
1. Chapter 1


    
    Stelle spent so long looking at the light cone that March, as numb as she was feeling, was starting to suspect that the junior trailblazer was working up to one of her more off-the-wall lines.

She was almost on her guard by the time Stelle finally turned back to her, still holding the light cone. “I don’t think this helps, but… hey, at least you looked good, even in ice.”

March didn’t dislike hearing that, but she also didn’t trust the delivery even a little bit. She narrowed her eyes. “Are you about to say I look like some kind of cool beauty?”

Stelle’s lips quirked. “Dammit. Took too long to think, huh?”

“Uh-huh.” And also March had maybe thought of the line herself.

“But seriously, you look cute.”

“Well, of course I do! It’s me we’re talking about here!”

Stelle handed the light cone back to her, and smiled. “You’ve gotten much cuter, though.”

“Well—” March stumbled, because she didn’t want to just repeat her previous line. Stelle had tricked her with the double compliment. March looked at the light cone, at herself sleeping in ice, and felt the last of her pep slip away. So she said the true thing. “Well, I should hope so. I just look sad in this. Sad and lonely.”

Her expression in the light cone held exactly the same emotions for her as thinking about her missing past did. It was very appropriate and not at all helpful.

She was brought back to the moment by Stelle’s hand on her shoulder, giving her a light squeeze. “I’m sorry you didn’t get more answers, March. It was a really good idea.”

March looked up at her friend and met her golden eyes. Some part of her felt touched by the genuine warmth she saw there, but mostly she was deflating like a pricked balloon. It had been a good idea. But if anything, the hurdle felt bigger now. Like maybe this was as far as she would ever get. Her eyes slid back down to the light cone. “Yeah. Thanks.”

“How about…” Stelle tugged at the light cone, almost a question in itself, and March let it go. Instead of looking at it again, Stelle just stowed it in her coat. “… I hold onto this for you for now. Okay?”

March just nodded. It wasn’t like Stelle was going to lose it.

“And…” Stelle trailed off, seemingly taking a moment to make up her mind about something before continuing. “It’s getting late. How about I keep you company tonight?”

March’s heart constricted. She did want the company. At least half the reason she’d called Stelle over in the first place was that she hadn’t wanted to be alone. But she also didn’t want Stelle to see her like this. And even though she was numb, somehow, Stelle being kind to her was making her ache.

She willed herself to find some cheer. “You don’t need to worry about me! I’ll be fine.”

Stelle just nodded, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I know you will. But I’d like to be here for you when you’re not. Unless you’d rather be alone?”

“I…” The squeeze on her heart had only gotten tighter, but March couldn’t bring herself to turn Stelle down a second time. There was warmth in that ache. “I’m not going to be very good company.”

“That’s fine. That’s absolutely fine. We should probably be getting to bed pretty soon anyway. Are you tired?”

“Yeah.” March nodded. And she was, in more ways than one. She could at least try to sleep. And that felt like the right call. Some days you just needed to end.

“Do you need to take a shower or anything?”

March shook her head. She’d showered in the morning, to get ready for the day, and it hadn’t been that kind of taxing.

“So do you wanna go straight to bed or…?”

March found a small smile for the way Stelle was behaving. “Beats standing around I guess.”

March changed into her patterned pink pajamas, mechanically going through the motions. It was something she normally enjoyed, but tonight it was just a thing to get through. By the time she was done, Stelle was waiting for her, standing at the foot of the bed in just her sports bra and a pair of loose shorts she must have pulled out from somewhere. She’d stacked her clothes in the window alcove.

Stelle looked at March. “Which side do you want me on?”

“You can take the window side I guess? If it’s all the same to you.” There was no real reason for it, except she’d be closer to her stuff.

“Sure,” Stelle said, and wasted no time in clambering into bed. March turned down the lights, then joined her, lifting up the covers to slip under. She settled on her back on what had become her side of the bed. It was easily wide enough for both of them, but March could kind of feel Stelle’s weight in the mattress. Her gravity. It wasn’t a bad feeling.

March looked up at the holograms on the ceiling, casting the room in their faint light. The first thing she’d seen after waking up from the ice, except not really, because she’d decorated the ceiling herself.

Was there really nothing for her in her past?

March felt Stelle shift, and turned her head to look. Stelle had turned to look at her, golden eyes gleaming in the half-light.

Stelle nodded at her, like to say hi.

March nodded back.

“Want a hug?”

March laughed despite herself. “Seriously, what is with you today. What happened to the aloof trash panda?”

Stelle’s eyes flashed with amusement. “Well, if you put it that way… then it must be because you’re down in the dumps.”

“You did not just say that to me.”

Stelle laughed, and lifted up the covers with one hand, making a space next to herself. “You started it. Come on. Let me try to help.”

March grumbled a bit, but it was for show. She took the offer, turning to her side and moving closer, until Stelle pulled her in, tucking her under her chin before wrapping both arms around her back and holding her close.

March’s breath hitched.

“March…?” She felt Stelle’s arms loosen.

“No.” March swallowed. “Please… please don’t let go.”

“Okay.” Stelle renewed her hold. “I’ve got you.”

She was so warm.

March fought back the tears, and might have won if Stelle hadn’t started stroking her back.

Now that was just unfair.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    March woke to warmth and immediately knew where she was, still snuggled up to Stelle, her face buried in Stelle’s neck, her left leg trapped between Stelle’s, and those arms still wrapped around her, holding her close even though she could tell that Stelle was still asleep, her breathing deep and steady.

