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      To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag Episode 12 as:

      Soft Space Academy AU. Found family. Ben meets dragels. Neil has a crisis. The Station has a disturbing set of power failures and Dexter Baronsworth is a very kind soul. So is Renee. Ernesto is a good dad. Poor Yenka!
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      Markus, personal assistant extraordinaire for the Carlson family, signed for the bucket of physical correspondence and oversized gifts. He accepted it from the little delivery bot with a polite nod of thanks. It chirped happily and hovered up to the ceiling, disappearing into one of the return chutes. Normally, there wasn’t anything big enough to require secondary delivery, but he could see a corner of a large gift box and far more physical mail than usual.

      He sighed at the pile of official messages and letters. Yesterday, he hadn't gotten to any of them and now, this would add another day's worth atop his already crowded schedule.

      No wonder the bot had delivered everything to their doorstep.

      Attending the dinner with Ernesto had helped him to have a better sense of how the rest of the week might progress, but it'd cut into a sizable chunk of his free time. With Ben joining them as well, the busyness had doubled.

      Today was sure to be extra busy as it always was after Ernesto had recharged with a social business event. He would likely spend the day poring over important contracts and agreements, before arranging an entire afternoon of meetings.

      Markus could already feel the exhaustion lurking around the corners, reminding him that while Ernesto would be happily recharged, he'd be running on the usual half-filled, half-empty energy reserves of his own making.

      Retreating inside the penthouse foyer, Markus set the mail bucket down atop the narrow entryway table. He picked and sorted at the pile, effectively separating them out into the appropriate bins that he could tackle according to time sensitivity.

      There was a note for a career option confirmation from one of Noir's Guidance Advisors, with a hand-lettered address to Ernesto, suggesting it was an item that required parental approval for Ben.

      Curious.

      They'd never sent an actual notice before. Usually, it was a meeting request from the headmaster a few more weeks into the school year. Elite students had their career tracks aligned and realigned a thousand times before any real classes ever took place.

      Markus cast a few stripping charms over the folded note, checking for harmful jinxes and hexes. Nothing turned up from the initial charmwork, so he tucked it in the pile to carry back to his office.

      He should probably hand that over to Ernesto once he was sure it was absolutely harmless.   But the mail held a few other mysterious packages and letters. One that seemed to be from that former employee with the stealing issue—Jamal? Or maybe it was someone else.

      Markus frowned as he turned it over, holding it up to the light.

      There was nothing to see from the outside, but he wasn't surprised to find a jinx on it. Most things addressed to Ernesto usually came with something attached to it.

      Mild, of course, but a jinx just the same. That never boded well for the sender. He stamped the edge of it with the customary mark that let Ernesto know there'd been an issue with it.

      Another medical letter of some sort—a notice? Markus checked them over, frowning when he found a few tracers on some of them. Legal additions to alert the sender that the recipient had received said missive.

      Odd.

      There shouldn't be any issues with Healer Landon, based on what he knew of both Ben and Ernesto's current health. He'd have to make sure that Ernesto saw that one soon too. The final piece of mail was a black, velvet-covered box with a fancy scripted tag on the front.

      Unusual, but not unexpected. He figured it was a token of appreciation from dinner the night before, from the visiting royal couple.

      Checking it over for jinxes anyway, Markus was pleased to see that he was right. It was fancy fruit basket with the contents kept under a preservation spell, filled with various exotic specimens not found within Veridae.

      Ernesto and Ben were sure to appreciate the gesture. Off-realm treats weren't impossible, but they were generally a rare treat in between of the usual offerings. This was something that he'd have to send a thank-you for—maybe one of those fancy gilded cards that Verona had gifted him last year.

      A crisp card tucked under one corner of the basket was plucked up in a heartbeat. Elegant script in purple ink inscribed a simple ‘Thank you for your hospitality, Jascha & Mariana’.

      Repeating the names over and over, each letter carefully spelled until Markus was sure he could recall it correctly, he added a privacy charm to the card and tucked it into the stack of mail to personally deliver to Ernesto.

