Impossible. “Won’t I still be working for you?”

She sighs heavily. “You’ll be a lot busier, though. You won’t have time to deal with all my whims.”

“And you won’t be? You’re being dramatic again, my lady. You won’t have time to be lonely. Besides, you’ll be surrounded by people who think like you.” He frowns after he says that, because he is pretty sure it’s not true. Even among her academic friends he’s never met anybody clever in the same ways Asta is. But she’ll be around people who love knowledge like she does, unlike her family circle. He hopes she understands what he meant.

“They won’t be you, though. They won’t remind me to take my vitamins or do my homework.” A laugh hovers in her voice, and he recognizes it as amusement at her own failings.

“Don’t worry. I’ll continue to do all of that. No matter how you whine.”

She gives him a sideways look through a veil of hair, with a smile she can’t quite hide. Then she slides her fingers under his fist, and he relaxes his hand so she can take it. She’s always careful about his hands now, but it hasn’t stopped her habit of taking his hand when she’s afraid or sad.

This time, though, she’s smiling. He wonders about that.

  



4. Destruction and Harmony


    
    He doesn’t know how his security system was bypassed, but as Arlan strains to hold back the monstrous blade of a Legion minion, he promises himself he’ll find out. It isn’t important now, when there are people to evacuate and monsters to dodge, but it runs in the back of his head like a commentary track: every single way he’s failed to prepare for this.

The fleeing footsteps of researchers fade and Arlan lets himself tumble back, landing on his feet like a cat and racing after the others. Given how the Legion arrived, teleporting inside the station shield without a single alert triggered, he can’t be confident the researchers are safe until he’s seen them to the elevator himself.

As he passes by an alcove, he sees one of his own men cowering inside, staring at blood on his hands. His own blood, Arlan judges, but instinct tells him the man is suffering more from shock and horror rather than pain. “Get going,” he growls, grabbing the taller man and pushing him ahead. The man stumbles after the researchers, speeding up as Arlan growls again behind him.


  Like a sheepdog herding sheep.


Sheep. That’s another way he failed to plan. His security team is a community police force in a quirky sitcom, not soldiers of the Alliance. They are no more prepared to face violent death than the researchers. They’re doing their best and, given the circumstances, he’s proud of most of them—but not of himself. He should have trained them better. He and Asta both trusted the external defenses far too much.

Not thoughts for now. Gritting his teeth, he clenches his fist until he can focus again on what’s in front of him. There, the elevator! He gets the others onboard and punches the button to send it to safety.

“Another bunch coming up, Lady Asta.” From beside the elevator, he keeps an eye on the outer ring as he reports in. No visual contact with enemies yet, but he knows it’s just a matter of time. As long as they don’t come from from every direction at once, he can lure them away from the elevator again. He just needs Asta to tell him where the next survivors are.

The signal from the master control zone has been glitchy since the security system failed, but he can still make out her voice. “That’s everyone, Arlan. Hurry up and get out of there!”

He frowns, tightening his gloves. “Are you sure? I think—”

“No,” she says, with a staticky catch in her voice. “There aren’t any other life-signs down there.”

He looks around again, listening, even sniffing the air. He can’t identify the source, but he believes she is wrong. Asta’s voice is so distorted from the watcher zone. It’s all too plausible that she’s missing something.

“I think—” he repeats. He only sees the movement of a voidranger eliminator’s ranged attack from the corner of his eye as pain is exploding through his leg. It gives out under him and he crumples, blinded by the agony.

Instinct takes over: if he makes a sound, his enemies might know he’s in pain and hurt him more. Out of long, long habit, he is silent. Though the searing wound devours his mind, he does not scream, does not even whimper. In his childhood, his tolerance to pain, his silence, had been a weapon. Here, it keeps him alive

That, and Asta’s tinny voice, squeaking at him from ten feet away, where the void monsters are inspecting his headset closely. As the initial blast of pain settles into a deep throb and he recovers his awareness, he realizes it must have flown off when he fell and drawn them away from his still and quiet body.