The rest of yesterday came filtering in, the events at the Matrix, the new dead end she found herself in, the light cone—and slid right off, not even putting a dent in her bubble of warmth. They didn’t even feel worth thinking about at the moment. She felt utterly calm.

There was something about Stelle, some quality that March had never been able to pin down that sometimes made her seem more… real, somehow, than other people. Not that other people didn’t feel real, but… March would look through her camera, and Stelle would seem just a bit more in focus than anything else. Just… utterly solid. Exuding her Stelle-ness.

And never had that sense been stronger than right now. It wasn’t just the warmth; it was like Stelle was grounding her, skin to skin, bringing her to that same level of reality. Pulling her into focus.

But as wonderful as that was, March did need to pee.


  What have I told myself about too much juice in the evening.


Though, maybe it was morning already? She did feel pretty awake, but that could just be the bladder and the faceful of Stelle. She didn’t exactly have easy access to a clock.

But why was she even thinking about this she was going to have to wake Stelle either way because there was no way she was going to get herself untangled otherwise and late or early she had to go.

March still tried to squirm loose just on principle but yeah nope, Stelle just shifted in her sleep and pulled her even tighter in.

“Stelle?”

No response.

March wriggled her left arm free, and when that by itself didn’t seem to do anything, blindly felt her way to Stelle’s face and pulled on her cheek.

“Mrnghblh?”

“Stelle?”

“Ye—” she interrupted herself with a huge yawn, even her legs twitching as she shook awake, the quake making March giggle. “Yeah, I’m awake. What’s up?”

“Sorry for waking you, but I need to go to the bathroom.”

“Oh, of course. Hang on, gimme a sec.”

Stelle set about untangling their legs, and maneuvering to get out of bed—but notably, she did not let go.

“Eh?”


Some very intense choreography, a very strange morning routine, a lot of laughs, and a mostly successful breakfast later March found herself all dressed up, bright eyed and bushy-tailed, in the parlor car, on one of the sofas—not sitting on Stelle’s lap exactly. It was more that Stelle was seated as far back as possible and had her legs spread, and March was seated in between, still pretty comfortably on the sofa. Stelle was her backrest, and she was Stelle’s forward rest, and it was surprisingly restful. And of course, Stelle’s arms were still around her.

It was very stupid and very Stelle and March had not stopped smiling about it.

They were actually the first ones there—their kinda early night had turned into an uncharacteristically early morning—but they hadn’t been there for long before the door to the passenger car opened and Himeko walked through, carrying a cup of coffee on a saucer. She didn’t exactly do a double-take, but her eyebrows climbed higher than March had seen in a while.

“Good morning, girls. You’re… up early.”

“Morning!” said March. Stelle didn’t say anything, but March could feel her nod at Himeko.

Himeko returned the nod… then slowly made her way across from them and sat down. She looked at them very… thoughtfully.

March felt some kind of explanation was probably expected. “I said something, and she may be taking it a bit literally.”

Stelle let out a doubtful hum. “I don’t know… that doesn’t sound like me.”

Himeko took a sip of her coffee. “Have you… tried asking her to let go?”

March smiled brightly. “Why would I do that?”

“Ah.” Himeko smiled into her cup. “Silly me. I must not be quite awake yet.”

There was the sound of the door again, and this time it was Mr. Yang. He looked at them, then at Himeko, then back at them again. “Good… morning?”

“Good morning, Mr. Yang!” was March’s answer, and again she felt Stelle nod. Stelle really wasn’t very verbal most of the time in social situations. Which was a bit of a shame, because now that March thought about it she really liked Stelle’s voice—but of course, what she was comfortable with was what she was comfortable with. March would just have to listen for it when she did speak.

Meanwhile, Mr Yang opened his mouth, closed his mouth, fixed his glasses, opened his mouth again, closed his mouth again, and sat down in one of the chairs, his hands on his cane, staring out into space.

March felt genuinely at a loss about how to explain the situation to Mr. Yang in particular, and felt a little bad about that, but she saw Himeko pull out her phone, and a moment later Mr. Yang did the same, so she assumed it was all good.

The door opened again, and of course it was Dan Heng—but to March’s surprise, he was in his fancier outfit, horns and all. He looked at them, and March could have sworn he saw a shadow of a smile flit across his face. And his voice wasn’t quite fully deadpan either, as he addressed them. “Ah. More impulse control issues?”

Stelle scoffed. “Hey. I’ll have you know I have very good impulse control.”

Everyone turned to look at her, very very doubtfully, including March, who didn’t actually have the room to do it. But she turned in spirit.

Stelle held the silence for a beat, and gave March just the tiniest squeeze. Nobody else could probably tell. Stelle continued, a self-satisfied smile in her voice. “I just have even better impulses.”

Sighs, regret, et cetera filled the room. March groaned, but… she couldn’t really disagree either, not right now.

Stelle caught Dan Heng’s attention somehow, and nodded at him, indicating his whole deal. “Horns out kind of day?”

“Ah. Yes. I am meeting with Bailu again about some Vidyadhara matters. You would not believe how… needlessly complicated some aspects of this are.”

Stelle nodded. “Well, good luck out there. Say hi to her for me.”

“Oh, me too!” March piped up. “And be sure to buy her some snacks!”

