
1. The Nightmare Begins


    
    Picking Drama as an elective course, Rex had to admit, would not normally be his first choice. Or second. Or third. Look, Rex doesn’t act. Acting’s for people who can lie, and Rex has heard a lot about lying and has considered sending off for an instructional booklet on the matter, but he’s still very much an amateur. Under normal circumstances, he’d give the drama course an approving nod from the other end of a very large room, and they’d continue to happily have nothing to do with each other afterwards. Rex’s degree was in Archaelogy, and you didn’t have to lie to bits of rock very often, unless you suspected they were going to come to life and start posing riddles at you before they granted access to the Great King’s Tomb/Holiday Villa.

Well, he’d reasoned to himself, “drama” meant performing arts, and performing arts meant theaters, and you never knew when you were going to be poking around an ancient theater, right? Maybe he’d find some old manuscripts or something and he’d know at a glance if he’d just unearthed a hitherto-lost masterpiece of the stage, then his drama course’d come in handy.

Rex was dimly aware of the real reason, petty as it was. It was quite simple, really.

Double credits.

Inexplicably, Tantal University’s drama course offered double credits for precisely the same number of classes, the same amount of coursework, and, curiously, considerably less reading material than any other course. What was he gonna do, not take the opportunity to coast through the semester with one less class? The two hour lunch breaks beckoned him, singing sweetly of all the extra snacks he could sneak. Who’d turn down a bizarre adminstrative oversight like this? It was irresistable.

Which is why Rex couldn’t help feeling a small shiver of cold dread when he’d handed his application forms in, the woman at the desk had flicked over to his course choices, and then proceeded to give him the kind of look normally reserved for a convict on death row. Pity, with a hint of resigned “well, you kind of brought this on yourself” dismissal of his plight.

That didn’t seem right. At worst it should’ve been a “yeah, I see you, you lazy arse” glare at the latest student to bag themselves an early finish on Fridays, not that.

Maybe she just didn’t think acting was a lucrative career and was imagining Rex’s future as a starving artist. Yeah, sure. Go with that.


  Why that face, though?


It had haunted Rex ever since he’d turned his application in, and no amount of mental exorcism seemed to cleanse him of the lingering, frustatingly vague concern. Not fear. Fear would be like if he walked past the lecture hall and a small pool of blood spilt out from under the door to say hello. This was just weirding him out

Rex had asked around afterwards, tracking down as many students as he could, and very few of their answers gave him much reassurance. He’d concentrated on second-year and above students initially, since they might’ve already taken the class themselves. Most of them had laughed ominously when he’d told them he was taking drama, patting him on the shoulder and saying “good luck” in a sinister tone.

Those who had already experienced all the delights of Tantal University’s drama course also patted him on the shoulder, this time with a vice grip, and once again said “good luck,” with desperation etched on their face. When Rex tried to ask any of these people why he needed Lady Luck to give him a quick thumbs-up from the heavens, he generally got a variant of “oh, you’ll see.” He found this unhelpful.

Any fellow drama students shrugged and told him they’d gotten the same reactions. Nobody really knew what the problem was, but everyone knew there apparently was a problem.

Rex found this…hard to believe. He was sure it was fine, really. It’s just a university course, after all. He just couldn’t help but wonder why everyone around him clearly didn’t regard it as fine.

At last, the day had come, though. Ten in the morning, the first Monday of the semester. Whatever lurked behind this plain, grey door in this plain, grey hallway, he was about to face it. He noticed a small sign that had been hastily cellotaped to the center of the door, reading “Drama! Starring Professor Von Genbu,” the words surrounded by purple lightning bolts. Underneath, there was a small drawing of a turtle in what Rex assumed was meant to be a king’s costume, a speech bubble saying “come on in!” scribbled next to its open mouth.

It was actually a pretty good turtle. Rex didn’t know if that made him feel better or worse.

He opened the door, half-expecting to be greeted by a lecturer wearing a turtle shell. Getting a half-empty but otherwise relatively normal lecture hall was almost disappointing to him. A brief glance past the dozen-or-so rows of seats in front of him, towards the front of the hall, revealed there wasn’t anybody on-stage just yet.

And it was, in fact, a stage. Which, Rex supposed, made sense for a drama course. It was elevated a little higher than the rest of the floor, with two large, red curtains haphazardly hung on either side, the railing supporting them bending miserably under a weight it was clearly ill-equipped to deal with. There were even a few stage lights, positioned just above the whiteboard. The fact that there was a whiteboard at all was actually the most off-putting part. It rather spoilt the theater ambience the professor had clearly worked so hard to try and build.

So, unusual, but understandable given the context. Rex still wasn’t seeing the problem, really.

Lost in thought as he tried to figure out what the problem actually was, he took a seat at the end of an aisle a few rows down, pretty much entirely on auto-pilot. As he sat down, he heard an irritable voice to his right.

“Seriously, dude? Whole row in front of us is empty and you sit next to us anyway? Weirdo.”

Oh. She seems pretty mad. Whoops.

A gentler voice, closer to him yet a little quieter, came afterwards.

“Mythra! Don’t be so rude!”

Oh. She seems a lot less mad. That’s comforting, at least. Still, that other girl didn’t exactly seem pleased, and Rex really preferred to just get along with people. Probably best to excuse himself and hop to the next row before she gets any worse. He began to slide out of his chair, already angling himself to leap forward and away from the angry one at top speed.

“Sorry, sorry! I, uh…wasn’t really paying attention, I’ll just-” he began, the majority of the overlong apology he had planned left unused as he felt a hand tug at the sleeve of his blue hoodie.

“No, no, it’s fine, you can stay here. Don’t mind Mythra, she’s just a little, um…prickly. With new people, I mean,” said the gentler voice, closely followed by a grunt of annoyance.

Rex turned to look at the girl grabbing onto his clothes and made a very concentrated effort not to immediately start hyperventilating at her. His entire body shuddered to a halt in the process, but he considered that a pretty good deal.

She was…well, a lot of words. Rex really, really wanted to think of her as “beautiful,” but was worried that might be a bit strong for someone whose name he doesn’t know and who appeared to have Hatred Herself looming behind her as a bodyguard. Simmer it down, settle for a nice, neutral “pretty,” maybe a “cute” if he was feeling particularly daring about this, just don’t start off on “beautiful.”

She kinda was, though. Short, bright red hair, fluffy and soft-looking like someone had decided that what the world really needed was a sheep whose wool could let it double as a mobile stop sign. Her eyes were a warm crimson, gazing at him with a sincerely apologetic look that belied her kind, caring nature, like he was in front of a gently burning fireplace oh God he was really letting himself get carried away with this wasn’t he, okay, stop looking at her eyes. The eyes were danger, move downwards.

This did not improve matters for Rex, as he found his eyes strolling past her unhelpfully glossy, soft lips, curving upwards in a small, inviting smile, as if shegenuinely wanted him to stay and wasn’t just trying to be polite about it. This wasso unfair. She wasn’t even smiling that much, it was, like, a quarter of the way towards a grin, at best, and he still felt like she’d quietly hired a ghost to wrap an incorporeal hand around his heart and give it a good, hard squeeze.

Her clothes, those can’t make things worse, right, he thought, his mind already constructing several elaborate poems about how her thick, light-red sweater only enhanced the aura of incredible warmth and kindness radiating from every essence of her being seriously though how is she this perfect.

Happily for what little dignity Rex could still salvage, he had managed to process all of these very intense emotions within about half a second of gawking at her, so he hadn’t just been staring in awe-struck silence for a full minute. Unhappily for Rex, it had disabled most of his higher brain functions, reducing his thought process to “girl pretty” and not much else.

He gave speech an ill-fated go.

“T-thanks,” he squeaked out, beginning to lower himself onto the seat with slow, deliberate motions as he tried to remember what “sitting down” was like. The girl’s smile widened a little. He promptly forgot how to properly sit down again, flopping backwards into his seat with a dull thud. Good enough, under the circumstances. His extremely pleasant tormentor scootched a little closer.

“My name’s Pyra. What’s yours?”

“I-it’s, uh…Rex,” he mumbled. He felt this was perhaps a bit limp, as far as replies went, and bolted on a “It’s nice to meet you,” to keep things flowing.

“Nice to meet you, too, Rex. Oh, this is Mythra, by the way. She’s my sister,” Pyra said, gesturing towards her scowling, blonde sibling. Twins, Rex guessed. Mythra basically looked like a long-haired Pyra if she was permanently stepping on Lego and sitting on tacks, which thankfully let him skip past most of the “oh god she’s angelic” panic attack. Mythra was pretty in the same way that tigers were. Only from a distance, where you probably won’t get eviserated.

Mythra squinted at him and gave him a half-hearted wave, probably as a concession to her sister. He noticed the coffee cup tightly clutched in her other hand. This explained far too much.

“Like I said, don’t mind her,” Pyra continued, “She might seem kind of…rude. Sorry, Mythra,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. Mythra shrugged with dismissive acceptance. “But she’s really nice when you get to know her!”

“Not before noon I’m not,” Mythra interrupted, taking a long swig of her coffee. Pyra laughed nervously, turning back towards Rex.

“Trust me, she is.”

“…If you say so,” he replied. He believed her, really. Pyra didn’t seem like a particularly good liar, and she was obviously just trying to damage control her sister’s thunderingly poor first impression. It was just a little hard to envision Mythra as nice in her current state. He figured dwelling on this was probably a bad idea, though, especially when they actually seemed to be having a half-decent conversation so far.

“So, uh…what’re you studying?” he asked, clutching onto the easiest piece of student small talk possible.

“Culinary arts. I want to open a bakery. It’s, um…kind of a dream of mine,” Pyra said with a self-conscious grin.

“Oh, wow! Can I try your food sometime?” Rex asked, a matching grin forming on his lips. Pyra giggled, her face reddening at his enthusiasm.

“Of course! I need someone other than Mythra to taste-test for me anyway. All she ever says is ‘it’s good,’ and then she asks for more.”

“Hey, if I ask for more it means you’re doing a good job, right? The hell else am I supposed to say?” Mythra said, tossing a glare at her sister.

“W-well, you could be a little more descriptive! Tell me why it’s good!” Pyra protested, shifting in her seat to face Mythra.

“I don’t know why they’re good! I don’t study this shit! That’s your field!”

“M-Mythra, don’t swear in the lecture halls…” Pyra said, flinching slightly as if Mythra’s Very Disrespectful Profanity had actually hurt her ears.

“C’mon, who gives a shit?”

“Well, I do…Besides, you shouldn’t say things like that in front of someone we just met. It’s…rude.”

“I’m sure he’ll cope. Right?” Mythra said, leaning to the side to look at Rex.

“Uh…yeah, I don’t really mind,” he replied, making a mental note to cordon off the cruder segments of his vocabulary around Pyra.

“Well…alright then,” Pyra conceded, clearly not happy that Mythra now had a free pass to publically potty-mouth all she wanted. “A-anyway…what do you study, Rex?”

“I’m doing archaelogy. Y’know, studying ruins, digging up historical stuff.”

“Oh, that’s really interesting!” Pyra said, eyes lighting up, then widening as an idea popped into her head, “Oh! You said you wanted to try my cooking, right?”

“Yep. I’d love to,” Rex said eagerly. He was pretty curious about her cooking now. Mythra seemed like she either had high standards or went around pretending she had high standards to give other people a hard time. If she was always saying Pyra’s food was good, it was probably amazing. He had to know. Besides, spending more time with Pyra seemed…nice.

“Well, what if we meet up during lunches? I can bring some of my cooking, and you could…well, I suppose you can’t bring anything with you, can you? But we could talk about what you’re researching!” Pyra beamed with enthusiasm at Rex, “It’d be kind of like a degree swap! What do you think?”

“Yeah, that sounds like fun!” Rex said automatically, before he could properly register that Pyra Was Asking Him To Hang Out With Her and have a minor meltdown. Not that he was going to refuse. It did sound like fun. Just sharing food and talking with Pyra seemed pretty great, judging from what he’d seen of her so far.

Pyra clapped her hands together.

“Great! We can start tomorrow, okay?”

“Sure, sure!” Rex said, beaming back at her. Her expressions were oddly infectious. He couldn’t help smiling back at her.

Honestly, now that he was properly talking to Pyra, he was starting to feel far more relaxed, the initial shock of witnessing Perfection Incarnate giving way to the realization that she was…actually just kind of sweet and goofy. Which was better in a way. He could quite happily see himself spending time with her, like they’d just agreed to.

They seemed to get along pretty well, really, like they were feeding off of each other’s enthusiasm. Rex felt like they could end up being pretty good friends. That was friends, he told himself, the infatuation slowly swelling inside him firmly instructed to go sit in the corner of his mind, where it wouldn’t bother him.

It was absolutely going to bother him. It was going to constantly toss crumpled-up pieces of paper that said “man, she’s so nice” at him at every possible moment. He was going to ignore it regardless.

Somewhere amongst his current hyperfixating on Pyra, however, a new thought crept into his head. They’d been talking this whole time without interruption. They really should have been interrupted by now.

“Say…where’s the lecturer, anyway? I think the class was meant to start, like, ten minutes ago,” Rex said.

“Hm…you’re right, actually. I’ve not seen anyone,” she agreed, before shifting back towards Mythra, “Did you see anything?”

“I saw some rustling behind that curtain,” Mythra said, barely lifting her hand off her desk as she lazily pointed towards the left-hand side of the stage, “But nobody’s come out yet. Dunno what that’s about.”

“Maybe we should go ask someone,” Pyra said, watching the curtain intently.

Out of nowhere, the lights above them dimmed, eliciting a small yelp of surprise from her. Just as the lights dimmed and reached pitch blackness, a loud, exaggerated laugh rang out across the room. It did not bear much resemblance to a normal laugh. Rather, it was clearly being delivered by a man who had spent a lot of time thinking about how best to use his laughs to make as cool and mysterious an entrance as possible, every “HA” stressed to breaking point to maximize the impact.

The spotlights perched precariously above the stage lit up, angled towards the left.

“My apologies, everyone! Had a spot of trouble getting the lighting set up, and, well, that just wouldn’t do, would it? HOWEVER: I! AM! HERE!” bellowed the unknown voice. And “bellowed” was definetely the word.

As far as Rex knew, most lecturers used microphones to compensate for the size of the rooms they typically taught in. Whoever this was clearly needed no technological enhancement to his iron vocal chords. He was doing this au naturale.

A figure emerged from behind the curtains, arms spread wide as though he were waiting for some applause to bask in. He was…oh God, what was he? A tall, muscular man with messy gray hair.

That…should’ve been all Rex had to notice about him. Unusually buff for a university professor, maybe, but, hey, maybe he grades papers with one hand and lifts weights with the other, totally plausible. He should just be another middle-aged guy in a sweater and some jeans, like most of the male professors he’d caught glimpses of here, even if he was a little on the younger side. Mid-twenties, probably.

Why was he wearing that trenchcoat, then. That’s not what professors wear. They do not come out in front of their class in a giant black trenchcoat that’s opened as wide as it can specifically around their chest to show off their acres of finely toned muscle. They are not supposed to have far too many belts tied around their waist, with a few more curled round their arms for some utterly baffling reason. Oh God, fingerless gloves, too. Sure. Why not. May as well.

And then there was the eyepatch. It was possible that he really did only have one eye. Some instinct inside Rex told him that this man, without a doubt, had both of his eyes. There was no way he didn’t. Nobody who walked out like that as if he’s expecting bouquets of roses to come sailing his way any minute was wearing an eyepatch for legitimate medical purposes.

The fashion apocalypse strutting around in front of Rex continued his speech.

“My fresh-faced new proteges, allow me to introduce myself! I am Professor Zeke Von Genbu, Bringer of Knowledge and certified Drama Lord! For the rest of this semester, I’ll be your guide through the marvelous world of the performing arts! But let me warn you, chaps: art is, and always has been, humanity’s mirror to the soul- we face our demons, we envision our angels, we…sometimes become our demons, depending on the story! As such, this course will push you to the very limits of human emotion, as we explore the depths of true art! Your lives will be changed forever once Zeke Von Genbu is through with you!”

Somewhere under the din of the neverending introduction, Rex heard a chorus of confused murmuring around him, alongside occassional muffled snickers. A quick peek to his side revealed that Mythra had dispensed with any subtlety and was openly howling with laughter, tears streaming down her face. Rude, but not a wholly unreasonable response.

Pyra, on the other hand, simply watched in captivated silence, a pen fiddling and twirling in one hand while the other tightly clutched a notebook. Where Mythra, and most of the class, were seeing a bizarre man in a trenchcoat ham his way through five acts of thrilling soliloquy on the nature of Drama Itself, Pyra was seeing pearls of wisdom freely dropping out of his pockets with every new proclaimation. She was completely taken in by…whatever it was he was doing.

Whatever it was he was continuing to do, relentlessly ploughing ahead with his monologue.

“But enough idle chatter, my friends- it is time…to learn!”

Rex was very sure this was a lie. Zeke immediately proved him right, continuing to speak even as he walked towards the back of the stage.

“Now, Zeke Von Genbu has always been a great believer in learning by doing…”

His hand reached out behind the left curtain and the lights were gradually adjusted back to their original, Pre-Zeke brightness.

“…And I’ve also always taken great stock in the old saying, ‘all the world’s a stage.’ And it just so happens I’m standing on one as we speak!” he concluded, stamping his foot on the wooden floor beneath him, just in case nobody had figured out it was a stage yet.

Dread crept up beside Rex and asked if it could sit next to him for a bit. This did not bode well.

“So, for our first lesson, why don’t we have a little crash course, chaps? Let’s see those acting chops in action!”

Yep. There it was. As those dark words were spoken, the chatter and ever-present chortling ceased in an instant. Laughing in the face of death would take a braver lot than this class.

“Now, don’t think I’m going to ask for volunteers, everyone! Oh, no, no, the Zekenator’s far too sly a dog for that! I’ll be picking you out personally, let’s say…two at a time. See if you can get a bit of chemistry going, eh?” Zeke threatened, eye already scanning the room for his first two victims.

Rex took another look to his right. Mythra had lowered herself further down into her seat with the miserable expression and hunched shoulders of a woman who was currently wishing she could nail herself to her chair. Pyra had the excitable smile of a small child watching a play that’s just reached the bit where they ask for audience participation, but who has not yet realized they are part of that audience.

As much as Pyra’s earnest interest was kind of cute come on dude don’t start down this road again, Rex had to agree with Mythra. This was…mortifying.

But, there were, like, fifty people in this room. The odds of him getting picked were pretty low. Even if Zeke’s fickle finger of death- which he was currently waving from group to group like he was a roulette wheel- landed on them, he might just make Pyra and Mythra go up together. Rex had a really good chance of getting out of this. Or, at least, of not having to go first. He’d be fine.

“How about you two!?”

“H-huh? U-us?!” squeaked Pyra.

“H-huh? U-us?!” squeaked Rex.

“Oh my God, never do that again,” Mythra muttered, her pleas unheard as they both babbled out excuses not to come up.

“Yes, yes, you two! My Eye can tell…you are destined partners! On the stage, and in life! Now, come forth, and show us what you’ve got, chums!”

In that moment, Rex understood everything. Every look of sympathy. Every “good luck” uttered with the utmost sincerity. Every empty seat in the hall, telltale signs of a low attendence rate.

This class was not a blessing to his schedule. It was a curse.

Oh God, what had he done?

  



2. Acting (un)natural

Summary for the Chapter:
            The lesson unfolds. Rex and Pyra have a terrible time.

          


    
    Why.

Rex had a lot of questions about what was going on, and just about every single one of them began with the word “why,” with varying levels of utter despair.

Why was his professor dressed like he was from some weird anime game?

Why does said professor’s volume spectrum start at “yell,” end at “bellow,” and then have to get paired up with an insatiable lust for the sound of his own voice?

Why was he being dragged on-stage in front of dozens of perfect strangers?

And why, no, really, WHY, if Rex’s dignity was about to get ritualistically sacrificed on the altar of Zeke Von Genbu, Dark Lord of Humiliation, did it have to be in front of Pyra? He liked Pyra. As far as he could tell, she liked him too, or at least knew how to keep her contempt under wraps, unlike Mythra.

Was it really necessary to let him meet a very nice new friend, yep, still friend, and then within minutes force him to utterly embarass himself in front of her? Was it?

Well, okay, ever since they’d shuffled on to the stage, heads hung low in the vain hope that nobody would see their faces throughout this horrific ordeal, Pyra had been rather visibly nervous, too. A calm person probably doesn’t tap their foot against the floor that quickly, like they’re impersonating a woodpecker but forgot what part of the body you peck with. They also probably don’t tug their sweater up past their chin to serve as a very cozy, very ineffectual balaclava. She might actually be taking this worse than him, somehow.

Well, at least if Rex was going to die, right here on stage, he wouldn’t be dying alone. This spot would mark both their graves. A small comfort, but he’d cling to it like the dessicated, crumbling safety blanket it was.

With his mortified performers in place, their tormentor stood in front of them with a wide grin.

“Alright then, chaps, let’s get started, shall we? Your names, my budding thespians?” Zeke began, pointing towards Rex.

“R-Rex,” he said with the ironclad confidence of a fainting goat with anxiety issues. Zeke nodded, his finger swerving towards Pyra.

“M-my name is…um…Pyra,” came her slightly muffled reply, her sweater still enjoying steady work as a makeshift mask.

Zeke nodded once again, striding towards the back of the stage, his every step a thunderous stomp. He had clearly been practicing a walk that would let him generate as much noise as possible, his boots landing at just the right angle on the most acoustically generous boards every single time. Zeke was a man who lived and breathed performance, even if he’d suffocate the rest of the room in the process.

“Well, Rex, Pyra, as our first performers of the semester, I think it’s only fair I give you something that’ll really help you shine on the stage. Something that truly showcases your dynamic!”

“I…don’t think we have a dynamic,” Rex said reluctantly.

“Yeah, we…only just met. I’m not sure we really have anything,” Pyra agreed. A moment later, a small flush of red snuck past the protective barrier of her sweater and onto her cheeks.

“N-Not that I don’t…you know, think you’re nice. You’re nice! I think we’ll be good friends! It’s just…maybe not…not yet? But, um…I’d like to be? Then we’d have a dynamic o-or something, it’s just, right now, we don’t really know each other but I’m not saying I don’t think we could have one I’m sorry,” she rambled with increasingly less coherence, her voice somehow managing to get quieter yet higher-pitched simultaneously.

“No, no, it’s fine, I-I get it, we’re…we’re pretty much total strangers, so it’d be weird to call us anything yet! I mean, I wanna be friends, too! You’re, um…you’re nice, too! Really, really nice! I-it’s fine, you don’t need to apologize, really!” Rex said, easily matching Pyra’s excruciating verbal diarrhoea.

This was just terrible. He was floundering with every new word that stumbled out of his unstoppably flapping mouth. That’d be painful enough on its own, like, oh, great, everything he said was making him look like an idiot in front of Pyra, nice, no, keep going, double down on it and really let it sink in for her how dumb he could be.

He mentally glided past the fact that Pyra seemed to be experiencing a catastrophic mental breakdown of her own right in front of him, the fifth “I’m sorry” of her cross-country run-on sentence but a faint whisper to his ears. It did not matter that Pyra was currently losing her shit. What mattered was that his was gone without a trace, with this magnificent disappearing act unfolding for an audience of total strangers he had to spend an entire semester around.

Rex attempted to trace a wafer-thin silver lining around this mess. Things were looking pretty grim, but that meant they probably wouldn’t get much worse, right?

Zeke Von Genbu begged to differ. He marched back towards the duo with a proud smile, two small scripts clutched in his hands.

“Yes, that’s the stuff! Right there! The raw tension! The blind, fumbling chemistry of young love! I knew I’d made the right choice, you pair of sweethearts!”

He thrust a script each into Rex and Pyra’s unwilling hands, arms sliding behind them and patting them both on their shoulders. Rex stared at his script with baffled fear, as if Zeke had just slipped him a copy of his death certificate and whispered “soon,” at him.

The cover read “Love Beyond The Clouds.” Below the title someone- almost certainly Zeke- had written [EXCERPT] in red marker pen. Underneath that, he’d felt compelled to add [THE REALLY SAUCY SCENE]. The last few pages of the copy had evidently been ripped out pretty recently, and without much care. Rex could still see some scraps of paper clinging onto the staples binding the rest of the script together.

“I had a good feeling about you two, so I’ve taken the liberty of handing you one of my more heartfelt scripts. It has everything a theater-goer coud ever want! Searing emotion! Love blooming on the battlefield! Partial nudity!”

He paused, his smile drooping downwards into a frown.

“Unfortunately, I’m apparently not allowed to have any nudity, partial or otherwise, in my performances, so I had to dillute the play’s essence somewhat. However! The emotional core remains, ripe for the picking!”

Rex’s silver-lining pen was quickly running out of ink, but he was willing to count Zeke being forced to compromise his artistic integrity as good enough. Never mind the fact that he was trying to draw a little silver circle around having to peform a romance script with PYRA oh my God Professor Von Genbu you are HELLSPAWN, at least his shirt was staying on for this.

The pressure on his shoulder was lifted as Zeke took a few steps backwards in order to give his miserable performers their space.

“Now then, my star-crossed lovers, enough dillydallying! Show me the magic!” he announced with a sharp clap of his hands before bringing one of them to rest on his chin, stroking it in faux-thought.

The pair yelped in surprise, clumsily flicking their scripts open to the first page. Rex rapidly scanned the page, trying to guess who he was even meant to be playing. Zeke had, in his excitement, neglected to give any context for the scene beyond the gentle comfort of knowing everyone’s clothes were staying on today, so Rex had to just puzzle it out on his own.

The scene seemed to only have two characters, a Tantalese princess named Linnaea and an Ardainian prince named Milligan.

Rex grimaced as he skimmed the first page. They were…about to confess their love. Of course they were. Why else would Zeke hand this to them. And then stand a few feet away from them with an expectant grin.

He glanced up at Pyra. Her incandescently red face and trembling hands suggested she wasn’t thrilled about her role, either. Not that he could blame her, considering he was pretty sure his face was actually on fire right now also his mouth might’ve stopped working, which was not going to be very conducive to reading his lines and oh God he’s got the first line and Zeke is staring at him expectantly HELP.

He opened his mouth. There was not a trace of liquid left in it, so his voice wasn’t feeling very tempted to get moving any time soon. He swallowed as hard as he could. He’d upgraded his mouth’s liquid levels from “barren desert” to “single tear dramatically rolling down someone’s face.” Good enough.

“F-Fair Linnaea. I can…um. No longer. Hide my f-feelings for you. Anymore?” he croaked out with approximately none of the searing passion the scene demanded. A faint hum of thought came from Zeke’s direction.

Pyra peeked at him from behind her script, her eyes widening as she remembered she had to actually respond to this.

“Oh, Mulligan. M-Milligan! Milligan! Sorry,” she whispered. Rex gave her a quick, forced smile of reassurance. She flashed a grateful smile of her own before making her next attempt at the line.

“Please, Milligan, speak, um…speak not these feelings. Y-you know our countries are at war. Oh, they’re at war? I didn’t realize…oh, sorry,” she repeated.

Rex tried not to flinch at her delivery. She was murdering this. Every word was coming out pained and forced, like she was only saying them after four hours of intensive torture. But, well, he was exactly as bad, so he could only assume watching him was equally painful for her.

“I, uh…care not, Linnaea,” he said in the flat monotone of someone who definetely doesn’t care, “Let Tantal and Mor Ardain collapse around us. No, uh…no petty squabble could change how I feel.”

“Milligan,” Pyra said. This was probably supposed to be an awe-filled murmuring of her beloved’s name as he confessed his innermost feelings to her. Pyra had chosen not to make the subtleties of the line apparent in her rendition.

Rex looked back at his script and saw The Next Line.

He looked up at Pyra.

He looked at The Next Line.

He looked up at Pyra.

He did not want to say The Next Line.

He was going to have to say The Next Line.

“L-Linnaea!” he squeaked at a far higher volume than intended, “My, um! My dear, sweet Linnaea! For too long have these words remained unspaken…unspoken?”

“I-it’s unspaken,” Pyra quietly volunteered.

“U-unspaken, then! But no more! Um! Linnaea! I love you!” Rex yelped. A second later, his brain caught up with what he had just said to Pyra and also, additionally, to how Pyra’s face somehow got redder when he said it.

“Oh…Oh jeez, sorry! Sorry! I know, I know that’s really weird but it’s…it’s the script! Sorry! Really!”

“N-no, don’t worry, it’s…it’s fine! I understand! Um!” Pyra said, eyes focusing back onto her script in a doomed attempt to keep some kind of momentum going in the performance. Her face contorted into a terrified grimace. She had clearly just encountered Her Next Line.

“Milligan. I…um. I love you too, with all my…my heart…oh…sorry, that really is weird, isn’t it? Sorry…”

“It’s…yeah, it’s awkward, huh?” Rex replied, giving her a sympathetic smile.

“Just a little,” Pyra said with a small laugh.

“I don’t believe our heroes were quite this apologetic, chaps!” Zeke intervened, “You’re getting to the good stuff now! Let’s not dawdle!”

“U-um, right! Sorry,” Pyra mumbled before continuing.

“Oh, Milligan, how my…” she stared at her line for a moment longer, clearly wrestling with something about it.

“How my…heart. Burns with undying passion for you,” she said carefully.

Rex checked the line. It was not Linnaea’s heart that was burning with passion. This was presumably why there was partial nudity. He was just glad Zeke hadn’t called her minor improvisation out.

“Linnaea, my love, how my…heart,” Rex said, dimly aware they were both abusing the word “heart” a bit too much, “How my heart soars to hear those words. Come! Let our…let our words be sealed with a…a kiss. Oh. Oh, bloody hell, really?” his voice dropped to a shocked whisper as he read the next line.

Yep. There it was in the script. Those absolute arses. They just had to go and kiss each other and make Rex’s life more difficult, didn’t they?

He did not move towards Pyra.

Pyra did not move towards him.

Neither of them seemed keen to resolve this deadlock. Zeke groaned impatiently.

“Well, come on, lovebirds! Our man’s calling for a kiss and By God, they kiss! A true professional would give this moment the gusto it deserves, without hesitation! Now get in there and make us all feel the love!” he demanded, his arms waving inwards, signalling that they should maybe consider scooting a little closer. He was very obviously enjoying how uncomfortable and awkward this atrocity of acting had been for both of them, and was just trying to squeeze that little bit of extra entertainment out of it at this point.

They begrudgingly dragged themselves towards each other, forcing themselves into what was probably just about kissing distance. The proximity caused Rex to finally note that he was…smaller than Pyra. He’d been faintly aware that he’d had to look up at her for most of this, but he’d never fully registered the fact that she seemed to have a full six inches over him.

It was filling him with some mixed emotions that he was not fully equipped to deal with right now. Not when she was so close and a strange man in an eyepatch was now chanting “KISS HER YOU FOOL” at him over and over again.

“Wh-what do we do?” Pyra whispered to him, “He…he really wants us to kiss. Is that allowed? Making students kiss?”

“I dunno. I…I guess he thinks it’s allowed?”

What Zeke thought was allowed and what was actually allowed were most likely lists without much overlap in them, but right now they didn’t have the time to run this by an authority figure who wasn’t more belt than man.

“I suppose…but…I, um…don’t really want to. N-No offense,” she tacked on.

“No, I…it’s kinda…I don’t want to, either. Not, in, like, a bad way, but…” Rex grunted in frustration as his sentence drifted further and further away from his intended path.

“O-okay, look, I’ve got an idea. Just, um…We put our hands up next to our faces, alright?” he said, lifting his arms up. He positioned his hands at either side of her face, but made sure to place them far enough forward that they partially obscured her mouth and also, very crucilally were not touching her. He really didn’t need any more heart attack fuel right now.

Pyra followed suit, her hands hovering near his face. He tried not to think about that too hard. The closeness of herface was giving him enough trouble already, he didn’t need her hands lending a hand.

“Like this?” she asked.

“Yeah, that’ll do. Now, um…Just, follow my lead, okay? It’s gonna look kinda dumb, but just…bear with it, I suppose.”

Pyra nodded with grim acceptance. She already looked dumb today. Whatever Rex had planned couldn’t sink her much lower.

With his face set in the determined grimace of a man who Knows What Must Be Done, Rex began smacking his lips together in an exagerrated manner, making sure that it was loud enough for Zeke to hear. He threw in a few sloshes of his tongue in an attempt to add a little extra realism.

It took Pyra a few moments to recognize what he was trying to do and contribute her own set of strange slurping sounds. Combined, their impersonation of a kiss sounded more like they’d spilt a lot of food all over each other’s faces and were determined not to let any of it go to waste, rather than any actual mouth-to-mouth action. Mortifying though this was, they kept at it for a good half a minute, just to make sure Zeke wasn’t going to declare their kissing was Insufficiently Passionate and demand they go back in for a second round.