His leg screams at him, but he finds he can still move the muscles. For a moment, he considers continuing to play dead. He’s glad to still be alive; he wants very much to remain that way. He already knows that he’ll order his staff to do so in similar future scenarios.

If he has a future. Because Asta’s voice briefly becomes clear as she cries, “You get into that elevator right now and get up here, Arlan! I’m not kidding! I don’t care what’s going on, I want you here right now!”

The void monsters look at the headset, and then at the elevator beside them. Back at the headset. Over to the elevator. And then Arlan is rising to his feet without conscious intent, cursing them using language he really hopes isn’t being transmitted to his lady.

Sorry, Lady Asta. 

Obeying her isn’t an option. Even if he can get to the elevator, they’ll follow him up—and the Master Control Zone is in no way prepared to repel an assault right now. But these aren’t the Legion’s great thinkers and if they don’t see how the elevator works, if they are distracted, they might forget the elevator exists.

They look at him. The one holding his headset drops it, stepping on it carelessly as it moves slowly toward him. Painfully, he backs away, pulling out his sword once more. That does the trick; the whole group surges toward him. He turns and runs, overriding his body’s protests with practiced skill.

They chase him, like a pack of hounds after a wolf. It’s something built-in, Arlan suspects. But if he gets too far ahead, they’ll forget about him. So he can’t do that, can’t follow his instinct to use his knowledge of the station to lose them. Instead he heads toward the control center, where he can lock down the elevator completely.

But halfway there, one of the smart ones with four legs joins the pack, bringing two more with it. It barks an alien command at the others, and then it shoots him. Arlan can sense the beam moving toward him, but he can’t dodge it fast enough, not with his wounded leg.

It doesn’t hurt when it strikes, though. Instead the world shatters around him into disjointed shards that fall like rain. He can’t tell where he is or what he’s doing. He’s not even sure he still has all his body parts. The past and present run together like ink in water. Somewhere, Asta is screaming at him. Somewhere, Asta is sobbing over a dying dog. Somewhere, she holds his hand.

Somewhere, she bleeds.

He can’t do that to her. He knows he will kill anybody who tries to make him.

With that moment of clarity, the quantum entanglement vanishes. He brings his heavy sword around to strike the voidranger closest to him, unleashing its full charge all at once. Lightning strikes over and over, setting fire to his open wounds. He relishes the pain, using it to feed the lightning.

And then, while they’re still stunned by his unexpected retaliation, Arlan runs again, taking advantage of the opportunity to sprint the rest of the way to the control center. As soon as he’s within, he stumbles, his strength giving out at even the semblance of safety.

He drags himself over to the console and shuts down the elevator, engaging the physical locking mechanism. At least he managed to get that installed. He’d intended it as a safeguard against mischievous Curios but—

Clawed hooves click behind him. He’d been in such a hurry that he’d left the doors open, and now invaders block all the exits. They’re wary after his previous attack, though. He sags against the console, thinking about how this is the first time he’s seriously disobeyed Asta. He’s never even imagined doing so before. He’s always believed his path would forever be at her heel, even when she assigned him to other tasks.

Now… he feels odd. Like he’s not quite the same person he’d been four hours earlier. A legacy of the entanglement, perhaps, or a side effect of the pain. He doesn’t know. He needs to think about it. But he doesn’t have time now. His enemies are coming closer. He’s backed into a corner. If he wants to have a chance to disobey his lady again, he needs to fight for his life.

Fortunately, he’s good at that.

Slowly, he straightens up, leaning on his sword before he brings it up to bisect the voidranger minion loping towards him. Energy floods through him as it falls. His stance shifts. He can do this. He’s got his back to a wall so they can’t get behind him. He has nowhere to run, but that makes him stronger too. He strikes again. And again. The world blurs into pain and blood and destruction, each death invigorating him. He has a rhythm now. When quantum entanglement closes around him, he shakes it off easily. Nothing is going to stop him from listening to Asta chastise him.

He wonders what her expression will be when he refuses to apologize.

