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    Dan Heng likes to think that he’s a man of order. Rationality. That every piece of the universe has its place, and therefore, purpose. There’s chaos, of course, but chaos itself also has its own logic. He lives his day-to-day life on the Astral Express in the archives, surrounding himself with data, rows and rows of text, putting memories to keyboard. What memories he doesn’t have, he doesn’t dwell over, and what new memories he gains, he records down. In Dan Heng’s world, everything is as it should be. Sorted into neat categories, tidied and tagged appropriately, ready for perusal.

(And if his bed is made a little haphazardly in the morning, there’s no one around but March 7th to tell. Even then, she only makes a little huff before tidying his bedspread, making sure the green duvet is tucked in before turning back to him with a proud cock of her chin, hands on her hips. You know, I’d have thought you’d be neater, she’d said to him once, poking him between the eyebrows. You have such a serious-looking face. Always frowning.

And I’d have thought you wouldn’t judge people by their appearances. Though if we were to follow your logic, I should think that your bedroom is a garbage dump, he’d said blandly, ducking his head immediately after—Hey, what’s that supposed to mean!—to avoid another poke to his forehead.)

So. Logic. Himeko, Welt, Pom-Pom, and even March 7th. They all have their own rhyme and reason, Dan Heng has learned. Like how Himeko always brews her own coffee before they leave for their destination. And how March 7th will try to balance herself whenever the train takes off, all while Pom-Pom is crying for her to stop. And Mr. Welt will sit there on his sofa with arms crossed, pondering whatever harrowed past he has.

Dan Heng is used to their habits. He knows the members of the Nameless well, better than he knows himself sometimes, truth be told.

Then along came the newest Trailblazer.

And Stelle… She has a certain rationality to her too. The behaviours she exhibits are too regular to be called spontaneous and without reason. There is logic behind her actions, Dan Heng is sure.

The only problem is that Dan Heng has no idea what it is.

: : :

It starts randomly, on a night like any other. The archive is empty save for him, and Dan Heng sleeps fitfully. His spear is next to him—as it always is—and he’s drifting in and out of his dreams, far away voices echoing, words splintering apart as soon as they reach him. Calls to a past he doesn’t know. There is a hiss of technicolour syllables, Three must pay the price, and his body shudders as though a sword has been twisted right into his quivering heart, he’s getting closer, the voice is getting louder, red irises radiating as they vow vengeance—

And then. Dan Heng blinks awake to the sound of the door sliding open, the gentle hallway lights pooling into his room, draping over his face like a tossed-aside white cloth. His heart is still beating rabbit-fast, so different from the ambient hum of the database equipment, calm and steady.

He sits himself up in a split second, vision readjusting to the brightness. In the doorway, a shadow stands. “Stelle?” he says, as said shadow enters the archives, heels softly clicking.

“Were you asleep?” Stelle asks quietly.

“Not that deeply,” he admits, shoving aside the blanket, gaze fixed on her as she moves around the room.

“So you weren’t staying up late today,” Stelle says. “That’s good.” She stares down at him, putting a hand to her chin as though contemplating something. “Sorry for waking you up, though. I didn’t realize you slept so lightly.”

“It’s okay. I would have woken up eventually, anyway.” His fingers itch for Cloud-Piercer, but no, this person is supposed to be a part of their crew. It’s not a ghost from his past, come back to haunt him. In a way, he should be glad that she pulled him from his dreams.

Still. It’s a little hard not to give into survival instincts, seeing Stelle crouched in the corner like that, her ashen gray hair mussed like a wild animal you’d find in Belebog’s underway alley. A rat, scurrying under dim lamplight. Dan Heng sighs, and wonders if he should talk to March 7th so that she can tame Stelle’s hair into something more presentable. The straggled strands itch just from staring.

“Are you looking for something?” he says. “A database entry? I can help.”

“No,” Stelle says. She makes her way to the right of him bending over to poke at something on the ground. And she stays there, keeps doing it. The rustling sounds don’t sound particularly comforting, especially when it comes to Stelle.

“Then what are you doing,” Dan Heng asks flatly. He doesn’t particularly like people disturbing the peaceful order of his archive, especially for something unrelated to information gathering. Whenever March 7th steps inside, it’s always to chat his ears off. And it always feels like she’s throwing all his thoughts into disarray, taking all the books and tossing them off the shelves, throwing all the papers into one disorderly pile for him to tidy up again after her hurricane departure. But then again, March 7th was always doing that, archive or no archive. It’s one of the reasons why he even tolerates her presence in the archives in the first place, on the rare occasions she feels like making herself known in what was supposed to be his space, but became hers anyway.

“Checking,” Stelle says in that flat, monotone way of hers. The rustling noise continues, unhurried.

“…For?”

“Hm.”

Not quite an answer. Dan Heng pushes himself up to his feet, squinting at her. Is she… next to the garbage? Rummaging through it?

Before he can say anything, Stelle places the lid back on his trash can with a satisfied nod. There’s a little quirk to her lips that Dan Heng has rarely seen on her normally-indifferent face, one that he could almost identify as a smile, if he was better with these things like March was.

“Everything looks tidy here,” she tells him. “Good job.”

“What?”

“Good night,” she says, pushing herself up to her feet and dusting off her hands. “You should go back to sleep, Dan Heng. You already get so little as it is. I’m going to go check on March 7th now. See you tomorrow.”

“Stelle. What were you—”

But before he could finish his sentence, the door slides closed. Stelle is gone, leaving Dan Heng speechless and stunned.

For the first time since Stelle’s arrival, Dan Heng wonders if, rather than preparing for a Stellaron at their next destination, they should be readying themselves to deal with the disaster they’ve invited onto the Astral Express instead. Not even March 7th has ever thrown him for a loop like this.