At last, they broke away and set to work staring at the floor in pure embarassment. After a few moments of tense silence, Rex heard a round of slow applause coming from Zeke.

“A decent effort, chaps, very decent indeed! For your first try, anyway. A word of advice from the Zekenator though, eh? Pump up the passion a little more next time. Make the audience believe in your love. Less delaying, more public displaying! Of affection, that is.”

He stepped past the mentally devastated pair, raising his arms wide towards their audience.

“Nonetheless, a round of applause for our first two performers, everyone!”

Rex forced himself to look at the audience for the first time since he’d gone up there. He’d tried to forget about their presence as much as possible during his attempt at a performance.

About five people out of fifty were clapping. There was not much enthusiasm in their clapping. Several people were trying to stifle their laughter. A few had given up the pretense and were just openly cackling at his and Pyra’s misery. On the bright side, he could at least spot a few looks of pity here and there. Better than nothing.

And then there was Mythra, staring directly at him with an expressionless face, fiddling with her pen. Rex couldn’t tell if she was about to write him a glowing review or throw the pen directly at his eyes. The latter seemed more likely, but he held out hope he was getting five stars and a “he tried his best” in the local paper instead.

The pity applause withered away within a few seconds. As soon as it ended, Rex and Pyra began their humiliated retreat back to their seats. Rex slumped down heavily, staring up at the ceiling. This had been an ordeal. He’d been up there all of ten minutes, but he’d never felt so mentally drained in his life. He could only assume Pyra wasn’t doing much better.

“Sorry. About all that. I probably made that a lot worse, huh?” he said, looking over at her. He’d apologized…a few times today. He meant it, though. He was very sorry Pyra had to endure that. It would’ve been bad with anyone, but Rex was pretty sure his very special brand of awkwardness had made things more embarassing at every turn.

Pyra shook her head at him.

“No, I’m sorry, too. I…wasn’t great, either,” she said with a small smile.

“Yeah, you guys actually killed my cringe reflex. Pretty impressive, honestly,” Mythra interrupted, leaning towards the pair. The smirk on her face suggested she was drifting away from Murder Rex to Laugh At Rex. How polite of her.

“Nice thinking with that fake kissing thing, by the way. Good thing you did it, too. Who knows what would’ve happened if you’d just gone for the real thing?” she said, looking directly at Rex.

She was still smirking. It wasn’t pairing terribly well with the cold emptyness of her eyes, fine-tuned to pack the maximum amount of killing intent into a single glance.

“Y-yeah, uh…guess it was,” he said, laughing nervously. Just agree with her. Do not prompt her to elaborate. Just agree, keep quiet, and hope Pyra does the same thin-

“Oh, I know! Honestly, I’m glad he came up with that. Otherwise, things could’ve gotten very…well…” Pyra unhelpfully added.

“Yeah. Things might’ve gotten real bad, huh?” Mythra said, gaze still fixed on Rex. He really wished she would unfix it

Trying to avoid her staring, Rex turned his attention back to the front of the class. A new pair, another boy and girl, had been brought on-stage. Zeke was once again bombarding them with bizarre instructions and shoving suspiciously ripped-up scripts into their hands, although Rex couldn’t help noticing that the more overtly romantic overtones in his speeches were rather absent for this pair.

They…were pretty bad. They didn’t really know how to act, didn’t really know each other, and hadn’t never seen the script before. Of the ten or so pairs that Zeke brought on after them, maybe one set managed to put on a semi-competent performance, and even they wound up stumbling over their lines a couple of times.

None of them ever matched Rex and Pyra’s transcendantly awful display, however. Nobody ever devolved into babbling apologetics, and the few that were slipped a script with any kind of Romantic Activity just copied their improvised pretend-kissing with relatively little fanfare. Their noble sacrifice in going first had saved dozens from a similar fate.

And, once again, Rex noted that Zeke hadn’t considered a single pair aside from him and Pyra worthy of quite the same level of…attention. Oh, he was still ridiculous. He still hammed it up at every opportunity. But phrases like “star-crossed lovers” and “lovebirds” seemed to be reserved for them specifically.

It was…concerning. To say the least. Rex hesitated to call himself and Pyra Zeke’s “favourites” considering what he’d put them through, but he seemed to have a pretty keen interest in them regardless.

At long last, after an eternity of theatrical failure, however, the class finally ended. Students sprang to their feet, eager to escape the swirling maelstrom of Weird that was Zeke Von Genbu as quickly as possible.

“Don’t forget, everyone! Same time Wednesdays and Fridays! The Zekenator will be waiting!” Zeke bellowed out to the students exiting the room using an awkward compromise between a sprint and a casual stroll.

Rex got up from his chair, ready to make his own exit. Luckily, Zeke’s class ended at noon, and he was in desperate need of some comfort food right about now. Only Pan-fried Tartari could ease his weary soul.

Pyra caught up to him as he began walking away, with Mythra trailing behind them.

“So, um…do you…still want to meet tomorrow? For lunch, I mean,” she asked, face still a little red from the day’s ordeals.

“Huh?” Rex said, before remembering, “Oh! Right! Uh, sure. If you’re still…y-you know, okay with it?”

“O-of course! We can meet in the cafeteria, alright?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll, uh…I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Great! Well…see you then!” Pyra said, giving him a quick smile and a wave as she walked past him. Mythra followed, giving a half-hearted wave without looking back at him.

Rex let out a quiet sigh of relief. At least Pyra still wanted to hang out with him. Or associate with him in any way at all. For all the damage Zeke had done to their burgeoning friendship, he hadn’t completely destroyed it. Maybe one day they’d look back on this whole thing and laugh. And cry. Crying seemed more likely in the near future. Especially from Pyra.

He walked up the stairs towards the door. Towards freedom. Just as he reached it, however, a loud, far-too familiar voice called out to him.

“Hang about, chum! I’d like a word with you, if you don’t mind.”

Rex minded. He minded quite a bit. Zeke was also probably the kind of person who would follow him across the entire school asking if he was sure he didn’t want to talk until he caved in. As much as Zeke “wanting a word” filled him with a cold dread, especially after all of that, there was really no point in trying to avoid him.

“…I guess,” he said reluctantly. Zeke grinned, beckoning him closer with a wide wave of his hand.

“So then…” he began, leaning conspiratorially towards Rex, but forgetting that you usually lower your voice when you do this, “You’re carrying quite the flame for that girl, aren’t you?”

Rex felt his cheeks flare bright red in an instant. They’d really been enjoying their five minutes of relative calm, as well.

“W-what!? I-I don’t-”

“Don’t lie to me, chum, my Eye can see right through it!” Zeke exclaimed, tapping his eyepatch. This would normally raise a lot of questions in Rex’s mind, but he was a little busy denying these outrageous accusations right now.

“B-but…we’ve only just met!”

Zeke scoffed at this fairly reasonable response.

“Hah! ‘Only just met!’ Have you never heard of love at first sight!?”

“I mean, sure, but-”

“I know love when I see it, chum! No need to be embarassed! In fact…” Zeke stepped away from Rex, slapping his arms against his coat to force some dramatic billowing, “I intend to aid you!”

“You’re…you’re what?!” Rex yelped. Oh no. Oh, this was just the worst possible outcome. Rex hadn’t even considered this. He thought Zeke’d just give him some weird acting tips and send him on his way, not forcibly instate himself as his love guru. Who was this guy, and why was he allowed to teach?

“Trust me, chum, with the Zekenator’s help, soon enough you won’t have to pretend to kiss her anymore!” Zeke continued, shifting to face Rex from the side and placing a hand in front of his face to vary up his pose.

Rex tried not to think very hard about the prospect of Actually Kissing Pyra. He was already having enough trouble ignoring the very loud, very intrusive thoughts about how pretty and sweet she was without Zeke injecting a piping hot dose of Kissing into the mix.

“L-look, I-I…we just met! And we’re friends! I think?” Rex rambled, desperately trying to find a way to convince Zeke to resign from his self-appointed post.

“Yes, beautiful, isn’t it? The seeds of love, blossoming in the light of friendship!”

“T-that’s not what I mean-”

Before Rex could finish objecting, Zeke dropped his pose, turning to face Rex once more. He placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Relax, my man! The Zekenator will work his magic so subtly, you won’t even know he’s there! Well. I’ll be here, usually. But you won’t know I’m helping you!”

Rex stared at Zeke for a moment. He was…Well, he was basically talking complete nonsense and being really weird about fantasy relationships between his students.

And yet, he was saying it all with a confident, self-assured smile, and an oddly sincere care in his eye that made him seem sort of…convincing? Kinda? Rex knew Zeke was chatting shit at a world-class level, but he was kind of buying into it. A little.

He’d probably regret this. He’d totally regret this. Zeke was almost certainly going to make every moment he and Pyra had together into a lethally awkward disaster zone. He should not do this.

“…Fine. I guess,” Rex said, sealing his own doom. “Just…could you maybe not do something that…public again? Maybe do something a little more low-key, instead?” he added, trying to make his doom slightly more palatable.

“Of course, chum. I’ll be but the ghost of Cupid, firing my arrows from the shadows,” Zeke said with a nod. Rex smiled in relief.

“Thanks,” he said, turning away from his professor and now, apparently, his Romance Mentor, “I’ll see you Wednesday, I guess,” he added with a wave. Zeke returned the wave at about double the speed and width of the swing.

“Indeed you will. And don’t you worry, chum! The Zekenator’s in your corner!”

“…Thanks?” Rex said, still wrestling with whether this was a good thing or a very, very bad thing in his mind.

At least he’d get to meet Pyra tomorrow, before whatever Zeke had planned was put into motion.

Maybe he should tell her about all this. It’d give her time to mentally prepare.

Then again, maybe she was better off not knowing. He’d have to think about it.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          As always, feel free to point out any problems or criticisms you have with this nonsense.

        




3. Lunch, and future dinners

Summary for the Chapter:
            Pyra enjoys a nice lunch with Rex whilst trying to keep her dignity intact.

          
Notes for the Chapter:eyyy, it’s Halloween and that means it’s time for the scariest thing of all: Awkward Pyrex Interaction. personally not sure the dialogue and characterization are on point in this, so if you see any problems feel free to tell me. Zeke Hell returns in the next chapter.




    
    Pyra reached into a small, black backpack, extracting a set of three containers and placing them carefully in a row in front of her. On the floor. She’d given it a quick brush with her hands first, just to keep things hygienic, then followed it up by laying her jacket out as a makeshift tablecloth. It helped give things that extra bit of class that was immediately wiped out by the plastic cutlery she was neatly arranging in parallel with each container. A set of plain paper plates, hastily bought from a nearby party store, were set next to them. The balloons printed all over them probably looked a little strange for what was meant to be a casual lunch, but hopefully Rex wouldn’t mind.

The containers were trying their best to live up to their title, but Pyra had seen fit to make this as challenging for them as she could. Each one’s lid strained and bent under the bulging mass of food lurking beneath them. Random leaves of lettuce were protruding from the gaps under the designated Salad Tub’s lid, like unusually tasty weeds slipping through cracks in the pavement. Pyra had promised Rex a good sampling of her work, and she intended to give him it, alongside the distinct possibility of a stomach ache afterwards. Hopefully he’d think it was worth it, even if he’d look a bit odd sitting on the floor stuffing his face with cake.

Admittedly, her original vision of this moment had featured far more tupperware-on-table action than she was currently enjoying, but Pyra had forgotten to give much consideration to just how many students would show up to a cafeteria at lunchtime. It was packed in there.

Oh, she’d tried to get a seat. She’d made a very earnest effort, journeying to every two-seat table in search of a spot for her and Rex.

She had failed. The corner really was the best she could do. It turns out a lot of people like to eat their lunch at lunchtime. The various tables spread across the large room were completely filled up by pairs of friends, couples Pyra tried not to look at for too long before The Thoughts set in, larger study groups, and the groups that had their laptops open to at least make a vague gesture towards looking like a study group, even if it was apparently a study group exclusively about watching anime.

At least the Corner of Shame was fairly quiet in comparison to the constant noise and movement of the cafeteria proper. It meant her and Rex could eat in relative peace, even if the presentation of her food was going to suffer in the process.

Also her legs were cramping a bit, but you had to make sacrifices for your makeshift hospitality.

With what passed for the table set, Pyra put herself on full-time Rex Spotting duty. Primarily by keeping her eye level about a foot below most passersbys’ head height. Rex was…pretty small, after all. Not that this was an issue for her. In fact, a very unhelpful part of her mind had propped Rex up against her internal “you must be this short to be Really Cute” sign and found that he’d cleared the sub-five-foot requirements with low-flying colours. Cuteness aside- and Pyra was already tucking the notion that Rex was cute away into a small box marked Things To Have A Meltdown Over, for later use- picking him out of a crowd that was far taller than him was kind of challenging.

She squinted at the latest group of arrivals, focusing intently on them until she saw a brief flash of brown hair bobbing up around the shoulders of two taller students. Yup. Had to be Rex. Either that or she was about to look pretty silly.

“Hey, Rex! Over here!”

A few seconds later, Rex emerged from the crowd, giving Pyra a sheepish smile as he squeezed past the last couple of people in his path. The sheepishness got a little bit woolier when he had to pause to yank his bag out from behind someone’s legs, offering them a quick apology as he pulled it towards freedom.

Rex plopped down on the floor next to Pyra, seating the bag in his lap while keeping it held tightly in his hands, like he was concerned it was going to keep getting wrapped around random legs if he didn’t keep an eye on it. He gave her another smile, slightly more confidently now that all the wool had been sheared off.

“Hey, Pyra. Couldn’t get any seats, huh?”

“No, sorry. I mean, I tried, but…well…” she gestured towards the sea of sat-in seats before them. “I know it’s not exactly the best way to eat. Sorry,” she repeated. It was probably unnecessary, really. Rex wasn’t the type to get mad over something like this. Still, she felt kind of bad about it. It didn’t seem right to invite someone out for food and then proudly present them with a lovingly arranged plate of Floor Sandwiches, complete with dust bunnies for extra roughage. Hopefully he’d understand.

“Nah, don’t worry about it. It’s not like it’s your fault, right? Besides, this is kinda comfy, anyway,” Rex replied happily, slumping against the wall and stretching his legs out. He pushed his bag off to the side, satisfied that it wasn’t going to get itself in anymore trouble.

Pyra laughed a little in response.

“Well, if you say so.”

Yep, there it was. Rex didn’t seem to mind at all. Actually, he did look pretty comfy already, his fingers drumming lightly on the floor to whatever rhythm was bouncing around in his head as he gave her a cheery smile. He was quite an easy-going person, when he wasn’t being…well. Whatever you’d call what Professor Von Genbu had done to them. “Harassed” was probably the word, but Pyra was trying to give their new lecturer the benefit of what little doubt remained and avoid using that term. She went with “severely bothered them.” Rex was a very nice, easy-going person when he was not being severely bothered by his educators.

She tried not to think too hard about the severe bothering. It bothered her. Now was not the time to have reminders of Rex’s flustered, completely red face hovering very close to hers pop into her head, she had lunches to eat and so did he. She gently placed those thoughts into the Meltdown Box and slid a lid over it before they could plan a jailbreak with the “he’s cute” thoughts.

“S-So,” she said, fumbling for her composure, “shall we get started?” Her hand rested on the leftmost tub, labelled “sandwiches” in elegant cursive writing.

Rex’s smile broke into an eager grin as he leaned forward in anticipation.

“Yeah, sure! I’ve been looking forward to this all day, to be honest. Didn’t even eat breakfast, just to make more room.”

Pyra smiled back, feeling her face redden a little from his enthusiasm. After pulling the tub’s lid off, she reached in and took a couple of the vegetarian sandwiches, then handed the rest over to Rex along with a plate.

“I made…kind of a lot, so you don’t have to eat all of it if you don’t want to. I hope you like it.”

Rex peered into the tub, eyes widening in surprise as the full truth of her words dawned on him.

She’d made a lot of sandwiches. Big ones, at that, just in case Rex was secretly packing an eating contest champion’s appetite. Mythra had described the quantity as “overkill,” and then immediately demanded she get a few of them. At first because, in her words, “hey, he’s not gonna be able to eat all of these. Have you seen him? He’s tiny,” which then swiftly gave way to the more honest “look, just gimmie one, I’m hungry.” She’d gotten three. Now Rex would have to make do with the other twelve. Well, ten, now that she’d taken her own sandwiches.

“That’s, uh…you weren’t kidding when you said you made a lot,” Rex said in amazement. He had a puzzled expression, like he was trying to figure out how Pyra had managed to stuff that much bread into one container. After deciding he was probably not going to solve that mystery any time soon, he looked back up at Pyra. “You sure I can have all this? I feel kinda bad not sharing more with you.”

“No, no, it’s fine. I’ve already got mine.”

Pyra held up one of her sandwiches as delicious reassurance. A stray glob of mayonaise dripped onto her jacket in the process, barely missing the plate underneath it.

“I mean, if it’s alright with you…” Rex said, a bit of residual guilt lingering in his voice. Pyra nodded in confirmation. Seemingly satisfied, although clearly still a bit reluctant to hog all the food for himself, Rex grabbed one of the chicken sandwiches and took a large, undignified bite out of it.

He chewed slowly at first, as if in deep contemplation over the flavour. After a moment, his eyes lit up in delight, and he took several more frantic bites out of the sandwich, rapidly chewing and swallowing each one. He ended up demolishing it in less than a minute, incoherent noises of joy escaping his mouth between every bite. Rex looked back at Pyra, eyes shimmering in awe at the Culinary Queen sitting quietly next to him.

“That’s…that’s really good, Pyra. Just…the…the chicken, and the sauce, and..and everything! It’s so good! I don’t even like cold chicken usually, but that was just…so delicious,” he choked out, trying very hard to stretch his limited culinary knowledge into a useful review. “It’s…it’s really tasty,” he concluded vaguely but sincerely.

Pyra’s face reddened slightly further at his praise. Oh, wow. He really liked this. More than that, he was making sure she knew how much he enjoyed it. His straight-forward enthusiasm made a welcome change from Mythra’s complimentary but incredibly abrupt “yup, that was good” responses to her food. Rex might not have much of a grasp on the fine detail when it came to cooking, but he knew when he liked something, and he was all-too eager to express it. It…felt good.

Plus, whispered The Thoughts, free from their prison, he was kinda cute when he was happy.

The Thoughts were going to need some very stern repression later. Or at least burying her head in a pillow and squeaking for a bit.

“Th-thank you,” she said, feeling a little flustered, “I’m…I’m glad you liked it so much. I, um…well, I experimented with that recipe a little bit this time. Normally, I add some lettuce, but I thought maybe celery would go a little better with the rest of it, so I gave it a try. Did it, um…did it work?”

“Yeah, I loved it! It was perfect! D’you have anymore of these?”

“Well, yes, but there’s some other kinds in there you could try out first. If you want to, that is,” she tacked on, trying not to pressure him too much.

Admittedly, she kind of wanted him to get to the other recipes. Different food meant new reactions, and…well, she was enjoying Rex’s reaction to her food. She wanted to know what else he liked, what he’d say about them. Okay, he’d probably say a variation of “oh wow, that’s good,” but still. Fresh subject matter for the compliments would be nice.

Rex must have picked up on what she wanted, since he moved one of the extra chicken sandwiches aside, taking the last of the vegetarian sandwiches instead. He brought it up towards his already wide open mouth. It looked as though he was going to try and stuff half the sandwich in there at once. Pyra shifted a little, just in case she had to spring up and give him an emergency Heimlich manoeuvre. Right before taking a bite, though, his hands froze in place, the sandwich hovering just in front of his mouth.

“You don’t mind me eating these ones, right?”

“Um…no? You can eat whatever you want, you know. I don’t mind at all.”

“I know, I know, it’s just…you like these ones best, right?” He glanced towards the two she’d picked out for herself. “I thought maybe you’d want this one, too.”

Pyra smiled in gratitude. That was actually quite considerate of him. She grabbed hold of her own food, lifting it up to mirror Rex’s position in front of her mouth.

“Rex, I appreciate it, but…I made these for you. I’m not gonna get upset if you eat food I made for you to eat. Besides,” she said, taking a bite about a fifth the size of the average Rex Bite out of her sandwich, “I don’t really eat much anyway,” she finished, covering her mouth with her free hand as she spoke.

Given Rex’s gung-ho approach to eating, Pyra probably could’ve dislocated her jaw like a python and dropped the entire sandwich down her throat in one shot and he wouldn’t have minded, but it was the principle of the thing. She had to eat politely.

Rex stared at her, mystified by her tiny bites and apparently tiny stomach.

“Really?” He took his own bite. Some semblance of manners suddenly found its way into his head and he reduced the size of his next mouthful by about half. Still dwarfing Pyra’s, but trying a little harder to match her more reserved eating habits. “I thought if you cooked, you’d eat a lot, y’know?” he said, his mouth full. He neglected to cover it. Pyra’s manners were still a few steps ahead of his.

“It’s, well…How do I put this? I love cooking, but it’s not really about eating the food so much as it’s…making food for others to eat. When people enjoy my food, it…It makes me happy. If they’re happy, I’m happy. Maybe it sounds a little silly, but…that’s why I cook,” she said, her voice filled with a calm, sincere passion.

Cooking was something she loved wholeheartedly, and it was seeing reactions like Rex’s that made her feel that way. Seeing him enjoying something she’d made for him so much felt immensely gratifying for her. Even as she was speaking, even though he was obviously listening intently, he’d still mutter “man, that’s good” under his breath every few mouthfuls as he ate.

Once she’d finished speaking, Rex looked at her with an awe-struck expression, as if what she’d said had moved him to his core. She liked that look on his face a lot better than Mythra’s response to this speech, which had been “that’s real nice of you, Pyra,” before getting back to wolfing her food down.

“That’s…that’s kind of amazing. I, uh…feel sorta selfish next to you, to be honest. I just like archaeology ‘cause it’s…well, interesting,” he said. His eyes flicked downwards, like he thought he was unworthy to look upon a Paragon of Selflessness like Pyra. After a moment, he managed to meet her gaze again.

“I’m glad, though. That you like cooking so much, I mean. You’re really talented, you know, Pyra. I can tell how much you care about it,” Rex continued, his own voice matching Pyra’s sincerity. He then quietly said “mmm, that’s tasty” afterwards. Pyra tried not to let it ruin the moment for her.

“Thank you, Rex. That…means a lot to me.”

She smiled warmly at him. This was turning out to be really fun. She was glad Rex was enjoying himself so much, and, well…he was so supportive and nice to her, and really quite easy to just sit down and talk to. Putting aside the occasional interference from The Thoughts about how cute he was when he smiled, Pyra couldn’t help but feel relaxed around Rex. She felt like she could stay here for hours, just talking to him and letting him try out more food.

Unfortunately she only got an hour’s break until her next class, so she’d have to make the most of it. Once Rex had finished his latest sandwich- he’d moved onto one of the beef sandwiches and devoured it almost instantly- Pyra picked up her second container, marked “Salads,” and placed it between the two of them. She rummaged in her backpack for a moment, eventually extracting a small pair of tongs and set them down next to the tub.

“Do you want to try some of these next? If you’re finished with the sandwiches, that is,” she asked. Rex nodded, leaning in closer to the box with an eager grin.

“Yeah, sure! Salads aren’t normally my thing, but…hey, if you made them, they’re probably delicious anyway.” Rex picked up his plate, holding it close to the tub.

Pyra giggled, a blush once again creeping onto her face. There he goes again, being so nice about everything. Maybe he’s so nice to you because he likes you, suggested The Thoughts. Pyra chose not to address this possibility until she was certain Rex wasn’t in the same building as her anymore.

With that notion pointedly ignored, she opened up the tub. Once the seal was broken, the top layers of the salad burst forth, spilling over the sides of the container. Possibly too much salad, but, hey, he’s not been complaining about the quantities so far.

“Who knows? Maybe I’ll convert you to them,” she said, placing some on his plate.

She actually did.

Maybe she really was just that good, maybe Rex was simply riding the high of her sandwiches and now anything she made would taste incredible to him, but, just like before, Rex wound up treating every bite of his salad like he was ascending to a higher, healthier plane of existence.

Even when she suggested they move on to the final box- marked “desserts (Mythra stay out!)” with a “nah” written underneath in considerably blunter handwriting- he was perfectly happy to keep on eating. The question of where he was putting all this food was slowly gaining extra, massive red question marks in her mind. He was a fair few inches shorter than her and she already had a pretty low appetite to begin with. How was he still eating?

In a way, she didn’t really care, so long as he was enjoying her food. Judging from how many times he’d insisted to her that these were “the best cupcakes I’ve ever eaten, no, I’m serious, you’re so good at this,” he was probably having an alright time with them. If he was upset that there was only about half as many desserts as everything else thanks to Mythra’s Cake-Related Crimes, he wasn’t letting on.

At last, though, the final cupcake slid down his throat, just as Pyra finished off what was left of her one and only dessert. Rex patted his stomach appreciatively, sliding a little further down the wall like he was about to instantaneously slip into a five-year Food Coma. Sighing in satisfaction, he turned his head towards Pyra.

“Thanks for all that. It was great. You…didn’t have to make all that for me, though. It must’ve been a lot of work.”

Pyra shook her head.

“Oh, it wasn’t any trouble or anything, so long as you liked it. Sorry it was all cold food, though. It was probably a little samey.”

Plus, she internally noted, Rex had said he wasn’t a fan of cold meat. Even if he’d enjoyed the food as much as he did, she could’ve made him something that suited his tastes better.

Rex waved his hand dismissively, shaking his head right back at her.

“Nah, it’s fine. It’s not like you could’ve given me any hot food. Not unless you cooked it at home and ran all the way here.”

“I suppose you’re right…Well, maybe if you came over for dinner, I could make you something warmer,” Pyra said with absolutely zero thought as to what she was actually saying.

It took her a second to realise what she’d just done.

It took Rex a second to realise what she’d just done.

Oh, there it was again. The awkwardness. They’d been getting along so well, having a lovely little lunch together, just enjoying each other’s company, but here it comes, back to ruin everything. She could tell, because his face was looking awfully similar to how it’d looked yesterday when they were both very close to each other, and she didn’t particularly need that memory poking its head round the corner and asking if things were awkward enough yet because no, thanks, they really were.

Pyra wasn’t sure how her face was doing, but considering she felt like she could squish one of the sandwiches up against her cheek and suddenly have a hastily-made hot meal ready for Rex to try out, she assumed she wasn’t doing great.

It’s not like she could rescind the offer now, either. You didn’t just invite someone over and then immediately slam the door in their face.

Especially not if you actually really wanted to spend more time with them. Platonically.

“D-dinner? At your place?” Rex eventually stammered out, although it was more a squeak than normal speech.

Oh dear. Now she had to speak again. Hopefully she wouldn’t embarrass herself.

“W-well, Mythra would be there, too, so it’s not like we’d be having dinner…um. Alone. Not that that would be a problem or anything! Just…um…”

She embarrassed herself.

“I mean, uh…if that’s alright with you? I don’t wanna, y’know, impose, or anything, but if…if you want to, sure?” Rex said, cutting across her disastrous sentence with his own botched attempt at communication.

“I’d love t-I mean. Um. That’d be…nice. D-does Friday sound good? We could meet up after our classes.”

“S-sure, that’d be fine.”

Pyra breathed a tiny sigh of relief. Clumsy though it may have been, Dinner Had Been Arranged with relatively little damage to her mental well-being. She took a moment to calm down, try and salvage the situation and end things on a less…embarrassing note.

“Okay, great!” She began sorting out her belongings, placing the mostly-empty tubs back into her backpack and picking up her now slightly-stained jacket. “I’ll, um…see you then. And tomorrow, actually. We…have Drama tomorrow, don’t we?” she said in the same apprehensive tone someone might say “We’re disarming that bomb tomorrow, huh?”

“Oh yeah, we do, don’t we? I hope it’s less…you know,” Rex trailed off, unwilling to elaborate further and potentially shatter the brief peace they’d reestablished.

“Yeah, me too,” Pyra said solemnly. She did hope it was less “you know.” Something told her it was going to be precisely as “you know” as last time for the foreseeable future.

“Guess we’ll find out, huh?” Rex said, pushing himself off of the wall and slowly rising to his feet. “But hey, it can’t be as bad as last time, right?” He looked down and gave Pyra another one of those cheery grins she was trying very hard not to interpret as “cute.”

It probably could be as bad, knowing Professor Von Genbu. Still, the ironclad confidence with which he had said that, insisted that things could only get better, the way he grinned like he expected the grim reality of What Professor Von Genbu Was Like to just bounce right off of him…for a moment, she believed him. Rex’s attitude was kind of infectious.

She slung her backpack around her shoulders, quickly scooping up the discarded plates and cutlery, then rose to her feet.

“Let’s hope you’re right. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” she said, giving him one last warm smile.

“Yep, tomorrow,” Rex responded with a nod. As Pyra turned to leave, waving as she went, Rex called after her again.

“Thanks a lot, by the way! This was fun!” he said with a wave of his own.

“I had fun, too, Rex! See you later!” she called back, waving once again before turning away from her new friend.

She smiled happily to herself as she walked to the nearest bin to dump their used cutlery. All in all, this had gone pretty well, temporary bouts of Acute Embarrassment aside. Okay, they’d also wound up forgetting about Rex’s whole “I’ll tell you about my archaeology course,” thing. They’d just gotten lost in trying out the food, she supposed.

Well, maybe they could catch up on that when he came over for dinner.

Dinner. At her apartment. That she shared with Mythra. Who was not very welcoming to strangers. Especially not boys she suspected were Interested In Pyra.

Oh, she hadn’t thought this through very well, had she?
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    Last night went fairly decently, Pyra thought. As soon as she’d gotten home, she’d told Mythra all about the dinner plans her and Rex had sort of accidentally tripped and fell into, and, all things considered, she’d taken it pretty well.

She’d only punched the wall once. And the dent was hardly noticeable once Pyra had pinned a hastily printed picture of a cute cat over it. And she’d only accused Rex of “trying to make a move on you, the little creep” three or four times before accepting he probably wasn’t and isn’t. And she’d stopped huffing after Pyra had assured her she didn’t have to actually interact with any guests and could just stay in her room all night. And that, to sweeten the deal by adding a single droplet of sugar to the churning salt volcano that was Mythra’s mood, she didn’t have to pay into the swear jar for a whole week.

This was no small concession, considering a good third of Pyra’s food budget came from Mythra’s constant contributions to the swear jar, but she’d just have to make it work. Rex would only be getting a three-course meal and an after-dinner mint now.

Still, at least it had calmed Mythra down enough that she’d agreed to not clothesline Rex, send him flying down to the front of the lecture hall, and then combo into an expertly aimed dropkick to send him directly into Professor Von Genbu’s face mid-monologue. Now she was just going to subject him to what she had cryptically referred to as “the Ray of Punishment.”

Pyra had politely asked Mythra not to do this and to please leave Rex alone, he was perfectly nice and there was no need to be so antagonistic towards him. Mythra had ignored her pleas. There was every need, actually.

“Mythra, please, just…be nice, okay?” Pyra whispered. They’d just arrived at the lecture hall, and she’d already spotted the messy brown hair of the boy she was now Sworn To Protect. Pyra knew there wasn’t much hope of stopping Mythra, so she hadn’t sworn very strongly, more a “darn” than a “shit” on the scale of Swearing Strength, but she wanted to keep Rex safe from Mythra’s wrath regardless.

That was going to be very hard. He was sitting in the same aisle seat as last time. So vulnerable. So defenseless. His legs were kicking with aimless innocence, like he was splashing idly in the ocean, completely unaware of the massive tidal wave looming behind him. He’d never escape her from this angle.

“Sure I will,” Mythra said with zero conviction. Pyra frowned at her. She’d almost prefer it if she would just admit she was going to be Unpleasant.

“Mythra, you’re clenching your fists.”

“Sure am.”

“Mythra, Rex…really hasn’t done anything wrong here.”

“Sure he hasn’t.”

They were almost there. Time grew short, and short boys were in grave peril.

“I’m the one who invited him over, you know,” she said, her voice becoming more urgent.

“Sure you did.”

“Look, just-”

“Hey, Rex,” Mythra said, tapping him on the shoulder. Well, okay, Pyra wasn’t sure if it still counted as a tap when you did it with your entire fist, but Rex’s shoulder didn’t seem to have been dislocated from the impact, so she assumed Mythra hadn’t attempted one of her many Bone-Smasher Arts on him as a greeting.

Pyra’s final protest died in her throat. She hoped Rex wouldn’t die along with it. He looked up at Mythra with a friendly grin.

“Oh, hey, Mythra!” he said with an ignorantly cheerful voice that made his impending doom all the more heartbreaking for Pyra.