Arlan blinks. The last enemy in the control center is evaporating into particles. He is more exhausted than he’s ever been, but this time, he manages to close the security doors. Then he slides to the floor, wondering if the pain when he breathes means a lung was damaged.

…No. He doesn’t think so. His hands are a wreck, as usual, and his leg will take ages to heal properly, and he’ll have a few more scars. But he doesn’t think Lady Asta will cry too much. He hopes not anyhow.

The console above him chirps, the sound of scanning and communication systems coming back online. Wearily, he rises to his knees and slaps the broadcast control.

Asta’s beautiful voice fills the monitoring room, the sob in her voice crystal clear. “The Astral Express just arrived, Arlan. They’re coming for you, so hang in there, okay?”

“Okay,” he manages. His eyebrows furrow as he remembers their disagreement before he’d been struck down. He rises further to his feet and runs a scan of the zone.

Nothing.

Frowning, he runs it again, wondering if whatever took the system down is still distorting reports.

The third time he runs it, he watches another human life-sign blink on, appearing out of nowhere in one of Herta’s super-secure chambers.

Hah. Sometimes, his instincts were right.

He says, “Thanks. Tell them to rescue the survivor in the Stellaron chamber first, though.”

After a pause, Asta says, relief and laughter and outrage mixing in her voice, “Oh my god, Auntie is right, you are such a stubborn brat. I have to deal with things up here but please, please, Arlan. Promise me you’ll stay safe where you are for now.”

He doesn’t tell her he’s not sure he can do anything else right now. All he says is, “Yes, my lady.”

“Arlan?” she begins, and then hesitates.

“I’m here,” he assures her.

“…never mind. I’m glad you’re still alive.”

“Go do what needs to be done, my lady.”

The comm falls silent. Arlan sits down again to rest and wait.

  



5. Heart and Mirror

Notes for the Chapter:I start diverging a bit here from what’s in the game. I had to. I hope you’ll enjoy it anyway.




    
    Madam Herta might technically own the space station, but Arlan is keenly aware that Lady Asta is its true mistress. Still, on previous visits from the famed genius, he’s done her bidding without even a thought of protest. Asta respects her so much that he could do no less.

It’s different this time. He’s become the kind of person who can disobey his mistress, but he still can’t deny the puppet girl. He finds that intolerable. That, and so many other things lately.

He lurks in a door’s alcove, watching the strange Fragmentum crystal pulse, growing and shrinking again. His gut tells him something will emerge soon. He hopes it is something awful, so he can utterly destroy it. The trials suggested by the book aren’t working at all to harden him to Madam Herta’s commands, but he’s been feeling a sullen satisfaction in keeping his phone off and taking out his wrath and frustration on the monsters spawned by the crystals.

He knows it’s wrong to feel this way, but all that does is make him angrier. Why is this happening to him? Why can’t he go back to normal? Why did that single episode of acting on his own make such a difference in his feelings? Acid rage keeps coiling in his chest, not just at the monsters that have ruined so much, but at himself, and even at some of the people around him.

Not at Asta, of course. Never at Asta. But his feelings around her are tangled and inappropriate, and rejecting them is harder and harder. He’s been distancing himself from her, even before he turned his phone off, because he’s a little afraid of what will happen if he doesn’t. And Madam Herta’s daily demands make everything worse.

If only he can stand up to her, he’s sure he’ll be able to sort out everything else, too.

The crystal pulses one more time and then a monstrosity crawls out from its orifice. With a savage delight, he sets about ruining its birthday. It’s not much of a challenge, not in the mood he’s in now.

As it falls, somebody calls his name. “Arlan!”

He jerks around to see Asta advancing toward him, Peppy trotting before her. March 7th and Caelus are with her. At the sight of the tall gray-haired young man, acid curdles his usual pleasure at seeing his lady. The last time he saw Caelus, the day before, he was teasing Asta until she blushed, and then twirling her in a circle like she was a wind-up ballerina. Why is he still with her? Black jealousy sears through Arlan as possibilities present themselves unbidden.