And for the next ten minutes, Dan Hen just stands there, blinking in the dark. Thinking about whether he should be speaking to Welt about the effects of a Stellaron on the human psyche. Although Stelle was physically capable of containing the seed of destruction, that didn’t mean her mind was.

Or maybe he should inquire about hiring a Xianzhou exorcist. Just in case.

: : :

Despite her (winning) personality, March 7th is, in general, a neat and tidy person.

Her room, though bombastically pink, has a certain order that she prides herself on. She keeps her stuffed toys (and Pom-Pom’s) to one corner, her workstation to another, her mirror and wall of photos to another, etc. etc. She knows exactly where everything is in her room, and she prefers it that way.

And March may not be as organized with her digital files as Dan Heng, but she keeps them tagged and filed away in folders according to her own conventions (e.g., DAN HENG DOZING OFF ON THE COUCH, kept in her ASTRAL EXPRESS folder, tagged: DAN HENG, SLEEPING, DAN HENG LOOKING LIKE A DOOFUS).

Even though her bed isn’t always the tidiest, photos strewn across the bedcovers, but that doesn’t mean she’s a messy person. It just means she has drive. A goal. She’s certainly better than Dan Heng’s austerity, with the lackluster archive that he’s claimed as his sleeping space. With her room, there’s a personal touch in every square inch, be it colour or decoration or furniture. March may not know too much about who she is, but she likes who she is, and she likes her individuality.

(Why pink? Dan Heng had asked once when they’d been in her room, sitting on her bed and sorting through her printed photos.

Hm… March pursed her lips as she turned the photo in her hand. Pom-Pom looked absolutely gigantic in this one; he’d been jumping at her when she’d been about to take the picture, saying something about how he wasn’t photogenic—but it had been too late. March thought he looked adorable in the shot, but to each their own. She waved the picture in front of Dan Heng’s eyes. How about this one? Any good?

Yes, Dan Heng said blandly. But he always said that, no matter the quality. March laughed and placed the photo onto the “keep” pile anyway. She agreed with him—this time, at least.

As for Dan Heng’s original question… Why not pink? March said cheerfully. Would you prefer green instead? 


  No. It’s just that this shade of pink is… loud.


Ah, but that’s what gives it personality, don’t you think? March exclaimed, waving her arms like a maniac. Who would March 7th be, without her amazingly pink bedroom?

A March 7th without a pink bedroom, Dan Heng said, and doesn’t even blink at her lamenting moan.

Don’t be so boring, Dan Heng, March complained.

I am who I am, Dan Heng said, and for a second, he sounded so unsure of himself, March hurt for him. As much as she didn’t know herself, she had a feeling Dan Heng was the same. The two of the youngest aboard the train, the two who haven’t exactly discovered who they are as people, perhaps that was why they had gravitated toward each other. Dan Heng may not enjoy interacting with others, but he’s opened up. Whatever walls he still has, March knows they’ll one day topple; he’s as lonely as he’s uncertain, beneath that steady exterior of his. And sometimes, she could feel his gaze, looking for her through the throng of people and noise as though she, March 7th, the girl they’d found floating in space, was somehow his grounding point.

You’re right, March said, patting his head. He doesn’t even duck out of the way like he usually does. You wouldn’t be Dan Heng if you weren’t a little boring, I suppose. And I wouldn’t trade that for the world, you know?

Hm. Dan Heng’s face changed back from uncertainty to calm, much to March’s delight. She’s glad she managed to help him keep his spirits up—and maybe she should assign herself as exactly that. The cheerleader to his guard. Everyone could do well with a bit more of cheer around here, after all.

And then, another idea lights up in her mind. March darted up like a particularly eager Pom-Pom whenever there’s dust to be cleaned. She clamped her hands on Dan Heng’s shoulders to prevent him from escaping, a gleam in her eyes. Say, we should change things up a little. Maybe paint the archive walls green?

No, Dan Heng said immediately.

Oh, come on! You didn’t even consider it! I’m sure Pom-Pom won’t mind. March backtracked, calculating how severe Pom-Pom’s cries would be, He wouldn’t mind too much. I think. 


  No.



  How about red, then? You like that colour too, right? Bright crimson, like your eyeliner—oof, don’t just brush me off like that. It’s just a little patch of wall, Dan Heng. Hey, where are you going? You were supposed to help me sort through my photos! Dan Heng!)


March doesn’t know where she came from, who she was. All she knows is the Astral Express. And that means, what she has now, she has to hold on tight. Dan Heng may have his archive and his database, but the photos she takes, the camera she keeps, they’re her own records. Her own memories.

With the arrival of their newest Trailblazer, March has had to update her folders, rearranging her life to accommodate Stelle (a new tag named STELLE is tucked away neatly between the rest), but March hadn’t minded. At first. Enjoyed it in fact, this new variable in her life, how Stelle keeps up with her antics. March 7th had taken enough photos to make her fingers hurt, strewn Stelle and Dan Heng’s photos in Belebog across her walls like they were her flags, proclaiming: look here, these people are mine. Because to March, the Astral Express is her point of pride.

So she has photos. So many of them after Stelle’s arrival and their adventure on Belebog, that it took her weeks after the fact to sort through them all. The screen installed on her wall cycles through the ones she’s deemed her favourites, from badly-drawn wanted posters to Bronya’s succession ceremony, from the Overworld to the Underworld, each disgusting crab-eating contest Stelle insisted on—though March definitely did not hang these up. Just looking at the sheer amount of oil contained in one image was enough to make her queasy.

However much she enjoys Stelle’s company though, it isn’t without its own hangups. Because it’s one thing to bump shoulders with someone in clever banter, but it’s an entirely different thing to be woken up in the dead of night by a shadow slipping itself into your room like a ghost.