Mythra’s lips tugged upwards in a tiny smirk. In one fluid motion she dove into her coat pocket, whipping her phone out with the speed and precision normally reserved for a master swordsman drawing his katana, only instead of doing something very impressive and cool like cutting down ten guys at once like in those cartoons Mythra kept insisting to Pyra she didn’t watch, she just turned the flashlight on and shone it directly into Rex’s eyes.

She shouted “Ray of Punishment!” as she did it, in the tone of someone who is very sure they are being incredibly cool right now. It wasn’t a million miles off from what Professor Von Genbu sounded like most of the time, but Pyra didn’t really want to tell Mythra this and risk her own Ray of Punishment.

“Mythra, that’s really dangerous! You could’ve blinded him!” Pyra chided. She resisted the urge to hug Rex protectively in response to this deadly assault. She then tried to ignore The Thoughts bursting in through the door, making everything untidy and tracking very unhelpful “gosh I bet Rex is really fun to hug” feelings all over her mind. They had a long lesson ahead of them and she didn’t need them coming in this early.

“Like a flashlight’s gonna do that,” Mythra responded flippantly. “I can probably make the brightness on this thing way higher, anyway. I let him off easy.”

“W-what the hell was that for?!” Rex huffed, still hunched over and rubbing his eyes.

“Your dumb dinner date with Pyra. Try not to do anything you’ll regret, okay?”

“D-date?! But we’re just-” Rex began, his face enjoying the first blush of the day.

“Save it. Don’t care anymore. It’s outta my system now.” Mythra took a step backwards, signalling for Rex to move with an impatient upward flick of her arm. Still dabbing at one of his eyes, he dragged himself out of his seat and allowed Mythra and Pyra to take their own. Pyra made very sure she was still sitting in between them, for Rex’s safety.

Once he’d returned to his seat, she leaned over to check in on him.

“Are you alright, Rex?”

“Huh? Oh yeah, totally fine,” Rex said with a confident grin, “I mean, I kinda can’t see most of your face, but it doesn’t hurt anymore. So, y’know. Doing better.”

This would explain why he was trying to reassure the empty space somewhere behind her shoulder. She frowned in sympathy. She could tell he was trying not to worry her. This was just making her worry about him more.

“I’m so sorry about Mythra. She…She’s really nice when you get to know her, I swear.”

Rex’s brow furrowed in thought, clearly struggling to reconcile this statement with the blinding reality of what Mythra had literally just done to him. Eventually, he shrugged his shoulders, his smile quickly returning.

“No, no, I get it. She’s just looking out for you, right?”

“In…her own way, yes.” Pyra agreed, returning the smile.

This was hardly the first time Mythra had threatened or performed physical harm on a boy standing vaguely within Pyra’s vicinity- although Rex had actually gotten off pretty lightly, which Pyra took as a good sign.

At least he wasn’t holding it against her. Rex didn’t seem like the kind of person to hold grudges, anyway. He held a grudge like it was made out of soap and caked with a thin layer of butter, just immediately slipping out of his hands the moment he touched it.

“I can hear you guys, you know.”

Pyra turned to face Mythra, her eyes narrowing slightly.

“If you can hear us, maybe you should apologize to Rex,” she said, her tone more stern than normal.

“Sorry my sister’s fussing over you like you’re a little kid,” Mythra said, not looking up from her phone. A quick glance revealed she was looking up how to replace her phone’s flashlight with a stronger one. Casually mentioning to Rex that he’d suit some sunglasses, no really, just ignore that we’re in a perpetually snowy country, they’d look great, was probably a safe bet.

“Uh…thanks?”

“Close enough,” Pyra murmured with a sigh.

Before she could give Rex her second On Behalf Of Mythra, I’m Sorry Mythra Is So Terrible apology, a long, loud series of claps cut across the room. Trepidation grabbed all three of them by the head and forced them to turn towards the front.

There he was again. Stomping into their lives as loudly as he could manage, his every clap like he’d surgically replaced his hands with two cymbols. Professor Von Genbu was back. Even the grin sprawling across his face managed to be deafeningly loud.

Pyra tried to mentally prepare herself. She hoped she’d at least get to maintain a comfortable distance from Rex’s face this time. Not because she didn’t want to be close- she veered her train of thought very hard away from this route before she started dwelling on Why That Was The Case- it was more just she didn’t think either of their hearts could take it.

“May I have your attention, ladies and gentleman! Drama is now in session!” Professor Von Genbu declared. Mythra grimaced in aural agony, like someone had decided to sing power ballads into a megaphone pressed up against her ear. Pyra was a little glad he didn’t seem to bother with microphones, if only for Mythra’s sake.

“Before we begin, I’d like to both thank and congratulate you all on returning for a second helping of pulse-pounding dramatic action! I’ve never seen so many students come back after their first session, you know. Few have the nerve, the iron will, to withstand more than one day in the wild world of the Zekenator, but you! You have proven yourselves to be made of sterner stuff than most! Most impressive, chaps, most impressive.”

Pyra tilted her head to the right, giving what she could see of the hall a quick scan. There were…fewer people than before. Probably about twenty less, in fact. And the class was already pretty sparsely attended- maybe fifty, sixty people last time? She wasn’t that familiar with university class sizes yet, but these halls were big. Big enough to comfortably seat hundreds, in some cases, and Professor Von Genbu had gotten one of the larger rooms all to himself. The students were taking up less than half that space, with sizeable gaps broken up by small clusters of friends sitting together, alongside the odd loner.

And this was apparently his best retention result yet.

That was…a shame, she thought. In a way. For all his oddities- Pyra was not actually sure what was normal about Professor Von Genbu, but that didn’t matter right now- he was certainly passionate about the subject. No one could deny Professor Von Genbu wasn’t pouring every ounce of his being, even the slightly suspect portions, into his work. She couldn’t help but respect that.

“I’m surprised there’s even this many people. Dude’s a freakshow,” Mythra muttered, providing a somewhat more cynical take.

“He’s…well…” Pyra knew she couldn’t really dispute this. She tried to find a kinder interpretation. “He’s…certainly unique.”

“Yeah, he’s, uh…eccentric. I guess,” Rex offered. Together, their lukewarm praise wasn’t going to melt Mythra’s icy cold gaze, but at least they’d tried.

“Now then!” Professor Von Genbu said, pacing back and forth across the stage with exagerratedly large steps as he spoke. “Last time, I took it easy on you lot, handed you some scripts, let you dip your toes into the vast ocean of the performing arts. Amateur hour stuff, of course, but that’s what this class is for- to mold you into true thespians like me!” He paused, stretching his arms out wide to let the class drink in exactly what they were supposed to turn into.

Few seemed thrilled at the prospect, although a couple of people were eyeing up his muscles with palpable envy. A couple more were just checking them out. Nobody doing this would dare admit to it, considering who was attached to them. Satisfied, he lowered his arms and continued.

“This time, however, things are different. Today, I shall throw you into the deep end, into the unforgiving waters of…improv.”

Pyra, Rex and Mythra simultaneously muttered “oh no,” with varying levels of despair.

“I’d like you all to pair off once again- fear not, you may choose your partner this time! I’ve a feeling you all know who you’ll have the most chemistry with,” Zeke said, looking directly at Pyra and Rex and giving them what he must have assumed was a very subtle thumbs up. He might’ve gotten away with it if he hadn’t held his hand up at head height to make absolutely sure they’d seen it.

Pyra attempted to ignore the dozens of stares sailing their way, or the faint whispers and chortles that broke out as the class realized it was Those Two. The fake-kissing pair from last time.

Her cheeks flared red and she looked down at her feet, her fingers fidgeting to try and offer her some distraction. She supposed this was inevitable, although she was really hoping for the lesson to at least begin before she started getting the urge to hide her face inside her sweater again.

“Now, don’t worry chaps, I’ll not be making you invent a scene entirely from scratch. No, no, today we have a theme: Death itself!”

Professor Von Genbu clasped a hand to his face, his one exposed eye peeking out from a gap between his fingers. He must have thought it looked very sinister and cool.

Pyra actually kind of thought it did look sinister and cool, and she did not appreciate Mythra snorting audibly at his pose.

“Death, my friends, is one of the most important elements in all of fiction- indeed, it is often the crux of a story’s entire climax! A heartbreaking seperation, the slaying of a hated foe, a noble sacrifice to save another…death takes many forms, and yet, it stirs us every time! You might say that in death, a story truly comes alive. I want you all to tap into that raw emotion…and enact for me, a death scene!”

He clapped his hands again before rubbing them together in glee, clearly loving every moment of this particular soliloquy.

“It can be anything you want: a gentle passage into the next world, a glorious death in the final confrontation, perhaps you’re a villain on your deathbed and for some reason have decided to start explaining your backstory and motivation to the hero, the sky’s the limit, chaps! I’ll give you all a moment to get partnered up first. Afterwards, you’ll brainstorm a quick outline, and then, at last, you shall take to the stage! Now, get paired up, everyone!”

A modicum of hope squeezed in next to Pyra’s constant dread over this entire class. Death scenes were pretty neutral all things considered. They could be romantic, sure. But they were being given free reign to make it whatever they wanted, which, in Pyra’s mind, was a strictly platonic affair. She would be sad Rex was dead in a general sort of “what a shame” way. Or he’d be sad about her. They’d work on the details. What mattered was that nothing in this lesson plan said she had to cradle him in her arms and tenderly give him one last kiss as his hand slowly goes limp in hers, while Professor Von Genbu loudly cries and sniffles into a tablecloth-sized handkerchief.

She was so glad. Now they’d get to just work together in a nice, wholesome way. No awkwardness. No weird demands. Just her, and Rex, and the intrusive mental comments on how cute and nice he was, and sweet, and considerate, and now that she was thinking about it she sort of liked that Leftherian accent and okay maybe she needed to slam the brakes on this before her burgeoning crush crushed all hopes of having a coherent conversation with him. Oh well, almost perfect.

She peeked over at Rex, who, judging from his expression, was just as relieved as her.

“So…you wanna work together again?” he asked, turning towards her. “Then again, he’d probably just yell at us until we did anyway.”

“Maybe, but…well, I want to work with you either way,” Pyra said with a nod, “It’ll be fun! Hopefully. So long as he doesn’t make us…do anything.”

Neither of them wanted to contemplate the many possibilities lurking in those words. Or say any of them outloud. They settled for exchanging Meaningful Glances with each other. They knew. They both knew.

“Hey, who am I working with, anyway?” Mythra said. “There’s nobody next to us, and you’re looking pretty happy with your boyfriend there, so-”

“H-he’s not my boyfriend!” Pyra interrupted, her voice frantic as she jerked closer to Mythra. She could hear Rex stuttering in protest somewhere behind her as well.

“Okay, seriously, if you’re gonna keep showing up to this class, with this guy,” Mythra jerked a thumb towards Professor Von Genbu, “You’ve really gotta used to that kinda joke.”

Pyra slumped back in her chair, the nervous fidgeting making an unwelcome comeback.

“F-fine…But, um…maybe we could be a group of three.”

“Pass. I’m gonna get enough of you guys being weird and awkward on Friday.”

“W-We’re not weird and awk-” Pyra sighed, deciding it was best to just give up. Mythra was clearly in One of Those Moods. She looked past Mythra to the rest of the aisle. There was one girl, sitting alone at the opposite end. It didn’t seem like she had a partner, either, so she seemed like a pretty good candidate.

“Anyway. What about her?” she said, pointing towards the girl. Mythra swivelled round to look at her potential partner, with Rex joining the pair.

At first glance she seemed fairly normal. Just a short girl with similarly short, white hair. The bright yellow hoodie being paired with identically coloured-jeans were a bit odd, but hey, everyone’s got their tastes. Some people’s just happened to be looking like a human banana.

She did, however, appear to be wearing a headband with rather prominient cat ears attached to them. She must have been quite particular about them too, since the colour on the ears was an exact match to her hair colour. She lifted a paw up to scratch her nose. It took Pyra a moment to mentally correct this to “hands,” but the girl’s cat-paw shaped gloves had kind of thrown her off a little.

Mythra turned back to glare at Pyra.

“Oh no. No way. I’m not working with a furry.”

“Don’t be mean, Mythra, there’s nothing wrong with that. Everyone has their hobbies.”

“Isn’t there? Isn’t there?” She shot a glare at Rex. “Help me out here, dude, she’s throwing me to the wolves. Or the catgirls. She’s throwing me, Rex.”

“Everyone has their hobbies, Mythra,” he repeated with a shrug. “Besides, maybe she just likes cats a whole lot.”

“Yeah, sure, likes them so much she dresses up as one,” She sighed, folding her arms in defeat, “Whatever. You guys owe me for making me work with a furry.”

“There’s nothing wrong with furries, Mythra,” Pyra said in a serious tone. Not the kind of firm stance she was expecting to take today, but sometimes you had to stand up for what was right.

“We’ll see,” Mythra said, rising to her feet with a sullen expression and dragging herself towards her new feline-themed friend.

“Have fun!” Pyra called out to her. Mythra flipped her off without looking back at her.

“I hope she doesn’t make fun of that girl,” she said quietly.

“Hey, you never know. Maybe they’ll get on pretty well,” Rex said. Pyra smiled a little at that. Rex really was always searching for the bright side to everything, even if Mythra’s attitude was doing its best to stand in front of it and keep everything gloomy. It was honestly one of his more endearing qualities.

Luckily, Professor Von Genbu started up another round of applause before “endearing” could lurch towards any of the more affectionate words in her vocabulary.

“Right, everyone paired off? I trust you’ve all picked the perfect partner,” he said, staring directly at Pyra and Rex again. Pyra bravely met his gaze for exactly one second before crumbling and staring at her desk instead. Taking this as confirmation that they were together, Professor Von Genbu carried on.

“Before I let you crack on with your brainstorming sessions, though, I felt you could use some…inspiration. Get a demo of some real acting. Brace yourselves, class, for the Zekenator shall take to the stage to show you how it’s done.”

He placed his hands on his hips with a smirk, taking another moment to let this exciting opportunity sink in for everyone. It sank in very quietly.

“Now, you might be thinking, ‘oh, come now, Professor, even the stage’s brightest stars can’t handle a two-man job as a solo act’. Well, chaps, you’re quite right. And that is why…” he said, pausing to ratchet up the tension.

Pyra noticed, for the first time, that there was some rustling going on behind the stage right curtain.

“…I have brought along a partner of my own. Not just any partner, mind you.” His voice lowered. He must have wanted them to take this part deadly seriously. “She is more than just a colleague, far, far more precious to me than simply a fellow actor. No, my friends, she is my soulmate.”

“D’you think she knows that, or…?” Rex pondered.

“I…hope so,” Pyra said. Given his attitude towards her and Rex, it wasn’t entirely out of the question for Zeke to have invented an entirely fictional romance for himself.

“Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to introduce the love of my life! The lightbulb illuminating the darkness of my soul! Behold, my beautiful wife…PANDORIA!” he finished, bellowing her name with a voice full of earsplitting passion.

“His what?!” Pyra and Rex exclaimed in unison.

A green-haired figure clad in a lab coat emerged from behind the curtain, strutting out onto the stage with supreme confidence, thumbs pointing to herself as she shouted “AYYYYYYY,” to the world at large.

Pyra’s mouth hung open. She didn’t even need to look at Rex to know his was probably catching flies right alongside hers.

Professor Von Genbu was married. This woman had married him.


  How.


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          welcome to…..THE PANDORIA ZONE……things will only become shitpostier from here.

        




5. Nia and Mythra cannot sell a heartfelt scene
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Professor Von Genbu was married.


  Married.



  Pyra’s mind was in utter shambles as it tried to reconcile “Professor Von Genbu is 
  
    married” 
  
  with “Professor Von Genbu is a loud man in an eyepatch and trenchcoat who looks and talks like he’s in one of Mythra’s fun video games about spiky-haired boys.” It seemed impossible. Completely impossible.



  And yet, there she was. The undeniable proof that someone had 
  
    actually decided to marry him
  
  , standing right next to him. He was beaming with an intense smugness that strongly reminded Pyra of whenever Mythra got called up for show-and-tell days as a kid, where she would immediately whip out one of her cool robot toys like it was a priceless holy artefact that just so happened to come with a really big sword. 


It was a face that screamed “look upon what I have and you don’t and despair,” although Mythra’s robots usually didn’t have the exact same expression, as if they were equally as proud of her. Not since she’d banned Pyra from trying to paint smiley faces on them, anyway.


  Pyra gawked at the green-haired, spectacle-wearing woman, her buttoned-up lab coat contrasting sharply with her husband’s dark trenchcoat in both colour and adherence to staff dress codes. Although, Pandoria’s collar did seem to be a bit 
  
    taller 
  
  than the industry standard, rising so high that it was constantly at risking of clipping her round the ears.



  Her…very long, pointy ears. Strikingly 
  
    elfesque
  
  , some might say.


A less generous person might have concluded that Pandoria was a weirdo who went around dressed as a Science Elf. Pyra wanted to believe that just because Pandoria appeared to be a Science Elf, that didn’t mean she was weird.

Then she had spoken.

“What’s popping, nerds?” she said, arms lifted upwards and spread wide like this stunning opener was worthy of a standing ovation. Nobody informed her of what, if anything, was popping. So little was popping that Pandoria may as well have greeted a room full of untouched bubblewrap.

Pyra noted, with some worry, that this was awfully similar to what happened just about every time Professor Von Genbu addressed the class. Things were already starting to make far too much sense.

“So, how you guys liking Zeke? Really puts the Tantal in tantalising, huh?”

She met the uncomfortable silence with a knowing grin. She was probably fluent in reading uncomfortable silences at this point.


  “Too awestruck to speak, huh? Don’t worry, guys, I get it. Sure, he might be kinda weird. And a dumbass. And he sweats 
  
    way 
  
  too much in that coat…”


Professor Von Genbu didn’t say anything, although Pyra couldn’t help but notice his grin getting slightly more strained with each insult.

“But hey, he’s got big dick energy, and that’s all that matters,” Pandoria said with a concerning amount of confidence, striding closer to her husband and tapping his nearest chest muscle with the back of her hand in thirsty appreciation, restoring his smile to full smugness.

Pyra had never heard that term before. She wasn’t entirely sure what properties that sort of energy held, other than very efficiently reddening her face. Regardless, she hoped she’d never have to hear it again.

“Thank you, Pandy, very eloquently put,” Professor Von Genbu said. He placed a hand on her shoulder, which, now that Pyra was focusing on it, she realized was jutting up considerably higher than most shoulders, the fabric of her labcoat stretching around it.

It was a strange, almost cylindrical bulge that suggested to Pyra that she wasn’t just wearing some thick shoulder pads. Which raised the question of what, exactly, she was stretching that innocent piece of fabric to breaking point with.

Professor Ven Genbu turned to face the class, hand still firmly gripped on Pandoria’s mysterious shoulder-bulge.


  “Well, everybody, 
  
    this
  
   is Pandoria. My loving wife, my eternal muse, the beautiful mother of our darling turtle son…” He paused, shooting her a look, “Notice how I’m 
  
    complimenting 
  
  her, to show my appreciation for her many qualities and stunning hotness.”


“Hey, I said you were hot, too.”


  “Fair point,” he said with a solemn nod, “Now, you all just sit back and watch two 
  
    masters of the craft 
  
  at work, eh? Ready, Pandy?”


Pandoria looked up at Professor Von Genbu, her hands moving towards the buttons on her lab coat.

“Sure, sure. Hey, you want me to take this off?”


  “Hah! If I had a hundred gold for every time you asked me 
  
    that 
  
  on a Friday night!”


“Ooh, nice,” Pandoria said, giving him a knowing grin and firing off a single finger-gun in his direction. “You want it off or not, though?”

“Well, no point letting Mark Two of your costume go to waste, eh?” he replied, patting the increasingly suspicious shoulder-lump.


  “Eh, you’re right. I worked 
  
    way 
  
  too hard on this thing to not show it off,” she said, shaking his hand off and beginning to unbutton her lab coat. Professor Von Genbu wandered off behind the stage left curtain as she did so.


Just as it began to fall open, Pandoria grabbed hold of a sleeve, and in a single, fluid, and almost certainly painstakingly practised motion, flung the coat to the side.

And in that moment, Pyra fully understood.

She snuck a glance at Rex, who happened to be sneaking his own glance at her, thus ruining any chance at stealth either of them might have been hoping for. Their eyes met for a split second, both wide with dread. They were the eyes of those haunted by a terrible, yet undeniable truth.


  There were 
  
    two 
  
  of him now.


Pandoria was standing before them, arms flung open, inviting the world to feast their eyes upon her impeccable fashion, an entire buffet of inspired clothing choices.

It was exactly the outfit one would expect the kind of person who would willingly marry Professor Von Genbu to be wearing. A disaster, but one that has been carefully aimed to cause destruction in very precise areas.

While every individual piece of the outfit was…quite the sight to behold, from the purple gloves, to the dark knee-high boots accented by mauve love hearts, to the inexplicable combination of a pair of shorts with the hem meticulously cut into diamonds alongside about a quarter of a layered, frilly skirt, each segment yet another new shade of purple, it was really the shirt that was the star of the show.

It was, Pyra thought, a very cute shirt, especially the little frills and ribbons towards the bottom. However, it was also split about as wide as Professor von Genbu’s coat and showing off just as much cleavage, although his was more ample. It was giving Pyra far more of an insight into Pandoria’s underwear choices than she typically expected or wanted from her educators. Pandoria had decided to top it off with a tiny necktie, extending barely a couple of inches downwards from her neck, perhaps to add a touch of professionalism to the ensemble.

And, at last, Pyra found her answer to What Was Going On With Those Shoulders.

They were a pair of large lightbulbs with holes for her arms to slide through.

Well, of course.


  They were clearly real lightbulbs as well- the circuitry inside them was too complex, too carefully wired 
  
    around 
  
  the arm-hole for them to just be props. Pandoria must have been quite a skilled engineer to create them, and like many scientists before her, she had never stopped to consider 
  
    if 
  
  she should invent something, merely if she 
  
    could. 
  



  Pyra’s eyes shifted from her and over to Professor Von Genbu, who had just emerged from behind the curtain, a massive prop sword- Pyra 
  
    hoped 
  
  it was a prop, anyway- laced with glowing blue lines resting across his shoulders.


It really did make far too much sense, once you saw them both standing together in their full costumes.


  Professor Von Genbu had already given off the vibe of someone who handmade his own clothes because the fashion industry had disappointed him at every turn, shunning his vision of a future where you swapped out your shirt for more belts. Pandoria’s…
  
    eclectic 
  
  wardrobe could only have been borne of similar circumstances. She was a woman who knew what she wanted- cleavage, booty shorts (Pyra was with her on this, but unlike Pandoria, she had been convinced Tantal was too cold for them) and a fragment of a skirt, and had never gotten it.


In other words, they were kindred spirits. And Professor Von Genbu having a kindred spirit was a very dangerous thing indeed.

They did look kind of cool like that, though. Especially with the sword.


  Pyra’s ears picked up a faint “
  
    what the fuck how did he make it glow” 
  
  from Mythra’s direction. She gave a quiet sigh of disappointment. It had taken her sister all of five minutes to start swearing in front of her new friend. She could be so 
  
    rude. 
  


Approaching Pandoria and placing the tip of the sword on the ground, leaning slightly on it, Professor Von Genbu gave her outfit an approving once-over.

“Looking good, Pandy! I see you’ve finally nailed the cleavage ratio!”

Pandoria gave the vast gulf where No Shirt Dared To Tread a self-congratulatory pat.

“Hey, gotta match what you’re showing off, right? And that’s not all- check this out,” she said, holding up her phone. After a few quick taps, the lightbulbs on her shoulders began emitting a dim glow, proving they were, in fact, fully functional. Professor von Genbu let out an appreciative ‘ooh’ at the sight.


  “
  
    Very
  
   nice! And there’s no danger of you electrocuting yourself?”


“Probably not.”


  “Ah well, close enough,” Professor von Genbu said before turning towards the students, hefting his sword back onto his shoulder. With his free hand, he gestured towards his students. “Now then…shall we give them a taste of some 
  
    real 
  
  acting?”


Pandoria smirked, nodding in response.

“That’s what I’m here for.”

Professor Von Genbu let out a short laugh and planted his hand on his hip, grinning at his captive audience. Without so much as a glance towards him, Pandoria mirrored his pose precisely, right down to replicating the exact same insufferable grin.


  “
  
    Let’s do this!” 
  
  they shouted in perfect unison.



  Pyra didn’t really know what to make of this. Under normal circumstances she probably would have found it kind of sweet that they seemed to be so naturally in sync with each other. Right now, she mostly just felt very worried that Professor Von Genbu had managed to find 
  
    anyone 
  
  he was even half this compatible with.



  The pair froze in place for a moment, an uncharacteristic silence falling between them. It was…oddly tense. Professor von Genbu being quiet was just 
  
    unnatural. 
  
  Pyra’s fingers involuntarily gripped onto her desk.


Then, with no warning, he launched into an ear-rattling yell of pain, collapsing onto one knee and leaning on his sword for support. Pyra jolted a little in her seat at the sudden noise. She took some comfort in hearing the rattle of Rex’s seat and knowing that he’d been caught off guard by it, too.

“M-My prince?!” Pandoria exclaimed, grabbing hold of her fallen husband. With a wave of his arm, Professor von Genbu shook her off.

“Run…Pandy…Save yourself…” he choked out, a harsh cough following his words. Her eyes widened in shock, her hands trembling and reaching out towards him.

“W-what…? My prince, y-you can’t be serious! C’mon, get up! We have to go!”

He shook his head slowly, a sad smile on his lips.

“I’m sorry, Pandy, but…I’m afraid I…can’t join you. Just…go. I’ll hold them off.”

Rex gave Pyra a light nudge.

“Uh, is it just me, or is this kinda…good?”


  “I know…they’re 
  
    actually 
  
  good actors,” Pyra said with a degree of disbelief. They 
  
    were 
  
  good. Loud, and not particularly subtle, but 
  
    good. 
  
  They knew how to draw you into their performance, make you 
  
    believe 
  
  in their doomed romance. Pandoria calling him her Prince only enhanced it for her, images of a fairy tale love ripped asunder by tragedy conjuring in her mind.



  Truth be told, the raw emotion of the scene was starting to get to her. There was just something about sacrificing yourself to protect someone you loved that seemed so 
  
    romantic. 
  
  It really resonated with her in a way she couldn’t quite explain. Copying what Professor von Genbu and Pandoria were doing might seem like blatant plagiarism, but she still kind of wanted to ask Rex if they could do a scene like that, 
  
    maybe 
  
  slot “love” out for “I like you a lot” to be on the safe side.


“No, I…I can’t! I’m not leaving you, my Prince! There’s no one else as hunky as you! I’d rather die than live without your sexy abs!” Pandoria wailed, clinging to Professor von Genbu.

Pyra let out a quiet “oh” of disappointment, deflating in her seat. She wasn’t sure she’d appreciate it very much if the person she loved, who coincidentally was being played by Rex in this scenario, started telling her she was too hot to die.

Professor von Genbu let out a low chuckle.

“And I’d sooner die than see an inch of your radiant beauty and unfathomable hotness come to harm, Pandy…” He looked up at her, his hand cupping the side of her face and gently stroking it. “Please, Pandy…live…live, and be hot…for me…”

“My Prince…my hot, muscular Prince…” Pandoria murmured, every word growing shakier and shakier. With an agonized expression, she leaned in closer to him, pressing her lips against his in a deep kiss- the last one they’d ever share.

They held it for five seconds.

Then for ten seconds.

Then for fifteen.

To be fair, if it was a last kiss, you’d probably want to make the most of it.

After what Pyra had hoped was the entire duration of the lesson but was actually just twenty deeply awkward seconds that her mind had hyper-extended into five hundred years of suffering, Pandoria pulled away from Professor Von Genbu, her eyes shimmering with love. Reciprocating his caress with one of her own, and with a single stage whisper of “later, hot stuff,” she ran away from him, disappearing behind the curtain.

Professor von Genbu rose to his feet, his movements slow and clumsy. Still hunched over, he hefted his sword and brandished it, though his arms were sagging, struggling to properly wield it.

“Come on, then…Who wants a piece!?” he bellowed at his imaginary assailants, summoning what was left of his strength into a heavy swing. His sword hit the ground with a slightly underwhelming thud. Expertly molded foam swords could only take a scene so far.

Professor von Genbu chose to ignore his dramatic gravitas being undermined, holding his pose in silence for a few seconds. Eventually, he rose, an expectant look on his face.


  Pyra and Rex both gave him a modest round of applause. Their performance did deserve at least 
  
    some 
  
  praise- the content notwithstanding, they could act. A few others in the class gave him similarly light claps. Mythra was not among them.


Satisfied with this- presumably because he got any applause to begin with- Professor von Genbu grinned and beckoned Pandoria to come back out with a wave of his hand. Once she’d returned to his side, she gave a quick bow, basking in whatever spare applause she could steal from him.


  “Thank you, thank you! I’m glad at least 
  
    some 
  
  of you have some taste!” Professor von Genbu said, a tinge of bitterness sneaking into his tone. “Well, now that you’ve seen the gold standard, it’s time to take your own stab at it. I’ll give you all ten minutes to prepare, and then…” Slinging the sword across his shoulders and bringing a hand up to its favourite spot, splayed just in front of his eye, his tone grew darker. “…We shall see how you fare, in the face of death!”



  “Don’t forget, you gotta make it as heartwrenching as ours, okay? I want 
  
    tears
  
  , people!” Pandoria added.


Pyra decided then and there that she was more than willing to disappoint her teachers if it meant she didn’t have to go anywhere near the vocabulary they’d just been using.

“So, you got any ideas?” Rex asked, “‘Cause I was thinking we should probably do something a little less…uh…weird.”

Pyra gave a firm nod in response.


  “I was thinking we could do something a 
  
    little 
  
  similar. Just…maybe without the, um…weirdness, yes.”


Rex smiled in relief.

“Wanna get started, then?”


  Over the course of the next ten minutes, Pyra and Rex managed to throw together something resembling a coherent outline for their scene. Admittedly, it wasn’t particularly well-thought out. Pyra wasn’t entirely clear on 
  
    how 
  
  or 
  
    why 
  
  she was dying, and they had no idea 
  
    where 
  
  they were. 


Rex had gotten about half-way through explaining the very poignant talk someone would have to give him in order for him to accept her sacrifice before Pyra had reminded him that this was a two-person performance. Neither of them had any concrete dialogue prepared, instead settling for vague ideas of what they should be saying. And, of course, the exact relationship between their characters had simply been left as “they’re close, I suppose,” although Pyra had quietly chosen to interpret her role as deeply romantic.

Rex would not be privy to this information. It was purely a personal reading of the scene on her part. For no one else’s ears. Least of all his.

All in all, the scene was…very, very far from perfect. Some might have called it “pretty incoherent.” But it’d do. Its flaws notwithstanding, it had been strategically prepared to be the least embarrassing version of this scene they could perform, and that was worth the loss in quality.

“Alright, everyone, I think you’ve had enough time!” Professor von Genbu announced with a sharp clap. “Let’s get right to it, shall we?”

He pointed towards the class, his finger wavering from pair to pair.

“For our first pair, how about…”

Pyra felt her chest tighten a little from nerves. Her and Rex were probably about as prepared as they’d ever be, and they were pretty sure they’d minimized any damage to their dignity Professor von Genbu could deal, but still…the prospect of going first was nerve-wracking.

“You!” Professor von Genbu yelled, his finger pointing mercifully far away from her and Rex.

Pyra let out a sigh of relief, as did Rex. At least they wouldn’t have to go first.

Unfortunately, when she peered over to see who he’d chosen, it turned out to be Mythra and her partner, which was kind of worse.

Neither of them looked particularly pleased to have been chosen. She supposed she couldn’t blame them, but Mythra really didn’t need to be scowling quite so much.

The pair of them rose from their seats and made their way on stage. Mythra seemed determined to drag this process out as long as she could. Her steps were the heavy, sullen stomps of a child who’s just been told they can’t have pudding because they didn’t eat their vegetables, a sight Pyra hadn’t seen since at least last Friday.

Her partner wasn’t going much faster, although she did keep nudging Mythra and telling her to “just bloody get it over with,” so at least she was trying a little harder.

Eventually, they arrived on the stage, Mythra alternating between glaring at Professor Von Genbu with open resentment, and at his sword in palpable envy. Her partner just stuck to the resentment.

“Right then, chaps! Your names?” Professor von Genbu said, gleefully breezing past their obvious irritation.

“Mythra,” she grunted.

“Nia,” her partner said flatly.

“Well, Mythra, Nia, I hope you’ve got a good show ready for us. Take it away!” he said, walking off to the side to give them more room, with Pandoria following close behind.

Mythra looked over at Nia and shrugged half-heartedly.

Nia looked over at Mythra and shrugged quarter-heartedly.

Enthusiasm aside, at least they were more or less on the same page.

After a brief pause, Nia collapsed to the ground. Well, ‘collapsed’ was a fairly generous embellishment on Pyra’s part- it was more like she just slowly sat down at an awkward angle. While holding onto her cat ears, presumably to keep them from sliding off.