Fortunately, at that moment the crystal births the first monster’s twin, and he turns his attention to destroying it more thoroughly. Caelus falls in on his left side, and March 7th on his right. When the mutated enemy is nothing but motes of light, he can remember again that Caelus is a decent guy: somebody whose help and opinions he normally values. It is only watching him with Asta that Arlan wants to commit violence. It’s embarrassing and shameful, and knowing that doesn’t change anything at all.

Arlan says something about the monster, and instantly forgets it as he realizes two things: Asta is crying, and Asta is staying away from him.

He steps toward her and then stops himself. “Are you okay, my lady? Are you hurt?”Did he scare her? He’ll never forgive himself. “Why… why are you crying?”

“I’m sorry!” She clenches her hands together. “It’s all my fault. I’ve been piling so much on you. That’s why you looked up ways to manage the pressure…”

She begins to sob, wiping at her eyes with her palms, apologizing incoherently. Arlan stares at her, stunned, and then glances between the others as if they might offer some explanation for why his lady is sobbing like this. What have they been telling her?

But March 7th is watching with a keen and cheerful interest as if she has no idea what twists and turns the drama will take, and Caelus has a puzzled look as he stares off into space.

Arlan takes a deep breath. “My lady, you didn’t do anything wrong—”

She shakes her head wildly and cuts him off, as she always does when she’s caught up in her emotions. “You don’t need to hide it! Caelus and I found out about the trials you’ve undertaken. I—I want to be better, Arlan. I can change, I promise.”

He tries again. “That’s not it. I—” and he stops, trying to decide what to tell her. With Caelus standing right beside Asta, he is uncomfortably aware that his problem with Madam Herta is only the tip of the iceberg. And while he has some experience with her tears and her dramatic turns, he’s never been unaffected by them. It makes him a little panicky, and he desperately wants to fix things, ideally without revealing his secret. But he’s always avoided lying to her…

While he thinks hard, Asta waves various pieces of ‘evidence’ at him. He had no idea so much had been documented of his conversation with Professor Capote, but even so, he is bewildered. How can she think he was asking about her?

But she won’t listen. She’s determined to blame herself. It frightens him a little, because he doesn’t understand why she’s so upset. While sometimes she’s regretted the things she’s put him through, especially when they were younger, she’s never been this frantic before.

“As for the trial of the mirror,” she says, snatching a piece of ceiling tile from Caelus’s pocket, “I talked to Dan Heng and saw where you’d broken this ceiling tile.”

“I’m sorry,” he says blankly. “I’ll get it fixed later.”

She shakes the tile at him. “I know you’re tough but you’re not a violent person, Arlan! Quite the opposite—”

“Wait a minute,” says March 7th, finally getting involved. “This is pretty weak evidence. Don’t you have anything better, Caelus?”

“Oh god, not you too,” Caelus says, and he and March 7th begin to bicker over the contents of his coat pockets.

Arlan’s fists are clenched and he has just enough presence of mind to hide them behind his back. She doesn’t think he’s a violent person? Is that what’s going on? He did scare her, he realizes, and now he has no idea what to say to reassure her.

Caelus whaps March lightly on the back of the head and hands Arlan’s ID pass back to him. “Asta thinks you don’t like taking care of Peppy, but that’s not true, is it?”

Arlan shakes his head silently, but Asta has a full head of steam and she’s not giving up. Passionately, she explains to them all how she’s bullied Arlan into caring for her dog, and he only does it because he fears she’ll punish him. Her reasoning is so deeply flawed that even Peppy tilts his head in confusion. She has never punished either Peppy or Arlan in their lives.

Weakly, he says into the stunned silence, “Don’t you think that’s kind of… elaborate? It’s not your fault I’m doing this. And I like playing with Peppy.”

“Whuff!” says Peppy happily.

This galvanizes March into saying, “Yeah, that seems kinda… implausible, Asta. I really don’t think Arlan is upset with you.”

Asta sets her jaw. She has never given up easily once she decided she’s right. And as far as he knows, she has never been this wrong. “I’ll prove it!” She starts grabbing at Caelus’s coat despite his alarmed protests, scattering slips of paper and photographs everywhere. Then she freezes, staring at one of the photographs drifting to the floor. It’s a picture of Arlan, with his back turned as he walks away.