Dan Heng almost-smiled again. “I will make sure to convey your greetings. Now, I suppose I’d best be off if nobody else has anything…?” He exchanged looks with Himeko and Mr. Yang, who gave their goodbyes as well. Dan Heng nodded. “I should be back by mid-afternoon. I will update you if that changes.”

He took his leave, and pretty soon after Stelle started going ‘hmmmmm’.

March laughed. “Okay, what’s going on in that head of yours now?”

“Think they’ve met up yet?”

“Probably not? He just left!”

The ‘hmmmmm’ resumed.

“So no explanation, then?”

“Think they’ve met up yet?”

“Well, maybe? If he went direct.”

Stelle loosened her hold on March for a moment to pull out her phone. She was basically using it in March’s lap, peering at it over her shoulder, so March had no trouble seeing what she was doing.

Stelle went into her messages, and scrolled over to Bailu’s contact.

‘Hey, Miracle Doctor. Pull on Dan Heng’s tail for me.’

She was as shockingly fast texter, even with one hand. Bailu’s response didn’t take much longer, though.

‘So he does have a tail? Where does he hide it?’

‘It pops out sometimes if he’s lost in thought. Is he there yet?’

‘Yes, we just met up a moment ago.’

‘Okay Hang on a sec’

Stelle thumbed over to Dan Heng’s contact.

‘Hey, Dan Heng. What’s 32233x173? Don’t use a calculator.’

Dan Heng was typing, then was not, then was typing, then was not. When the answer came, it was a picture of Bailu hanging on his tail, seemingly having the time of her life, with the caption ‘I trust this answers your question.’

Stelle sent the sticker of herself eating watermelon.

‘But also the answer is 5576309’

‘You’re a good guy, Dan Heng.’

No answer. After a beat more of waiting, Stelle downloaded the picture, then sent it over to March.

She didn’t even need to ask for it!

“Okay, what was that about?”

Stelle turned off the screen of her phone but fiddled with it, turning it around and tapping it on March’s thigh.

“Thinking?”

“Thinking,” Stelle agreed.

March pulled out her own phone, and opened her copy of the picture. It was a good shot. She added it to her photo wall rotation.

Stelle let her phone rest, and March could feel her nod. She might have been looking at the picture over her shoulder. “You know how there’s those times where you either laugh or you cry?”

“Yeah.”

“I want him to laugh.”

March nodded slowly, trying to follow the Stelle-logic. “Because he’s a good guy?”

“Yeah.”

She thought she understood what Stelle meant… at least kind of. Dan Heng had been through a lot on the Luofu, and was still dealing with the fallout. Though from March’s perspective, rather than laugh or cry, maybe he was likelier to just scream?

“Is screaming an option?”

“Screaming is always an option.”

“Please don’t,” Himeko interjected.

March shot her a warm smile, and Stelle corrected herself. “Yes ma’am. There is to be no screaming in the parlor car ma’am.”

March went over to Dan Heng in her contacts, and sent him a ‘You’re a good guy, Dan Heng.’

She could sense the exasperation in the rhythm of typing to not-typing. Eventually, he just sent back a picture of Bailu eating songlotus cakes, a huge smile on her face. March replied with a cute sticker of herself, and sent the Bailu pic to her photo wall.

“He really is a good guy.”

Stelle nodded.

But… photos, photos. Photos! How had she not taken even one yet today?! March had to rectify this oversight immediately. She took out her camera, and took an arm’s length selfie of herself and Stelle. March had a big smile in the photo, while Stelle’s face was in what March could only describe as ‘full neutral.’

March laughed at the expression. “Something on your mind? Let’s try that again, shall we?”

It became a minor contest of wills, with Stelle making various increasingly outlandish faces, or ducking her head behind March’s so only her hair was visible, or peeking out with one eye like a vengeful ghost. But eventually, March was able to get a good one with Stelle’s chin on her shoulder, both of them smiling. “There! Now was that so hard?”

Though, she would probably end up looking back on some of the other ones as well. It was Stelle being very Stelle, after all.

Stelle unlocked her phone, and this time went to March’s contact. She typed out ‘Hey, March?’ but didn’t actually send the message.

“Hmm?”

Stelle just nudged her, so March took out her own phone, and likewise went to type at her. ‘Why are we writing?’

March didn’t send the response either, since they could both see what the other was doing, and so it became a weird game of typing indicator tag.

‘I wanted to ask you how you’re feeling, and I don’t know if you want to invite that conversation from Himeko and/or Mr. Yang’

‘How I’m feeling? Never been better!’

Stelle turned on her phone’s front camera and showed March her best doubtful expression, which was to be fair extremely good and made March laugh.

‘I’m not lying! It was disappointing, yeah, but it’s also kind of a really big lead! And previously I had no leads at all’

Except for the six-phased ice, but that hadn’t really seemed to mean much to anyone.

‘The Garden and/or Fuli?’

‘Yep. But, more importantly…’ March thought about how to phrase this. ‘The fact that someone took away my memories, and doesn’t want me to know about my past, means that someone knows about my past. I know now that there actually for sure is an answer’

‘They didn’t scare you off at all?’

March hesitated for a moment. ‘A little. I’d be lying if I said I wanted to know just as badly as I did yesterday. Like, if I had already had this information, I don’t think I would have asked Fu Xuan for help? It does feel scarier now, and I guess I’m still thinking about how badly I want to know. But I don’t want to be scared off by them, either, even if I kind of believe that they think it’s a good thing. Because…’

‘Because?’

‘I’m kind of thinking this through in real-time here, you know! Gimme a sec.’