Her grievous injury sustained, Nia said “aaaaaaahhh” in a slow, level tone, her agony apparently unbearable but not worth making too much of a fuss over.

“Oh no. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe Nia is dead. Who could’ve guessed a lifetime of being a weirdo furry would be the end of her?” Mythra droned, looking down at her with a blank expression.

“I knew she’d be mean about her hobbies,” Pyra muttered with a sigh.

“Maybe she knows Mythra’s just joking around?” Rex said, offering some shaky hope.

“Don’t act like you’ve got any room to talk, ya bloody nerd.”

“Or…not,” he said, his hope succumbing to its shaky fate and falling to the ground in a deflated pile.

Mythra folded her arms, glancing away from Nia.

“I-I have no idea what you’re talking about-”


  “Right, right, that giant robot you have as your phone wallpaper’s a 
  
    total
  
   coincidence then. You draw that yourself? I don’t recognize it from anything.”


“Shut it. Dying catgirls don’t talk about robots.”

Nia rolled her eyes and let out another unconvincing yell of pain, clutching onto her stomach in a way that more suggested she’d eaten some undercooked chicken than been mortally wounded.

“Oh, Mythra, I’m dyin’ here.”

“What a shame,” Mythra said, shrugging. “Going to the big furry convention in the sky.”

“Better than goin’ to the big anime convention in the sky.”

“I’ll make sure everyone at your funeral’s wearing a fursuit. It’s what you would’ve wanted. No dogs, though, right?”

“My dyin’ wish is for you to do the eulogy in a fursuit, too. I got one made up for you and everything,” Nia said, grinning up at her half-assed mourner.

“Go to hell, furball,” Mythra replied, prodding Nia with her foot before walking off the stage.

“I’ll be waitin’ there for you!” Nia called out after her.


  For a moment, Pyra wasn’t sure if this was genuinely what their scene was meant to be or if they’d just completely gone off their own shoddily built rails and started bickering. Then Mythra had walked all the way back to her and Rex, flopped down in her seat, folded her arms and pouted. She was pretty sure you weren’t allowed to do that, even if Professor von Genbu hadn’t actually 
  
    said 
  
  you couldn’t.


Strangely, he didn’t seem to mind. He looked over at Mythra, then at Nia, who was grumbling as she got to her feet, giving them each an impressed smile and a quick round of applause.

“Jolly good effort, chaps! Unusual angle, going for such an antagonistic tone, but I’d say it paid off! And I must say, for amateurs, your acting was quite impressive. Why, I totally bought into Mythra’s complete disgust at your hobbies, Nia!”

“Me too,” Nia said bitterly.


  “
  
    Incredibly 
  
  convincing stuff. Very well done. Maybe a little short, but still, very good,” he continued, throwing a thumbs up Mythra’s way. She glared at him like she was hoping she could psychically slice that thumb off.


“Now then, let’s get the next pair on stage!” he said, unceremoniously ushering Nia off the stage like she’d won an award for her stunning debut performance and then let her acceptance speech drag on too long. She quickly made her way back to the seats, this time choosing to park herself next to Mythra, rather than at her original spot. They almost immediately devolved into quietly bickering over their scene. Mythra made three derogatory statements about cats within ten seconds.

Pyra wanted to chastise her for her unnecessary rudeness again. Unfortunately for her, now that his previous victims were safely in their seats, Professor Von Genbu had once again pointed towards the class. Any pretence at this being a random selection swiftly died when his finger immediately slid towards Pyra and Rex, like it was magnetically drawn to awkwardness. He probably thought he was being very sly by waiting through one whole performance before picking them.

“Come on down, you two! It’s your time to shine once again!” he yelled, waving towards the stage.

Pyra fought the urge to start sinking as low as she could into her chair. It seemed their time had come.

She could only hope it went better than last time.


  _
  

  



 

 

  



6. And thus, boy and girl unmet, due to death.
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Notes for the Chapter:i said this chapter was mostly written when i published the last one and it still took…..a month to finish up, whoops. it’s still a pretty long one though.




    
    It was Pyra and Rex’s turn to come up on stage.

This fact was causing Pyra a great deal of anxiety, and she figured it wasn’t going to go away any time soon.

It was unavoidable. She knew that, really. Whether they were second or tenth, in the end they’d have had to go up there eventually.


  But still. 
  
    Still. 
  


Even if her and Rex had carefully constructed their scene into a masterfully crafted suit of Professor Von Genbu-proof armour, that didn’t mean there wasn’t a chance he’d still find the tiniest gap in it to poke at them.

She turned to Rex, her brow furrowed.

“Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be, I guess,” he said without much enthusiasm. “At least it can’t be as bad as last time, right?”

“I hope so,” she replied with a forced smile.

Rising from their seats, they both made their way to the stage at a somewhat faster pace than Mythra and Nia had mustered. Not because they were particularly eager to perform, more just because they didn’t want to delay the inevitable any more than necessary.

When they arrived, Professor Von Genbu’s visible eye lit up in delight as he stepped forward to greet them.

“Hello again, you two!” he chirped, beaming at them.

Rex waved weakly at him. Pyra mouthed a quiet “hello” back.


  “I hope you’ve cooked up a good helping of heartbreak for us, because let me tell you, I am 
  
    starving
  
  !” He gave his stomach a quick rub for emphasis.


“Don’t forget to jerk a few tears as well! We’ll be pretty thirsty. Gotta wash it down, y’know?” Pandoria interjected, sliding up next to him. She was giving Pyra and Rex an evaluating once-over as she spoke. Professor Von Genbu must have already told her about them.

“Uh…right,” Rex said reluctantly.

“We’ll…do our best,” Pyra added.

“Well, let’s get on with it then, shall we? Take it away!” said Professor Von Genbu. He and Pandoria both took a couple of steps backwards to give them some space.

Taking a deep breath to try and gather whatever nerves she could grab hold of, Pyra shared a glance of acknowledgement with Rex.

She then turned and walked away from him.

And kept walking until she reached the opposite edge of the stage.


  This was the lynchpin of their plan. The entire scene hinged on the idea that neither of them were anywhere close to each other. There was a gap between them. Its length and precise nature was largely undefined, but the second it was called attention to, it would become a completely insurmountable obstacle. Professor Von Genbu couldn’t demand a tender embrace as they bade farewell, for one last loving stroke of the cheek in their final moments together, for 
  
    any kissing whatsoever.
  



  It simply couldn’t be done. They were very far away from each other and there was a big hole in the floor. Crossing it was out of the question, too. That would compromise the integrity of the scene, and they figured Professor Von Genbu would reluctantly choose Art over egging their hypothetical relationship on. Every other element of their scene was something of a mess, but 
  
    this one specific aspect 
  
  had been calculated down to its last detail. It was completely bulletproof.


Pyra snuck a look at Professor Von Genbu. He already seemed faintly disappointed at the gap between them. The plan was working perfectly.

She nodded towards Rex, who gave her a thumbs up in return before scrunching his face up in dismay, quickly slipping into character.

“Pyra, what’re you doing?” he called out, his tone accidentally sounding more curious than desperately pleading. She looked down, unable to meet his gaze.

“Um. Sorry, Rex. You…should probably run away from here. I, um…I need to…”

Pyra paused and tried to actually come up with a ‘why’ for this entire scenario, for some kind of justification, no matter how flimsy. Her mind began smashing together random keywords to see if they sounded good, like she’d given up on trying to solve a jigsaw properly and was just jamming pieces together until something stuck. Soon enough, her eyes lit up as she grasped the corner piece of Inspiration.


  Now she knew 
  
    exactly 
  
  where they were.


A crumbling space station falling toward Alrest that would cause untold devastation to the world- and also Rex, this was important- unless she blew it up and sent the debris flying off into space instead. Rex had to get out of the blast radius in an escape pod, but he would be very distressed at the fact that he was going to end up hogging both seats. A slightly convoluted scenario, sure, but she wasn’t about to demand a simpler burst of inspiration when she was under this kind of time pressure. The important thing was you couldn’t hang around someone who was about to blow up without it being a little hazardous to your health.

“I have to…blow up the…core?” Pyra nodded to herself. That sounded about right. “Yeah, the core…From the inside. Or else we’ll…um…crash into Alrest. Which would be bad. I’m sorry, Rex, it’s the only way. I have to do this.”

Rex stared at her in blank confusion for a moment before giving a small shrug of acceptance. She supposed her sudden decision to pivot to a sci-fi setting would be a little hard for him to follow, but she felt it was better than their previous creative decision to have No Setting Whatsoever. At least he seemed to just be rolling with it now.

“No, you…don’t,” he said in a very convincing deadpan.

“I…do, actually,” Pyra countered, “I have to do it. From over here. In this room. It’s definitely the only way.”

“Is it really?”

“Y-yes.”

“What if I went with you?” Rex suggested, like he was offering to keep her company while she bought some groceries.

“No,” she said, “No, I really ought to do this by myself. Sorry.”

“Oh. You’ll be fine, right?”

“Um…no. Probably not. I’m…going to explode, I think.”

Pyra was keenly aware that they weren’t exactly selling the kind of unbreakable bond that would make her willing to sacrifice herself for him with this performance. Right now they weren’t even pulling off being convincing acquaintances. The sad part was she was actually trying her best, and she suspected Rex was as well. She had to hand it to Professor Von Genbu and Pandoria, strange though they were. They really made this whole “acting” thing look much easier than it was.

Another quick look their way revealed that the pair were whispering to each other as they watched. Pandoria’s words were broken up every now and then by a brief snort of laughter at their woeful acting. Professor Von Genbu, for his part, looked considerably less amused. He was clearly using every ounce of his will power trying not to say anything, his face set in a grimace of deeply pained restraint.

Rex, meanwhile, frowned at Pyra a little harder. Crying on demand was considerably outside of his skillset as an actor, so just Looking Slightly Sadder would have to do. He stretched an arm out towards her rather limply.

“But, Pyra-”

“Just go, Rex! You’ll be fine without me!”

“I don’t think I will!”

“Wh-Why not?”

“You’re kind of…dying!”

“Oh! Um…Don’t worry about it! You’ll be okay!”

“I mean, if you say so!”


  “I do! It’s fine! I’m fi-okay I’m…not fine,” Pyra said, remembering her own impending doom, “But 
  
    you’ll 
  
  be fine! Trust me, Rex!”


Rex attempted to pull an expression of conflicted agony, but mostly just looked like he was trying to decide what toppings he wanted on his pizza. At last, though, he nodded in acceptance of her fate.

“Okay, I’m gonna go! But I’m not all that happy about it!” he called out, making sure to give her one last grimace before slowly walking down the stairs just behind him. He ducked towards the curtain and out of Pyra’s view to make his escape marginally more convincing.

Pyra stood and watched the curtain for several silent, uncomfortable seconds. Soon enough, Rex reappeared, walking back on stage with a slightly sheepish expression. She couldn’t really blame him for how awkward he looked. It was hard to make walking off-stage and then walking straight back on again look particularly smooth or natural, especially for a pair of dismal amateurs like them.

Even once Rex had returned the silence lingered, only being broken by Pandoria’s unrelenting snorting. Professor Von Genbu repeatedly glanced at the both of them expectantly, his head swiveling back and forth between them. Pyra raised a hand to her mouth with a quiet “oh!” as she realized that Professor Von Genbu must’ve been waiting for them to continue.

“Oh, um…our scene is over now, Professor.”


  “
  
    Over
  
  ? Really?” he exclaimed, making zero effort to hide his disappointment. 


Pyra simply nodded in response, an apologetic frown on her lips. Professor Von Genbu looked like he was ready to demand an epilogue to their thrilling tale, but he forced it down and attempted a smile instead.


  “Right, well…That was certainly an…
  
    interesting 
  
  scene, chaps. Very…uniquely delivered,” he said, trying to strike a diplomatically vague tone.


“That sucked ass, guys,” Pandoria chimed in.

Professor Von Genbu chose not to comment on her review. The fact that he was very obviously struggling to keep a straight face, his mouth rapidly twitching upwards into a barely contained smirk, made it quite clear he didn’t disagree.


  “
  
    As I was saying, 
  
  I certainly wouldn’t have expected a science fiction setting, so, uh…points for that, eh?” he said smoothly.


Pyra could tell he was stretching for a compliment so hard he was in danger of pulling a muscle. She suspected he wasn’t going to be able to keep it up much longer, either.


  “But, if I were to make one 
  
    tiny
  
   nitpick…”


Her suspicions had proven true.


  “What’s with the distance?” He turned to Rex, gesturing urgently towards Pyra. “This is a heartwrenching farewell, chum! She’s going to her death and you’re shouting across the room at her?! This could be- no, it 
  
    is 
  
  the last time you’ll ever see her! You should 
  
    go 
  
  to her and-”


“Oh, he, uh…can’t.”

Pyra had been prepared for this. Professor Von Genbu swivelled back round to face her, eye blazing with indignation.

“What?! Why not?!”

“There’s, um…a broken bridge. He can’t reach me,” she explained with a wave of her arm towards the stage in front of her, and the impassable divide it had created between her and Rex. Professor Von Genbu glared at the floorboards as if he was personally offended by their presence.

“That’s a bit of a defeatist attitude, isn’t it?” He turned towards Rex. “Come on, can’t you…cross the gap with a grappling hook or something? Have one last tragic moment together before you tearfully leave, that sort of thing?” he said, pointing an accusatory finger at the floor.

Rex shrugged and placed a hand atop his right wrist, miming the act of firing off some kind of arm-mounted rope. He held the pose for a few seconds, giving everyone enough time to pretend that the rope had shot out, and then fallen uselessly into the imaginary abyss before him.

“It’s too short,” he said blandly.


  “Oh, you’re just saying that!” Professor Von Genbu pouted. “It could be long enough if you wanted it to be! You don’t even 
  
    need 
  
  this gap, you know. It’s completely unnecessary!”


“Actually, it’s, um…essential to the scene,” Pyra blurted out. A bold challenge, albeit one that she had squeaked out with very little confidence, like a mouse attempting to critique a nearby cat’s diet.

Professor Von Genbu quirked an eyebrow at her.

“Essential, is it? How so, Pyra?”

Ah. Actually answering the question. This was the tricky part.

“W-well, it’s…um…”

Several more seconds passed, and Pyra’s response didn’t become much more eloquent in that time.


  She was coming up completely empty. All her inspiration had been spent on coming up with the setting, and now all she could think of was “we did it so you’d leave us alone and 
  
    that
  
   didn’t happen so honestly I’m not so sure about our creative decisions either,” which was probably not going to go down well. She swallowed hard, willing her brain to cough up a narrative justification- 
  
    any 
  
  justification, even a bad one. Just so long as she had an 
  
    answer.
  


“It’s…uh…-”

Still nothing. Her mind was totally blank. All she could do now was hope she could stutter for so long that she’d just run out the clock.


  “Uh…isn’t it sorta 
  
    more 
  
  tragic if I can’t reach her?”


A voice rung out, cutting across her stuttering. The dulcet Leftherian tones of her saviour, her knight in slightly worn-out hoodie. Professor Von Genbu met Rex’s gaze with a hum of interest at his new challenger.

“Go on,” he urged, a hand already at his chin, ready to stroke in contemplation.

Rex flicked his eyes away from Professor Von Genbu, scratching the back of his head. Her saviour he may be, but it looked like Rex would be handling this rescue with about as much as confidence as she’d had.


  “I-I mean, if I wanna reach her really badly…for, you know, 
  
    reasons…
  
  ” he said, his voice trailing off and a faint red springing up on his cheeks as he spoke. Pyra felt her own face faintly burning as she parsed out a couple of the 
  
    reasons 
  
  for herself. “Isn’t it kinda 
  
    worse 
  
  if I can’t? It’s like, um… if it’s the last time I’m ever gonna see her, and I want to be there with her, and I just…can’t? Isn’t that sorta sadder than if I 
  
    could 
  
  get over there? I guess it’d still be sad either way, though…”


Rex coughed, his feet shuffling on the spot, which probably wasn’t the best way to finish his bold counter-argument. Despite that weak ending, Professor Von Genbu’s fingers screeched to a halt in mid-stroke once Rex finished speaking, his eye bright and opened wide as he smiled with pride.


  “That…is a good point, chum. A 
  
    very 
  
  good point, even.”



  Rex let out a quiet ‘really?’ at this, his mouth hanging slightly open. He leaned a little to the right, trying to look past Professor Von Genbu and towards Pyra, his tilted head and bemused expression making it clear he had no idea how this had worked. Pyra couldn’t help him there. She was just glad it 
  
    had 
  
  worked. Mouthing a ‘thank you,’ she beamed at him in relief. His face grew a little redder in response, glancing away from her with a sheepish smile of his own. 


Pyra tried not to dwell on the fact that this was pretty cute.


  It 
  
    was
  
  . Much as she didn’t want to think too hard about that right now. But she couldn’t. Not when they were still in mortal peril.


Professor Von Genbu spun round to face the class, his coat swishing behind him as though hit by a dramatically convienient gust of wind. He raised his arm up and stretched it outwards, his fingers splayed as if trying to reach out and grasp at something.

“You’re quite right! The anguish of separation! The crushing helplessness of wanting nothing more than to be by her side, yet knowing there’s nothing you can do! Not even a final, bittersweet moment of tenderness betwixt these two ill-fated lovers!”

Professor Von Genbu’s face became strained, his brow furrowing intensely until a single tear was forcibly evicted from his eye, compromising his vision even more than it usually was. He closed his outstretched hand into a tight fist, as if in a futile attempt to grab hold of his lost love. It was mostly futile because she was standing just behind him with a smirk of equal parts mockery and admiration, but Pyra supposed he wasn’t going to let that get in the way of his fun.

“Oh boy, you’ve really set him off with this one,” Pandoria said. “He’s never gonna sleep tonight, y’know. He’ll be too excited.”

Professor Von Genbu gleefully ignored her jabs, his monologue loud and undeterred. Despite that, Pyra couldn’t help but notice his arm pulling backwards for a split second before steadying itself, like he’d just managed to fight back the urge to fold his arms and huff.


  “Sometimes, being denied that which we so desperately want is all the better! We, the audience, feel that very same emptiness, that longing for that which could never be! We step into the hero’s shoes, truly understand the sorrow in his heart! What a fool I was to forget that simple truth!” Both his gaze and his tone lowered. “Rex, Pyra…I take it all back. I was wrong to doubt you. You two…are 
  
    geniuses.
  
  “


“Geniuses who can’t act,” Pandoria said, slightly too happily.

“Indeed. No offence, chaps, but as good as your ideas are, your acting is…frankly, rubbish. However!” he yelped, planting his heads on his hips and puffing his substantial chest out, “That’s what we’re here for! To take that raw, unrefined talent, and turn you into world-class actors!”

“Or at least make you, y’know, passable.”

“I like to dream big, Pandy,” he said, before facing Pyra and Rex again. “Nonetheless, very good work, chaps! Rough it may be, but we’ll make fine thespians of you yet. Now, off you go. We’ve plenty more to get through,” he said, motioning towards the steps nearest Pyra, who sighed in relief a little too loudly.

She turned to make her way back to her seat at the fastest walk she could manage, Rex following close behind. When they arrived a few moments later, Pyra practically collapsed into her seat, her shoulders slumping as she took a long, deep breath. Rex leaned back in his own seat, craning his neck up to stare at the ceiling with exhausted, almost empty eyes. Once a small flicker of life had returned to them, he rolled his head to the side, looking towards Pyra.

“Well, that was…awkward as hell,” he said with a tired smile that Pyra quickly mirrored. “Still, could’ve gone a lot worse, right? We got pretty lucky.”

“Yeah, it was…much better than last time,” Pyra agreed. Both of them grimaced a little at the still fresh, still deeply embarrassing memories. “That explanation you gave him was really good thinking though! I don’t know what would’ve happened without you.”

Rex let out a short, nervous laugh. “Aw, c’mon, it was nothing. I’m surprised it even worked at all, honestly.”


  “Don’t be so modest! My mind went completely blank when he asked me, you know. I couldn’t think of 
  
    anything 
  
  to tell him. You really saved me back there, Rex,” she said with a bright smile.


“O-oh, uh…thanks. I-I mean, you were a way bigger help than me! You came up with pretty much the whole idea and all, and it was actually a really good idea! Way better than anything I could’ve come up with, a-and, things wouldn’t have gone nearly as well if it weren’t for you, so…thanks, Pyra,” he babbled, his fingers drumming the arm of his chair as he spoke.


  Normally, Pyra would’ve found all his nervous rambling kind of adorable, because, well…Rex 
  
    was 
  
  cute. Just, you know, cute. In a casual, off-hand sort of way. Just Pyra’s nice new friend who was a little bit cute, as many people are. No crushes here, not at all. 



  Unfortunately, 
  
    flustered Rex 
  
  had some very specific nuances to him that made all that comfortable denial just vanish into thin air, leaving her with the chilling knowledge that oh gosh, oh no, he’s really cute when his face is all red like that, and now 
  
    she 
  
  was blushing, and she’d started 
  
    giggling 
  
  and she really wasn’t sure why
  
    , 
  
  and frankly this whole thing was getting totally out of hand.


Swallowing hard, she just about managed to squash down the giggling.

“I-I, um…thank you, Rex. That’s…that’s really nice of you to say,” she said quietly, one last small laugh breaking out afterwards. “I guess we make a pretty good team, huh?”

“Uh…yeah. Yeah, I guess so,” he said, his head lowering as he stared quite intensely at the floor, albeit with a small, shy smile on his face that Pyra couldn’t help but return.


  “Bloody hell, are they 
  
    always 
  
  like this?” groaned a nearby voice with a distinctive Gormotti accent.


“Pretty much. I’m still getting used to it myself, honestly. Been thinking about packing some sick bags, just in case,” came the even closer voice of Mythra.

Pyra whipped round to face her sister with a pout.

“Mythra!”

She shrugged nonchalantly.

“What? I’m just being honest. You don’t like it, stop being so damn sappy around each other all the time.”


  “We’re not 
  
    sappy!
  
  ” Pyra said, folding her arms in indignation. 



  Really, how could Mythra say something like that? They weren’t sappy. Not at all. Oh, sure, they spent a lot of time blushing and not being able to look at each other, but that didn’t mean anything. Totally normal thing for friends to do. Besides, she’d only spent what, 
  
    half 
  
  of the last three days thinking about Rex and how much she was looking forward to seeing him again whenever she wasn’t around him? Mythra really was reading into this far too much.


She thought about this for a moment.

Then she thought about Rex again and had to force down a tiny, instinctive smile.

Okay, maybe that was a slightly odd reaction.


  “We’re not sappy…” she repeated, far quieter and with barely a tenth of her former confidence. She looked to Rex, silently pleading for some back-up on this. All she got was a half-hearted nod that told her everything she needed to know: he agreed with her, but he’d resigned himself to the knowledge that they’d never convince their tormentors that, no, they were not sappy, and no, it is 
  
    not like that.
  


Mythra and Nia both smirked at her, basking in their victory. Admittedly, part of her appreciated that they were actually getting along over something instead of bickering. She just wished that thing didn’t have to be making fun of her and Rex.

The remainder of the class was spent in an awkward, self-imposed silence, neither of them daring to say a word to the other out of fear of Mythra and Nia’s running commentary. The best Pyra managed was the odd glance Rex’s way between performances, but she still made sure to keep those brief. You never knew when Mythra would use her eye for spotting tiny details for Evil, after all.

The performances themselves largely passed by without much incident, especially compared to the saga Professor Von Genbu had turned their own scene into. Most of the students were better actors than either of them, too- not by much in some cases, but there were at least a few students with some clear talent here and there.

Well, okay, the short, rather round boy with unkempt blonde hair and slightly stained overalls, and the considerably taller, purple-haired girl in what Pyra could only interpret as a highly detailed maid cosplay, both of whom spoke with stilted, broken grammar with a strong aversion to using any kind of first-person pronouns, had been…a little unusual. But other than that, fairly typical stuff for a fresh batch of drama students.


  Finally, though the lesson, and her ordeal, had come to an end. She could run free to the comfort of her culinary course, where the only thing she had to worry about was her instructor slicing his carrots with the intense, swift precision of a master swordsman rending a foe in twain with his katana. It was 
  
    impressive, 
  
  sure, but she was always concerned he was going to cut right through the board and into the table.


Half the class, Rex, Mythra and Nia included, had already leapt to their feet, ready to sprint towards the door and all the freedom it promised before Professor Von Genbu had even finished saying ‘class dismissed.’ Pyra chose to let him finish speaking before doing the same, to show a bare minimum of respect to her teacher.

The group shuffled out of the row of seats and into the aisle, ready to make their escape. Just as she was about to begin walking up the stairs to the exit, though, Pyra let out a small gasp of realization, jolting to a halt as Mythra and Nia passed by her.

She’d almost completely forgotten to ask for Rex’s phone number. That thing she’d probably need, so she could actually arrange dinner plans with him. The dinner plans she’d worked very hard to convince Mythra to agree to, and there was no way she’d let that kind of chance go to waste. Especially not if it meant she could hang out with Rex.

“Hey, Rex?”

Rex, already a couple of steps ahead of her, tilted his head her way.

“Yeah?”

“Could you give me your…um…” Pyra quickly faltered as her brain caught up to what she was actually asking, and then chose to remind her of every single implication behind Asking Him For His Number.


  She did her best to ignore the little voice informing her that this does, in fact, look like she’s trying to ask him out on a date. She then did her best to ignore the 
  
    other 
  
  little voice chiming in behind it with a ‘you know, you can talk to him 
  
    all the time
  
   if you do this,’ because 
  
    no
  
  , this was 
  
    not 
  
  about being able to wake up every day and text him ‘good morning,’ maybe with a little love heart if she was feeling brave. This was for 
  
    practical purposes
  
  . She wasn’t going to get all worked up over what she knew was a perfectly innocuous question.



  “Could you give me your phone number? It’ll make meeting up on Friday a little easier,” she said, just about forcing herself into a level tone. She quietly pretended that bit of clarification at the end was entirely for Rex, and certainly 
  
    not 
  
  for her to reassure herself with.


“Oh, yeah! I didn’t even think about that.” He reached into the pocket of his hoodie, pulling out his phone. His fingers swiftly danced along the screen as he brought his number up, before holding the phone out towards Pyra. “Here.”

Taking it, Pyra quickly tapped Rex’s number into her phone, then added her own number to his.

“Thanks,” she said, returning Rex’s phone with a smile. “So, see you Friday, then?”

“Friday, sure. I’m looking forward to it!” Rex replied with a wide, eager grin.


  “Great! Me too,” said Pyra, her own smile widening a little to match his. She couldn’t help it- something about Rex’s upbeat attitude was just far too infectious for her 
  
    not 
  
  to feel happier around him, even from an interaction as simple as this.



  Simple and…
  
    normal. 
  
  She’d asked him a question, received a satisfactory answer, they were both happy, and she’d managed to more or less keep her cool and 
  
    not 
  
  turn into a disastrous blushing mess. Really, things couldn’t have gone more perfectly.


“Wow, you got her number already? Nice one, dude!”


  Pyra whipped round to face the source of this sudden, 
  
    very 
  
  unwelcome interjection, only to be faced with Pandoria, her lab coat donned and safely buttoned back up again. Her lips were curled up in a knowing smirk as she flashed a thumbs up at Rex.


“H-huh?! Wait, it’s not like that! We’re just having dinner on Friday!” he said frantically, his eyes darting between Pandoria and Pyra, like he was pleading for her to step in and save him. Pyra opened her mouth, ready to come to his rescue, but was too slow to respond, instead being cut across by Pandoria.

“Dinner, huh? I dunno, that sounds like a date to me.”

“B-but her sister’s gonna be there too! We’re just gonna hang out! As friends!”

Pandoria hummed, tapping her chin. “So, what, your date’s got supervision? Pretty lame.”


  “It’s 
  
    not 
  
  a date!” he shouted, his face flaring crimson.



  “Um…Actually, I’m the one who asked for 
  
    his 
  
  number anyway…” Pyra said quietly, her intervention coming a little too late. Pandoria gave her a skeptical look before shrugging.


“Oh, really? Alright then.” She granted Pyra her own thumbs up. “Wow, you got his number already? You go, girl!”

Pyra hung her head and wrung her hands together, her only response a quiet ‘um.’ A part of her regretted putting herself in the firing line, but she didn’t want to just leave Rex to deal with Pandoria himself.

Pandoria let out a small snicker of triumph before stepping a little closer to Pyra.

“Actually, I gotta talk to you for a sec. Privately. Serious educational business.” She glanced towards Rex, shooing him away with a wave of her hand. “You just run along, okay? I won’t keep your girlfriend long.”

“S-she’s not my-” Rex stopped himself and sighed. At this point, Pyra was pretty sure both of them knew they weren’t winning this argument. Not today, anyway. “Never mind. See you, Pyra,” he said, his expression quickly softening as he looked at her- even if his face was just as red- before turning and heading up the stairs.

“Bye, Rex!” Pyra called out after him. For a few moments, she simply watched him walk away, a warm smile on her face the entire time.

If she was being honest, she was already starting to miss him a little by the time he’d walked out the door, along with most of the rest of the class, but she took some comfort in knowing it’d only be a couple more days until she’d get to see him again.

For an entire evening. Just the two of them.


  And Mythra, but she’d no doubt be quite happy to spend most of the night playing video games in her room, so 
  
    really 
  
  it’d be just the two of them. Together. In the privacy of her own home, away from prying eyes and interfering professors.


Pyra felt her face flush lightly at the thought, her smile giving way to a quiet giggle.

Which was then responded to by a muffled, yet somehow far louder snort. She turned to look at Pandoria, whose hand was lowering away from her smirking mouth.

“You’re totally into him, huh?” she said bluntly.

“Wh-what?! Of course not! He’s just my friend!” Pyra protested, her face turning a far darker and considerably warmer shade of red.

Pandoria stared blankly at her, an unblinking gaze that somehow managed to ooze complete disbelief from an expressionless face. Pyra squirmed a little.


  “I mean…he 
  
    is 
  
  very nice…” she said quietly, buckling under the weight of Those Eyes.


Pandoria continued staring, her face static.

“And…I do really enjoy his company…”

Still she stared.


  “And, well, if…I’m being honest, he 
  
    is
  
  …a little cute…” she said in a barely audible whisper, the words coming out slowly and awkwardly.


Barely even a twitch on Pandoria’s face.


  “Okay, he’s, um…he’s 
  
    really 
  
  cute,” Pyra admitted, her shoulders slumping.


Pandoria finally allowed herself to crack a satisfied smirk.


  “
  
    There
  
   ya go.” She moved closer to Pyra, a gloved hand resting on her shoulder. “Listen…Pyra, was it? It’s nothing to be embarrased about. I 
  
    get 
  
  it. I know what love at first sight’s like.”


“You do?”


  “Duh. From the moment I first saw Zeke wear that eyepatch…The first time he ever called himself the Bringer of Chaos…I 
  
    knew. 
  
  He was my Prince of Darkness, and I wanted to be his princess…” Pandoria said with a faraway look in her eyes, her mind wandering off into the Belt Dimension. 


After a few seconds of deep contemplation, she snapped back to reality.

“Anyway!”

She backed away from Pyra, and swept her hands onto her hips with a renewed grin, striking a pose that most people would’ve thought was just kind of goofy, but which Pyra quietly believed was actually very heroic and inspiring.


  “
  
    I
  
   found true love with my dumbass himbo. Now lemme help 
  
    you 
  
  make out with the tiny gremlin boy of your dreams.”


“M-Make…make…” Pyra swallowed a little as she searched for a more delicate term. “Smooch…him? Th-that’s…There’s no way I could…!” she yelped, her face practically catching fire.


  Her spiciest thoughts about Rex had amounted to intrusive whispers in the darkest corners of her mind, taunting her with how nice it might be to hold his hand. Possibly even 
  
    in public. 
  
  And even 
  
    those 
  
  thoughts were a little over the line for her, since Rex was, of course, just her nice new friend and 
  
    absolutely nothing more,
  
   and holding hands with your nice new friend seemed like a little bit of a faux pas. Needless to say, anything even approaching kissing was…far, 
  
    far 
  
  out of the question for her right now.



  “Oh 
  
    come on
  
  , Pandy, you can’t just say ‘make out’ like that! Be a little more subtle about it! You’ve got to dress it up a bit, talk about…I dunno, their star-crossed destiny or something!” yelled Professor Von Genbu from somewhere behind the stage, the thud of some heavy-sounding objects hitting the ground punctuating his outburst. This must’ve been so important that he had, in fact, dropped everything to chip in on the matter.


Pandoria rolled her eyes and tilted her head towards the stage.


  “Hey, I didn’t have time to write 
  
    another 
  
  speech on top of all the other ones- you’re 
  
    welcome, 
  
  by the way. So, the straightforward approach it is.”