And to March’s credit, when she turned on her bed and saw the yellow eyes staring back at her in the darkness, she didn’t even scream that loud.

“It’s just me,” the darkness says, and March screams even louder.

The light then flips open, and the flood of white finally eases some of March’s fears. Enough for her to stop screaming at least.

“S-Stelle?” March coughs.

“Yes, March 7th?” Stelle says easily, as though she hadn’t just given March a heart attack.

“Wh-what the hell are you doing here?!”

“I just wanted to check something,” Stelle explains, her face placid and calm, as though nothing was wrong—even though something clearly was! March gapes. Stelle kicks something lightly, and March’s eyes drop to the object: a trash can. Her trash can, standing there innocently, pale pink and half full.

“The trash can?”

“Yeah,” Stelle says solemnly. “There was nothing malicious in it.”

March stares at her, wide-eyed. What’s happening, March couldn’t even begin to explain. Why would there be a malicious entity in her trash can? “You—You can’t just break into my room like this!” she says.

“So I have to ask?”

“Of course!”

Stelle nods. “Understood.” A pause, before she says, “So, can I break into your room?”

“No!”

“No?” And Stelle seems so downtrodden, March has to do a double-take. Why the hell was Stelle the one that sounds wounded, when March was the one who thought she was going to be murdered in her sleep?

March sighs. Sometimes, she forgot how out there Stelle’s brain worked. Not an iota of common sense in this one. March should have been prepared, seeing how enthusiastically Stelle had been while picking through the dumpsters in Belebog. She just didn’t think Stelle would bring the habit home with her. “Stelle…”

“I just wanted to check and make sure,” Stelle says, blinking rapidly like a child chastised one too many times. “Is that not okay?”

March doesn’t know what to say. “I-I guess not?”

“I’ll be quieter next time,” Stelle promises. “Sleep well, March 7th.”

And that was that. The end of the conversation, because the next March knows, Stelle has closed the light already, slipped out of March’s room like she was never there to begin with.

“What in the universe?” March whispers. She flops back onto her pillow, and stares at the ceiling, her quivering heart still recovering from the scare. “What?!”

—

“You screamed yesterday,” Dan Heng says at breakfast. Stelle still isn’t out of her room, but everyone on the train is already used to her erratic sleeping schedule. Stelle slept when she felt like it, and woke the same.

“You wouldn’t believe the night I had!” March shoves a spoon full of cereal into her mouth. The sugar on her mouth calms her down somewhat. Dan Heng had tried her cereal once, and immediately spat it out with a grimace, slanted her a look of judgement as though saying, you eat this? And Dan Heng was never picky with his food. His loss, March supposes. The sugar is what gives it flavour. She chews slowly and swallows, debating how to best tell the story.

“Yesterday, Stelle came into my room out of absolutely nowhere. It was the middle of the night, and when I opened my eyes, I heard rustling. I turned to my side, half-asleep, and bam! Yellow eyes staring into my soul,” March says, lowering her voice, going for a dramatic reveal, “and then! You wouldn’t believe what she said she was there for. It was to—”

“—dig through your trash?” Dan Heng says dryly.

March splutters. There goes her story: ruined. “Don’t tell me… Did she do it to you too?” She nudges Dan Heng with her elbow. Dan Heng doesn’t say anything, but his brows do furrow in a way that March has come to learn means confusion. Like he’s trying to solve a puzzle. March often gets this look, though it feels different to not be on the receiving end. “No wonder you didn’t come. I’d half expected you to show up after I screamed, your spear pointed and ready to do some stabby moves.”

Dan Heng ignores the sound effects she makes and the jab of her spoon in mimicry of his polearm, and says, “She came to my room before she went to yours.”

“What!” March chokes. “And you didn’t think to stop her?!”

“It’s not as though she was doing any harm,” Dan Heng says. In other words: too troublesome.

March 7th rolls her eyes. “There’s never a dull day—or night—with Stelle,” she marvels. “We’ve a real troublemaker on the Express now, huh?”

Dan Heng says, “As if we haven’t already had one,” and dodges March’s half-hearted swipe with too much grace to be fair.

: : :

March would brush off the incident with a good laugh. But the thing is. The thing is. It doesn’t happen just once. No, every single night for the next week, without fault, Stelle comes into her room every day, again and again.

To March’s credit (again), she stopped screaming on the fourth night. Stopped making any noise on the sixth night, except to grunt and pull the covers over her head when she hears random rustling. March never thought she’d be a light sleeper—that was Dan Heng’s thing—but for some reason, she’s always jerked away whenever Stelle makes her nightly rounds in March’s room. Maybe it was the sound. Or maybe it was just the strange atmosphere Stelle always brings with her, the fact that they both follow similar Paths.

Whatever the case, there is going to be a murder on the Astral Express soon. If the sleep deprivation doesn’t kill March first, sooner or later, March is going to strangle Stelle and kick her body into outer space.

“What the hell is so fascinating about my garbage,” she bemoans to Dan Heng, resting her head on his shoulder. The weight of her brain feels too heavy, and she already feels her eyelids drooping down. “You know, I moved the garbage can outside of my room, but she just brought it back inside! And when I asked her why, she said, ‘That’s where it belongs. Trash cans should be in their rightful places; otherwise, they get sad.’ How the hell do trash cans get sad?! They’re trash cans!”

Dan Heng listens with a hum, flipping another page in his book as March continues to air her grievances. “Why don’t you ask her to stop?” he says.

March blows at the strands of hair hanging over her nose. “Why don’t you?” she counters. “You’re the same, aren’t you?”

They both know why they indulge Stelle like this. The poor girl is always prowling around the train at night, unable to sleep. Pom-Pom had complained about it once while they’d been travelling to Belebog, and March and Dan Heng had found out personally from travelling with Stelle. Nightmares, Stelle had answered when March kept prying. Every night was always a struggle—worrying over Dan Heng was already one thing, but now there’s two insomniacs March has to deal with, and it always hurts her, not knowing what to do to resolve the issue.