Stelle flipped on the forward cam again, and March made some appropriately thoughtful expressions until she had it.

‘Okay, so. If they weren’t being sincere, then who cares what they said, right? They were just trying to scare me off’

‘Right’

‘And if they were being sincere… they didn’t say that it was my choice, or that I’d wanted to forget, or that I wouldn’t want to remember’

‘… and they would have, because those would be strong arguments. So if they’re being honest, and didn’t say that, it’s because it isn’t true’

‘So as far as they know, I would want to remember! That’s practically an endorsement!’

Stelle laughed, and gave her a one-armed hug. ‘I’m sure they’ll be glad to know that you’ve taken their warning with all due gravity.’

‘They’ll have to try harder than that if they want to mess with me!’ March showed her smuggest sticker.

‘You’re awesome. I’m glad you’re doing good’

Praise? From Stelle? It added a touch of tingly fuzziness to the warmth March was feeling.

Before Stelle could erase the message, March hit send on it, immortalizing it in their chat history and making Stelle laugh again. Win/win.

‘So if you’re convinced that I’m okay, are you going to let go now?’

It was Stelle’s turn to hit send on March’s phone, before writing her response and sending it herself: A Pom-Pom question mark sticker, followed by ‘Why would I do that?’

That made March smile, more than she already was, that fuzzy feeling growing until there was room for little else. What was with Stelle, seriously.

‘Besides’, Stelle continued, ‘you’ve been kinda quiet today. That’s why I asked’

Had she?

‘It took you way long to even take a selfie, too’

Well, okay, yeah, if she put it that way. ‘That’s because I’ve been captured by a feral trailblazer! It’s a new situation!’

‘Hey, I’m not feral!’

‘Are you domesticated?’

‘… okay maybe I’m feral’

And that was it for anything like seriousness, as they spiraled into nonsense banter. After a while Pom-Pom toddled up to them to enquire why they weren’t making better use of the capacity of the sofa. They explained to the conductor that they were just being economical, and March even managed to cajole them into getting in her lap for a while, for extra space savings.
They escaped before March could tie their ears into a bow.
Sitting as they had been wasn’t quite fully comfortable, so eventually March slipped out from between Stelle’s legs to sit by her side, with one of Stelle’s arms still around her, holding her close. There were no visitors to the Express and no pressing matters, and March’s day melted away chatting away with Stelle and Himeko, or messing around on their phones. And all the while, there was Stelle’s warmth. It might have been the most relaxing day March had ever had. She even nodded off on Stelle’s shoulder for a bit when there was a lull in the conversation, which she only fully realized when she saw it in her camera roll later, Stelle having snuck a picture or five. Lunch was had, and Dan Heng returned on schedule in the afternoon, with his tail still out and a shrug at their attention.

“It isn’t bad,” he said of the tail, “just inconvenient when I’m not used to moving around with it.”

“Yeah, I can’t imagine what that’s like,” March replied brightly, Stelle’s arms still around her.

Dan Heng sighed and went back to his room. When he emerged again later, it was as Dan Heng Original Flavor.


It was starting to get toward evening when March pulled Stelle along back to her room. They were really getting the hang of moving as a unit, too. Once inside, she turned around and slid her arms inside of Stelle’s jacket and around her body, and gave her as good a hug as she could possibly manage. Stelle returned the hug, and the fuzzy warmth of it all flared up once more. March found herself nuzzling against Stelle’s neck, held tight. Stelle could probably have zipped her up in the jacket.

March sighed happily, then leaned away, her hands at Stelle’s sides, and looked up at her. “Thank you. You’ve been very silly and very kind. You can let go now.”

Stelle nodded, a small smile on her lips, but did not otherwise move a muscle.

March contemplated the difference between ‘can’ and ‘would’ or ‘should’, and rolled her eyes. “I’m going to step away now, okay?”

Stelle nodded again, and March did, backing away a step. Stelle let her go, but the warmth lingered. March felt like she might never be cold again.

“Seriously, thank you.” She shook her head, smiling. “There can’t be anyone else who would do something like that.”

“Happy to help. And hey, Connecting is part of the Trailblaze, right?”

“I think this was more of an Establishing activity, actually. The names get a little confusing. But, when you put it that way…” She hadn’t been planning on this at all, but at the same time it felt obvious. “… I still need to take my shower and all, but wanna sleep here again tonight?”

“Ah…” Stelle looked pained for a moment, then must’ve seen March’s disappointment—disappointment March wouldn’t have even expected to feel—and quickly caught herself. “No, it’s not like that. I don’t want to turn you down. But…”

“But?”

“I think there’s a conversation we need to have if we’re going to keep doing stuff like this.”

“What kind of conversation?”

“A… really unfun and annoying one.”

What could this be about? “Okay. So… let’s talk?”

“Weren’t you going to take a shower?”

March raised her eyebrows. “And let you run away when you’re being this fidgety? Not likely. Come on. Sit.”

She took hold of Stelle’s hand and pulled her along to the foot of the bed. Reluctantly, she sat down. March sat down next to her, an arm’s length away, and turned to look at her.

“So, what’s up?”

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    Stelle was silent for a good bit, then looked at March, as rueful as March had ever seen her. “So… I don’t actually know how to have this conversation.” She raised a hand. “I’m not trying to run away. I’m just saying, this is going to be a mess. You’re going to have bear with me if you want to get through this.”

March nodded. “Okay. Take your time.”

Some more silence.

“I also don’t know where to start.”