“I’m just saying, a little poetic license goes a long way!” Professor Von Genbu said, now poking his head out from behind the curtain.

“Yeah, sure, whatever,” she said dismissively, earning a pout and a swift retreat behind the curtain from her husband. With that dealt with, she turned back to Pyra. “So, whaddya say?

“Um, well…I’m not sure…” Pyra said shakily.

“C’mon, you like this guy, right?”

“Well, yes, but we’re just-”

“So let me help you out!” Pandoria said, beaming encouragingly. “Trust me, I know what I’m doing here. I’m a romance expert. Just look at me and Zeke! We’re a perfect couple.”

Pyra chose to politely ignore the fact that this perfect couple had been arguing in front of her about ten seconds ago, since it gave Pandoria’s offer something of an unfair hurdle to overcome from the start.


  Granted, that still left the second, considerably higher hurdle of “my professor’s wife, who I only just met, wants to help set me up with my new friend,” which Pyra was less inclined to simply let Pandoria walk around. She didn’t really know Rex all that well yet, 
  
    certainly 
  
  didn’t know Pandoria well at all, and she was far from admitting in any meaningful capacity that she wanted to be anything other than Great Pals with Rex. Accepting Pandoria’s bizarre offer would be ridiculous.



  But he 
  
    was 
  
  cute. 



  And she 
  
    did 
  
  like him.


And that small, treacherous part of her that was constantly chanting “you’ve got a crush on him” desperately wanted her to take any help she could get, because Lord knows she’d never manage to admit it to him under her own power.


  Besides, Pandoria was giving her this very expectant look and leaning towards her a little and it was just so 
  
    hard 
  
  to say no to someone who was 
  
    that 
  
  eager.


Pyra took a sharp, deep breath. Some small, increasingly urgent part of her screamed that she was going to deeply regret what she was about to say, but the words were already spilling out of her mouth before she could stop herself.

“Well, I do, um…kind of…like him. A little bit.”

“See, isn’t honesty the best policy?” Pandoria smiled at her encouragingly. “Look, I know you’re nervous, but don’t worry about it! I know exactly how to win a guy’s heart. Back in high school, I dunked on Zeke every single day for like, a month, and guess what? Head over heels. I wrote ‘em all down and everything, for posterity. You want ‘em, you can borrow a few of the juicier ones.”

Pyra frowned at Pandoria’s suggestion, her brow furrowed in worry.


  “I don’t want to be 
  
    mean 
  
  to him…”


“Oh boy. Pure, soft type, huh?” Pandoria deadpanned with obvious disappointment. “Eh, whatever. We’ll make it work.” She glanced towards the clock on the wall behind them, eyes widening at the time. “Anyway, you’d better get going. You’ve got classes to get to, right?”

Pyra nodded. “I have my culinary course up next.”


  Pandoria hissed, wincing a little. “Jin, huh? We better wrap this up ‘til next time, huh? That guy gets 
  
    weird 
  
  about late students.” She brought her hands together in a light clap. “Okay, so! I’m here pretty much every Wednesday. Got time to kill, y’know, may as well spice up Zeke’s dumb lectures.” She ignored a distant bark of protest from Professor Von Genbu. “I’ll give you the goods then. Sound good?”


“I…suppose so, yes,” Pyra replied, her face still set in a worried grimace. Pandoria grinned at her again.

“Aw, c’mon, don’t be so nervous! When you see what me and the Prince of Doofuses back there cook up for you, you’ll be glad you came to Pandoria Von Genbu’s Love Academy!”

She waved a hand towards the lecture hall’s door.

“Now run along, okay? I don’t wanna have to go to a disciplinary hearing for keeping students out of their classes.”

“Oh, um…alright then. Thank you for your help, Professor Pandoria,” Pyra said, bowing her head slightly “But, if you don’t mind…please, try not to suggest anything too, um…um…” She faltered, trying to find a phrase that would get her point across without being mortifying to say.

“No making out, gotcha.”

Pyra’s cheeks flushed red, but she still managed a small smile.

“Thank you,” she repeated, before beginning to make her way up the stairs and towards the door.

“Don’t mention it,” Pandoria called out. “Have fun! Tell Jin sorry about eating his sandwich the other day!”

“Oh, um, sure.”

Well, that certainly explained why Jin had been so firm on the importance of labelling any food you stored in a college refrigerator yesterday.

Pyra left the room and took a left, walking quickly to make sure she wasn’t late.

Truth be told, she had no idea what to think about what had just happened. She’d just sort of…stumbled into having a Romantic Consultant. One who was clearly an accomplice to Professor Von Genbu’s antics, no less.


  Was that…a good idea? At all? Or had she just made a terrible mistake? What would 
  
    Rex 
  
  even say if he knew she’d agreed to let someone help…set her up with him? He’d probably think that was 
  
    weird, 
  
  right? She was willing to admit there was maybe a tiny part of her that was crushing on him 
  
    ever so slightly- 
  
  but it’s not like 
  
    he’d 
  
  feel the same, right? What if she’d just gotten herself swept up into a huge mistake?


She sighed deeply, trying not to dwell on it.

At least she still had her dinner with him to look forward to. Regardless of anything else, that would be fun.

Just the two of them, all alone.

And Mythra would be there, too.

Well, she was sure Mythra would be quite happy to keep out of their way.

 

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          the pacing of this fic the last few chapters has gotten pretty out of hand, mostly cause what was originally a single chapter kind of turned into three huge chapters, so…yeah, hopefully expect future chapters to progress at a slightly better pace than this.
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    Robust, ebony bookshelves lined every wall of the office, each of them filled to the brim with imposing tomes. The decor was sparse beyond that, save two small photographs of a young boy and a woman with long, elaborately styled blue hair placed on the desk. This was an office for getting work done, not for idly admiring the interior design. Much of the desk’s surface area had been consumed by an array of books, papers and folders. Despite this, they had all been carefully placed and arranged- this was no random chaos, simply the natural result of having much to do.

Morag’s eyes focused on one piece of paper in particular. She picked it up, scanning over it one more time. She could feel the disappointment growing within her with each line she read. It was a truly dismal reading experience. She chose to express this in the most professional manner she could muster by shaking her head and heaving a weary sigh. Something told her it wouldn’t be her last sigh of the day by any means.

Its contents perused, she placed the paper in an empty spot on her desk, where it sat in the long, grim shadow of a towering pile of similar documents. She had already read through them all, of course. Their contents were much the same, a fact that was as disappointing as it was unsurprising.


  She looked up. She immediately regretted this decision. There they were, two 
  
    alleged 
  
  adults, sitting across from her like a pair of delinquent high-school students who had been sent to the headmaster’s office for a stern telling-off. They didn’t even have the decency to look particularly 
  
    ashamed 
  
  of their situation, juvenile grins plastered across their faces as if they had planted a whoopee cushion on her seat and were eagerly awaiting the results.


She let out her second sigh. It had come sooner than she had expected.


  Despite working in the same university for at least the past two years, Morag had very carefully managed to avoid much contact with both Zeke and Pandoria- a blessing and a curse, in hindsight. Oh, sure, their first encounter had been…everything she had expected, really. A mortifying ordeal, with Zeke bellowing a speech about their “touching reunion” that she 
  
    wanted
  
   to believe was pre-prepared, but which she knew deep down was Pure Zekenator Improv Magic.


But after that, their encounters had been limited to fleeting moments between classes or meetings, always cut short by a hurried “I’m afraid I’m rather busy” before either of them could get warmed up. It had been blissfully peaceful.

That peace had now been shattered, like a beautiful stained glass window smashed by a jagged rock.

“I trust you understand why you’re both here?” she said.


  They both nodded, the movement as eerily synchronised as ever. She held back the urge to gawk. Unless her eyes deceived her, they had only become even 
  
    more 
  
  precise with the timing. They truly were a menace.


“Duh! Of course we do!” Pandoria said with a confident chirp. “You wanted to catch up with your old buddies, right? It feels like we hardly ever see each other these days. It sucks.”

“Suck it does, Pandy. ” Zeke chimed in, a solemn look on his face. “To think, our once-unbreakable bonds, forged in the carefree days of our adolescence, would be shattered upon the heartless rocks of full-time employment…Modern society truly leaves us isolated from our fellow man.”

“We really do live in a society,” Pandoria responded, her head hanging low.

“Bottom text,” Zeke said with a bizarre promptness, as if it were an instinct.

Morag felt the dull throb of a headache coming on. How many years had she known those two? Eight, nine? She shuddered to even contemplate it. And yet, all these years later, they hadn’t changed a bit.

This was, she understood, generally intended as a compliment.

In this case, she felt it was a damning indictment.

“No, I’m afraid a school reunion was not at the forefront of my mind on this occasion. Rather…” she said, tapping the paper on her desk, “It has come to my attention that you have been the subject of a number of complaints, Professor Von Genbu.”

“Oh, come on, Morag-”

“Professor Ladair, thank you.”

“How far back do we go?” Zeke continued, unfazed.

“Longer than I care to remember.”


  “And 
  
    that’s
  
   why there’s no need for any of that ‘professor’ nonsense! It’s your old pals, Zeke and Pandy! Your schoolyard chums! Let’s not let some silly old formalities stand in the way of years of friendship!”



  “As I was saying, 
  
    Professor Von Genbu,” 
  
  Morag said, stressing every syllable of his title to breaking point. Pandoria snorted in approval. “Your latest batch of students appear to have some…
  
    misgivings 
  
  regarding your lectures.”



  “
  
    Misgivings?” 
  
  Zeke echoed in an outraged falsetto, the notion that a single give could have been missed offending him to his very core. “About what?!”


Morag plucked another paper from the top of the stack, her eyes quickly scanning it.

“Let’s see…Quality and quantity of course material- that is to say, effectively none in both cases. To quote this…charmingly worded complaint, ‘I’ve been in that class for four hours now and all I’ve learnt is that this guy never shuts his damn mouth.’”

“Oooh, they got you there, my Prince,” Pandoria said, cackling.


  “I 
  
    what!? 
  
  I’m their professor! What do they expect me to do, communicate in semaphore!?” Zeke protested, flinging his arms into an L shape as a demonstration.


“I believe some of your students may find that preferable.”

Pandoria let out another laugh, slapping her knee.

“Oh man, burned twice in under a minute? You’re on a roll today, my Prince!” she said, elbowing him with a cheerful grin. She turned back towards Morag, leaning forward in her chair. “C’mon, Morag, read out another one! I gotta hear more of these.”

“‘And what’s with his wife, anyway?’” Morag said obligingly, “‘What kinda weirdo goes around wearing elf ears all day? It’s like being a furry but somehow even lamer.’”

“Hey, whoa, whoa, what the hell?! There’s gotta be some mistake, right? There’s no way that’s a real one.”

Without a word, Morag placed the paper back on the table and slid it towards Pandoria. The evidence could speak for itself.

Pandoria snatched it up, the paper almost brushing against the rim of her glasses as she pored over it with intense concentration, like she was trying to detect the minute flaws in a counterfeit bill.

After a moment she slapped it back down onto the table with a grunt, leaving one of the corners creased. Morag did her best to ignore this damage to university property.

“Who the hell does this kid think they are?” she said, folding her arms and huffing. “Elves are cool. Right, Prince?”

“Cool as cool can be, Pandy.”

“See? Someone gets it.”

“Regardless of anyone’s opinions regarding…elves,” Morag said, no small amount of despair creeping into her tone as a high school career plagued by this exact conversation flashed through her mind, “I have quite the collection of similar complaints here. Lectures with little substance or guidance, a tendency to assign group work that absolves you of any active education, and what I would charitably describe as an…overbearing demeanour. These are quite damning testimonies, you two. What do you have to say for yourselves?”

Zeke closed his eyes, a hand resting upon his chin. His fingers curled around it, poised to ponderously stroke at any moment. Morag gritted her teeth in anticipation. This was one of Zeke’s most infuriating stances.

“I’ll say to them that the golden rule of my class is the golden rule of anime.”

“Meaning…?” Morag said wearily. He still watched those infernal cartoons? That explained a little too much.

“You should always give it at least three lessons before dropping it. This season’s arc has barely even started!”

Morag stared at him for a moment, waiting for a follow-up to this mystifying statement. It soon became clear that it would never come without prompting.

“Would you…care to elaborate on that?”

“Nope, I think that about sums it up.”

“I see.” She turned towards his accomplice. “And you, Professor Pandoria?”

“Sorry, Morag, he’s right. You always gotta give it three,” she said matter-of-factly.

As Morag’s third sigh made its debut, she picked up a pen and brought it towards a form she had kept seperate from The Evidence Tower, writing ‘no admission of fault’ in precise, angular handwriting underneath a box labelled ‘lecturer’s response.’

She then slid several new sheets from the top of the Tower, quickly skimming them as she spoke.

“Very well. Perhaps, then, you would care to address one of the more…specific criticisms I’ve come across?”

“By all means!” Zeke said cheerfully. “I’d be happy to explain the finer points of my methods.”

“Ah, excellent. It’s just…I’m rather concerned by the number of complaints that refer to you, quote, ‘picking on’ two students in particular. Rex and Pyra, I believe?”

Come to think of it, the name Rex seemed familiar to her. Wasn’t he one of the students attending her Ardainian History lectures? Short, brown hair, seemed a rather friendly sort…Yes, that was him. She frowned. There was something about knowing that one of her own had fallen victim to Zeke’s antics made them seem all the worse.

“Yup, that’s them. I’ve got high hopes for those two, you know! They’re gonna be my star pupils, Morag, just you wait,” he said, nodding vigorously.

“Would you care to explain why, exactly, your star pupils have been victims of what I can only describe as an… enthusiastic matchmaking campaign?”

“Oh, that? It’s quite simple,” Zeke said casually and shrugged, as if she were questioning his assigned reading material rather than his continued torment of a pair of innocent students. “They’re not just star pupils…” He paused, straightening himself up in his chair. He swept his arm out in a wide gesture. Pandoria mirrored him exactly. This did not endear Morag to the performance. “They’re star-crossed lovers!”

Morag felt whatever grip she had left on reality loosen at last, watching it drift far beyond her reach like a boat left unmoored at a harbour.

“Star-crossed lovers,” she said. Repeating it did not help matters. If anything it now felt like the boat was being sunk by enemy cannon fire.

“Indeed.”

“Oh yeah, they’re totally meant to be. You can just tell, y’know?” Pandoria chipped in.

“Have either of you…met these two before?”

“Nah,” Pandoria said.

“Nope, complete strangers,” Zeke said.

“Have they met before?”

“No clue.”

“So…” Morag said, choosing to ask the simplest, yet most pertinent question, “How on Alrest could you possibly know that?”

Zeke chuckled darkly, the sound like that of a vampire whose first victim in a decade has just set foot into his castle.

“I have Seen it,” he said, and Morag knew, deep in her soul, that Seen was to be capitalized.

“You have…Seen…it,” she said, grimacing as she threw all her weight behind the word. “Seen what?”

“Their destiny.”

Zeke, much to her dismay, rose up from his chair. His fingers twisted and bent like thick, jagged branches as he formed a claw with his hand and brought it to rest in front of his eyepatch.

Morag squinted. Was that the same eyepatch from high school? Good lord, how long had he kept that threadbare thing?

“The moment I saw them, I knew. It came to me in a vision- a message from the Eye of Shining Justice itself.”

He began to pace around the room, his hand still clutching at his eyepatch. Pandoria leapt to her feet and dragged their chairs out of his way just before he crashed into them. Her seat safely backed against a wall, she crashed back into it, an enraptured grin on her face as she enjoyed the show.

“In a universe much unlike our own, fate’s red string has bound them together for eternity, their very lives entwined. Theirs is a young love they cannot help but fight tooth and nail for, against all the sorrow and injustice of a dying world…A love so strong, so pure, that even a god would be moved by it!”

He spun around, facing Morag with his arm outstretched, as though he were trying to reach across the boundaries between worlds. She simply hoped he wasn’t trying to grab her face.

“Indeed, destiny has played its hand for those two…and what card has it drawn? None other than a full house of The Lovers!”

“I do not believe tarot cards are used in-“ Morag attempted to correct him, in vain.

“What else am I, a humble servant of the Eye’s might, to do but to ensure destiny takes its course in my corner of the multiverse, eh? Their love saved that world- imagine what it could do for ours!”

His arm retreated from the ephemeral borderline, resting once more on his chin.

“Their outfits were a lot snazzier over there, though. We’ll have to work on that.”

Morag did not say anything. What was there to say to…that? A part of her had thought- well, hoped- that time and the pressures of the working world would have dulled Zeke’s imagination by now. Sadly, it appeared to be sharper than ever.

If he heard her say that, he would almost certainly claim his imagination was as sharp as a thousand-folded Tornan blade forged under the full moon. She sorely wished his creative spirit was as fragile as the average katana.

At last, after a long moment of contemplation and a deep breath, she felt ready to cut to the heart of the matter.

“Zeke,” she said, dropping the name like a slab of concrete.

“Yeah?”

“I am afraid I cannot submit ‘inter-dimensional visions’ as an acceptable reason for your behaviour.”

It’s the truth, Morag,” he said in the grave tones of a fortune teller whose dire warnings have been shunned by the townsfolk. “I’ve seen it myself.”

Morag closed her eyes, eager to shut out the world- and any parallel worlds that happened to be involved right now- if only for a brief moment’s respite. She pinched the bridge of her nose. Zeke’s infantile excuses were already exhausting on paper, but it was the utter sincerity with which he delivered them that truly pushed them over the edge into masterclass Bullshitting.

She turned her attention back to Pandoria, who had been gracing her Prince with a round of applause ever since he had finished his performance. She was getting nowhere with Zeke. Whether it be due to obstinance or delusion, he would never give her a straight answer on this.

Pandoria, though? Oh, she may be his erstwhile partner in crime, cheering on his every ridiculous stunt, but Morag knew. As infatuated as she was with him, Pandoria would sell him out in a second if she thought it would be funny.

Morag didn’t like putting her faith in a twenty-five year old woman wearing plastic elf ears, but troubling times made for unlikely alliances.

“Professor Pandoria.”

Pandoria leaned into a dangerously horizontal angle in her chair, her head poking out from behind Zeke’s substantial coat.

“What’s up?”

“Can you…verify Professor Von Genbu’s claims?” she said, trying not to let too much hope slip into her voice.

“Huh? Oh, yeah, he totally saw it. You should hear him talk about that place sometime, Morag, it sounds rad.”

Morag deflated in her chair like a depressed pufferfish. That was the risk of relying on Pandoria. She was a coin flip in human form. A spirit of pure chaos.

“I’m sure it’s…fascinating, yes,” she said weakly. She knew when she had hit a brick wall.

She picked up her pen once more, returning to her form. In another blank box, she wrote her report.


  Explanation
   somehow more inadequate than previous one. Supernatural powers invoked, irony levels uncertain. Colleague of no help, actively enabling problematic behaviour.



  She heard the gentle drag of wood upon carpet and looked up. Pandoria had, mercifully, returned their chairs to their proper positions. She had, unfortunately, also seen fit to return her trademark smug grin to her face, Zeke her perfectly smarmy mirror. It was the sort of expression only someone who was utterly convinced their reasoning was bulletproof could display. Their reasoning 
  
    was
  
   bulletproof, she supposed, in the same way that a horrific mutant was immune to conventional weaponry.


“Well. Your reasoning aside, I must implore both of you to shape up and act with at least a modicum of responsibility. Your behaviour is, quite frankly, a disgrace to your profession.”

“Hey, just ‘cause my Prince’s kids have no taste doesn’t mean you have to drag me into this! My students love me!” Pandoria protested.

Morag opened her mouth, prepared to argue the point, but quickly thought better of it. She had investigated this, of course. Pandoria, against all odds, was telling the truth. Her overall rating was leagues ahead of her husband’s. Glowing testimonies such as “she explains everything with memes and that actually really helps make it understandable,” and “she gave me extra credit for making a circuit with a voltage of 69, she rules” were the norm.

Her methods were…unorthodox, but Morag couldn’t dispute the results. The same could not be said for Zeke.

“I’m afraid that still leaves you, Professor Von Genbu,” she said sharply, glancing towards him. “If I do not see a drastic improvement in your teaching methods, then, well…” She paused, leaning forward. “I will have no choice but to speak with the Dean about this matter.”

Zeke laughed, a short, sharp bark.

“Oh, please! We all know my old man’s not giving me the boot any time soon!”

“I am well aware of your father’s…reluctance to dismiss you. However, that does not mean you cannot still face consequences,” she said, letting the word dangle above his head like a sword on a thin string.

“C-consequences,” he repeated, his face growing pale.

“Indeed.”

Finally, she had her leverage. The one thing that could bring even a pair as incorrigible as them to their knees.

It was an open secret amongst most of the faculty.

The only reason Zeke Von Genbu, easily the university’s most grossly incompetent professor, was still employed was because of the Dean, Eulogimenos- his father, and head of one of Tantal’s wealthiest families, and a mainstay of its most elite social circles. A family that, as if to balance out its innumerable good fortunes, had been dealt the blow of having Zeke as its heir.

The position had not, however, been granted out of simple nepotism. Countless arguments and outrageous antics on Zeke’s part had both strained their relationship and left him as the black sheep of the family. The job was no olive branch, but rather a shrewd, pragmatic move by his father.

Eulogimenos had believed that, left to his own devices, Zeke would inevitably sink the Von Genbus’ reputation to the ocean floor through some incident or another- and with Pandoria egging him on, his behaviour would doubtless become even worse. By keeping Zeke in a relatively glamourless job teaching a niche subject with some of the lowest attendance rates in the university, the damage he could deal to the family name was about as mitigated as it could ever be.

This meant the only thing standing between Zeke and unemployment was his father’s fear of how much worse he could get without close supervision. It did not mean, as Eulogimenos made clear to Morag when she had brought the complaints to him, that his son’s employment had to be particularly gainful.

“Now when you say consequences…” Zeke began, his resigned tone suggesting he already knew what was coming.

“A poor performance begets poor compensation, I would say. In light of the sheer volume of complaints, I imagine, say…fifty percent should be an appropriate reduction.”

“Fifty percent!?” Pandoria exclaimed, slamming her hands on the table. “No way. No way. C’mon, Morag, we have a son to feed! You aren’t gonna make us into neglectful parents, are you?”

“Exactly! You wouldn’t starve your godson, would you!?” Zeke added.

“I am sure that, as doting parents, you would be happy to share some of your own meals with…Turty, was it?”

Pandoria gasped, her hands covering her mouth.

“She doesn’t even remember his name…” she whispered, despondent.

“How could you, Morag? We let you cradle him in your arms when he was just a baby and you don’t even have the decency to remember his proud title?! Besides…” Zeke said, folding his arms and frowning. “These days we can barely even afford the really nasty instant noodles for ourselves. We can’t feed Turters that, it’s practically animal cruelty!”

“Then I would suggest you get your act together, Professor Von Genbu. Trust me, I would rather not drag any innocent turtles into your mess either.”

Zeke fell silent, his eye closing. He rested his chin in his hands, deep in thought. Pandoria, as was inevitable, struck the same pose.

Finally, he heaved a deep sigh and nodded, the gesture slow and solemn.

“Fine. As much as I hate to compromise my methods…if it’s for Turters, I’ve got no choice. From this day forward, Zeke Von Genbu shall be an…ordinary, mundane professor,” he said, his face twisting up at those words as though they were a mouthful of bitter fruit.

Morag allowed herself a small, triumphant smile. Victory at last.

“I’m glad to hear it,” she said. “Perhaps there’s hope for you yet, Professor Von Genbu.”

Pandoria shook her head, the faint hint of tears forming at the corners of her eyes.

“I can’t believe this. My Prince is becoming a…a normie…” she said, her voice filled with the kind of hurt and betrayal usually reserved for discovering an infidelity.

“It’s all for Turters, Pandy. All for Turters…”

“I know…I know. But still…”

“Well then, unless you have any further objections, I’ll allow you to return to your duties,” Morag said.

Zeke and Pandoria rose from their chairs with slow, lifeless motions. There was hardly a hint of the bravado they had walked in with.

A job well done, in Morag’s estimate.

“No, no, I…think we’ve got the idea,” Zeke said vacantly.

“Yup, totally,” Pandoria said, her eyes dim.

“Excellent. Good day, Professor Von Genbu, Professor Pandoria.”

With stiff, curt nods, they turned and left her office.

Alone at last, Morag leaned back in her chair and breathed a long sigh- this time of relief. They had not changed in the slightest. All she had done was swap out a week’s detention for the threat of a pay cut, and things had played out the same as they always had.

She did feel a little guilty about bringing the turtle into it, though.


  

  



  



8. Dinner, Act 1
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            Zeke undergoes a public existential crisis. Rex and Mythra experience death by food. Pyra is Nice, Generally.
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    “Is it just me, or does Professor von Genbu seem a little…different today?” Pyra whispered, leaning closer to Rex.



He gave the lone figure standing at the center of the stage an appraising glance. They were wearing a thick, grey sweater and black trousers held up by a single, solitary belt, friendless and alone in its task for what Rex could only assume was the first time in its life. This person appeared, at first glance, to be…a normal professor. His impressive physique and eyepatch were the only indications left that this even was Zeke, now that his iconic look had been replaced by the Tantal Autumn Collection’s blandest offerings.



“He does seem kinda off,” he replied with the same understated tone one might use to say a man limping down the street with a stab wound has had ‘a nasty turn.’



“Do you think something happened?” Pyra said, brow knitted in worry. “He looks so…empty. Like something’s just missing.”



Far below, without ceremony, Zeke began to speak.



“One of the most fundamental techniques in stage acting,” he said, in the bland monotone of an audiobook on proper spreadsheet management, “is projecting your voice. Proper projection will allow your voice to be heard throughout an entire theater while avoiding yelling or screaming, which can run the risk of damaging your vocal chords, and isn’t sustainable for an entire performance.”



Rex fidgeted, the sharp discomfort of Zeke’s words like splinters in his seat.



That was practical advice he’d just given. Simple, direct, practical advice.



Something was deeply, deeply wrong here. Education and Zeke just didn’t mix, like two paints amateurishly shoved together to produce a lumpy, off-colour sludge.



Pyra had been right. ‘Empty’ was very much the word here.



Zeke’s face was utterly blank, an expressionless mask. His arms were pinned firmly to his sides, denied the chance to swoop and dive like a low-flying falcon with his every word- which tumbled out of his mouth with the impersonal professionalism of a man taking inventory on the soup cans at a grocery store. He hadn’t moved from his spot in the dead center of the stage, as if he’d been nailed there. His eye was the worst part- a dull, grey nothingness, like a storm cloud that doesn’t even have the energy to let a little rain out.



The whole effect gave his eyepatch a sort of sad, desperate air, like he was trying to cling to one last shred of his identity with it.



“Y’know,” Mythra said, “I thought I’d like this more than his usual bullshit, but actually…it’s kinda creeping me out. It’s like he got replaced or something. That guy’s gotta be a replicant.”



“No, I…I think that’s the real him,” Pyra said uncertainly, like she was heavily considering the alternative. “He just…looks so sad. This isn’t like him at all.”



“Yeah,” Rex said with a nod. “He’s kinda weird and all, but that doesn’t mean I want the guy to be miserable. This just feels wrong.”



Unaffected by the worried whispering that had now spread throughout the entire room, Zeke forged on.



“Now, in my personal opinion,” he said with the dispassionate drone of a man who had never held an opinion in his life, “There are certain circumstances where a well-timed shout can punctuate a scene. Take, for example…a desperate last stand, doomed to failure.”



He paused, eye wide, as though he were on the cusp of a revelation. A familiar grin wiped away his blank expression, and a light shone in his eye once more, like the sparking of a match.



“Yes…a battle our hero knows they have no hope of surviving. But still they fight on!” His voice was crackling with excitement, with the Thrill of Drama once more. He flung his arm forward, pointing at nothing in particular. “For what? For love? For honour? For king and country?” His hand clenched into a fist and now rocketed skywards. “For nothing more than the sheer thrill of battle itself!? That all depends. Whatever their reasons, they hold their blade aloft one last time, and let out a guttural scream, a shout of defiance against their fate! But will they survive…?” He chuckled, shaking his head slowly. “Well, who knows…?”



Rex, Pyra and Mythra breathed a collective sigh of relief, although a small twinge of disappointment still snuck its way into Mythra’s voice. This was more like it. Rambling, way too loud, absolutely no idea what he was talking about, the line between irony and sincerity reduced to a blurry smear. This was the ideal Zeke von Genbu experience.



But as quickly as comforting familiarity returned, it vanished, like the sun disappearing behind a stormy cloud. Zeke’s arm slowly sank back down to his side with the depressing wilt of a deflating balloon. The grin on his lips flattened out to a straight, expressionless line. The light in his eye faded away, like a candle that had burnt the last of its wick, and his shoulders slumped.



“Or…something like that,” he said flatly, and in an instant, all the awful tension of knowing something was Just Wrong swept back into Rex. He couldn’t help mirroring Zeke, his own shoulders slumping.



“He’s…really not okay, huh?” he said, already knowing the answer.



“Something horrible must have happened to him,” Pyra said, shaking her head at the cruelty of it all.



The rest of the lecture went by in much the same way. Zeke would drone out Sensible, Practical Advice with all the joy and zest for life of a robot on death row, then some phrase or another would awaken his thespian instincts for an all-too-brief moment before it was quickly repressed once more. It was like riding a particularly disorienting rollercoaster- one that cruised along at a level angle that eventually gave way to the briefest of climbs, only for it to immediately plummet back downwards at breakneck speed.



At last, though, the lecture ended, and as one, the student body sprang to their feet, eager to escape the room before Zeke’s Absolute Misery Field could spread to them, too.



Just as they did so, though, Zeke cleared his throat a single time. With Zeke, it should have resembled the revving of an overly excitable motorbike, to make absolutely sure all eyes were on him, whether they wanted to be or not. Instead it was a single, perfectly functional sound.



“Before you go, I would just like to remind all of our new students to regularly check your emails on your university accounts. You may receive some important correspondence from your lecturers,” he said, his gaze suddenly fixing on Rex. “And you wouldn’t want to miss anything like that.”



His face was as blank as ever, but somewhere deep beneath the mask, Rex could practically feel the psychic wink emanating from his eye, the real Zeke sending a signal from within his cage of bone.



Zeke was Up To Something. He should have known. He might have only known him for five days, but Rex still understood on some instinctive level that you couldn’t keep the Zekenator down for long. Rex made a mental note not to immediately label any emails from Zeke as spam, and left the lecturer hall along with the rushing mass of students.



Once the crowd had thinned out, dispersing to their next classes, Rex, Pyra and Mythra stood by one of the stone walls of the hallway, out of the way of any other passers-by.



“So, see you tonight?” said Pyra, smiling pleasantly



“Yup. Looking forward to it!” Rex replied, excitement building up within him. A nice, friendly dinner with his new friend Pyra- these words were important, he told himself, don’t forget to add them- would be a great end to his week. Just a nice, peaceful moment together- as friends- where they could eat and hang out and talk and-



“See you tonight,” Mythra said bluntly. It was impressive how easily she made that sound like a threat.



A part of him felt slightly deflated by this. Not that he was sure why, when Mythra was another new friend of his. Rex had always considered himself a very Pro-Friendship individual. Surely the more friends were there, the merrier, right? Even if the way she was glaring at him made it feel like she would be there strictly for supervision purposes, rather than for fun.



Pyra beamed at her sister, either oblivious to or politely ignoring Mythra’s ominous tone.



“It’ll be nice to have someone to eat with us again. Don’t you think, Mythra?”



“Oh yeah. Super fun,” Mythra deadpanned.



“She’s excited, honest,” Pyra said, looking back at Rex with a more apologetic smile. She pulled her phone out of her thick coat, briefly examining the screen. “Well, I’d better get going. I have another class to get to. See you later!”



“Later!” Rex replied. Pyra turned and walked away from him, a sullen Mythra in tow, and with that they went their separate ways for the day.











The apartment complex Pyra and Mythra lived in was further away from campus than Rex had expected, taking him a good half an hour to reach on foot. They were a good distance from the dorms he stayed in, that was for certain. It seemed to be a nice enough area- hardly extravagant, but clean and well-maintained enough to be far beyond Rex’s price range. The space between each door he passed by as he walked down their floor suggested each apartment was fairly spacious as well. Bigger than his pokey dorm room, anyway.



Eventually, he came to a stop in front of a brown door. He looked up at it, and took in a long, deep breath, to scrape together some composure if nothing else. He was about to be around Pyra, in her home, for hours, a prospect that left him somewhere between serene joy and two steps away from melting into a stuttering mess. He needed all the composure he could get.



He raised his hand and rapped it lightly against the door three times. Then he took another, deeper breath. You could never be too prepared, after all.



After a few seconds and a series of muffled footsteps, the door swung open.



“Hello, Rex!”