      The card was a nice touch and he knew the gesture would be appreciated, even if they had to be careful about such things. Names and titles weren't normally connected unless there was a point to be made.

      Markus sent the mail to his office and got the rest of his things together for the start of his regular morning routine.

      First on the list was reviewing the daily schedule for Ernesto and Ben. Preferably making sure both of them were up and able to have a calm, quiet breakfast.

      Quiet moments in the morning for the little family always made his day easier, as they would be less stressed and more inclined to think rationally.

      Markus plucked his tablet from the charging pad by the door and slung the mail into the spell-contained box anchored to his desk in the home office. It took a few minutes to check through notifications and new messages as he dutifully shuffled towards the family wing of the penthouse apartment.

      It didn't take him long to reach the bedrooms.

      "Ben?" Markus tapped on the bedroom doorframe a little harder than before. His previous attempts had gone unnoticed and irritation settled in by way of the irritated tic on the side of his forehead.

      In the years he'd known his charge, Ben was fairly punctual and generally well-behaved. Not prone to fits of temper, bouts of laziness or rudeness. If he was tired, then it was often because he was overdoing it and when—less than polite—usually because some personal belief was challenged.

      Of course, he wasn't an immortal saint of any sort—still very much a young man attempting to follow in his father's footsteps.

      Very large, intimidating footsteps of a great man with a big heart and an even bigger reach across realms. If Ben was even half of that, then he'd make his father's legacy proud.

      Markus sighed. "Benjamin Carlson-" he began, sternly.

      There was an immediate jolt of feedback from the slumbering bundle on the bed. A few muffled words filtered out, before the bundle began to fight at the blankets, arms and legs kicking out.
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      "M'awake, awake, very awake," Ben mumbled. He popped up from the tangle of fluffy pale-grey blankets, matching luxury sheets pooling around his exhausted body. A tinge of unhappiness smothered any possible joy at being awake for another day.

      The black marbled walls of his ridiculously large bedroom was a nod to the Carlson fortune and Ben's need for space, in the event that his dragel wings made an appearance. He liked to have privacy and dark, familiar hues to stay grounded.

      It took a moment to catch his bearings and realize that Markus was standing outside the door, respecting his privacy while also being his usual annoying self. His irritation faded as his waking brain puzzled together that his father must've sent him to be sure he wouldn't have a late start after their late-night business dinner.

      Dinner with Ernesto's important guests had been odd, but enlightening.

      Royals from another realm were always interesting, but the couple was happy to exchange notes on current trends, travel rates, and the usual boring bits of information that Ernesto always liked to hear.

      Only a handful of tidbits were interesting to Ben, but he'd been polite and smiled his way through most of the meal—a meal that had taken hours to get through.

      Maybe he should've called it off last night and simply retired for the evening. He was certainly paying the price now.

      "Why don't I have today off?" He squinted in the direction of the bedroom door, noting that it had opened partway, but only on account of Markus' use of the override key.

      He must've slept deeper than he'd thought. Lovely.

      "Because I asked you last night and you refused," Markus said, still standing at the door, behind the holographic privacy screen that made up the gap between door and wall. He sounded rather bored. "Do you require assistance?"

      Sleepily, Ben huffed. "No. I can manage on my own." He flapped a hand at Markus, waiting until the assistant vanished. "As I always do..."

      The door took a moment to close, privacy screen vanishing at one. He sat, uncomfortable in the chill of the morning air, unhappy at leaving his nice, warm cocoon of comfort.

      What he could remember of the night settled in his stomach like liquid contentment. It'd been pleasant, filled with happy, vague dreams that he couldn't quite remember, but felt soothing and refreshing to his tired mind. He wallowed in the softness of clean sheets and silken textures, before reluctantly shuffling to stand on his own two feet.

      He really should've taken the day off.

      Ben swallowed a groan at the soreness radiating through his entire body with his total weight evenly distributed on his feet. He felt slightly off in the way that one foot was achier than the other.

      His jaw seemed as if it had somehow shifted more to one side in his sleep and his teeth clacked together uncomfortably. Unhappily, he cracked his jaw, grimacing as it settled back with a
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