But March had, like Dan Heng, then left the subject alone, knowing it takes time for these conversations to be had. And this weird ritual of hers seems to be helping her with the insomnia, strangely enough, because Stelle has been waking up at relatively the same time every day, the dark circles beneath her eyes lighter than before.

Who could bear to break the delicate balance that she’s found? Dan Heng is definitely not as cold as he makes himself seem, March knows, and he has enough of his own nightmares to be able to sympathize with Stelle’s situation.

As for March? Forget about it. Her heart is even more soft than Dan Heng’s. How could she bear to see that downtrodden look on Stelle’s face again? It’ll be like kicking a wet, gray puppy out to the curb.

When you speak of the Trailblazer, the Trailblazer shall appear. Stelle stumbles into the kitchen, half-awake, hair mussed and shirt hung off her wiry frame. March wonders how someone so delicate-looking can make even a baseball bat look deadly. Some part of her even admires the image that Stelle paints, and it’s a strange part of her that must be thinking this. March swallows. Looks away. It’s the sleep deprivation. Definitely the lack of sleep.

“Morning,” Stelle says, as she reaches for the handle of the fridge door.

“Good morning,” Dan Heng replies.

He sounds so unaffected. March only wishes she had his patience. He’s probably used to running on so little sleep. But no, March is tired and grumpy and seeing the source of her troubles only makes her feel even more helpless and lost. She groans and shoves her face deeper in the crook of Dan Heng’s neck, trying to block out the sunlight. It doesn’t help that Dan Heng is so much warmer than her own temperature, so it feels like she’s snuggling a giant heater. For the first time, March wishes that she didn’t run so cold. But alas, the ice she’s so deeply entwined with comes with its own quirks. “Morning,” she mumbles. “Wish it wasn’t though.”

“If you’re still sleepy, try some coffee,” Stelle suggests, artless in her suggestion, as though she wasn’t the reason why March would need coffee in the first place. “Himeko offered me some on the way here.”

It’s telling that Stelle is the newest member aboard their train, because no one, not even Mr. Yang or Pom-Pom, would dare to touch Himeko’s coffee with a ten-foot spear (the spear would probably dissolve like it’s been dipped in a vat of acid), let alone offer the concoction to drink—not unless they wished ill fortunes upon someone.

But it’s not a completely bad suggestion. March suddenly springs up. “Himeko,” she breathes, when Dan Heng glances at her, curious. “We can ask Himeko.”

“Ask Himeko what?” Stelle says.

“Nothing major,” March quickly says, her fingers tugging insistently on Dan Heng’s sleeve. “Just wondering how to take care of a pest problem.”

“Pest…?” Stelle tilts her head, voice drowsy with confusion. If March was in the right state of mind, she’d almost call it adorable. “We have a pest problem on the Express?”

“Just a recent issue,” March reassures as she pushes Dan Heng’s back to hurry him up. He sighs, letting himself be handled like a ragdoll in March’s hands. “Nothing major.”

“Do you want me to help?”

“It’s not a big—move, Dan Heng—deal!” March laughs nervously. “We’ll see you later, Stelle!”

“Mhm.” Stelle waves a lazy goodbye, already turning her attention somewhere else.

“Her hair,” Dan Heng says, when March has closed the door behind them.

March raises her eyebrow. What a non-sequitur to have to deal with. “Huh?”

“It’s messy.”

“It’s always messy.”

“You should brush it for her.”

“Stelle knows how to brush—” March pauses. Dan Heng was probably right. Stelle’s hair could do with a thorough brushing session. It’s not that Stelle is stupid enough not to know how(most of the time); it’s just that she thinks there’s no point in wasting time on matters of beauty. Or hygiene. “Later,” March says, dragging her hands down her face. It definitely does not feel great to be awake right now. “After yours truly learns how to get her beauty sleep back.”

: : :

Stelle was right. Himeko had just finished brewing her coffee (if the black ooze could even be legally called that) in the parlour car, and proceeded to offer some to March and Dan Heng as soon as she saw them.

They refused, of course.

“Are you sure you don’t want any?” Himeko says kindly.

March glances at the sludge in the coffee pot, and resists the urge to gag. The last time she tried, she’d been stuck in the bathroom for the whole day, her body self-purging the vile substance by having her puke her guts out. Dan Heng stiffens, and she knows that he’s also dealing with his own memories (trauma) from trying Himeko’s coffee.

“It’s okay, it really is!” March says, waving her hands. Dan Heng nods slowly from beside her, as though afraid of provoking a Fragmentum creature.

Himeko shrugs. “Suit yourself then,” she says. “I only thought you looked like you’d need a little pick-me-up, March.”

“Ugh, you don’t even know the half of it,” March groans, plopping herself down in front of Himeko. Dan Heng seats himself next to her, already flipping to the next page in his book. March rolls her eyes and kicks her legs into his lap in displeasure. Figured that he’d leave the talking to her. He grunts at the interruption, but says nothing. Only continues reading, setting his elbows on her ankles, the touch hummingbird-light.

March shakes her head. Between him and Stelle, why is March always being stuck with people who can’t be bothered to even say a word? “It’s like this,” March sighs, readying herself to give Himeko the story.

When Himeko hears March’s explanation (more rant, really), her serious expression melts away into amusement. And when March gets to the part where Stelle brings back the trash can even after March has moved it into the hallway, she bursts into delicate laughter.

“Himeko!” March complains. “It’s not funny! A very serious matter in fact!” She slams her elbow on the table and jabs at the dark circles under her eyes. The coffee in Himeko’s cup wobbles from the force and Dan Heng sighs, shifting his body to accommodate the change in her position.