Rex instantly found himself wishing he had taken a few more breaths, a nervous blush already setting in. There was something about coming face-to-face with Pyra smiling at him on her own doorstep that really hammered home that he was Having Dinner With Her, and that just so happened to hammer a nail into the exact part of his brain that was reduced to white noise if he thought about her too much.



She had swapped her usual sweater for a lighter cardigan- still red, he faintly noticed- and a long, pink apron. “Hug the Cook” was written across it, a small smiley face punctuating the statement. Somewhere within the buzzing static, a distorted voice whispered ‘cute’ in Rex’s head.



“Uh,” he eventually said.



He thought about it for a moment.



“Hey,” he said. Flawless. “I like your apron,” he added. Absolutely killing it.



“Oh, this?” Pyra said, looking down at the apron. “Thank you!”



She paused, looking at it again as if she was reading the simple command emblazoned upon it for the first time. Her face immediately reddened. At least he wasn’t alone on that front.



“You, um…don’t have to do what it says if you don’t want to. N-not that I mind if you do, I just-“



“No, no, it’s fine, I, um, well-“ Rex started, quite a bit louder than he’d intended, waving his arms apologetically.



Before things could get any worse for them, a loud, weary sigh cut across them both. Mythra stepped out from a small alcove by the door, where she had been posted like a sentry. A smirking anime character declaring he “didn’t fall from heaven, I clawed my way out of hell” was emblazoned across her shirt.



“Just get in already,” she said. “The food’ll be cold by the time you two are done.”



“Uh, right. Sorry,” Rex said, shuffling dutifully into the apartment. Pyra walked ahead of him, hurrying into a room off to her left. A dizzying mixture of appetizing smells drifted out of it, making Rex feel twice as hungry as he had only a few seconds ago.





“C’mon, this way,” Mythra said, leading him down the hallway. She pointed to another door just past what Rex assumed was their kitchen. “Bathroom’s there.” Her hand then swung to a door placed just opposite of it. “Don’t go in there if you value your life.”



“Stay out of there, gotcha,” Rex repeated. He thought about this command, then asked the most pertinent question. “Uh, mind if I ask why?”



“‘Cause I’ll vaporize you if you do.”

“Can you…do that?”



“Do you wanna find out?” Mythra said, flexing her fingers in a vaguely mystical-looking way.



“Not really, no.”



“Good,” she stated, walking on ahead. Just past the Forbidden Zone, the hallway opened up into a decently-sized living room. One half was largely occupied by a sofa facing a television, with several game consoles stuffed into the unit underneath it. On the other end of the room was a dining table with four chairs set up against it.



One of these chairs, Rex could not help but notice, was currently occupied by a large plush toy of what appeared to be a cartoon lion, a brown, spiky mane protruding from behind its head. Its paws had been carefully draped onto the table, as if in anticipation of its meal.



Rex stared at it curiously. It looked oddly familiar, like he’d maybe seen this design in passing somewhere before. Was it Pyra’s? That would make a lot of sense- Pyra seemed like the kind of person to have an enduring love of stuffed animals. He could already picture her cheerfully explaining that her dear childhood friend was joining them for dinner. It was…a pretty cute thought, really.



“What? You got a problem with Kon?” Mythra asked, folding her arms defensively. Rex looked at her, puzzled.



“Huh? No, I-“



“If you do, you better get over it, ‘cause you’re sitting next to him. Oh, but don’t touch him. He’s mine.”



Oh. Well, he had been close enough.



“I…won’t bother him, then,” he said. His mind then wandered back to his current favourite question. “Uh, why am I sitting next to him, anyway?”



“Because,” she said, then repeated her ominous finger movements. That served as enough of an explanation for Rex. “Alright, sit down,” she said, withdrawing her hand. “Pyra’s nearly done, so you won’t have to wait too long anyway.”



Rex sat down next to his new lion companion while Mythra crashed into the seat opposite his, slouching and drumming her fingers impatiently. Neither of them spoke. The silence was deafening, but Rex wasn’t terribly sure what to fill it with. Mythra’s abrasiveness didn’t lend itself to many good conversation starters.



Thankfully, though, she had been right- within a few minutes, Pyra emerged, a large bowl in her hands.



“Okay, guys, food’s ready!” she chirped.



Mythra shot up in her chair, her eyes shining as  the bowl was placed in the center of the table. Inside it sat a glistening, thick beef stew, the meat itself surrounded by finely-cut slices of carrot, potato and onion.



“Wow,” Rex said, for lack of anything more eloquent. “This looks great, Pyra!”



Pyra beamed at him before leaving for the kitchen once more. She quickly returned, two more plates in her hands. One was stacked high with slices of what appeared to be freshly baked bread, each one lathered with butter, while the other was filled by several chicken burgers, large leaves of lettuce sticking out from under the buns like thick foliage.



“Alright, just a few more!” Pyra said as she set the plates down. “Sorry for making you wait so long. Everything will be ready soon!”



Rex tore his attention away from the sheer amount of food slowly taking over the table and looked over at her, concerned.



“Wait, there’s more?” he said, already rising out of his chair. “Hold on, I’ll bring some through too.”



“Are you sure? It’d be a big help but, well…I wouldn’t want to impose,” Pyra said apologetically.



“C’mon, it’s the least I can do. It’s like my Gramps always says- help a girl out with a chore, or else you’re a gentleman no more,” he intoned with a proud grin, as if this were a nugget of deep spirtual wisdom.

 

“Oh my god,” Mythra muttered in disbelief.



Pyra was quiet for a moment, her expression conflicted. “Well, alright then,” she said eventually. She smiled at him. “Thanks, Rex. Follow me.”



Rex trailed Pyra out of the living room and down the hallway, and was greeted by a kitchen that appeared to be more food than furnishing by this point. It wasn’t that large, the ovens, various counters and a sizeable fridge taking up most of the space. Pretty much every available surface area was occupied by more plates, while pots and pans had completely taken over the sink, stacked high and crooked like the dark tower of a cookware-obsessed sorcerer. The faint hum of the oven indicated she was still cooking something, as well.



Rex was suddenly very glad he had offered his help. He wasn’t sure he’d have been able to handle the guilt of seeing poor Pyra slowly ferry the dozen or so remaining plates through on her own while he just sat there.



“Whoa,” he said in quiet awe. Pyra really must have been an incredible chef to cook all this and have it all look as good as it did. It was the kind of skill he just had to admire. He shook his head and looked back at her, trying to return to the task at hand. “So, what do you need me to do?” he asked.



“Just take whatever you think you can manage. Anything would be a huge help,” Pyra replied. She paused, her expression serious, and she leaned in closer to Rex, towards his ear. He managed to react to that with only a hitching of his breath, which he felt was a pretty good result. “But, um…just between you and me? When we’re eating, don’t touch the crab sticks. They’re Mythra’s favourite,” she whispered.



She didn’t explain further. She didn’t need to. Rex’s imagination quickly conjured an image of Mythra dropkicking him out of the window, and that did the job nicely.



“I…think I get the picture,” he said, making sure to pick up the nearest non-crustacean dish.



A few minutes later, the table had been set, Mythra had placed the crab sticks directly in front of herself like a dragon hoarding its gold, and the three of them were sat down and ready to eat.



“Well…enjoy, guys!” Pyra said, smiling brightly at them.



“Don’t mind if I do!” Rex said, already reaching out for a bowlful of stew.



With a loud clap, Mythra suddenly brought her hands together and bowed her head, as if in prayer.



“Itadaki-“ she began solemnly, then stopped when she noticed Rex. Her face went red and her hands sank back onto the table. “Thanks for the food,” she grumbled, and stuffed a crab stick into her mouth.



Rex, wisely, chose to let this pass without comment, and brought a spoonful of the stew to his mouth.



He tasted it. He let it linger, savouring the sensation of the tender beef slowly melting and mixing in with the pleasantly thick stew itself. He considered the overall effect this produced. He then proceeded to ravenously scoop several more spoonfuls into his mouth in quick succession, deciding that, all things considered, good manners lost out to good food. Each bite seemed to be better than the last, the additional flavours and textures of the vegetables only enhancing the taste.



Of course, after approximately the fourth scoop, sirens began blaring in his head, warning of the imminent disaster of Pyra Being Mildly Disappointed In Him. His arm came to a sharp halt mid-lift, like a crane having its power cut, and he nervously glanced up, bracing himself for the sight of her frowning slightly.



Pyra’s attention seemed to be divided between himself and Mythra, her expression content as she slowly ate small pieces of evenly cut fish. His eyes drifted over to Mythra, who was blowing past his pace with ease. The sirens in his head faded away. If this was just How Mythra Was, then Pyra probably hadn’t even noticed. Still, he forced himself to take a more measured pace, if only to avoid making a mess.



“So, how’s the food, guys? Is everyone enjoying it?” Pyra eventually asked, once Rex was about halfway through the bowl.



Mythra made a positive-sounding noise from somewhere behind a thick layer of crab, giving Pyra a thumbs-up as a visual aid.



“It’s great!” Rex said somewhat more eloquently, nodding vigorously and grinning at her. “I’ve never had anything like this before. You’re an amazing chef, Pyra!”



She smiled sheepishly, her eyes flickering away from him. Mythra rolled her own, but chose to keep on eating rather than provide any commentary.



“Really? That’s…very kind of you to say, Rex. Thank you. To be honest, I was a little proud of how it turned out. I’ve never cooked this much at once before, so it was quite a relief, really.”



“You should be! I can’t believe how much food there is here. You really went all out, huh?”



“Well, I thought maybe a buffet would be a nice way to mark the occasion. You’re the first person we’ve had over, after all. I wanted to make it feel a little more…special, I suppose,” Pyra said, the word coming out in a shy mumble.



Rex told himself not to let Pyra considering his visit ‘special’ take root in his mind, only for it to immediately sprout into a towering oak tree.



“O-oh, uh. Special, huh? You didn’t have to put all that effort in for me- not that I don’t like it, but-“



“Yeah, Pyra’s pretty damn good, isn’t she?” Best cook I know,” Mythra said, bulldozing her way into the conversation with a surprisingly fond tone. Her plate was now barren and crabless, like an overfished coastline. “But I’m no slouch myself. I taught her everything she knows.” She sniffed, miming brushing a tear out of her eye. “She’s come so far, y’know…I’m so proud of her.”



Pyra shot Rex a worried glance, shaking her head and mouthing a small ‘no’ at Mythra’s claims.



“Oh, you, uh-“ Rex’s eyes darted between the two, hoping Mythra hadn’t noticed that. “You cook too, Mythra? That’s, uh- interesting?” he said carefully.



“Hell yeah I do,” Mythra replied with a confident grin. Pyra shook her head again, more vigorously. “I would’ve pitched in tonight, but Pyra said she’d be okay handling the food herself. Probably just didn’t want your big sis upstaging you, right?” she said, nudging Pyra’s arm.



Pyra’s face was set in a pained grimace, the kind of expression Rex imagined she would have if she was about to tell a small child their macaroni art was good, but not great.



“Um, Mythra? You burnt the last thing you tried to cook…”



“So? Happens all the time. Anyone could make that kind of mistake,” Mythra said with a dismissive shrug.



“Mythra, it…it was ice cream.”



“What, you don’t think charcoal flavour would work? You don’t wanna try an ice cream that’s a little crispy? That’s pretty closed-minded of you, Pyra. I’m disappointed.”



Pyra didn’t respond, instead heaving a defeated sigh and falling silent.



“Anyway, um…” she said eventually, clumsily side-stepping having to argue with Mythra any further. “Rex, you’re from Leftheria, right?”



“Huh? I am, yeah. Why d’you ask?”



“Well, tell us about it!” she said eagerly, leaning forward. “I’ve never been there before. I’d love to hear what it’s like.”



“Really? I dunno if there’s much to say…you sure it won’t be boring?”



“Oh, I’m sure it’ll be very interesting!” Pyra said, her eyes shining in a way Rex struggled not to find distractingly cute.



“Alright, well…The village I’m from, Fonsett, it’s a pretty small fishing village, right on the coast. I was living there with Gramps…he’s kind of a nag, but he means well. Fonsett’s one of those places where everyone more or less knows everyone else, so we were all kinda one big family. It was nice. Sort of slow and quiet, but we all got along and looked out for each other, y’know?”



“That sounds like a lovely place to grow up. You must miss everyone back home,” Pyra said, her tone sympathetic.



“I do, yeah, but…it’s only ‘cause of them that I’m here in the first place, really. Everyone pitched in to help send me here. I always liked archaeology and all that. I used to go digging up old bits of pottery, that kind of thing, and I always thought it was really cool, so…I guess everyone wanted to help me take that a little further.” He grinned enthusiastically. “That’s why I wanna work as hard as I can while I’m here. Can’t let everyone down when they’ve done all that for me, right?”



Pyra quietly sniffled, rubbing one of her now-glistening eyes.



“That’s…that’s so sweet,” she said. “They must all really love you, Rex.”



“Wow,” Mythra said, the sound unusually sincere. She must have realized it herself, as she shook her head, as if flicking it away, and course-corrected back into her well-honed deadpan. “Better not screw it up, Rex.”



“Mythra!” Pyra whispered sharply.



Rex let out a short laugh and rubbed the back of his head. “Yeah, better not, huh?” he said casually.



He was starting to learn that you just had to accept that Mythra’s social skills were as blunt as a heavily-used pencil, and that she had no interest in sharpening them- an attitude that seemed to placate Pyra, even if she still gave her sister a small disappointed frown.



“So, what about you guys? You’re not from Tantal either, are you?” he asked, prompting a nod from Pyra.



“Yeah, we’re from Elysium! It’s the first time we’ve been out of the country, actually. It’s quite exciting!”



“Wait, really?” Rex said incredulously. “And you guys came to study at Tantal instead? I thought Elysium had all the best universities.”



Tantal University was reputable enough, sure, but Elysium’s many universities were generally considered some of the top institutions in Alrest. Most of them were also crushingly, prohibitively exclusive- not to mention expensive for anyone applying from outside of Elysium- but Rex figured someone of Pyra’s skills could have easily landed a place there. Why settle for somewhere that was just pretty good in comparison?



“Father was a little surprised when we applied for Tantal as well,” Pyra said, laughing softly. “I suppose people would think a degree from an Elysium university would be more impressive, but, well…I wanted to broaden my horizons a little, see more of the world.” She smiled fondly. “Elysium is a wonderful place, really. It’s warm, and peaceful, and full of such beautiful, green fields. Father can be a bit…subdued, but he’s very kind, really…”



“Our brother’s a real dick, though,” Mythra helpfully added.



“H-he can be a little abrasive sometimes, yes,” Pyra said carefully, like she was trying not to agree with Mythra too readily. “But it’s a lovely place to call home regardless. I just…well, to be honest, part of why I chose Tantal was the food.”



“You mean like, picking up some Tantalese recipes?” Rex asked.



“Exactly!” Pyra said, beaming enthusiastically. “The climate, the ingredients, the techniques…everything here is so different to Elysium. I felt like if I studied here, I could learn things I’d never be taught back home.”



“You’re really dedicated, huh?” Rex said, impressed.



“I suppose so,” Pyra said with a shy smile that Rex couldn’t stop himself from mirroring. She was being modest about it, but he could tell she cared deeply about her craft.



He turned his attention to Mythra, who had been slurping from a bowl of the stew with increasing volume throughout this conversation.



“How about you, Mythra?”



She shrugged. “I came here ‘cause Pyra was going too. Someone’s gotta keep an eye on her, y’know. I swear every time we walk to campus, she tries to pet like, every random cat we see on the way, and I have to drag her away so she isn’t late. I had to come, she’s totally clueless on her own.”



“C’mon, she can’t be that bad-“



“No, Mythra’s right,” Pyra said sheepishly. “I’d probably be lost if she wasn’t around to help. I’m lucky to have a sister who looks after me as much as she does, honestly.”



“Yeah, yeah,” Mythra said dismissively, even as a satisfied smile crept onto her lips.



Time passed, and the mountain of food was slowly scaled one boulder at a time, but eventually, the dinner came to an end, more out of defeat than anything else. As delicious as Pyra’s cooking was, Rex was only human- one who, ideally, would live to eat her food another day. Even Mythra, who he was pretty sure had eaten twice as much as him without showing any signs of fatigue, had reached her limit, flopping back in her chair and groaning with equal parts satisfaction and regret.



Pyra didn’t seem to be all that affected herself, although Rex did notice that her modest pile of used plates was dwarfed by his and Mythra’s. She stood up and clapped her hands together.



“So, did everyone enjoy the meal?”



“I kinda wanna die but…yeah,” Mythra said, staring up at the ceiling.



“It was delicious, thanks,” Rex said, more than a little disappointed that his feeble, human body had stopped him from actually finishing the meal.



“Well, I hope you both saved some room-“ Rex and Mythra both let out small groans of denial at this idea- “because dessert will be ready in a little while!”



“How long is a little while…?” Mythra asked, fear creeping into her voice.



“Not too long. Around half an hour, maybe?” Pyra replied.



“Half an hour? Okay, good. That’s…that’s doable,” Mythra said with clear relief.



Pyra beamed at her and began to stack a few empty plates. She then gave Rex a somewhat guilty look.



“Sorry, I know you just ate, but could you help me with the dishes again, Rex?”



“Sure, leave it to me!” he said, promptly leaping to his feet and ignoring his body’s indignant creaks of protest. Collapsing into a heap could wait.



“I’ll help too,” Mythra said nonchalantly, rising out of her chair with considerably less enthusiasm.



“Really?” Pyra said, her eyes widening as she looked at her sister. Her shock quickly gave way to delight, though, as her eyes lit up. “That would be great! Thanks, Mythra!”



Mythra stared down at the table, clumsily sliding one plate on top of another, and made a small, vaguely embarrassed grunt of acknowledgement.



The three of them gathered as many dishes as they could and brought them through to the kitchen, where Pyra remained to work on the dessert. Rex and Mythra left her to it, and began making their way back to the living room, and the respite of the chairs.



That is, until Mythra suddenly stopped in her tracks. Rex screeched to a halt, trying not to crash into her.



“Hey, Rex,” she said, her tone uncomfortably blank. “Hold up for a second.”



“Uh, sure. What’s up?” he said, puzzled.



In one fluid motion, Mythra spun around and began to advance on him with the heavy, purposeful march of a killer robot tirelessly pursuing its target. Rex backed away from her on pure instinct until he bumped against a wall, cutting off any hope of escape.



As she approached him, her eyes, once filled with cold purpose, flashed with furious flame, and her arm shot forward like it was launched from a catapult, her hand slamming against the wall just by Rex’s head with a deafening impact. She lowered her head- enough to bring it a little closer, while still looming over him.



“We need to talk,” she said pointedly.



Rex stared at her, utterly bewildered.



“Huh?” he said. It was about the best he could manage.





  
Notes for the Chapter:
          if you were suspicious about it i would like to confirm that yes, mythra does have a giant plushie of that lion guy from bleach, and yes, mythra being a bleach diehard IS integral tantal university au lore

        




9. Dinner, Finale

Summary for the Chapter:
            Rex narrowly survives a random encounter and experiences life-changing personal revelations.

          


    
    Rex furtively glanced towards the hand Mythra had just slammed next to his head, trying to figure out if she had cracked the wall (no), and whether she had used enough force to potentially knock him out in one hit (yes). Her icy expression was searching. Suspicious. It was as though she was peering into Rex’s soul and wiping a finger along every surface to check for dust. Eventually, her eyes narrowed, and she leaned in an inch closer, drawing level with him.

“So. Pyra. You like her, don’t you?” she said quietly.

Rex gave her a blank stare. It seemed like an obvious enough question, but she’d asked it with enough menacing intent that it was probably in his best interest to answer.

“Sure I do. We’re friends, right?” he said, prompting a groan from Mythra.

“Don’t play dumb with me, you know what I mean. You like her, right?” she said, applying a liberal coating of implications to the word ‘like,’ none of which Rex appreciated.

“What?! No, I-“ he said automatically, shaking his head.

“Ugh, don’t bother. I can tell, okay? It’s written all over your face.”

Rex opened his mouth, ready to protest this outrageous accusation. He got enough internal interrogation about this from all the voices in his head that started whispering ‘wow, cute, huh?’ every time she smiled at him without any outside questioning on the subject as well. Mythra’s impatient glare, however, caused him to reconsider his complaint, and he settled for quietly grumbling instead.

She let out a sigh.

“Look. Pyra’s nice. Too nice, if you ask me. And that means she can’t judge people for shit, and that means I have to do it for her. And, I’ll admit, you seem…alright. I guess. But I just wanna make one thing clear.”

Rex nodded slowly, urging her to continue.

“If you ever hurt her- at all, for any reason- I’ll find you, Rex. And when I do…” she murmured, her expression darkening.

He gulped. “When you do…?”

“I’ll activate my Bankai,” she said, her eyes sharpened with killing intent.

Rex blinked at her, silently considering whether this was supposed to be a good thing or a bad thing. Context suggested ‘bad,’ but he held out hope that ‘Bankai’ was Tornan for ‘Stern Talking To.’

“Uh…bank eye?” he said after some time. Mythra gawked at him in horror, as if he’d just suggested they go find some family photos to use as napkins to mop up dessert.

“You don’t know Bleach? Are you kidding me?” she said, taking a step back and finally retracting her hand so she could cup her forehead, shaking her head in disgust.

“Hey, I can clean up after myself just fine, thank you very much!” Rex protested, folding his arms.

“Clean up after…? Oh my God, this guy…” she muttered. She glared at him with raw contempt for his lack of culture, like an aristocrat watching a caveman tear into a chunk of meat with his bare hands. “Listen, you want my approval, you gotta brush up on the classics. No sister of mine is dating a normie. I want you up to the Soul Society arc by next week or so help me-“

“Is…everything alright?” asked a concerned voice.

Rex and Mythra turned to greet Pyra, who stood at the kitchen door with a perplexed expression. A large chocolate cake was balanced on the tray in her hands, immaculately coated in thick swirls of icing rising from the top like spiralling hills.

“We’re fine,” Mythra said. She shot a look at Rex, giving him a small, prompting nod.

“Uh, yeah, all good here!” he said, wholly unconvincingly. “Mythra was just telling me about her…bank eye-“

“Bankai.”

“Yeah, that. It’s…interesting?”

Pyra tilted her head, humming in thought. “Bankai, bankai…Oh!” she murmured to herself, her eyes lighting up soon after. “Isn’t that from that cartoon you like, Mythra?”

“How many times, Pyra? It’s called anime,” Mythra said wearily. “You know what, maybe you guys really are meant for each other. You’ve got zero taste between you.”

Pyra laughed nervously, staring down at her tray. Rex, in turn, felt a sudden urge to look down and thoroughly inspect his shoes for any untied laces. After a moment’s recovery, they both lifted their heads back up.

“Anyway, um…I’m glad you’re sharing your hobbies so quickly, Mythra! She’s normally a little secretive about them, you know,” she said, turning to Rex.

“Oh, yeah, we’re…really getting to know each other better,” Rex said, smiling weakly. Finding out more of the ways Mythra could- and possibly would- wipe him off the face of Alrest counted as ‘getting to know her,’ he supposed.

“Glad to hear it!” Pyra said, smiling back at him. “Now, who’s ready for dessert?”

Rex, as it turned out, was surprisingly ready for dessert- being threatened at fistpoint evidently worked up a good appetite. Although, if he was being the honest, the prospect of eating more of Pyra’s food was also most likely causing his stomach to try and squeeze in that little extra space, like squashing down the shirts in an already-packed suitcase to fit just a couple more in.


  The cake did not disappoint, of course. He wasn’t sure if Pyra’s culinary skills 
  
    could
  
   disappoint at this point. Rich in flavour, moist, slathered in thick icing, and far too large for the three of them to finish, it was the perfect capstone to what Rex was quite sure had been the best meal of his life. Even if it had left Mythra despondently glaring at the half-eaten slice that had vanquished her.


As much as he wanted to stay, though- mostly to be around Pyra- it was late enough that Rex felt he should probably head back to his dorm. He stepped out of her apartment, now carrying a bag of plastic containers filled with leftovers- enough to easily last the weekend. He turned to face Pyra, who was standing in the doorframe.

“Thank you for coming, Rex. I hope you had fun,” she said.

“Course I did, it was great!” he replied, beaming at her. He paused, a wave of boldness briefly knocking his inhibitions off balance. “D’you wanna…do this again, maybe?”

“Oh, that sounds wonderful, yes!” Pyra said, clasping her hands together. “You could come over again next week, if you want.”

“Awesome! Then it’s a da- uh, settled. It’s…it’s settled,” he said with an awkward laugh, disguising the slip-up with all the finesse of someone concealing a hole in a wall with wrapping paper. “I’m looking forward to it,” he added, for one extra layer.

“Me too, Rex. Me too,” Pyra said with a laugh of her own. Pausing, she shifted on her feet, her clasped fingers now fidgeting against each other. Her head lowered, a look of far-away contemplation in her eyes. Rex leaned forward a little, tilting his head.

“Pyra? Something wrong?”

Looking back up at him with the hardened resolve of a knight facing off against a fearsome dragon, Pyra stepped towards Rex. Then, she flung her arms around his shoulders, pulling him into a tight hug.

Rex’s eyes went wide and he dropped his bag, letting it hit the ground with a light thud. He froze completely, his hands firmly clamled to his sides as he morphed into an expertly crafted statue of Boy Unsure Of How To Process Hug.

“P-Pyra…?” he choked out.

She did not provide an answer to this elegant inquiry, choosing to focus on quietly embracing him.


  He remained stunned, his mind a blank void echoing nothing but the phrase ‘
  
    Pyra Hug
  
  …’ over and over, until a nugget of wisdom from his years of experience on the subject emerged and helpfully reminded him that, generally speaking, hugs were reciprocated by a hug of your own. Made sense to him.



  Now, Pyra being the one hugging him 
  
    did
  
   complicate matters, given the fine line separating A Parting Hug, Between Friends and a I Dream of Kissing You Under The Moonlight Hug- not that he did, of course. Not much. Still, he couldn’t just leave her hanging, could he? That just wouldn’t be right.



  And so, Rex closed his eyes, carefully navigated his arms around Pyra, and returned the hug. As he did so, the initial shock of her actions melted away, and he was better able to appreciate just how 
  
    warm
  
  , Pyra was- warmer than anyone else he’d ever known.


It was an intense, yet gentle warmth that seemed to envelop her whole being, as if she was wrapped in a thick, woollen blanket and just happened to be sharing it with Rex for the moment.

More surprising than that, though, was how relaxed it made him feel. Being around Pyra mostly seemed to end in one or both of them being reduced to a stuttering mess- usually due to outside interference, but it’s what tended to happen. And yet here, on their own, in the midst of a quiet embrace, Rex found himself feeling more peaceful, more tranquil than he could ever remember being. This seemed Right, on some fundamental level, as if it was just the inevitable arc of destiny that they would eventually start hugging each other in the middle of a hallway.

He tried not to think too hard about the fact that this sounded like something Zeke would say. No need to ruin a perfectly nice moment.

But eventually, after what to Rex’s highly distorted perception of time felt like an embrace that lasted an eternity, but was actually about ten seconds, he felt Pyra’s arms shifting, signalling its end. Reluctantly, they both disentangled themselves from the hug with the slow, awkward movements of someone trying not to trip over a sea of winding cables, and took a polite step back from each other.

Rex greatly appreciated the distance, now that reality had come smashing back in with a sledgehammer. His face was a bright, burning red, Pyra’s pleasant warmth quickly replaced by the scalding hot waters of Realizing What Just Happened.

If his face was burning, though, Pyra was probably capable of melting most metals by this point. Her shoulders were tensed and her hands were clasped together once again, locked in a never-ending thumb war as she wrung her fingers. The look of slow, dawning horror on her face suggested her brain was only just catching up with her own actions.

“Rex, I…Sorry about that,” she said sheepishly.

“Hey, c’mon, no need to apologize. It’s just a hug, right?” he said, as much to himself as it was to her. Just a hug. Nothing more. No further implications to consider, none at all.

“Oh, thank goodness,” she breathed, her posture relaxing just a little. “I just thought, well, maybe it was…a little unwelcome?”

“What? No, not at all! It was, uh…” Rex stalled, fumbling for words like they were a wayward sock stuck far underneath the bed. “It was…nice? I liked it,” he said, understating things considerably.

“Oh, um, me too. I’m glad you liked it,” Pyra said quietly.

“Y-you too, Pyra.”


  Silence fell between them once more, neither of them willing to steer the conversation any further and risk sailing straight into the iceberg of discussing what this hug 
  
    actually
  
   meant for either of them. Staring at her whilst trying his best to maintain a neutral, entirely unflustered expression would have to do instead.



  This wasn’t an easy task for Rex, now that the silence left him with nothing but his swirling thoughts on how much he’d actually enjoyed the hug and how nice it had been to be so close to Pyra, which then happily tugged on an entirely 
  
    new
  
   thread and reminded him of how close they had been for that kissing scene back in class, and, wow, wouldn’t it just be 
  
    great
  
   if they really did-


Desperate for distraction, any distraction from these dangerous thoughts, his eyes flicked towards the attention-grabbing pink of Pyra’s now slightly-stained apron, and the simple, three-word command emblazoned upon it.


  
    Hug the Cook
  
  , it urged him.


He didn’t find this instruction all that helpful right now.

Mercifully though, Pyra lightly cleared her throat, bringing the deadlock to an end and freeing him from his torment.

“W-well! Good night, Rex,” she said with the smoothness of a cheese grater, taking a step back through her doorway.

“Uh, yeah. Night, Pyra,” he responded, relief washing over him. Ending the conversation before things got any more awkward was probably for the best. Even if some part of him- a larger part than he cared to admit- was disappointed it was over.

With a shy smile, Pyra slowly closed the door, leaving Rex alone in the hallway. He spent a few seconds staring at it in a vacant daze until, mostly on autopilot, he took his bag, turned, and began making his way back home.

Once he arrived at his dorm room, and having haphazardly flung his coat and shoes off at the door, he promptly collapsed onto the bed nestled in its corner and stared up at the ceiling. The events of the night swirled round and round in his head, a blurry mass of food and physical threats and, most prominently of all, the warm, still-lingering feeling of the hug he and Pyra had shared.


  In an instant, all those thoughts about how much he missed that feeling already, how he wished it had lasted just a little longer, and how much he hoped he could experience it again came stampeding back to the forefront of his mind, clamouring for attention. And there, standing tallest and loudest of them all, was an overwhelming wish to be back at Pyra’s apartment, just to be around her, just to be 
  
    near
  
   her longer.


His eyes, half-lidded and weary, shot open as a jolt ran through his entire body.

Oh no.


  Oh 
  
    no
  
  .



  Mythra was right, wasn’t she? He totally had a crush on Pyra, didn’t he? It wasn’t just some weird stray thoughts, was it, it was 
  
    more
  
   than that, much, much more, and he hadn’t even realized- or, more accurately, had tried his best not to realize, until it had become undeniable.



  And if Mythra was right then that meant 
  
    Zeke
  
   was right, didn’t it? Zeke, of all people, had been right from the start. The thought alone sent a frigid chill down his spine.


But at last, exhaustion took its hefty toll on him, with an additional Oh No I Have A Crush tax, before he could process this revelation any further. His eyelids growing heavy, he fell into a deep sleep like a boulder sinking into a lake.

Early in the morning, at a time no reasonable person would choose to be awake, his phone rang out with a high-pitched chime. Rex barely even shifted in his sleep, completely undisturbed. Whatever message had arrived went ignored, for now.

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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10. 99% OF TEENS DON’T BELIEVE PROFESSOR VON GENBU WILL EVER UPDATE. COPY AND PASTE THIS INTO YOUR SIG IF YOU’RE IN THE 1% WHO DO

Summary for the Chapter:
            Rex receives unsolicited emails and unsolicited date plans.

          
Notes for the Chapter:i am going to consider it a personal victory that i did actually update this before the end of the year. you know. just about.

also this chapter is a Multimedia Experience to best illustrate the experience of communicating electronically with zeke. my creative vision has gone too far and i’m not letting anyone stop me this time




    
    Saturday began like any other day for Rex. He woke up bright and early, hopped out of bed eager to greet the day, went to brush his teeth, followed it up with a shower, and, as it washed away the fog of sleepiness, recalled the events of the previous evening and immediately let out a strangled groan as his head hit the wall with a dull thud.



So he’d hugged Pyra. So he’d developed a very small, barely noticeable crush on Pyra. You know, in the same way that the sheer force of a tiny black hole could still crush a skyscraper down to the size of a marble. That was fine. Perfectly manageable, he thought, as he opened his fridge in search of breakfast, only to be greeted by the towering stack of leftovers she had given him- a very helpful reminder of her incredible talent and generous spirit, both of which may or may not have contributed to his current feelings about her.



He ate some. It was, despite being reheated, still delicious. Misty visions of a life where he got to eat Pyra’s cooking every single day came drifting into his head as he ate, and were quickly ushered out of the door before they could start suggesting just what kind of living arrangement would be in place for *that* to happen.