Her face goes white. In a stifled voice, she says, “When I saw this photo… when I saw you fighting alone…”

She’s going to start sobbing again and he can’t bear it, so finally he blurts out the only thing he can say, precise truth be damned. “I’m doing this because of Madam Herta, my lady. You’ve never pressured me. I enjoy helping you.”

March and Asta blink in unison, while Caelus looks kind of tired and exasperated. Arlan hurries to explain more while he has the chance. “Whenever she’s on board, Madam Herta assigns me things outside the Security Department remit. Assignments like that were okay before the invasion, but I have other things on my mind now. I thought if I could learn to refuse her, it would make things better.”

Asta stares at him for a long moment in an unexpected silence, and Arlan realizes belatedly that Caelus has his hand over March’s mouth. Then his lady says in a small voice, “But I give you lots of tasks outside the Security Department too.”

“That’s different,” he says firmly. “I want to do those.”

She clasps and unclasps her hands a few times, and then blurts out, “But it’s me you’ve been avoiding, Arlan. You turned off your phone and everything. At first I was so scared that you’d been hurt, or sucked into the Fragmentum, and then… that you wanted to leave me.” Her gaze rests on the photograph on the floor. “Why else would you avoid me?”

“Lady Asta…” Arlan’s gaze involuntarily goes to Caelus again. Asta, still focusing on the photo of his turned back, doesn’t notice.

But the Trailblazer does. He meets Arlan’s gaze questioningly, and then the penny drops. “Oh.”

“What?” demands March, finally fighting free of Caelus’s restraining hand. “What’s going on now?”

“Maybe this isn’t about Madam Herta after all,” says Caelus.

March looks outraged. “Hey, you’re being weird and mysterious again, Caelus! That isn’t allowed! I’m going to tell Pom-Pom!”

Caelus ignores his crewmate to step closer to Arlan. Putting his hand on Arlan’s shoulder, he leans down to whisper, “Those trials may have been horseshit for dealing with demanding bosses, but you might want to see how they apply to your true feelings. Good luck, bro. She’s a real handful.”

Then he reaches back, grabs March’s wrist, and drags her after him as he swiftly walks away.

“Whuff?” queries Peppy. Asta drops to her knees to hug him, and it is then Arlan realizes just how far gone he is. Because he is jealous of Peppy.

“Won’t you tell me what’s going on, Arlan?” his lady asks softly, looking up at him.


  The trial of the heart: acknowledge his own feelings.


He wants to touch Asta as casually as Caelus touches everybody. He wants Asta’s arms around him like they’re around Peppy. He wants her, so much that it hurts him, so inappropriately that he has to hold himself back.

He doesn’t know what to say.

She looks down again, squeezing Peppy until he whines in protest. “All right. I… don’t think I can stop Herta from giving you tasks. But I hope you can figure out something that makes you feel better. I miss you.”


  The trial of the mirror: recognize his own role.


He is hurting her.

Telling the truth might hurt her too. But maybe she’ll only laugh at him, tease him, pat his head like she did sometimes when they were kids.

“My lady, wait,” he says abruptly.

He hopes she’ll just laugh at him. He prays she won’t send him away. He needs time to get his thoughts together though.

“Arlan?” She stands up, meets his eyes, and her own widen.

“I want to tell you something. But—” he looks around the very public station corridor. “Not here and now. There’s still monster crystals, and I’ve been out of touch with the department too long. Can we talk later? Please?”

“All right,” she says breathlessly. “Can you come to my room tonight?”

His hands go cold. “Uh. Your bedroom?”

She looks puzzled. “Where else?”

And she’s right. As they were growing up, he spent more time in her room than his own. It’s where she does her plotting, her studying, the majority of her whining, and she usually requires his presence for most of that. But now… Well, it can’t be helped.

“Okay. I’ll see you then.”

She picks up Peppy and turns to go, and then says tentatively, “Arlan? Am I being a pushy boss now?”