“… are you sure we need to have this conversation?”

Stelle actually laughed, which made March smile in turn. “Yes. I’ve been thinking about this a lot. I just wasn’t prepared to try and explain it to you yet.”

“Me specifically?”

Stelle nodded. “Yeah.”

“So is it something about me?”

“Yes but also no. It’s more that you’re the one I need to talk with.”

“Why is that?”

“… I can’t start with that. That’s the last bit.”

March sighed, exasperated, but also smiling. Stelle had that effect on you sometimes. “Okay, so what’s the opposite of me? Dan Heng?”

Stelle looked thoughtful for a moment. “Okay. I can start with Dan Heng. Though really, I’m starting with the Stellaron Hunters.”

Not a topic March was particularly keen on, but Stelle had said it was going to be an annoying talk. “Go on…”

“Right. So, they left me at the space station for you and Dan Heng to find, and later they lured us all to the Luofu.”

“Right. For Elio’s plan, whatever that is.”

“Yeah. The scope of that plan is a big part of this. Because… okay. Which of us did they actually need at the Luofu?”

March frowned. They’d all done a lot of stuff, up to and including fighting Phantylia. But Stelle clearly had an answer in mind. And she had said that she was starting with Dan Heng, so was that the answer? “Dan Heng?” It clicked for her what Stelle meant. “Because he did that whole parting the sea thing. Probably nobody else could have done that. And he also did something with Bailu later to seal the tree, right?” Stelle nodded. March tried to think it through some more, but it was too much to try and unravel on the spot. “I’d have to think about it a lot more, but I think he might be the only one of us who specifically had to be there.”

Stelle nodded again. “I think that’s probably right. And I have thought about it a lot. But really, you don’t have to agree or disagree with anything here. I mostly just need you to understand how I’m thinking.”

“Okay.”

“Okay. So, they lured us to the Luofu. And Dan Heng didn’t want to go. But he ended up coming after us, because he was worried for us after he learned Blade was also on the ship. So they lured us, and we were bait to lure him.”

March nodded slowly. “I don’t like the sound of that, but I guess it’s plausible.”

“Oh, it gets worse. Do you know why Dan Heng is on the Express in the first place?”

March shook her head. “No. He’s never really talked about that to me.”

“It’s because of Blade. After Dan Heng was exiled from the Luofu, Blade chased after him everywhere he went. Until he got here. And then… left him alone. Until now.”

March’s heart sank. “That’s terrible. Poor Dan Heng.”

Stelle placed her hand on March’s, carefully, and just sat with her for a while as March thought it through. It did seem to fit. They’d just… herded him. And then used the fact that he cared about his friends—cared about them—against him. Maybe it had been a good thing for the Luofu, but still…

Stelle gave her hand a squeeze. “We could stop there for now?”

“… please tell me that was the worst part.”

Stelle grimaced. “It’s… not, for me. It might be for you, though.”

March sighed. “Okay. What’s next.”

Stelle pulled her hand away. “Well… Dan Heng has been on the train longer than you. So the Astral Express has been part of Elio’s plan longer than that. So…” Stelle scratched at the back of her head. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that they found you.”

March let herself topple over on her back on the bed, her hands rubbing at her temples.

Stelle looked at her, concerned, apologetic. “Sorry.”

“No it’s… I don’t even… what do you think that means?”

“I don’t really know enough to make a guess. But at a minimum, I think it means that Elio knows more about you than you do, and nudged the Express to run across you. And… has a plan for you.”

March grunted. “And at a maximum?”

“Well, you might be like me.”

That stopped March short. Right. That was just Stelle’s reality. March couldn’t hold a pity party for her potential involvement with the Stellaron Hunters without inviting Stelle, and she absolutely did not want to do that. March pulled herself back up. “Okay. That’s not as bad as the Dan Heng thing.”

“That’s… good?”

“Let’s not go that far. But…” March looked at Stelle, and let out a long breath. “Being like you would not be the worst thing. And—” March pointed a finger at Stelle just as she brightened up “—don’t make me regret saying that the next time you see a dumpster you like.”

Stelle grinned. “No promises.”

“Figures. Okay. So.” March’s mind wheeled. “Wait. That was about me. Was that the thing?”

“No. But that was probably enough background.”

“That was all background?”

“Regretting your choices yet?”

“No.” March drew in a deep breath, and tried to clear her mind. It wasn’t very successful. She let the breath out in a huff. “Okay. Continue.”

“So. Whatever Elio’s plan is, exactly, I think you have a part to play. And—I can’t really justify this, it’s just a feeling I have—I think it might be a big part. And that… worries me. Both for what it might be, and how it’s connected to my part.”

“What… do you mean, how it’s connected?”

“Well. The first big thing I did—that made a difference from me not being there, I mean—was stepping in between you and the Doomsday Beast. I think that’s still the most important thing I’ve done. Because… you’re my favorite person in the world, March.” Stelle smiled, a little sadly. “But, I don’t think that’s a coincidence either. I think it’s the same thing. I needed to be someone who would protect you in that moment.”

Her favorite person in the world? But… “So, wait. You don’t… trust yourself? Is that it?”

Stelle shook her head. “No, that’s not it. I mean, honestly, maybe I shouldn’t, given Kafka’s whole… skillset. But I do. I am who I am. My feelings are my feelings.” She shrugged, with a lopsided smile. “I mean, not like I have memories to second-guess myself with, right? But. I also think literally everything about me is within Elio’s plan, because I’m not just being herded around. I’m a piece they directly placed on the board.”