With breakfast and his first two crises of the day dealt with, Rex proceeded to check his phone for any new messages.



First there was Gramps’ usual morning greeting, accompanied by his usual morning nag.



Remeber now Rex.. dont eat to many processed foods !! home coo ked is best ! ha ha…. - Gramps



Rex grumbled and rolled his eyes. Honestly, he wasn’t a kid anymore! He didn’t need to be reminded of basic stuff like this every day, even if he knew Gramps meant well. He glanced back at the fridge and nodded in satisfaction. See, he had things perfectly under control, and all it had taken was befriending a cooking prodigy. Easy-peasy. Texting back a quick ‘yup, got it covered,’ he then moved on to checking his emails.



Most of it was pretty standard stuff. Deadlines for coursework, reminders about lecture schedules, an…oddly impassioned message from Professor Ladair to report directly to her should a student witness any Strange, Inappropriate Or Otherwise Annoying Behaviours from university faculty. He decided to show Zeke mercy on all three counts. The poor guy seemed like he had enough to deal with, judging from the state he was in yesterday.



Rex then scrolled up, saw that the man himself had sent him an email, and, for a brief, dark moment, found himself wondering whether his merciful nature was, in fact, a weakness rather than a virtue.



The message had been sent at precisely 4:20am, an absurdly late hour that seemed like the kind of time he could picture a follow-up email from Professor Ladair describing as Wholly Irresponsible, For Students and Faculty Alike. Its subject line, written in all-caps, contained a simple, yet powerful sentiment.



THE ZEKENATOR LIVES!!!!!



Rex flinched instinctively at the words, as if they’d been shouted directly in his ear. Zeke had probably intended for it to sound like the return of a larger-than-life hero, but the effect was more like finding out a Dark Lord’s loyal servants had finally resurrected him. Whatever he had written in the email itself probably wouldn’t be much better.



Gritting his teeth, Rex braced himself to dive deep into the World of the Zekenator, and tapped the message. The World of the Zekenator immediately prompted him to load two GIFs with irritatingly large filesizes. Quietly cursing the damage Zeke was dealing to his phone’s limited data plan, Rex allowed them to download anyway.
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FEAR NOT CHUM!!!! THE ZEKENATOR’S STAR SHALL NEVER LOSE ITS LUSTER!!!!! I SAW THE CONCERN IN YOUR EYES AT OUR LAST MEETING, YOUR SHEER TERROR AT THE THOUGHT OF MY THESPIAN SPIRIT BEING DRAINED AWAY BUT IT WAS MERELY AN ACT!!!!! A RUSE!!!! OUTSIDE FORCES HAVE FORCED ME TO ENGAGE IN A LITTLE SUBTERFUGE DURING CLASS, BUT THEY CAN’T STOP ME ON THE WORLD WIDE WEB!!!!!



Suddenly, Professor Ladair’s email was beginning to make a lot more sense to Rex. Although, if Zeke’s behaviour on Friday had all been an act…that meant he must have given the performance of a lifetime just to avoid her wrath. Rex once again found himself astounded by his professor. The man had real talent. He just happened to mostly use it for Mischief.



NOW CHUM TO BUSINESS!!!! I VOWED TO HELP YOU WOO THE FIERY (IN HAIR COLOUR) (SHE SEEMS PRETTY MILD REALLY) MAIDEN OF YOUR DREAMS AND THE ZEKENATOR IS A MAN OF HIS WORD!!!!!!



BEHOLD!!!! MY FOOLPROOF PLAN FOR YOU TO WIN HER HEART……………………………………………..



There were several more lines of ellipses, most likely to build more anticipation than his plan really warranted. Rex idly scrolled past them to skip to the grand reveal.



OPERATION CANDLELIT CONFESSION



CHUM EVERYONE KNOWS THAT NOTHING SAYS ROMANCE LIKE A SHARED DINNER……….THE INTIMACY…….THE AMBIENCE…….THE GETTING TO EAT SOMETHING OTHER THAN FROZEN FOOD………. IT’S SIMPLY SUBLIME!!!!!!! AND THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT YOU’RE GOING TO DO!!!!!!!!!!!!!



I HAVE THE PERFECT VENUE……….JUST SAY THE WORD AND I’LL GUARANTEE YOU THE BEST TABLES AT ANTONIO SPAGHETTIO’S HOUSE OF PASTA NO QUESTIONS ASKED!!!!!! TRUST ME CHUM THIS IS A SURE BET!!!!!!! ALL YOU HAVE TO DO IS GIVE ME THE NOD!!!!!!!!
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LOOKING FORWARD TO YOU MAKING THE RIGHT DECISION!!!!!



YOURS CHAOTICALLY,



~~THE ZEKENATOR~~
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99% of teens today wouldn’t trust their nakama no matter what. Copy and paste this into your sig if you’re one of the 1% who would.



Once he had finished reading it, Rex stared blankly at the message, trying his best to process its contents. His first thought was that, as someone who was one of the 1% of teens who would always trust his nakama, he was glad, if not a little puzzled, that his ironclad principles were getting some recognition. He mentally copied and pasted it into the sig of his mind.



The second was that, despite Zeke’s best efforts, the illustrative GIF wasn’t really selling the fantasy to him. There was just a little too much disconnect between Dog Kissing and People Kissing for him. That, and Pyra would probably feel bad about making him share his food, anyway. In fact, he’d feel bad about making her share, too.



The third was to actually look up Antonio Spaghettio for himself. He had never heard of it, and as…dubious as Zeke’s tastes seemed at times, he was sure a recommendation that glowing had to mean it was at least decent, right?



A quick search revealed that Antonio Spaghettio’s House of Pasta enjoyed a stunning 2.6 star review average, alongside a selection of deeply unflattering photographs of  Antonio’s offerings. Rex tapped one of them, and was met with a clump of spaghetti that had begun to droop off the side of the bowl, as if trying desperately to escape the depths of the thick, swamplike sauce it languished in.



Well, he reasoned, it was better than zero stars. In fact, it was very slightly better than mediocre. Maybe not the best place to take someone who he was certain could out-cook the whole restaurant in her sleep, though.



Besides, they’d already shared a dinner together literally one day ago. Sure, it wasn’t so much ‘candlelit’ as it was ‘normal light fixtures-lit,’ and Mythra had been there to crush any hint of a romantic atmosphere beneath her heel, but still. The vague concept of Eating Together had occurred. He wasn’t sure that inviting her to a place that seemed to be a significant downgrade would be the best move.



With all this in mind, Rex began to type up a solemn letter of rejection. As he wrote, he fought off the urge to Do Things The Right Way by using the proper capitalization he would have granted any other professor. It was a necessary counterbalance against Zeke’s deluge of relentless all-caps, he felt.



hi professor



thanks for the offer but we actually ate together yesterday at her house. i dunno if this would really change much. sorry if that offends antonio



rex



99% of teens today wouldn’t trust their nakama no matter what. Copy and paste this into your sig if you’re one of the 1% who would.



Once it was written, he sent the email off, hoping that showing his solidarity as a fellow Nakama Truster would soften the blow. Mere seconds later, his phone let out another jingle, indicating a reply had arrived, which he quickly opened. There was a merciful lack of GIFs this time.



oh



well damn nice one chum



never mind then



~~The Zekenator~~
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*99% of teens today wouldn’t trust their nakama no matter what. Copy and paste this into your sig if you’re one of the 1% who would.





Rex sighed in relief. He had been half-expecting a lengthy manifesto on how he would come to regret his words and deeds in due time, maybe something about how his betrayal had cut Zeke to his very core as well. But no, Zeke had taken that pretty well, all things considered.



When no further reply came in the next few minutes, Rex happily considered the matter settled, and continued on with his day. After all, there was laundry to handle, dishes to wash, groceries to buy- well, he noted once again as he opened his fridge to check his supplies, Pyra had helped him cut down on those quite nicely.



Nonetheless, there were still a few essentials he needed to buy, and so, a couple of hours later, he found himself in a nearby supermarket, a small shopping cart filled largely with half-price offers in tow. All seemed at peace in Rex’s world, his only troubles his search for the elusive dairy aisle in what was, by his standards, a truly labyrinthine store- until he heard the chime of a new notification on his phone.

Initially, he thought little of it. The Zeke Situation had resolved itself smoothly enough, hadn’t it? This would probably just be another message from Gramps- maybe even Pyra, he thought, his heart skipping a very platonic beat at the notion. He casually took his phone out of his pocket and opened his emails once more.



PLAN B HAS ARRIVED!!!!!!



His heart sank. The Zeke Situation had promptly unresolved itself, like a mass of untouched cables that somehow tangle themselves into an impenetrable ball regardless. Steeling himself, he opened the email. There was no point running. He knew that. Not when Zeke would no doubt go to any lengths to force him to hear out his new scheme.
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CHUM I HAVE TO APOLOGIZE……I UNDERESTIMATED YOU. TO THINK YOU HAD ALREADY ATTENDED HER OWN ABODE FOR A MEAL………HEH. YOU AREN’T BAD AT ALL!!!!!



NONETHELESS!!!!! LOVE IS A DELICATE FLOWER INDEED AND YOU HAVE FED IT ONLY ONE OF ITS ESSENTIAL NUTRIENTS!!!!! NOW, ALLOW THE ZEKENATOR…………….TO ADD A LITTLE FERTILIZER………..



WITH



MY BRAND NEW PLAN



“INSPIRED BY ALL THE CLASSIC SHOUJOS”



OPERATION CLOUDY SKY



TAKE A LOOK AT THIS CHUM!!!!!!!!!!



Below, Zeke had attached a screenshot of the weather forecast for the coming week- with a heavy, all-day downpour due for Monday, Rex noted. What this had to do with Pyra, though, he wasn’t sure. He doubted she - or anyone, really - would be swooning over a helpful reminder to bring a coat on Monday.



Scrolling past the image, he began to read the rest of Zeke’s scheme. Then, as Rex discovered -with multiple anime GIFs filled with blushing couples as visual aids- exactly what situation it would place them in, his face gradually turned a deeper and deeper red, like a thermostat sliding inevitably towards its most scorching temperature.



There was no way, right? Zeke wasn’t really trying to orchestrate a romantic set-up this cliché, was he? A quick reread confirmed that yes. Yes, he was. No doubt if he knew what Rex was thinking he would have firmly insisted that it wasn’t cliché, it was A Classic.



Now, logistically speaking, it was a ridiculous plan. It relied way too much on the assumption that Anime Was Real, and depended on enough random chance to succeed that Zeke was essentially rolling a handful of dice and betting it all on landing a perfect string of sixes. All it took to put the entire operation in severe jeopardy was the rain easing off earlier than expected, or just not falling at all. Even Pyra adequately preparing for the bad weather could undo Zeke’s plan in seconds. Under any reasonable circumstances, it was doomed to failure.



Sure, maybe, an unhelpfully lovestruck little voice in his head whispered, all-too vivd flashes of The Hug accompanying the interruption, but what if it works? Don’t you want to be that close to her again?



He stifled a groan. Okay, yeah. He kinda did. Mentally replacing the embarrassed anime couples in Zeke’s GIFs with himself and Pyra and imagining huddling together with her in the rain did make it all sound…well, kinda mortifying, but also…pretty good, in a lot of ways. If it meant experiencing anything even remotely like the comfortable, serene Rightness of that hug again, then maybe it would be worth the years it would slice clean off from his lifespan.



Putting all of that aside, though, it was also just kind of a nice thing to do, regardless. Even if the idea had come from as dubious a source as Zeke, he’d still be helping Pyra out. After how much kindness she’d already shown him, a small favour like this was the least he could do to start trying to repay her.



Besides, what was it Gramps always said? If you find a girl in need, never hesitate to do a good deed? He nodded to himself, the phrase shining in his mind like a guiding light. Words of wisdom, Gramps. Words of wisdom.



There was no other choice then. For the sake of his dream, for the (possible) sake of Pyra, and against all better judgement, he would believe in Zeke. Granted, it was ‘belief’ in the same way that the followers of any given religion technically believed in their most mischievous demon, but still. It was belief.



His mind made up, Rex sent back a brief reply of approval. All there was left to do now was wait for Monday.



He then briefly wondered if Zeke had accounted for Pyra simply bringing her own umbrella, and quickly concluded that no, he probably hadn’t. Well, if she did, then she wouldn’t need Rex swooping in to help her out anyway, so there’d be no problem, right?



Okay, maybe he’d be a little disappointed. Just a little.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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11. Crime, and swift punishment

Summary for the Chapter:
            Zeke and Pandoria do crimes, and learn that crime does not pay.

          
Notes for the Chapter:this was originally gonna be just the intro to the Main Pyrex Event of the chapter but then it kinda got too long for that lmao so i figured i’d just post it on its own. Main Pyrex Event Coming Relatively Soonish I Swear




    
    “Hurry, Pandy, hurry!” Zeke urged, whispering in her ear. “There’s not a moment to lose!”



“I got it already, jeez!” she shot back with a huff. Narrowing her eyes, she shifted the long, thin pick in her hands, attempting to slide it in the lock before them at a slightly different angle than her previous attempt. A moment later, she was met with an impassive rattling and groaned in frustration, extracting the pick.



“Man, this is tough. Your dad really went all out on these lockers, my Prince,” she said, glaring at the offending object. Its metallic surface silently responded with a distorted reflection of her annoyed expression. 



She narrowed her eyes at her twin. Honestly, what was she even doing right now? Weird schemes weren’t anything new for her, she supposed- it was an essential part of the Bride of the Zekenator Experience to regularly get involved in what could charitably be described as ‘misadventures.’ And, okay, she wasn’t exactly a stranger to picking locks, either. She’d cracked a few doors opens in her youth.



Usually it had been for the noble, romantic cause of sneaking her Prince out of his room at night when he was grounded. She was pretty sure there was a clause somewhere that said breaking and entering was totally legal if it was to help your star-crossed himbo boyfriend escape from his tyrannical father’s No Video Games After 8pm Rule. And if there wasn’t, well, there should be.



She wasn’t quite so confident about squatting on the floor in the middle of a mercifully empty hallway and trying to break into a student’s locker to steal her umbrella. Zeke was, but Zeke had been convinced by years of gaming that lawyers really did yell “take that!” before giving evidence in court, so she didn’t consider him much of a legal authority.



She folded her arms and groaned again.



“Do we really have to do this? These locks are a pain in the ass,” she said.



“Absolutely,” Zeke replied, voice ironclad in its conviction. “We’re helping Love Win here, Pandy.”



“Sure, but it’s also, like, super illegal.”



He scoffed. “Is it truly a crime to bring two lonely souls together? Is it?”



For a moment, she hesitated. She couldn’t deny being at least a little invested in whether things worked out between those two kids. Maybe it was nostalgia for her and her Prince’s own school days talking, but a part of her felt like a little petty crime in the name of love might just be worth it.



Then the part of her that didn’t want a criminal record caught up with her.



“It literally is, yeah,” she retorted.



Zeke shook his head and tutted.



“There’s no justice these days, I’m telling you,” he said, placing a hand on Pandoria’s shoulder and leaning conspiratorially towards her. “That’s why we’ve gotta be vigilantes. If we don’t do the right thing, who will?”



She tilted her head and hummed in faux-thought before responding.



“Well, when you put it like that…” She paused, a playful grin spreading across her lips. “You’re the sidekick, though. Since I’m the one doing all the heavy lifting here.”



“Sidekick?!” he exclaimed, gawking at her. “Come off it, Pandy, you know the Zekenator plays second fiddle to no one. We’ve got equal billing here. The Dark Prince and Princess of Tantal, yeah?”



She snorted, her face briefly flushing a light red. She hated that she actually liked that goofy title.



“Okay, sure, we’re evil royalty. I’m still the one doing all the lockpicking here, though, so that makes me the Hero of Love and Justice or whatever this time. It’s a big win for feminism, my Prince.”



Brandishing her pick once more, she slid it back into the lock, prodding around for any sign she was on the right track. Another rattle of rejection. Nope, still no luck. She sighed. Looks like feminism wasn’t winning this one just yet.



Zeke stroked his chin, nodding as he gave her sentiment some serious contemplation. Soon, his expression shifted to one of acceptance.



“Well, I’d hate to keep a girlboss from winning,” he said, as if it were one of his key guiding principles. Patting her on the back, he gave her an encouraging grin. “Alright then, looks like you’re the star of the show today, Pandy.”



“Damn right I am,” she declared with a proud grin. She knew Zeke would come around. He never could hold out against her Facts and Logic for long. The grin quickly morphed into a focused frown as she continued. “Now pipe down, I gotta concentrate here. This thing’s crazy. If I’m not careful, I’ll end up breaking the pick and jamming the-“



“Breaking what now, Professor?” a new, rather more threatening voice asked, booming from above them like the curse of a vengeful god.



Both Zeke and Pandoria let out a high-pitched yelp, with her hands jolting violently from the shock. With a loud snap, the pick broke into two jagged shards, one lodging itself firmly within the lock. Pandoria stared in blank terror at the remaining fragment in her hand.



Ah, jeez. Ah, shit. Ah, heck.



Then she remembered the voice that had caused this little predicament, and then she remembered its distinctly Ardainian accent, and then she tried to remember whether she had all her funeral arrangements in order.



Forcing herself up on shaky legs, with Zeke following suit, she turned to face the interloper. Sure enough, what greeted her was the familiar, piercing glare of Her Good Pal Mòrag Ladair. She let out a small squeak.



Mòrag did not look terribly amused. She, in fact, had roughly the same level of barely constrained fury a queen might wear when her court jester has just cracked his foulest toilet joke. The kind that leaves her contemplating what axe would serve best for his execution.



For the briefest of instances, Pandoria saw Zeke falter out of the corner of her eye, a clear flash of panic on his face over How They’d Get Outta This One. But he soon rallied and stepped forward, wearing his most confident smile as he strode towards certain doom. Well, better him than her, Pandoria supposed. He was always the better bullshitter, anyway.



“Morning, Mòrag!” he said. Gesturing to a nearby window that was practically submerged in rain droplets, he continued. “Hell of a storm out there this morning, eh? Even my Cloak of Rain’s Bane got soaked through!”



“Indeed. Quite the unseasonal downpour, I understand,” she replied, refusing to dignify his diversionary small talk with even a cursory glance towards the window. “Which is why I can’t help but wonder why you seem so determined to deprive some poor student of her umbrella, Professor von Genbu.”



“Ah. Heard that, did you?” Zeke said, sensing his bullshit already being flushed swiftly away.



“The entire conversation, I’m afraid.”



“Ah,” he repeated, his smile sinking into a resigned grimace, like a bouncy castle deflating into a sad lump of nylon.



Pandoria shook her head in disappointment. Points for trying, she guessed. Mòrag also shook her head while letting out a sigh, although Pandoria was pretty sure she wouldn’t be gracing Zeke with even a single pity point.



“Honestly, Professor von Genbu, I had hoped that our recent discussion would have helped you come to your senses…what little you may have. Unfortunately, that was clearly asking too much of you. I see you’ve barely made it five days before sinking to a new low.” She closed her eyes in thought for a brief moment- too brief for them to make a break for it, sadly- before continuing. “A matter as grave as this demands the Dean’s involvement, I’d say.”



She began to advance towards them, each footstep ringing out with a heavy, threatening echo on the cold stone. The panic Zeke had been able to swiftly suppress just a few moments ago broke through his Chaotic Composure at those words, like a tsunami crashing through a beaver’s dam. His eyes widened as he took a step back.



“Whoa, whoa, steady on there, Mòrag! That’s a bit hasty, even for ol’ Thunderbolt Zeke here! N-no need to get my old man involved, yeah?”



Closing the gap between them, Mòrag’s hand shot out and latched onto Zeke’s forearm. Her hold tightened, prompting a wince from both Zeke and Pandoria. She could practically hear his muscles creaking like brittle timber beneath her iron grip.



“I’m afraid there’s every need,” Mòrag said, speaking with the cold tones of an assassin determined to finish the job. “I suggest you come quietly, Professor. For the sake of your dignity, if nothing else.”



“Th-this is an outrage!” Zeke yelled, immediately discarding her suggestion. “We did it all in the name of love, Mòrag! All for love! You bring me in, then you condemn all the great romantics of our era! Can you really do that!?”



“Indeed I can. I do not believe the great Minoth makes a habit of engaging in petty theft, after all,” she shot back without hesitation.



Zeke let out an incoherently appalled yell in response. His eye darted towards Pandoria, full of desperate hope that his Dark Princess would bail him out.



“Pandy, do something!” he begged in a hushed whisper.



She met his pleading gaze and considered her options.



There weren’t any, really. Mòrag had kinda caught them red-handed, so vouching for his innocence was out. She could go down the True Chaos Route and try to free Zeke from Mòrag’s grasp, she supposed.



They’d have to make a break for it if she did that, though, and that’d probably mean they couldn’t just keep coming into work like normal. Not when her Prince was a jailbird. They’d just have to go on the run, then. Just two cool, dangerous fugitives, roaming all around Alrest, never staying in one place for too long, their lives one big adventure…yeah. Yeah. That was sounding pretty sick, actually. Like some faraway Pandoria from beyond this world was telling her this was a super-cool life to lead. Yeah, it’d be perfect-



She shook her head. No, it’d be insane. She couldn’t just uproot her whole life to keep her husband out of a pay cut. Besides, Mòrag was, like, insanely strong. If Zeke couldn’t break free of her, there was no way Pandoria’s delicate Gamer’s Hands could overpower her.



There was nothing she could do, then. With a heavy heart, and her most exaggerated look of mourning, she raised a hand in a shaky salute to her fallen partner.



“I’ll never forget our ten years together, my Prince…” she choked out.



He stared at her, aghast.



“Wha- Pandy, no! You…you can’t give up on me like this!”



“I’m sorry, Princey, but…there’s nothing I can do. Sucks to be you…” she said in an agonized whisper, as if her heart was being shattered into sixty-nine million pieces.



At this point, Mòrag whipped her head round to face Pandoria, eyes flashing with a killing intent that immediately sent a shiver down her spine. She advanced upon her new target, pulling Zeke behind her with the merciless force of an executioner dragging her victim to the guillotine. With a look of dawning horror, his eyes met Pandoria’s.



“Run, Pandy, quick!” he yelled- but before she could even register his words, Mòrag’s free hand lunged forward like a coiled snake striking out at its prey, wrapping around Pandoria’s forearm.



“You, too,” she said bluntly.



Pandoria’s eyes flicked between Mòrag’s hand and her face, then back and forth again, then once more for good measure, her expression dumbfounded all the while.



“Huh?” she said weakly.



“I seem to recall you being rather insistent that you were…how did you put it? ‘Doing all of the heavy lifting?’“



Pandoria laughed nervously, the chuckle turning into a small yelp as Mòrag tightened the hold. The sheer strength of the grip felt like Mòrag could easily snap her arm in two if she felt so inclined- and Pandoria suspected she was wrong one move away from Mòrag being very much inclined.



“I, uh…might’ve said…something like that, sure,” she mumbled.



“So, if I am understanding correctly, Professor von Genbu here may have concocted this heist, but you, Professor Pandoria, were the one to actually execute it.” She narrowed her eyes. “Both equally culpable, in other words.”



“Well, culpable is kinda a loaded word, but-“



“An accurate one, I’d say. Now, come along,” Mòrag said, yanking Pandoria forward. She stumbled a few steps until she was brought alongside Zeke, her fellow captive, both of them lined up behind Mòrag as she began to make her way down the hall.



“Hey, w-wait a second! I know it looks bad, but we did it all for lo-“ Pandoria paused. Nope, Zeke had tried that one, and look where it had gotten them. She needed a new angle. “It was, uh…for feminism?” she offered.

Zeke grimaced at her. She mirrored it back at him in understanding. Yeah, she knew this one was a loser, too.



Mòrag came to a sudden halt, eyes closing as she considered this defence.



“I admire your dedication to the cause. I advise you try to advance it more constructively next time.”



With that said, she resumed her march to the Dean’s office, pulling the pair along behind her as if it were nothing, despite every effort from both Pandoria and Zeke to resist being dragged to their doom.



“Nooooo-!” they cried out in agonized unison.



For the next few minutes, the hallways of Tantal University echoed with nothing but the sound of shoes scraping along stone, and repeated, wailed protests of “Turters will starve! He won’t survive the winter!” like the lamentations of a reptile-obsessed ghost.



Struggle as she might, though, Pandoria knew there was no escape from her fate. All she could do now was hope her sacrifice would help those kids…hold hands or something. Maybe she’d get a wedding invite outta them someday, too. They’d owe her the free food after all this.
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The Great Umbrella Operation goes underway. Anime becomes real.


Notes for the Chapter:hello here’s the annual update to this fic!!! i will never abandon this trainwreck i’ll just keep updating sporadically until i’m 80 years old and still bitterly going “well pyrex still invented romance”

thank you to “jediwilli” for the “beta reading” of this “work”





After a walk that had felt like an eternity, Rex arrived on campus with his boots sloshing with rainwater and his mind sloshing with nervous anticipation. Today was the day. Operation Share An Umbrella With Pyra Just Like In My Shoujo Manga was officially underway. Either it would unfold perfectly, or it would be like trying to unfold an umbrella in the middle of a fierce storm and end up as a pile of twisted metal and ripped cloth. Logically speaking, Rex knew it was probably gonna be the latter. There were just too many factors that’d sink the whole thing if even a single one went wrong.



But what if, right? One in a million shots had to succeed at least one time in a million, after all. Who said he couldn’t be fate’s lucky millionth customer, other than the concept of probability? That hope, so small yet so earnest, carried him through the day, until at last it set him down by the student lockers alongside Pyra.



The lockers were placed fairly close to the building’s entrance, several large windows alongside the doors providing a clear view of the rain. Or, at least, a clear view of the sheer number of droplets streaking down the glass. Whatever else was going on out there was anyone’s guess.



“The weather’s still pretty bad, huh?” he said, sliding his backpack off his shoulders. Reaching in, he retrieved the key to the whole operation- his umbrella, dry, pristine and entirely unused. Half because he didn’t really want to hand Pyra a wet umbrella, half because this moment had loomed so large in his mind all day that he’d simply forgotten to use it on his way here. It had held up pretty well for something he’d been carrying in a mostly-soggy bag, all things considered.



Pyra nodded before crouching down in front of her locker and taking a key out of her coat pocket.



“It looks awful out there, yes. Good thing I brought an umbrella,” she said nonchalantly. Of course she did. A casual statement for a casual fact. It just also happened to make Rex freeze in place, his own umbrella hanging limply from his fingers.



“Uh. Yeah, me too,” he said, squashing as much disappointment out of his voice as he could. “You’d be crazy to go out in this kinda weather without one.”



Yes, it did occur to him. Yes it would. Honestly, he should have seen this coming. He knew the whole plan was precarious from the outset, and sure enough, by knowing basic facts like ‘what rain is’ and ‘how to avoid it,’ Pyra had lobbed a bowling ball straight at the whole house of cards and sent it crashing down.



He sighed quietly and shrugged. Ah, well. He couldn’t deny being sad about it, but maybe it was for the best. Sharing an umbrella on your way home might be a Shoujo Classic, and yes, Rex did sometimes mentally apply a sparkly shoujo manga filter to Pyra whenever he looked at her, but it also would’ve probably been a nervewracking ordeal for the both of them, from beginning to end. Zeke’s invocation of anime romance did not account for its psychological effects, and subjecting Pyra to them would hardly be fair on her.



“Huh? That’s strange…”



Shaken from his thoughts, Rex turned and looked over at Pyra. She pulled on her locker’s handle a couple of times, her only reward the unimpressed, dull thud of a door that had no intention of moving.



“What’s up?” Rex said, approaching her and crouching down to her level.



“My locker won’t open,” Pyra replied. She gave the handle another unsuccessful pull and frowned. “I think there must be something jammed in the lock. The key isn’t quite fitting.”



“Really? That’s…weird,” Rex said. He eyed the locker suspiciously. Something about this was giving him a sinking feeling, and that he wouldn’t be finding anything to keep him afloat. “Was it like that this morning?”



“No, it was working just fine back then. It must’ve broken later on.” She let out a frustrated sigh. “I can’t believe this. I put my umbrella in there and everything.”



Rex cranked the suspicion in his eyes up a few more notches, like the locker had started fidgeting and insisting it’d never heard of some local mafia boss. Broken. Broken. Something about that word felt a little incomplete, like a word or two had been lopped off the end of it. If he could just figure that out, he’d have the key to this whole affair, if not the key to Pyra’s locker. Broken with? With what, though? Broken when? Who knew? It could’ve been anytime after Pyra arrived on campus.



Then dark inspiration struck him like lightning cast by a foul warlock. Broken into. This was no mere mechanical failure- this was a dastardly crime aimed squarely at Pyra. Whether a heist upon her locker and its treasures of, at minimum, an umbrella, or merely an act of sabotage to prevent her from accessing the goods, he couldn’t say.



And with that realization, the full picture unfolded like an umbrella, yet it could do nothing to prevent the rain of the grim truth from soaking him from head to toe.



Zeke. It was Zeke. It had to be. This was why he had been so confident in the plan’s success. Because he had placed his hand upon the scales and refused to let Fate have a say in any of it. With chance eliminated, all that remained was Rex’s execution of the scheme.



Of course, this wasn’t how Rex actually processed this revelation, instead settling for Zeke broke into her locker what the hell what the hell that’s literally illegal what why no you CAN’T.



“I’d better go report this to someone,” Pyra said, rising to her feet. “Sorry, Rex, but do you mind waiting here?”



“Huh? Uh, yeah, sure,” he said vaguely.



“Great, thanks! I won’t be long,” she said, then rushed down the hall and round a corner, vanishing from sight.



With Pyra gone, Rex allowed his full attention to return to the matter of What The Hell Zeke Had Done. Well, obviously, he had broken Pyra’s locker. Rex was absolutely certain of this. The timing was just too perfect, the motivation too clear. He had committed a crime that Rex considered truly heinous, both because it was a crime and crimes, generally, were pretty mean, and because it was a crime against Pyra, to force the plan’s success.



This then left Rex with an entirely different, but equally serious question: could he really go through with The Plan, under such circumstances? There’d always been a slightly dubious air to the whole thing, sure, but now it was downright pungent. If he went through with this, he’d be taking advantage of a bad situation he had indirectly forced Pyra into. That just felt wrong. Every moral fiber in his body recoiled in disgust at the notion of deceiving her like that.



It was just like Gramps would probably always say, if he got asked to weigh in on this very specific scenario- Trick a girl under an umbrella with you, and… Rex strained and tried to cobble together the rest of his brand-new saying, you’re just a…pile of poo. Yeah, that’d do.



He could not, in all good conscience, go through with this anymore. When she got back, he would hand her his umbrella and trudge back home in the rain himself. It was the Only Moral Option.



A few minutes after Rex made this noble resolution, Pyra returned with a janitor in tow. A quick inspection of her locker revealed that there was indeed something wedged in the lock, and that it’d take until tomorrow for them to get it fixed. Once they had left, and once Pyra had thanked them and then apologized profusely for the inconvenience, she stared out the windows with a dismayed expression.



“I really should’ve brought something with a hood,” she said, patting absent-mindedly at the collar of her coat.



Rex then crouched down to where he’d left his bag and retrieved his umbrella once more, giving it a determined nod. He would not stray from his chosen path. He would abandon the plan, forsake everything, sacrifice arriving home with dry hair, all for her. He held the umbrella out towards her, his gaze as steely as his iron will.



“Here.”



“Huh?” Pyra said, taking the umbrella from him. “Thanks, but…don’t you need this?”



Rex shook his head slowly. His face was serene, the very picture of altruism as he spoke.



“Nah, I’ll be fine. You can have it, Pyra.”



Pyra shook her head right back at him, pitting his tranquil smile against her concerned frown.



“Well, I don’t think it’s very fair for you to have to walk home without one just because I had some bad luck. Maybe we should…” she paused, her face reddening and her frown taking on a more nervous quality. “Wh-what if we shared it? You can walk me home first, and then…take your umbrella back with you. That way, there’s, um…there’s no problem.”



Rex immediately detected a few problems Pyra might have with her proposal. Most of them, he suspected, were the exact same ones he’d thought of when Zeke had first come up with this idea. He did, however, have the exclusive problem of seeing all his righteous resolve to Not do this go up in smoke before his very eyes. But he wouldn’t be deterred.



“Huh!? No, really, it’s fine! I’ll be fine! Besides, I’d feel bad letting you just walk out of here with nothing.”



“Well I’d feel just as bad if I made you give up your umbrella.”



“C’mon, I’m telling you, it’s okay-“



“We’re sharing it, Rex!” Pyra said with a sudden sharpness that caught him off guard. It had caught her off guard, too, judging by the brief flash of surprise on her face. She then returned to a more level tone. “I get how you feel, but it’s the best thing to do. Really.”