He wants to wrap his arms around her. He does not. “No, my lady. I promise, I’ll tell you everything I can later. Please don’t worry. I’m not going to leave you unless you order me to.”

“Oh,” she says, and goes. As he watches her walk away, he wonders why his reassurance has made her sound so sad.

  



6. Arlan and Asta

Notes for the Chapter:And now the bit I make up from whole cloth…




    
    Arlan stays at work until 9 pm when he finally forces himself to leave. Asta hasn’t messaged him once during that time, and for all his thinking, he still doesn’t know how to explain himself to her. But he promised her he’d come to her room, and he’s not going to break that promise.

She opens her door as soon as he taps on it, and then steps aside for him to enter, her eyes shadowed. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He moves within and she closes the door. The whir and click of the latching mechanism seems abnormally loud, sealing him in with her. She is still in her work clothes, just like him, but she has taken off her shoes. Without the heels, they are almost exactly the same height.

“Uh, how are you feeling?”

She looks down, fidgeting with one of the ribbons on her sleeve. “Worried and afraid.”

He blows out his breath. “Me too.”

Asta looks around and then goes to sit on the purple couch in the middle of the room. It’s where she eats her breakfast most mornings, where she studies documents, where she watches videos. It’s… safe enough, as long as he doesn’t think about some of the intense visualizations he’s gone through today. He follows her, and they sit down together.

After a moment, she says, “Arlan…?”

He looks down at his gloved hands rather than at her. They are a reminder of everything he is, and words fail him once more. He feels like a criminal, and his hands curl into fists because that makes him angry again. It’s all so stupid. He thinks again about how casual Caelus is. How insightful. He is nothing like that man, for all that they share the same Path. He wants to run away again, hop on the Astral Express, and… leave her behind?

No. He promised her he wouldn’t do that. He doesn’t even want to do that. He just wants to leave himself behind and go back to simpler days. Simpler feelings.

“Can I give you a hug?” she asks tentatively. She hasn’t hugged him in years, ever since their middle teens.

A cold thrill goes through him, as his instincts and the chaos in his mind unite to scream at him to pull her to him, give into his urges—

He squeezes his eyes shut. “I don’t think that would be a good idea right now.”

“Oh.” She hesitates before asking, “Right now?”

He shakes his head and then realizes it’s a starting place. Her question helps him find words for an answer. As horrifying as it is, he forces the words out. “I’ve been having strange thoughts lately. About you. Fantasies. If you hugged me right now I think I’d… probably take advantage and touch you inappropriately.”

He knows his face is scarlet, and he can’t bear to look up and see her expression. When she stands up after a moment, his fists clench once more, waiting for her judgement.

Instead she says, her voice odd, “Would it help if I sat somewhere else?” She doesn’t wait for an answer, going over to her dressing table, pulling the bench out and sitting there. “How about over here?”

He risks looking up and sees that her face is a little flushed, and her own hands are also clenched in fists on her thighs. Her change in seating doesn’t make a big difference, but it makes a little one, having her out of casual reach. He nods once.

She clasps her hands and then twists them together. He can tell she’s searching for words to comfort him, because even with this, she’s kind.

But instead she says breathlessly, “Inappropriately how?”

Arlan looks down again. She wants details. Of course she does. She’s detail-oriented. Before today, he would have been hard-pressed to answer her, because he’s always fought so hard against even thinking that way. But he’s spent the day thinking very hard about what he’d do if she put her arms around him. Reluctantly, he starts at the beginning. “I’d… lick your neck,” he mumbles. “Kiss your mouth. Touch your rear. Push you down on the couch. Touch your breasts. Stuff like that. I don’t know that I’d listen if you told me to stop, either. So… it’s not a good idea right now.”

She is silent again, and when he finally looks up, he notices that her knees and thighs are pressed tightly together, and her eyes meeting his are very bright. Her hands, clasped in her lap again, are white-knuckled. She swallows before she speaks. “How… how long have you felt this way?”