“Don’t make a scene,” he says.

March makes a disgusted noise in her throat and ignores him. “Do you see these eyebags?” she says to Himeko, jabbing again at her face. “Do you know how little I’ve been sleeping these past few nights?”

“Let me guess: eight hours instead of ten?” Himeko asks, another pealing laughter hidden behind her hand as March raises her chin and sniffs indignantly.

“Himekoooo,” she whines. “What do I do? I don’t wanna continue like this, but I also don’t wanna hurt her feelings either.”

“Just ask her to stop it,” Himeko says. “I don’t see the dilemma, March 7th.”

“You don’t get it,” March says helplessly. “What if she gets sad?”

“Stelle isn’t a child,” Himeko says.

“Are you sure about that.”

“If you explain yourself, I’m sure she’ll understand. Though I’m surprised Dan Heng hasn’t told her off yet, with her barging into the archive like that.”

“He probably likes the company,” March says. “Insomniac maniacs.”

“It’s not as if I enjoy having my peace disturbed every night,” Dan Heng says. Then he closes his book, turns to Himeko, and says, with all the graveness in the world, “Though I was going to ask either you or Mr. Yang on whether an exorcism should be performed.”

March gapes. “Never took you for the superstitious type, Dan Heng!”

“If the circumstances call for it,” Dan Heng says blandly.

“And you acted so unconcerned in front of me!” March says, squinting her eyes. “Turns out, you’re no better than me. At least I don’t think Stelle is possessed by some kind of garbage-collecting ghost.”

Himeko holds up her hand to stop their squabble (mostly one-sided, truth be told). “I think you’re misunderstanding something,” Himeko says, the corner of her mouth twitching. She takes a sip of her black sludge and swallows. March and Dan Heng watch her carefully, but no, she really is drinking the stuff without even a pause. No sign of nausea, dizziness, inability to continue living due to the awful taste that feels like it’s seeping into your soul. “Do you know why Stelle is going to your room every night?”

“To torment me?” March says. “Or maybe she just likes scaring me half to death?”

“To check for danger,” Dan Heng says.

March turns to him. “In the garbage?!”

Dan Heng does that little shrug, almost imperceptible.

“I doubt that’s it,” Himeko muses. “Not all of it, at least.”

“Then what is it, Himeko?!” March throws up her hand, only narrowly missing Dan Heng’s head. “Enlighten us idiots.”

“Please don’t categorize us together,” Dan Heng states, only to have March stick her tongue out at him.

“Isn’t it simple?” Himeko says nonchalantly. “She likes you.”

The entire parlour car falls silent. March and Dan Heng look at each other. And then they look at Himeko.

“Uh,” March says. “Did drinking that—” March points at the coffee “—kill all of your brain cells, Himeko? Should I be calling for Mr. Yang so he can get you a doctor?”

“I’m only hazarding a guess,” Himeko says. “But I think… It’s an act of care.”

March’s voice turns shrill. “How is coming into my room at 3 AM in the morning to terrorize me in my sleep ‘an act of care’?!”

“There’s many ways to show that you care for someone,” Himeko says.

And the more March thinks about it, the more she thinks that something is not quite right. A memory suddenly surges to mind, unprompted.

It had been another day of meandering Belebog’s Underworld as they waited for news from Wildfire on what moves they should make next. Stelle, as usual, had been peering curiously at each and every trash can, carefully rifling through them. She’d fixed one bin (the cover had been sticking out strangely), patted another like they’d been a fellow soldier in arms, and even threw herself into one dumpster that had been sparkling under the streetlights.

March and Dan Heng had tried to restrain her, digging in their feet as they pulled her back by the ribbons on her coat, but she’d managed to shake them free, eyes gleaming as she lunged for the opening. But that one had been particularly clean, they’d learned later on—thank the Aeons, because March wasn’t really feeling like another fountain bath. Not that the Underworld even had fountains, but watching Stelle dunk herself in a public fountain and wade through to pick up coins had been humiliating enough once.

And so, the dumpster hunting kept going. That is, until they’d reached the trash can sitting in a sketchier-than-usual back alley.

Stand back! Stelle had ordered, and was she baring her teeth?

March had skittered behind Dan Heng, who’d folded his arms, a steady wall. Peeking from behind him, March had stuttered, W-What is it?

Stelle had backed away from the dumpster, and said, There’s something malevolent in here. We should leave. 

The whole incident had been so strange, and March would have remembered it—had Stelle not tried to lick a streetlight lamp a mere quarter hour later. And that had been another battle to fight, scolding Stelle because no, a street lamp does not taste good, and no, just because it’s not clean doesn’t mean you should be cleaning it with your tongue. 

In some ways, Stelle was like a newly born creature, curious about every boundary. The limit, the line. How many rules she could break before the universe punishes her for it. March admires her for it, honestly.

But still. Dumpster diving was one thing—dumpster diving in March’s garbage is another thing.

“You don’t really think…” March says hesitantly. “Is Stelle really that worried about our trash?”

“I don’t think it’s the trash she’s worried about,” Himeko says, glancing at March before taking another sip of her coffee. “Aren’t you the same with that camera of yours, March 7th? And that archive of yours, Dan Heng?”

Dan Heng doesn’t say anything, but he does get that thoughtful look. The droop of his lashes gives him away.

“Does Stelle really think that of us?” March says. “It’s only been…”

A few weeks. Life-threatening situations they’ve surpassed together, cuts taken, laughter shared, and an ice shard shot straight through the heart—March is still haunted by it, that vision. Her head tilted up, the snow so blinding white, it shone like droplets of sun. And Stelle was falling in the midst of the storm, no blood, no sound.