March considered it. Really considered it. Everything? Really? “… is that why you keep doing all those weird little things? Are you trying to be unpredictable?”

“Maaaaaaybe.”

“Okay. That’s… okay. Sure. Let’s roll with all that.” March rubbed her temples. “Are we there yet? We’re not, are we.”

“We’re about to be.” Stelle leaned back on her hands on the bed. “You know how you have your different versions of your past?” She looked out the window. “Well, I’ve got futures. I’ve been thinking about all the ways this could go.”

“Like… Nanook and all that?”

“No.” Stelle shook her head. “Well, that too, but I think I’m going to have to see things play out more before I have any real idea there. There’s way too little to go on so far. I meant like… interpersonally. Between us.”

Well, that at least sounded like the kind of thing that could have something to do with what started this conversation. March nodded. “Okay. What have you got?”

Stelle looked at her, then away. March had never seen her this hesitant before. “Well. There’s a lot. But. There’s one thing in particular. One thing I feel I have to avoid no matter what.” She met March’s eyes again, and let out a small sigh. “The one thing I can’t have, is for there to be some kind of twist to this story that makes you feel like my being close to you has been a betrayal.”

Huh? “That… doesn’t seem very likely?”

“Doesn’t it? I was at least connected to the Stellaron Hunters in some way. What if I was one of the people whose plan this is all is?”

Oh.

“What if I was one of the people who know about your past?”


  Oh.


“What if I was one of the people who made you forget?”

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    They sat with it for a while, in silence. March’s head was spinning with all the new ideas that had been crammed in there. She understood where Stelle was coming from, though, even if she didn’t quite understand how she’d gotten there.

“Sorry about dumping that on you, but…” Stelle shrugged. She was back to being mostly inscrutable. If anything, she seemed tired—or maybe that was just what March was feeling. It was a lot.

“Hey, I asked. Thanks for talking it through… I think. I don’t really know what to say though.”

“I don’t know that there is anything to say. At any rate, you should take that shower. And sleep on it. Maybe more than once. I know I have.” 

March nodded. “Yeah, I feel that.”

Stelle pushed herself back onto her feet. “Well, I’ll be going now. Oh…” she pulled out March’s light cone from her jacket, and looked at it, then at March. “I’ll leave this on your desk. Just don’t… y’know?”

March nodded. “Okay.”

Stelle stopped for a moment at the door. “See you later.”

“See you.”

The door slid closed behind her, and March was alone.

She toppled over on the bed and just laid there for a while, staring at the ceiling.

There was way too much to process.

But she could take a shower. She wrangled herself out of bed, gathered her bath necessities, and made for the showers. She didn’t run into anyone. In the changing room she stripped out of her clothes and laid them neatly on a shelf, then grabbed a towel and headed in.

She stood under the spray for a long time, with her eyes closed, just letting the water wash over her, focusing on the sensations and the steady chaos of the sound.

She finally shut off the water, then toweled off, dabbing her hair dry enough that it wouldn’t drip too much, then drying her body. She dropped the towel into the hamper, then slipped into her pink bathrobe and stepped into her fluffy pink slippers. She gathered up her clothes, then made her way back to her room, the warmth of the shower wafting off her body. Again, she didn’t run into anyone.

She set down her clothes, then found her hair dryer and sat down on her window sill to use it, looking out into space.

After her hair was dry, she brushed it, slowly, methodically.

She laid out her pajamas, a beautiful pink sprinkled with lots of little blue and white hearts, and changed into them, enjoying the softness after the slightly coarse bathrobe.

She took in a deep breath, let it out, then slapped herself on the cheeks. “Okay!”

March may not have come to any conclusions yet, but she had a couple of pretty good hunches. She picked up her camera and looked through her photos for the day, stopping on the one where she was sleeping on Stelle’s shoulder, and the one really good selfie she’d gotten with the two of them.

That warmth was real. She could still feel it.

She sat down at her desk, and picked up the light cone that Stelle had returned. March did indeed look sad in it, and lonely. But that feeling no longer had room to spiral in on itself, because now looking at it also reminded her of what Stelle had done. March shook her head, smiling, and put the light cone down.

Distancing herself from Stelle was never going to be the answer.

But how was Stelle feeling now?

March pulled out her phone and went to her messages with Stelle. Her eyes were drawn to the last message that had actually been sent: ‘Why would I do that?’

Why indeed.

While March was thinking, the typing indicator flashed for a few seconds, then went quiet. No message came.

She waited for a few more moments, then sent ‘Saw you typing’

Typing.

No typing.

Typing.

No typing.

Typing.

‘How are you feeling?’

March smiled. ‘Too well for you to worry about’

‘Good. I’m glad.’

‘How about you?’

‘Oh, you know me. I’m unflappable’

‘Sounds like something someone flapped would say’

Typing.

No typing.

Typing.

‘Okay maybe a little flapped. I’ll be fine though’

‘You sure?’ A beat. ‘Maybe you should come sleep on it with me’

March enjoyed the pause that got maybe a little more than was nice of her.

‘You’re sure?’

‘I’ll be waiting.’

Typing.

No typing.

Typing.

‘I’m gonna grab a shower, but be right there.’

March took her camera and phone and got onto her bed, kicking off her slippers. She sat with her back against the headboard, hugging her bunny pillow, and waited, looking at her photo wall endlessly cycling.