He pushes his hair away from his face and leans his head back against the couch, staring up at the planetary system mobile he’d helped her install two years previously. “Off and on… for a long time. I used to be able to ignore it. It happens more when I’ve been fighting.”

“Oh…” she says, with a different odd note in her voice. “Only then?”

Once again, he shakes his head, keeping his focus on the gently moving planet models. “Whenever you get too close to me.”

“That’s—” she begins, and he can finally hear a note of displeasure in her voice. Instead of continuing, she goes to her tea station and fidgets with the materials there before finally throwing down a teabag like it’s personally offended her. She turns back to him.

“I’m sorry. I’m being unfair. I didn’t realize any of this, so how could I expect you to—no, never mind that.” She goes back to the bench and seats herself again, but this time she leans forward, balancing herself with her hands on the bench beside her. “I realized today that I’ve been taking advantage of you for a long time, Arlan.”

He is bewildered again. He isn’t even sure what she says is possible. He opens his mouth to argue, and she holds up a hand to cut him off. Again.

“Not… not as your boss.” Looking down, she repeats softly, “No… not as your boss.” She glances up at him and then down again quickly. It is such a reflection of his own behavior that it feels surreal. “Do you know why I’ve never had a boyfriend?” She shakes her head. “Of course you don’t, or— well, I didn’t put it together myself until… until I got so upset today.”

She bites her lip in silence for a moment, and he watches, fascinated tension quivering through him. Finally, she says, “I could never imagine what I’d get from having a boyfriend that I didn’t already have with you.”

There’s something wrong with his brain. He can’t process what she’s saying, except for one thing, the thing that’s been haunting him recently. “I can.”

She shrugs, wrapping her arms around herself and looking over at the abused tea-station. “Yeah. There was one thing. But you never liked it when I touched you and I’ve been… okay with that. It was you, so that didn’t matter.” After a pause, she adds, “I thought that didn’t matter.”

“I’m your servant,” he says blankly. He doesn’t even know why. It is simply the only thought he can verbalize.

She purses her lips. “Don’t be like Auntie. I haven’t thought of you as my servant for a long time. You’re Arlan. I just told you, I’ve been thinking of you as my… partner. For years.”

A tiny part of his mind points out this may actually be true. She’s bossy and whimsical and demanding with him, but he’s pretty sure she’d be like that with anybody she can relax around. That’s not an employer thing. It’s an Asta thing.

She bites her lip again and asks, “Do you really dislike it when I touch you?”

He makes a sound low in his chest. A groan? A growl? He is confused and disoriented, but his instincts have an answer. Embarrassed again (how is that even possible at this point?) he closes his eyes and forces out words one more time. “I… never thought it was right. When we were little, you were so clean and pretty and I was such an ugly little runt. I always felt like I’d… contaminate you. When I got older, it was worse, because I thought I’d hurt you. Break you.” He opens his eyes to see her beautiful face frowning. “I still wanted you, though.”

“Do you still think that?” Her eyes are narrow.

“Yes.” He tilts his head back again, tiredly.

“Why?” she demands, shooting to her feet, drawing his gaze. “I’m not some fragile specimen, Arlan. And I want you to touch me. I want you to do all those inappropriate things to me.” He watches her squeeze her fists in front of her skirt. “I really want that.”

He deliberately imagines her naked, and the chaos in his mind is no less than before. Helplessly, he says, “It just feels… wrong. You’re… a princess and I’m gutter trash. I feel like the whole world can see that, and if I… ruin you… nobody will have any respect for you any more.”

She inhales to tell him he’s being an idiot—he knows her exact manner for that—and stops herself. Then she crouches down and pulls her hands through her hair, scrubbing them back and forth until her hair is a wreck.

“My lady?” He sits upright, alarmed.

After shaking her head, she stands up again. “All right. I get it, I think. You’ve built up this whole thing in your mind about not touching me. I wish I’d figured this out years ago—but we are here and it is now. How do you feel about being my boyfriend without touching me?”

Fascinated once more by her shifts in mood, he says, “I think you’ll still be missing out on something you want.”