March doesn’t remember screaming. Just that lump in her throat, Some days, she wakes up dreamless, heart pounding. The oddest urge to find Stelle, look her over like Natasha with her patients.

“Has it only been a few weeks to you, March?” Himeko asks.

March looks away.

Dan Heng meets her eyes, and his eyes tell the same story. March wonders if he shares the urge to put his hand to Stelle’s back, to feel the insistent thump of Stelle’s heart. The atmosphere is too heavy. March can’t stand it.

“What is she,” March complains, waving her hands, “some kind of raccoon mother checking on her raccoon family?”

It’s a joke made in awkward humour, and no one laughs. But.

At Himeko’s amused glance, and Dan Heng’s deadpan expression, March gasps. Suddenly, it was like the entire universe unravelled, leaving March at the origin of it all, no mysteries left to solve. Or maybe it was just the sudden rush of euphoria from sleep deprivation. “Oh my god,” she says, pointing at Himeko with trembling fingers. “You’re right. She’s a raccoon mother.”

And at this, Himeko laughs again. “She certainly acts like it,” she agrees. “Don’t you think so too, Dan Heng?”

“I’d have to look into the behaviours of raccoons first, before making such a comparison,” Dan Heng says, but there’s a rare, amused crease to his eyes.

“But that still doesn’t solve my dilemma,” March stresses. “How do I get her to stop?”

Himeko smiles wistfully. “Another simple question with an equally simple answer: ask her to stop.”

“And that’s it?”

“And then…” Himeko muses, “If this habit is what soothes her enough for her to sleep, maybe…”
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“You talk to her,” March says.

“No,” Dan Heng says.

“Ugh!” March says, crossing her arms. “Us both, then!”

Dan Heng closes his eyes for a few seconds, as though weighing her proposal. “All right,” he says.

“So now it’s fine,” March says, rolling her eyes. “Leaving all the dirty work to me, no doubt.”

Dan Heng stays silent, and March doesn’t expect any different from him. So she turns and kicks open the door to the kitchen. It opens with a satisfying slam, but Stelle only looks up, her expression bored as always.

“Hey, Stelle?” March says. “We need to talk.”

The tone of March’s voice must be serious enough, because instead of continuing to chew, Stelle actually puts down her spoon of cereal. Nods. “I’m listening.”

And she actually didn’t say that around a mouthful of food. Surprisingly.

“March,” Dan Heng prompts, when March only stares at Stelle.

“Oh, fine,” March says. She takes a deep breath. “You know how you’ve been checking our trash cans?”

“Mhm.” And before March can say anything further, Stelle continues down the weirdest path. “This train is under my territory, and I take care of what’s mine,” Stelle says, a proud tilt to her chin. “That Garbage King can never reach here.”

“Huh?” March splutters. “You’re still on about that? You’ve never even seen the guy, Stelle! Don’t make your rival some unknown entity you know only from postcards in trash cans!”

“Don’t get distracted,” Dan Heng warns.

Right. There were more important matters to sort out. “Stelle,” March says. “Please stop coming into my room in the middle of the night. Especially if it’s to poke around my trash can. It’s honestly kind of disturbing and weird and I need my eight hours, Stelle—eight hours, at least!—But if you really have that strong of an urge to check the garbage, I’d suggest sticking to the archives because at least Dan Heng will probably be awake to keep you company—”

“—March,” Dan Heng says.

“—and what I really want to say is,” March says, taking Stelle by the shoulders, unsure of where she should be stepping, “if there’s something troubling you, you can tell me.”

“Oh,” Stelle says.

March slants a look at Dan Heng, urging him to say something. “March is right,” Dan Heng offers.

March waits. Dan Heng looks at her, Is there something you need?

Three words and that was it?! March resists the urge to slap her forehead. “Stelle?” she says, focusing her gaze on the newest Trailblazer. Tracking her reaction.

“I just wanted to be thorough,” Stelle says, voice with a lowness to it that could only be described as sadness. Like a chastised dog, March 7th thinks, almost in hysterics.

“You were,” Dan Heng says.

That’s how he chooses to comfort her? March knocks her wrist against the back of his hand. Dan Heng stares at her, as though daring her to contradict him.

March makes a noise in the back of her throat. Never mind him then.

“Don’t worry,” March says, laying her hand on top of Stelle’s. “You were very thorough.” Too thorough. “And it’s not that I don’t appreciate it”—a small lie, in the grand scheme of things—”but there’s better ways than randomly bursting into my room at 4 AM. Like for example…”
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It’s night, and March is lying on her stomach, kicking her legs as she reads her newest novel. The protagonist was just cornered by her rival, the tension heating up between them as they’re having their usual back-and-forth. March giggles as the protagonist places her fan beneath her rival’s chin, tipping it up as she says, You’re a troublesome woman, aren’t you—

“What are you reading?”

“Nothing!” March slams her book shut, and looks up at the shadow that’s hovering over her. Stelle is staring down with an intense curiosity, that familiar gleam in her eyes.

Again, Stelle has let herself into March’s room without a knock. March doesn’t even say anything, already accepting that this will be something she’ll have to live with. Like how Dan Heng’s bedspread will always be messy, Stelle will always break into March’s room.

“C’mere,” March says, gesturing for Stelle as she gets off the bed. They crowd around her trash can, Stelle’s hair brushing up against March’s shoulder as she leans forward to peer into its contents.

“All good,” March says seriously as she inspects her garbage. Nothing except crumpled paper and discarded photos.

“Yes,” Stelle says.

March beams. “I’m glad. Isn’t this so much better than you coming in at some godforsaken hour in the night? Now, we can check together! It’ll be like—” March wracks her brain. “—a bonding activity! As fellow Trailblazers.”

What the hell is she even saying, March doesn’t know, but at least Stelle looks satisfied.