It couldn’t have been more than five minutes before there was a knock on her door.

“It’s open.”

The door slid aside, revealing Stelle wearing a loose light gray shirt and pants, and matching gray slippers. Her hair was still clearly wet.

March laughed, and patted the bed. “Come on. I’ll dry your hair for you.”

Stelle came in, and March grabbed her hair dryer and brush from where she’d left them near the window. When she turned back around, she found that Stelle had sat down on the floor, her back against the bed. Well, that was more convenient with her height, March supposed. She walked over the bed, sitting down on the edge with her legs on either side of Stelle, and got to work drying her long, ash-gray hair. Stelle shifted against her legs to get more comfortable.

The warmth was very real.

“You’re very silly, you know,” March said over the hum of the hair dryer.

“How’s that?”

“Well, you saved my life, right.”

“Right.”

“And now you’re trying to protect me from yourself.”

“… right.”

March ran her fingers through Stelle’s hair to feel for dampness, then moved to a different part. “So the girl who saved my life is protecting me from the girl who saved my life.”

“Hey, you never know what she might do.”

March smiled at the top of Stelle’s head. “That’s… literally true, but also not at all the point.”

Stelle did not answer, and March kept drying her hair. Stelle had a lot, and it was also fairly thick. March was enjoying herself.

“When did you want to have the conversation?”

“No idea. Just, when I knew a bit more. Maybe a lot more.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” March turned off the hair dryer, and trapped Stelle with her legs, crossing them in front of her torso. “Brushing time!”

Stelle let out a slightly exaggerated sigh, but did not struggle. March was starting to get the distinct feeling that… now that she had this understanding about Stelle, she could get away with almost anything.

It was a tender feeling, and a little fluttery.

March got to brushing Stelle’s hair, carefully teasing out the snags. She put some smile in her voice. “So I’m your favorite person in the world, huh.”

“… yeah. You are.”

“Well, I guess you are no years old. Limited life experience and all that.”

Stelle made an equivocal ‘hmm’ sound. “That’s true…. But we’ve met some really cool people, y’know?”

“Yeah… I guess we have, huh.”

Stelle put her hand on March’s shin, and gave it a little stroke with her thumb as she settled her hold. It made March’s heart swell, and almost press the breath right out of her.

The warmth was very, very real.

March set down her brush, and stroked Stelle’s hair by hand, smoothing it down.

She was pretty sure she had other things to say, but she couldn’t think what they might be. “Stelle…”

“Hm?”

March laughed. “I don’t even know. Maybe I just wanted to say your name.”

Stelle, like, quarter-turned her head. Her voice was soft, and amused. “March.”

It made March want to give her a hug very badly, but the position wasn’t right for it so the impulse just led to her slumping over Stelle, her forearms on Stelle’s shoulders. After a beat, she laughed again. “We should probably get to sleep, huh. I think I’m starting to get a little loopy.”

“Huh.” Perfect Stelle-voice. “You seem normal to me.”

“Hey! Meanie.”

Now there was a clear smile in Stelle’s voice. “So. Are you gonna let me up, or should I figure out a way to lift you?”

“Think you could do that?”

It took March half a heartbeat to realize who she’d said that to, and by then it was too late. Stelle leaned her head to the left while reaching up and around with her right hand, hooking it under March’s left armpit. Then, while standing up, she pulled March up and over her shoulder, making her give a shriek that turned into laughter when Stelle somehow landed March in her arms.

Stelle set her back down on the bed with a smile. It wasn’t nearly as smug as it could have been, but it was also not not smug. “Yeah, I think I could do that.”

“You…!” But March couldn’t muster any annoyance, just a silly smile. She took Stelle’s hand, and tugged her towards the bed. “Come on, let’s get settled already.”

“Mmm… sure.” Stelle got as far as putting one knee down on the bed, then seemingly stopped to think for a bit. She turned her head to look at March. “I want the record to show that I want to make trouble, but I’m being good.”

March didn’t have to ask. She could simply let it pass, or even just take it at face value and retort by praising Stelle for her good behavior.

She didn’t have to.

“Trouble how?”

Stelle grinned, and bellyflopped onto the bed, sideways, on top of the covers.

March let out a long sigh. “Is it too late to change my answer?”

Stelle levered herself back into a sitting position and smiled at her, all innocence. “No, because I’m being good.”

“Then will you actually get under the covers? The right way around?”

Surprisingly, she actually did. March turned down the lights and closed the curtains, then joined Stelle in bed.

Golden eyes gleamed at her. “Same deal as last night?”

That would have been very nice, but March had an impulse of her own. “Actually, could you get on your back?”

Stelle did, and March came up to her, sliding in between her body and her left arm, snuggling up to her side and laying her head on Stelle’s shoulder. She burrowed in, basking in the warmth and making herself comfortable, sliding one leg in between Stelle’s and draping am arm across her stomach.

“No running away,” she said decisively.

“Got it,” Stelle answered with an audible smile.

“Good.”

The brief spike of adrenaline from getting tossed around was fading fast, drowned out by the sheer comfort of Stelle’s presence. Even moreso when she felt Stelle’s arm settle around her, and then Stelle’s other hand found March’s on her stomach. There was a brief tussle that ended up with Stelle’s hand on top, her thumb slowly stroking across March’s. March found herself nuzzling deeper against Stelle’s neck, her muscles gradually relaxing and leaving it all to gravity to sort out.

March yawned. There was still some thought that was trying to blink its way out…

“Oh.” She yawned again. “Are you okay sleeping on your back?”