She waves that away, her blue eyes intent. “Forget about that. I can take care of myself.”

His fingers dug into his thighs at the thought of her ‘taking care of herself’ and he shifts uncomfortably. “Um.”

Her eyes narrow again and then she gives him a little smile. “Besides, I have every intention of tearing down the walls you’ve built. Slowly. In ways you’re comfortable with. If you’ll let me. Can I?”

“You’re asking me, my lady?” She never asks him before doing things on his behalf. They’ve had arguments about it before.

She gives him a saucy grin. “Yeah. This is important, see, and I don’t want to hurt you or break you.”

He stares at her, speechless, before pulling his hands over his face. “You’ve been thinking of me as your partner for years?”

“Yep,” she says cheerfully, and then sobers. “I didn’t completely realize it, though. I’m truly sorry about that.”

It’s his turn to move his hands to set aside the latter part of what she said. “Then not much will change if you think of me as your boyfriend, will it?”

“It might be a change in how you think of me?” she suggests hopefully.

From somewhere, a rusty chuckle escapes Arlan. “You’ll always be my lady, no matter what walls you tear down.”

“So you’re okay with me doing that?” Detail-oriented Asta.

“I’m pretty scared,” he admits. “I’m not the gentle person you think I am, my lady.”

“You’re wrong,” she counters firmly. “And I can prove it.” He tenses up. She notices. “…But I won’t. Not tonight.” She waves a finger. “But later, I definitely will!”

Arlan rubs his head. “Of course you will. I need sleep, my lady. I don’t know what to think anymore.”

“Yep, that makes sense. Poor Arlan. You should go to bed.” She has a slightly manic look in her eyes and he suspects that as she is, she won’t be sleeping for hours. He wants to help.

He clears his throat. “Um. Would you mind sitting beside me again for a few minutes first?”

“Okay!” she says and bounces toward him like Peppy, currently asleep in his dog bed. But she sits beside him lightly, as if she might flit away again at any minute.

Slowly, he unpeels his glove from his hand, and then takes hers gently, lacing their fingers together. His fingers truly are ugly next to hers. But her warm palm tingles against his cold one. “I got used to this a long time ago, Lady Asta. It doesn’t bother me anymore. It’s become just part of who you are. Lady Asta, who holds my hand.”

He realizes that her eyes are swimming with tears, and tries to pull his hand away as he says worriedly, “Did I do something wrong?”

She shakes her head, not letting him go, and then reaches up with her other hand to touch his hair, just like she used to when they were kids. He doesn’t mind that either. Her voice is tremulous as she says, “Thank you, Arlan. Thank you for loving me so much, and so well, all these years. You do, don’t you?”

“Oh,” he says, the sudden burst of adrenaline fading. “Yes, of course I do.”

Her eyes search his face. “Can you say it?”

He doesn’t feel the slightest hesitation. “I love you, my lady. I’ve loved you since I was nine years old. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have stayed with you.”

“And you know I love you, too, right?”

Arlan thinks about that only a moment. “Yes. I suppose I do.”

“Good,” she says, and snuggles against his shoulder. And together, in a comfortable silence, they sit there until Arlan falls asleep and Asta goes off to write up her 52-point plan for taking their relationship to the next stage.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Lore notes:

Chapter 1 is inspired by Asta’s Character Story 2

Chapter 2 is inspired by Arlan’s Character Story 2

Chapter 3 is inspired (very loosely) by the Light Cone Planetary Rendezvous

Chapter 4 is inspired by the opening cinematic and Arlan’s Character Story 4

Chapter 5 is based on the climax of Arlan’s Companion Mission

Chapter 6 is the result of me assembling everything prior!

I also referred to Arlan’s LC “A Secret Vow,” various Messages and Astral Express visits, and Arlan and Asta bickering over her credit card. I did not know until today that Arlan cooked and Asta ate pudding for breakfast or that probably would have shown up too.

Thank you for reading and I hope you enjoyed it!

ETA: I drew on Arlan’s Character Story 3 for the idea of them working as partners without realizing it. Just remembered that.

        