“Mhm.” Stelle looks at March. Really looks at her. “March,” she says. Stelle’s eyes are soft, the colour of spun sugar, and the photos above her head are snapshots of the three of them in front of their wanted posters, everyone’s poses so silly March always smiles whenever she sees, and March is flooded by a sudden wave of warmth. Inundated by the knowledge that this is it for March 7th. This is it for her.

March clears her throat. It itches. “Don’t worry about it. Go check up on Dan Heng.” Then she adds, wagging her finger in warning, “And tell him to not stay up late for me.”

“If that’s what you want,” Stelle says, voice breezy, as easy as anything. As though anything that March asks in this moment, Stelle would give—as though she would shove the stars in her pockets to keep as a present to March, if March ever said she’d like to see them up close.

“March,” Stelle says, waving her hand in front of March’s face. March blinks. She hadn’t realized she’d zoned out. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

“…Good night, Stelle,” March says. And she says nothing after that. Only watches Stelle’s back, waits for the door to slide closed behind her, and thinks, stars. The stars. I’d like to see them up close.

She’s never been afraid of burning up, anyway.
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The door slides open, and a shadow falls over him. A familiar one, at this rate. “You’re reading, Dan Heng?”

“Yes.”

“It’s funny,” Stelle says. “March had been doing the same thing, right next door. Only…” Stelle pauses. “Her book looked a lot more different from yours.”

Dan Heng had tried to reach March’s books a total of two times—once out of pure curiosity, and another because March kept begging him, You’ll like, I promise, you just have to stick with it, wait until you get to the exciting parts, Dan Heng, it’ll blow your mind, and Dan Heng tried, he really did. But as soon as he got to the pages where clothes started to be ripped off and kisses of ecstasies started to be exchanged, he immediately returned the books to March and said, It’s quite unrealistic. And the prose is lacking.

…That’s what you got from this? March had waved the book around, the cover of the half-naked man and woman shimmering under the lights.

The physics is also quite impossible, he adds, a little confused as to what she wanted from him.

March had stared at him strangely, before breaking out into fits of giggles. But from then, she hadn’t tried to approach him with any more books, and he finds himself grateful for it.

Dan Heng wonders if Stelle would enjoy March’s book more than him. Perhaps the strangeness would appeal to Stelle.

And on the topic of March… “You know,” Dan Heng says without looking up from his book, “you didn’t need to do that to March.”

“What do you mean?” In the corner of his eyes, Dan Heng sees Stelle play with the ribbon trailing from her sleeve, a guilty downcast of her head.

“Disturbing her sleep like that,” he says. Stelle grunts as she, once again, peeks in the trash can. An unnecessary act, considering what Dan Heng already knows, but perhaps it’s become its own habit. And habits are hard to break. “What was it really for, Stelle?”

“I’m not sure myself,” Stelle admits, plopping herself at the foot of his bedspread, legs sprawled as she leans back on her arms. “It was both to inspect the garbage, just in case—you don’t understand the allure, Dan Heng, don’t look at me like that!—and to…”

She falls silent. Dan Heng doesn’t reply, only waiting for her to gather her thoughts as he flips the page. The book itself isn’t all that riveting, a poetry collection Stelle permanently borrowed (swiped) from the Supreme Guardian’s bookshelves, but between the lines are an inside peek into the Belobog culture, with interesting words like, Qlipoth had bern here, And gave him a sexy pickaxe…

…No wonder Stelle took this particular book. She’d definitely enjoy one of March’s novels, he’s sure. Dan Heng silently closes the book and raises his head, only to meet Stelle’s measured gaze. “What is it?” he says.

“Nothing. Thinking about the response to your question. What it was all for.” Stelle sighs, looking up at the ceiling as she folds her hands over her stomach. “I guess… I was lonely. Pom-Pom only makes so good of company, before I start wanting to bully him. But I figured, since March told me to stop invading her room so late at night, I probably should.” Stelle cracks a smile. “She needs her minimum eight hours of beauty sleep, right? Otherwise, no one will want to give her flowers in the future, discounted or not.”

“You wouldn’t?” Dan Heng says calmly.

Stelle stares at him, and finally says, “Would you?”

Dan Heng falls silent.

“We’re the same, aren’t we?” Stelle says. “On this front, at least.” She puts a hand to her chin, wondering aloud, “And the insomnia front, too I suppose.”

“You’re welcome to think what you would like,” he says vaguely.

Dan Heng glances away, not wanting to meet her knowing gaze. Even with the lights on, her eyes are too intense. Stellaron-bright. He still half thinks they should invite a Xianzhou exorcist, uneased by something (someone) on this train that’s making him feel so odd, more out of place in his body than he usually is—but perhaps it’s just his mind, trying to distract itself from the truth. Always running, always evading. It’s who he is.

“…I didn’t want her to forget me,” Stelle admits.

Dan Heng muses over the odd statement. “March may appear scatterbrained,” Dan Heng says, “but she’s not. Not for the things that matter. Not when it’s important.”

Stelle fiddles with her coat button. Asks quietly, “Am I important to her, do you think?”

It’s a silly question. March’s eyes are always unconsciously catching on Stelle. Just as Stelle’s eyes are always finding her. Dan Heng knows: he’s been watching them both—because they both watch him. So it’s a silly question, though it doesn’t mean it should remain unanswered.

“If you ever have the time,” Dan Heng says, “between garbage hunting and terrorizing Pom-Pom“—he ignores Stelle’s smirk—”look through her photos.”

Even without looking himself, he knows. That at least a quarter of the photos that March is constantly snapping will have Stelle somewhere, in the foreground or background. Another quarter will have Dan Heng. And yet another quarter will be a mixture of them all together in some way, shape, or form, be it gathered around a fireplace in the desolate stormlands of Belebog or the rowdy fight club of the Underworld, it’ll be them: Stelle and March and Dan Heng.