Stelle laughed, like a very small quake making March shift. “I should be fine.”

“Well, you can… move if… you need to…”

And she was out, suffused in Stelle’s warmth.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          March’s pajama pattern is based on NovvaFox’s Under the Stars Stapled to Our Ceiling, because it just became canon to me. The pajamas here are probably full length, though.

        




5. Chapter 5


    
    March came to slowly, taking her time luxuriating in the fuzzy world of the half-awake before reality started to slide into focus. She was still snuggled up to Stelle, except even moreso. Her leg was now strewn all the way across, and her arm had migrated up so her hand was against Stelle’s neck, opposite March’s face.

She had the distinct feeling she’d drooled on Stelle at some point in the night.

“Do I have bad sleep habits…?” she mumbled to herself.

“You were a delight.” She could feel Stelle’s arm, around the small of her back, give her a little squeeze.

March laughed. “You charmer.” She wriggled for maximum contact, then let out a satisfied sigh. “You’re just so… warm. I’ve never… oh, did you sleep okay?”

“Yeah. I woke up a few times, but I got back to sleep fine.”

“That’s good. I don’t need to feel guilty about sleeping so well.”

A few beats of silence.

“Have you considered a hot-water bottle?”

“Like in Belobog? You’re waaaaaaaaay better.”

But. That wasn’t really what Stelle was asking.

And the lack of further reply wasn’t because she had no quips to make.

Stelle was waiting for March’s answer, and until she got it she would be on guard.

So.

What if her hot-water bottle was actually a Stellaron Hunter?

“Have you started remembering things? Is that part of this?”

“No. Not memories-memories, anyway. I think there’s some hints though.”

“Hints how? Also ugh hang on, let me actually look at you.”

March shuffled a very small ways away, and lifted her body enough for Stelle to pull her arm free as she turned to look at her. March grabbed around for an actual pillow, and they ended up on their sides, facing each other.

Stelle looked calm. “My… I don’t know what to call it. General knowledge? Cultural memory? I may not remember why I know things, but nobody needed to tell me what a book or a phone or a space station was. In that same way, I have some gut feelings that I can’t really account for. Like, I disliked the IPC even before they made trouble in Aurum Alley, even though I wouldn’t be able to point to a reason why. And I don’t have that kind of negative feeling about the Stellaron Hunters…” March was going to interject, but Stelle pushed on with a smile. “… Even though people I care about do.”

March closed her mouth with a hmph, and took a moment to think. “So it’s… intuition? Gut check?”

Stelle nodded. “The pieces all feel like they fit. I wouldn’t bet against it. I… couldn’t.”

March gave her A Look, capital A, capital L. “Makes sense. You’re always so careful and considered. Real look before you leap type. That’s what everyone always says about you.”

Stelle laughed at her tone. “Hey, I’m as careful as I need to be. I wasn’t kidding about how important this is to me.”

March nodded. She had to take this seriously, for Stelle’s sake—for both their sakes, if Stelle was even close to being right.

So, what if she was?

“Well…” March reached out, and tucked Stelle’s messy hair behind her ear. “If you turn out to be a Big Bad Stellaron Hunter…” March cupped her cheek. “You’d better believe you’re going to have some explaining to do.” There was a little hitching sound from Stelle, the beginnings of relief. It made March’s own voice falter in sympathy as she continued. “But you’d also better believe that I’m going to hear you out. And…” Stelle had tears in her eyes, now, and March could feel her own were not far, such was the hold Stelle had on her heartstrings in that moment. She stroked Stelle’s cheek with her thumb. “And if you somehow knew about my past, and if you. If you of all people told me I’d be better off not knowing…” She was blinking away tears now. “I just might believe you.”

So what if she was.

She was Stelle.

“And. And! If this all somehow was your plan, too…” March had to pull back her hand so she could wipe her tears to see. “Isn’t that just better? That you chose this for yourself. Isn’t that always just better?”

Stelle broke down in full tears, and with a half-laugh, half-cry of her own, March wrapped her arms around Stelle’s head and pulled her to her chest. For a few beats she just bawled, but then March felt Stelle’s arms wrapping around her waist, coming over and burrowing under her side to return the hug, a gentle crush in its intensity.

March stroked Stelle’s hair while the storm ran its course. Eventually it seemed to ebb, sobs becoming halting breaths becoming calm.

A few more moments passed in silence.

Stelle loosened her hold, but did not let go. It took her a few tries to find her voice, still thick with emotion. “March… you… you’re way too kind.”

“I am? You…” March ached with the warmth. “Geez, Stelle. Just how much do you love me?”

“All of it.” Stelle laughed, a half-strangled sound, and shifted away to look at March, wiping her eyes, gleaming gold and brimming with joy. “All of it, March. I love you all of it much.”

March’s breath caught, but really it was her heart. She felt herself start to tear up again. “Don’t just make me cryyyyy we’ll be here for everrrr.”

Stelle laughed, easier this time, and pulled her in in turn, tucking March under her chin, holding her close. “Would that be so bad? But, how about we just… be for a while.”

March sniffed her assent and burrowed deeper against Stelle, her heart too full to do anything else.

After a while, Stelle pulled the covers back over them.

Maybe they would catch a few more hours of sleep.

That would be fine, too.

March didn’t know what kind of futures Stelle had envisioned, or which one this was going to be. But she was looking forward to finding out.

Together.

That was the important part.
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