“Then… Am I important to you, Dan Heng?”

“…Go to sleep, Stelle,” he says.

Stelle laughs. “You and March,” she says, “you’re both the same.”

Dan Heng blinks. Wonders if Stelle already knows, just how true that statement could be.
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“I forgot to ask you, Dan Heng,” March 7th says, kicking her feet up as she cycles through the photos on her camera. “What do you think about Stelle, anyway?”

Dan Heng stops in the middle of typing a paragraph, and thinks about it. “Spontaneous,” he decides.

“That’s it? Nothing else?”

“…Skilled at fighting,” he evaluates.

“I’m not talking about her physical capabilities! What about your feelings, Dan Heng?” March scolds. “I know you have them, Cold Dragon Young.”

Dan Heng’s eye twitches at the nickname. March giggles. “Stelle is… not a nuisance,” Dan Heng says. Then adds, “Most of the time.”

“Gods, Dan Heng! Between you and Stelle, I don’t know who’s more frustrating,” March moans. “How’d I manage to find the two most emotionally stunted people in the universe?”

“You’ll make do,” Dan Heng says.

“Of course you’d say that!”

“You still have to brush her hair,” Dan Heng reminds.

“What is your obsession with her hair,” March grumbles.

Dan Heng frowns. “It’s just… too unkempt.”

“Is this your own language of love?I didn’t realize Cold Dragon Young was the type to have a grooming fixation,” March teases. “Should I be worried about you trying to brush my hair next?”

“No need to worry,” he says wryly. “Yours is already beyond saving.”

“Dan Heng!”
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In truth, how you ended up in the train car containing the archive and March’s bedroom was purely instinct. There were so many train cars to wander, but you find yourself always gravitating between this particular one, feet carrying you there before your mind could even catch up and analyze why.

What you’d first thought when you walked into the archives had been: oh, Dan Heng sleeps so strangely. Blanket haphazardly tossed over his limbs, body rolled to the side, spine curled like he’s a second away from flinging himself off the ground and running away.

You hadn’t meant to disturb him. Honest. But then the soft white light from the corridors shone over the room, and your eyes darted around, landing on the inconspicuous trash can. You couldn’t help yourself. You obeyed its call.

And seeing Dan Heng awake, speaking to you, it had been its own kind of relief. The calm tenor of his voice made the frantic thoughts in your mind less chaotic, soothed something in you that had been running wild.

But not entirely, no. You stepped out of the archive, more at peace than before, and yet, something still nagged at you. March’s room was closed, but you’ve never let it stop yourself before. So you’d let yourself in, and when March screamed so comically, human and alive, you shuddered from the weight of relief.

Stelle, she’d said, and it made you feel warm and drowsy, like downing an entire bowl of soup in one go.

So, even knowing you definitely Should Not bother them at night, because your insomnia was your own problem, you couldn’t help it. You obeyed your heart.

Even now, after March has asked you to stop bothering her, you still skulk outside their rooms, an itch beneath your skin. The Stellaron in your body pulses once, twice, as you tap your bat over your legs, dull thud as metal meets skin—Pom-Pom had threatened to confiscate your spear if you kept waving it around in your nightly prowl—and you wonder how many hours until they wake up.

Through the doors, you can dimly hear their breathing. Or maybe it’s mere delusion. Nevertheless, you yawn. Eyelids drooping, you lean yourself against the divide between their doors.

The train is safe, you know. Still. What if.

You worry. You always worry.

So you lower yourself to the floor, back to the wall, and lay your hands over your bat. The position isn’t comfortable, but it’s not bad either. You’ve slept in worse places, worse positions.

Just tonight, you promise yourself as you curl yourself around your bat. Just tonight.

.

.

.

In the morning, March opens her door, holding her hand over her mouth as she yawns. Dan Heng is standing outside, arms crossed.

“March 7th,” he says.

“That,” she declares, “was the best sleep I’ve had in months—no, years. How about you, Dan Heng?”

Dan Heng places his index finger over his lips. “Quiet,” Dan Heng says, glancing down. And between their legs is one Trailblazer, positioned right between the doors of their rooms, slouching over her steel bat. Kind of impressive how Stelle could sleep so peacefully in such a contorted position. Also impressive how much she could drool, too.

Dan Heng shakes his head, a wry smile on his face. Dan Heng, smiling! The universe really is approaching its end.

“Stars and beyond,” March mutters. “We’re gonna need another talk about this.”

“Likely,” Dan Heng acknowledges.

March and Dan Heng share a look. An indescribable emotion passes between them, a mutual understanding. “We should get a blanket for her first, though,” March finally says, and before she’s even finished speaking, Dan Heng has already turned around to retrieve his. Stelle doesn’t even stir as they settle the green blanket over her, and March kneels. Trails her hand lightly over Stelle’s cheek, mindful of how cold her fingers could be, and tucks strands of flyaway hair behind Stelle’s ear. It doesn’t quite help, gray hair already springing back to their previous position; and from just this, how could March feel so exasperated and fond at the same time?

Then again, it’s Stelle. The girl who makes the impossible possible.

“Let her sleep a little longer,” Dan Heng says softly, laying his hand on March’s shoulder. “We should go, so that we don’t accidentally wake her.” And March thinks about how Cold Dragon Young may not be the best moniker, because his palm is as warm as she’d always remembered it, almost burning against her cool skin.

“…Okay,” March agrees. She accepts Dan Heng’s extended hand and rises to her feet. “Let her sleep a little longer,” she echoes. “We should go.”

But despite that, Dan Heng’s hand in hers, March continues standing there. She gazes at Stelle. And she knows Dan Heng must be thinking the same, because when she squeezes his hand, he squeezes back. Just a little while longer, please, March prays. Just a little while longer.
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