Rex could feel his once-bottomless supply of resolve drying up, his iron will sliced through by the thousand-folded katana of Pyra’s sheer refusal to budge. He never knew she could be so stubborn about something. It wasn’t a bad thing- if anything, he couldn’t help but like her tenacity. It was just…surprising.



And so, for all his lingering misgivings, he nodded his acceptance.



“Okay, okay, you win. But…lemme hold the umbrella for you, at least,” he said, extending a hand towards her.



Smiling triumphantly, Pyra gave him the umbrella back.



“If you insist.”



They then began the very complex process of arranging themselves under the umbrella. To an outside observer, fitting two people of unimpressive stature under one umbrella might seem like a simple enough task. To Rex, and to his slight comfort Pyra as well, it was a truly monumental task. It’s hard to know where to stand in such a small area when you’re extremely conscious of, and anxious about, your proximity to the other person. After a couple of minutes of mutual awkward shuffling a little closer, then overcompensating by shifting too far back, then inching back together, they were no closer to actually being ready to go.



Somewhere within this deeply stilted dance, Rex had forgotten to keep an eye on where he was holding the umbrella, his wrist slowly rotating to his left and carrying it further and further away from their heads without him noticing.



“Oh, wait, the umbrella’s slipping. Here,” Pyra said, reaching out towards him on what appeared to be complete autopilot. Her hand clasped around the umbrella’s handle as she tugged it back up into an upright position.



She just also happened to clasp her hand around Rex’s in the process. The warmth of her skin and the gentleness of her touch hit him instantly, taking him straight back to that wonderful, comfortable feeling he’d experienced when they had hugged.



The rest of his brain then caught up to what was going on beyond that immediate sensation and he jolted on the spot, like he had  been wrapped up in a nice, cozy blanket that proceeded to give him an electric shock. Then, like a current passing down a wire, he passed that jolt on to Pyra, who quickly withdrew her hand.



“Sorry! Sorry! I wasn’t really thinking, I just-“ she said, the offending hand racing back to in front of her mouth.



“N-no, don’t worry about it! I wouldn’t have even noticed without you, anyway. I don’t mind, really!” Rex replied, forcing in a small bout of laughter to assure her that he truly did not mind. He did. He minded the warm, fading ghost of her hand on his quite a bit. This was besides the point.



“Still, um… sorry,” Pyra said with her own nervous laugh. “Maybe we should just get going.”



“Probably, yeah. You know what?” Rex steeled himself, then took a sidestep closer to Pyra, breaking their minutes-long deadlock. The umbrella was now placed perfectly between them, ensuring equal coverage. “This okay?”



“It is, yes,” Pyra said, smiling. There was a hint of nervousness in it, suggesting they were maybe a little closer than she’d been prepared for, but the same went for Rex, really. “Well, shall we?”



The walk to Pyra’s home began at a slow, staggered pace, the pair of them engaged in a intricate but visually unimpressive dance of stiff, arrhythmic steps as they attempted to simultaneously match each other’s paces, stay under the umbrella, and not accidentally brush against each other again.



After a few minutes of looking like a pair of newborn fawns taking their first steps, things eventually settled down. They found a pace they could maintain easily enough, and Rex could feel the majority of his tension fade away as they made their way down Theosoir’s rainslick streets.



Not all of it, admittedly. He was still a lot closer to Pyra than he’d normally be, a part of him was still fondly reminiscing on the glory days of About Twenty Minutes Ago when their hands had met, and another part of him was continually screaming about the very same thing. They’d all mostly been penned in towards the back of his mind, though. He was, generally speaking, feeling good about this. Here he was, walking side-by-side with Pyra, safe and dry in their own little realm beneath their umbrella, the silence comfortable and calming rather than thick with tension. It was about as perfect a moment of tranquility as he could manage.



Well, other than one burning, slowly growing issue. The thing about insisting on carrying the umbrella for a companion who had a solid half a foot of height on you was you had to hold your arm pretty high up to safely clear that distance. Around about his head height, in Rex’s case. And his arm was getting increasingly unhappy with the arrangement. His resolve not to falter, to avoid literally harming a hair on her head, was strong, true. The umbrella remained a good few inches above Pyra’s head, even in the face of his muscles slowly dying. But every so often, resolve would meet physical limitation, and he would lower his arm just a tiny bit to grant himself some relief.



It was at around his fourth such display of lenience that Pyra glanced over and gave him a worried look.



“Hey, are you okay? Do you need a break?”



“Huh? Nah, I’m all good. This is no problem for me,” he said breezily. His arm quietly slid down a little more in protest at this blatant lie.



Pyra frowned dubiously.



“Are you sure? Your arm’s been getting a little… wobbly.”



Shaking his head, Rex did his best to smile the bright, unfazed grin of one whose arm had never been more energetic and lacking in cramps.



“Nope, right as rain. Never better, actually. My arm just does that sometimes. When I’m feeing okay,” he said, very certain that each new sentence only made him more convincing.

Pyra briefly narrowed her eyes and then, naturally, was convinced.



“Well, if you say so-“



This particular display of bravado on Rex’s part had clearly been the last straw for his arm, which defiantly collapsed a good couple of inches downwards. In that briefest of moments where Rex lost control, the umbrella bonked Pyra slightly on the head and made her say ‘ow’ and rub the impact zone. He swiftly wrenched it back upwards, pairing it with a round of rapid-fire apologies for his sins.



“It’s okay, Rex,” she said halfway through the sixth apology. Still rubbing her head with one hand, Pyra reached out towards him with the other, holding her open palm in front of him. “I’ll take the umbrella,” she assured him, her smile gentle and devoid of any judgement.



His face reddening, Rex passed it to her.



“Uh, yeah. Good idea. Sorry,” he added sheepishly.



“You don’t have to try and be…gentlemanly or anything, you know,” she said, gripping the umbrella. “If it’s easier for me to do it, I’ll do it.”



For an instant, Rex was stunned. The hopelessly potent crush dwelling within him could only see her as his radiant saviour, his true Angel of Umbrella Carrying who judged him not, who cared not for any rhyming advice Gramps might’ve had on the situation. His internal shoujo manga filter whirred to life as it swapped out the dismal grey of the rain for a hazy pink backdrop behind her, then threw in a couple roses for good measure.



With a blink, he returned to his senses. Calm down already, he admonished himself, don’t make a big deal out of her being all nice and understanding. He could do that later, in the privacy of his own home.



“Right, uh… got it,” he said, once he’d remembered how to speak. “Force of habit, sorry.”



“It’s okay! I appreciate the gesture! I’m just saying, you can relax a little.”



This may have sounded more convincing if it hadn’t come from a girl who had noticeably tensed up every time their shoulders had accidentally brushed throughout the walk, but Rex couldn’t judge. Not when he’d been doing the exact same. Besides, she was right.



“Alright, I’ll try. Thanks.”



Pyra beamed at him, and they carried on walking. It was a lengthy journey from the campus to her home, thanks in no small part to the intricate, winding streets of the center of Theosoir. It was an old city, though, most of the roads lined with traditional Tantalese brickwork rather than more modern concrete, so these streets probably hadn’t been built with an easy university commute in mind.



A few minutes and a handful of streets later, Pyra broke the silence again.



“Hey, Rex? You said you used to go around Fonsett digging stuff up, right?”



“Huh? Yeah, I did. Why’d you ask?”



“Well…what’s the coolest thing you’ve ever found?” Pyra said, her eyes bright with curiosity. “You must’ve found all sorts of things, right?”



“The coolest? Lemme think,” Rex said, placing a hand on his chin. Not that he needed to consider it, really. The answer had leapt out at him immediately, cutting down all other contenders. “It’s gotta be this weird sword I found one time. I’ve never seen anything like it! It looks like bits and pieces of a bunch of other swords all got mashed together, but you can tell it’s not just junk, it’s definitely gotta be on purpose. There’s this hinge in the middle of it, too, so you can fold the blade in on itself, make it more portable. I’d never heard of any swords that did that before, it was really cool!” His eyes were shining as bright as Pyra’s now, a wide grin on his face as he continued. “Actually, I found it underwater, not from digging around. Gramps is always telling me not to go diving in the water for stuff, but you find tons of old artifacts you’d never see just digging around. He was livid when he found out I’d dragged a whole sword outta there, too, but it was worth it. I still have it back home, too, so…” He paused, a sudden bout of self-conscience hitting him like a blow from a weird, rusty sword. “Uh, sorry. Got kinda carried away there. It’s probably not that interesting-“



“Oh, no, it is!” Pyra said firmly. “I’d love to try out a sword like that, actually. It sounds really strange.”



“Uh…try?” Rex said, tilting his head.



“Yeah! I’m actually pretty good at swordfighting, you know. Not as good as Mythra, but still decent,” she replied.



Rex gave her a blank look. Swordfighting? Had he heard that right? An image immediately sprung into his head of Pyra elegantly facing down evildoers, sword in hand. Maybe she did some sick backflips while she was fighting them, too. As undeniably cool as this would make her, though, it seemed unlikely.



“You mean, like…fencing?”



“No, the swords I use are a little bigger than that. Actually, some of them are almost as big as you,” Pyra said, entirely matter-of-factly.



Okay, maybe she was just that cool, and strong to boot. Maybe she was everything Zeke claimed he was, right down to the greatswords. Rex then decided to ask the critical question.



“So, do you fight other people, or…?”



“Oh, no, just Mythra, really. Well, sometimes our brother, too, but he gets a little too heated, so it isn’t much fun with him…” Pyra said, frowning pensively for a moment. “Oh, and don’t worry, they’re not real! They’re just prop swords Mythra makes. We only use the real swords on our own.”



“Makes sense, yeah. It could get pretty dangerous,” Rex said. His verdict had been reached. Pyra definitely was cool, just not to the inhuman degree he had initially thought. Mythra, too, in the edgy rival character kind of way. A small part of him wondered just how absurdly strong Pyra would have to be to specify that she could swing around swords as big as him, she just usually didn’t. Frankly, that only made her seem even cooler. On a more mundane level, it also explained how her hold on the umbrella had been rock solid this entire time, barely wavering or letting a drop of rain hit them.



“What got you guys into all that, anyway?” he asked eagerly. He was fascinated now.



“It was Mythra’s idea, really, we all just went along with it. She said it’d be good for self-defense, but the swords aren’t exactly something you could carry in an emergency.” Pyra smiled mischievously and lowered her voice. “Don’t tell her I said this, but it’s actually just because of all those Tornan cartoons she watches.”



Rex laughed a little. “Wait, seriously?”



“Yeah,” Pyra said, laughing with him. “She’d never admit it, but she just wants to be like a character from one of her shows. When she’s watching them, I sometimes catch her rewinding all the fights and writing down little notes on all the moves. And she keeps telling me we need to make up our own special attacks, too.”



“Special attacks? Do you…have any?” Rex asked, partly amused, mostly genuinely hoping Pyra was about to reveal she could shoot fire out of her sword.



“Well, I…do have something I’ve been working on, to be honest,” she said sheepishly. “It feels a little silly, though.”



Rex shook his head vigourously. “No, it sounds awesome! You’ve gotta show me sometime!”



“Really? I suppose, if you really want to…” Pyra’s face reddened as she spoke.



“Of course! Tell you what, if you ever come to Fonsett, you gotta show me that move with the sword I found. Deal?” Rex paused, then felt panic set back in and a blush storm its way up his face like a flash fire. What was he doing, why was he inviting her back to his hometown, there were implications to that weren’t there, he was pretty sure there were oh no he had to salvage this didn’t he. “I-I mean, if you feel like it. No pressure.”



“Oh no, no, it’s not a problem! I’d…I’d love to, actually…” Pyra said, the last few words trailing off into a mumble Rex only barely caught. He could see the gears turning in her own head to find a way to get them away from all this, too. “Right, uh! I almost forgot! Mythra told me to ask you if you’d started Bleach yet.”



“Bleach? Oh, right, that anime.” Grateful as he was for the swerve on Pyra’s part, Rex still rubbed the back of his neck and grimaced. He knew he’d let something slip his mind in amongst all the mental preparation for today. “Sorry, I forgot all about it. Tell her I’ll start it tonight.”



Pyra nodded. “Alright, will do. She told me to tell you something else if you said that, but I’m…not going to repeat it.”



“I think I can guess,” he replied. Laughing nervously, he made a mental note to get on top of his Anime Homework before things got out of hand. If what Pyra said was true, Mythra might well decide she’d test her special moves out with a real sword next time. And with a live target.



Soon after, they arrived at Pyra’s home. Standing in her open doorway, she handed the umbrella- now dripping the equivalent of a small waterfall onto the floor- back to Rex.



“Thanks for this,” she said, beaming at him. “It was very thoughtful of you, Rex.”



“Hey, don’t sweat it. Just trying to help out. Besides, you’re the one that carried it most of the way here. I should thank you for doing all the heavy lifting!” He grinned at Pyra, and she laughed in response.



“Maybe so, but still, you’re the one who offered to help in the first place.”



“I guess so, yeah.” He shuffled his weight from one foot to the other, then quickly decided to leave before things came to too awkward a standstill. Or, worse, if he blurted out something about not needing a hug this time. “Well, uh. See you tomorrow,” he said, already turning to leave.



“Yeah, see you. Take care on the way back!” Pyra replied, waving him off.



Rex nodded, then proceeded to walk down the hallway of her apartment complex at as fast a pace he could manage without breaking into a full-on run. Once he’d made his way back down the stairs and had burst out of the entrance to the complex, he immediately unfurled the umbrella and hid himself underneath it. Both because the rain was as heavy as ever, and because the wide brim of the umbrella, combined with his height, offered excellent camouflage for the growing blush on his face.



It was all starting to hit him, now that he’d exited the hazy little pocket dimension he and Pyra had dwelled in for most of that walk, where all was warm and dry and pleasant and safe from the miserable rain or the increasingly unhinged machinations of their professors. They’d been so close for so long. Their hands had touched. They had enjoyed a nice chat about swords. Each and every newly remembered detail stabbed into him like a cool sword that was on fire.



Zeke, disturbingly, had been right. The magic of Anime truly was real.



He frowned, his pace slowing down a little. Oh, right. Zeke. The excitement of it all had completely erased his professor from the picture. Today had been good, no doubt about that. He was currently in the process of holding the memory of Pyra’s hand on his as close to his heart as he could.



But at what cost? The cost of Zeke having committed Petty Crime against Pyra to make it happen, that’s what. He couldn’t, wouldn’t just accept that. As soon as he got home, he’d be sending Zeke a firmly worded email on the matter. No crime. No direct interference. Advice and recommendations only.



Once he was back home, exhausted and sprawled out on his bed, Rex found that Zeke had already sent him an email.



chum tell me it went well for GODS SAKE tell me it went well. please i need to know this



It was a little more…desperate than Rex had expected. Was this really from Zeke? It had none of his usual confidence. There wasn’t even a signature or anything. Well, he supposed he could give Zeke a couple details before he brought the hammer down on his antics.



it went pretty good, professor. we talked for a while and held hands a little bit and stuff. your anime idea was good i guess.



one thing though…did you try and break pyra’s locker? i get that you’re trying to help but she was pretty stressed out about it. plus it’s just mean. and it felt like i was tricking her or something. if you wanna help out just talk to me about how it’s going okay?? no more illegal stuff!! >:(



Nodding, he sent the email off. A firm but fair stance to take, he felt. A couple of minutes later, his phone buzzed with the reply.



its okay chum……you dont have to worry…….i wont be doing anything like that anymore…….my mischief making days are over……….



A palpable air of misery wafted from every letter of the message. Something had happened to Zeke, Rex was sure of that. He didn’t know what, but it must have been devastating. So much so that he’d neglected to include a single gif, signature or other adornment to two emails in a row. Out of respect for whatever severe trauma Zeke must have suffered, Rex chose to leave it at that, sending a simple ‘thanks’ in response.



Everyone is fighting their own battles, he supposed. Zeke just happened to be losing his.
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13. Pyra’s unbreakable resolve

Summary for the Chapter:
As Pyra comes to a realization, she seeks assistance from her elders and betters.


Notes for the Chapter:TOOK LESS THAN A YEAR THIS TIME. ALLEGATIONS DEFEATED. PYREX ASCENDANT.





Weeks had passed since the Umbrella Incident, and with no further Incidents worth capitalizing coming her way, Pyra had been able to enjoy the far more relaxing experience of simply spending time with Rex. On the one hand, she greatly enjoyed being able to grow closer to someone she had felt an immediate, undeniable connection with, as if their very lives had always been destined to intertwine. Somewhere further down one of the fingers of this same hand, she had very much appreciated the ability to do this in a calm, peaceful manner, without any bizarre interferences from Professor von Genbu. Then, once the other hand finally got to have its say, there was the matter of the feelings she had felt well up so steadily with each passing day she spent with Rex.


She liked Rex. She liked him really quite a lot, actually. If she was so bold, Pyra might even say that there was some kind of ‘crush’ afoot. One that, she retroactively realized, had led her to take such Totally Embarrassing, What On Alrest Was She Thinking actions as… hugging him, unprompted. Several times now Pyra had looked at Rex, remembered she had, in fact, hit him with the surprise hug, and suddenly felt herself overcome with the desire to hit her head off of any available hard surface until she had total amnesia. 



But with the slow, sinking acceptance that, yes, she had developed a crush on Rex, had come a reminder. There was Help Available. A saviour. An experienced mentor who could guide her in these choppy waters. And so, with a few quick emails, she had made her way over to Professor Pandoria, and the wisdom she could only hope she held.


Professor Pandoria’s laboratory felt, in a word, cramped. Theoretically, Pyra was sure it was probably a lot roomier than it seemed. The discarded, half-broken electrical boards lining each table like graves to every failed project the room had witnessed, along with the tangled masses of wires stretching across the tables’ lengths like snakes all rushing to capture the same juicy mouse, just lent it the same air as a closet filled with decades of forgotten household appliances. Even picking out the least cluttered table still made her feel like the walls could close in around her and bury her in technological detritus at any second.



Similarly, the walls themselves were oppressively lined with poster after poster of what Pyra dimly recognized as the kind of strange, abstract memes Mythra was constantly showing her, to little impact. The one closest to her, depicting a large sandwich which was, in turn, sandwiched between the twin captions PHYSICISTS BE LIKE ‘WHY DID MY WAVE BECOME A PARTICLE’ and MY BROTHER IN THE ARCHITECT, YOU MADE THE OBSERVATION was the most baffling of all. Sandwiches didn’t change when you looked at them. She, of all people, would know if they did.



“You like that one?” Professor Pandoria asked, prompting Pyra to look her way. The older woman was sitting happily amongst a pile of junk on the table opposite Pyra’s, looking at her with a proud, expectant smile that she just couldn’t bear to betray by giving out her honest thoughts.



“Oh, yes. It’s very… interesting.”



“Thanks. It’s one of my favourites. The physics nerds really get a kick outta it.” Professor Pandoria hummed in thought, her eyes trained directly on the quantum sandwich. “Y’know what? This is a good enough place to start.”



“What is? Sandwiches?”



“Yeah! I mean, they say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, after all.”



Pyra nodded contemplatively.



“That’s true. If you try and go straight for his heart, his ribs will just get in the way.”



Professor Pandoria froze in place, staring straight at Pyra with a mix of fear and amusement, like she’d just witnessed a small bunny pulling out a gun.



“Don’t kill Rex,” she eventually said.



“O-of course I won’t! Why would I do that!?” Pyra protested, raising a hand in front of her horrified expression.



“Just making sure,” Professor Pandoria said, her face sliding firmly towards amusement, like the bunny had forgotten to reload the gun before brandishing it. “Anyway. I know you guys are already eating together, and that’s a good start and all, but you gotta start stepping it up.”



“Stepping it up?”



“Yeah, you gotta start… you know, dropping hints,” Professor Pandoria said, hands waving vaguely as if the hint should be an interpretive dance. “Write something flirty on his food with ketchup like ‘I wanna put you in a jar and shake it around’ or something.”



“That doesn’t seem very… flirtatious,” Pyra said, the last word coming out as a scandalized whisper.



“Really? Worked on my Prince,” Professor Pandoria said with a shrug. Sometimes, Pyra worried about the state of their marriage. “Well, write whatever sappy shit you want. Oh, or you could do that thing where you cut the food into little hearts! That’s always cute.”



“Oh, that does sound nice!” Pyra said, smiling. A blush then swiftly swept across her face. Cute as the idea was, the thought of Rex seeing a box filled with love hearts and looking at her and understanding exactly what she was trying to convey was almost too much to bear. There was just no way. “But, um… don’t you think it’s a little too… forward? I’m not sure if I’m ready for-“



Springing off of her perch on the desk and approaching Pyra with inhuman speed, Professor Pandoria grabbed hold of her shoulder with a painfully tight grip.



“Listen to me, Pyra,” she said in a low, firm voice.



“P-Professor?” Pyra squeaked out. The look on Professor Pandoria’s face was like nothing she’d ever seen from the other woman before. Not a trace of her usual cheerful, mildly mischievous demeanour remained. Now, she was serious as the grave, and twice as cold- and yet, a kindness lurked beneath it, a kindness one could find only in the bluntest of words.



“Moving forward is scary. Trust me. I know. But… we all have to do it. How long are you going to stay stuck in this endless cycle of will-they-won’t-they?”



“Well, I’ve only actually known Rex for a few weeks, so I don’t think it’s that bad…”



“Quiet. I’m giving a cool speech here,” Professor Pandoria snapped, her eyes narrowing. “You can’t let yourself be chained to fear like this. You need to take control of your own life. Your own fate. And you have to do it quickly, before my Prince does something stupid trying to break you out of your chains himself. We can’t take another pay cut. We just can’t.”



Well, that certainly answered the burning question of how Professor von Genbu appeared to behave like That, with seemingly no threat to his job security. The consequences were real. Just not immediately visible to the student body. Pyra couldn’t help but feel an immense wave of guilt crash into her at the revelation. Because of her… apparently obvious chemistry with Rex, she had caused such pain to them both, even as they had tried to help her. How could she have been so blind? So self-centered? It was enough to break her heart into a thousand pieces.



“Oh, I’m… so sorry, Professor,” she said in a voice packed with heartfelt sorrow. For an instant, Professor Pandoria took on a guilty look of her own, eyes glistening with utmost regret, like she could never forgive herself for bullying a maiden of such sweetness and purity as Pyra. But then, she shook her head, and her stern glare returned in full force.



“Nope, sorry’s not gonna cut it. I need action. You haven’t seen what we have to eat now. We can’t even afford the knock-off Doritoes anymore. Now we have to buy the Gaming-Affiliated Tortilla-Based Snack Items. The crumbs are like sawdust, Pyra.”



“I-I really am sorry. I promise, I’ll try my best to…” Pyra hesitated, glancing around the room out of a sudden, irrational fear that Father might be sitting sullenly in the corner, ready to be devastated by his daughter’s pottymouth.“To flirt with Rex,” she whispered.



“Thank you,” Professor Pandoria said quietly, a dim light of hope returning to her eyes, like a sunrise breaking the darkest winter night. Her hand slid gently away from Pyra’s shoulder, and she took a moment to enjoy the pleasant sensation of blood actually circulating through that arm once more.



With that blood flowed something else, too. Something just as vital- a rush of newfound determination. Scary as it was, she would do this. Not just for herself, but for the sake of those who had sacrificed so much, had condemned themselves to such suffering to aid her. For them, she would not fail.



“I’ll give him the love heart food,” Pyra declared, to reaffirm her commitment to the cause. So fierce was her resolve that she managed to breeze right through the word ‘love’ with barely a stutter.



“Nice. I like the confidence,” Pandoria said, nodding eagerly. “Then what’re you gonna say to him?”



“I’m going to tell him that I… that I…” Pyra hid her face behind her hands, her resolve already faltering.“L-like him. Maybe.”



Alas, even a newly-forged iron will could rust all too easily. She’d said ‘love’ once already. Twice was really pushing her limits. If she was going to tell him, Pyra decided, it would need to be phrased very efficiently. Strategic deployment of her determination was key.



Pandoria sighed.



“Well, it’s an improvement. Look, say it to him, pass him a note, send him a buncha heart emojis, whatever works. Just… do this. For me. And my Prince. And Turters. Please.”



Pyra nodded solmemly. The weight upon her shoulders was great, indeed. Not just that of her own feelings for Rex, growing more and more each and every day until it felt like her very heart could explode- but now she carried the hopes and dreams of her elders, too. Only through her could they know peace.



“I will.”



With those final words, Pyra pulled out her chair, the cacophony of the numerous broken electronics she rattled around in the process serving as a fanfare to her exit. As she left, mind racing with plans and contingencies and phrasing and rephrasing of all that she had to say to Rex, one new, dreadful thought pierced through all the others like a bullet.



Pyra did not actually know how to cut food into a heart shape. She’d never really thought about it before. There’d never been a need.



She took a furtive glance back towards Professor Pandoria, waving encouragingly at Pyra as if she were but a humble village maiden waving off a heroine as she set off on her quest. The feeling was rather like the heroine had forgotten her sword, but didn’t want to go back and spoil the moment. Pyra smiled at her uneasily before hurrying out of the lab.



She’d need to learn. Quickly. In fact, she’d need to become an expert. Pyra refused to confess anything to anyone with a subpar presentation. It had to be good.



That meant there was only one man she could place her faith in.










A semi-circle of awed onlookers surrounded a small kitchen table, each and every pair of eyes in the room trained on the silver-haired man stood before it, a knife held firmly in his hand. His muscles were tensed, poised for action. He brought his free hand to meet its partner gripping the knife, steadying his hold- then, at once, he struck, unleashing a swift and merciless slash straight down the middle of his target. With barely a moment’s rest, he twisted his wrists to the left and slashed once more, than again to his right.



He released a slow, steady breath from his lips, looking down at the cake he had cut into eight exactly equal pieces. Bowing his head, the man then laid the knife gently upon the table. His work was done.



“Observe my technique. I have eliminated all unnecessary movement, allowing for three perfectly efficient cuts. Master this art, and the art of presentation will soon follow.” Professor Jin frowned. “However. Do not attempt to replicate my speed. I’ve been told the university has to pay the damages out of some of our faculties’ salaries.”



Somewhere towards the back of the crowd, peeking between the shoulders of two other students, Pyra looked dismayed. Professor von Genbu and Professor Pandoria certainly had a hard life.



Dismay quickly gave way to a sense of righteous duty, though, and she redoubled her focus on Professor Jin. Those skills with a knife were unparalled. There was no mistaking it. He could help her, and save his fellow educators on top of that.



Professor Jin then bent down for a moment, pulling out several plates and a selection of cutlery, and laid them out next to the vanquished cake.



“Next, I would like you all to taste this. This is not, however, for fun. I want you all to tell me what you believe to be the most crucial ingredient in this cake.” He cast his eyes around the room, giving each student a meaningful stare as he spoke. “Think carefully on your answer. What you say will tell me exactly what kind of chef you are.”



The initial excitement that Free Cake- even if it was likely just a spoonful each- had caused amongst his students quickly turned to apprehension, with several of them murmuring worriedly to each other. Pyra was no exception. She had confidence in her pallate, certainly, but to place so much weight on just one taste… well, it was daunting, to say the least.



She tightened her fists. No. She had to persevere. This was just another trial. One she would pass, and prove herself worthy of Professor Jin’s forbidden knife techniques. Even if he wasn’t currently aware that these two things were linked.



Small scoops of each slice were passed throughout the class. Soon after consuming his piece, punctuating it with an impressed hum, a tall man with red, braided hair stood next to Pyra- Gorg, if she remembered right- put forth his answer.



“It’s got to be the sponge, right? The taste, the fluffy texture… it’s really something else!”



“Actually, I think it might be the jam!” came a counter-argument from a blonde woman on the other end of the semi-circle. Vess took another small taste of her piece and nodded firmly. “Yes, the jam. I’m sure of it!”



“C’mon, you guys are way off! It’s the icing! You don’t lay it on that thick if you don’t want people going ‘wow, nice icing!’” said Crossette, a short girl with black and white streaks running down her hair.



She was also stood next to Pyra, looking up at her eagerly for approval. The other students had clearly noticed, too, and were now looking at her expectantly, like Pyra was somehow the ultimate authority on all this, not Professor Jin. Even the man himself, following the gazes of his students, was staring straight at her, awaiting her input.



The pressure was overwhelming. There was no choice but to answer.



“W-well, um… this might sound a little silly, to be honest, but… I think it’s…” She glanced down at her plate, if only to escape the room’s expectant gazes, gripping it tightly. She couldn’t really say this, could she? It was so… she couldn’t give an answer like this in as serious a learning environment as this, right?



No. The more she thought about it, the more right it seemed. An unlikely truth was, in the end, a truth. She would stand by her convictions. She would tell them the answer her heart had led her to.



Raising her head, eyes blazing with the fire she locked deep within her soul, she met Professor Jin’s gaze with a fierce glare.



“Love.”



The room fell into stunned silence, that singular word like a deafening gunshot. Doubtful glances were exchanged among the students. Pyra paid them no heed. She was right. She knew she was.



The proof was in Professor Jin’s face, normally so stoic, so unflinching. For the briefest of moments, she had seen recognition flash in his eyes, betraying his inscrutable exterior.



“Interesting,” he said, tone utterly level, as if she hadn’t seen through his charade already. “Explain further.”



“The cake is delicious, and it’s incredibly well-made, but… there are some strange things about it. Little pieces of extra jam, or a smaller helping of cream than you’d normally use. I don’t think those are mistakes someone like you would make, Professor. I think they’re on purpose… to suit the tastes of someone you truly care for.”



For several, agonizingly stretched seconds, Professor Jin remained silent, staring at her with an expression as blank as a fresh sheet of paper. Whatever brief lowering of his guard she had caught a moment ago had been swiftly corrected, and his face was now as unreadable as a series of scribbles on that same paper.



Pyra held her breath, and held firm. Waiting. She knew it was coming.



Then, at last, his eyes closed, and his head dipped in a slow nod, like a veteran warrior acknowledging the skills of a talented young novice.



“Yes. You are correct.”



Shocked gasps, followed by a series of impressed murmurs and a ‘wow, Pyra, you’re so smart!’ from Crossette spread throughout the class. Pyra smiled brightly, her face glowing with triumph. Her instincts had been right all along.



“Tell me. How did you know?” Professor Jin then said, placing a hand on his chin.



“Hm? I’m sorry if this is rude, but… I just said, didn’t I?” she replied.



“Indeed you did. However, few students your age would even notice how I had prepared the cake, let alone deduce my motives so easily. You must have some kind of insight they don’t. That’s what I’m curious about.”



“Oh. Right. Well,” Pyra said, her smile becoming more and more strained with each delaying tactic of a word. Oh, her wonderful, beautiful resolve. She could feel it crashing down around her already.



The truth was, she did have insight. Direct experience, in fact. The last few times she had met up with Rex for lunch, she had started intentionally overcooking pieces of Pan-fried Tartari for him, just because he’d once offhandedly mentioned how he’d always sort of liked how his Aunt Corrine never quite got the timing right. And he’d loved it. Enough to repeatedly comment that it felt like he was back at home, so of course Pyra had kept on overcooking them, so of course when she had tasted that cake she had immediately detected a fellow companion in deliberately cooking something wrong, against all their better judgement, out of sheer, undying love.



Pyra was not about to tell Professor Jin a single word of this. There was only so much bravery within her soul, and she had to start conserving it for her True Battle.



“I-I just had a feeling, is all,” she mumbled, fiddling idly with her fork.



Professor Jin seemed unconvinced, but recognition bloomed briefly in his expression like a short-lived firework once more. He probably knew.



“I see. Well, you have impressive intuition,” he said. Pyra sighed in relief. He had granted her mercy. Turning to the rest of the class, he continued. “You all have a lot to learn from Pyra. Love, above all else, is a chef’s ultimate weapon. Whether it be love for the craft, or the love of those dear to you, that is what should guide your blade. Or your whisk, depending on the meal.”



Once the lesson had ended, and once Gorg had finished asking what the precise measurement of Love each meal should be imbued with was, Pyra approached Professor Jin. She did her best to keep her nerves under control.



“Excuse me, Professor Jin?”



He looked up from the dishes he was carefully stacking.



“Yes?”



“It’s just, um, with all this talk about cooking with love today, there’s… actually a knife technique I’ve been wanting to learn. I’d like to at least have the basics for it down very soon, and I was wondering if you could help me with that.”



Professor Jin raised an eyebrow at her, but soon nodded.



“Understood. I believe I know what you’re talking about.”



“O-oh, you do?” Pyra said, her face reddening. They were kindred spirits, she could see that, but were her intentions so obvious that even an explanation that vague was all he needed?



“Indeed. You want your cooking to reflect your heart, don’t you? Poetic, in a sense.”



It was all he needed, then, yes.



“I… suppose it is, isn’t it?” Pyra said. When he put it that way, it all sounded quite a bit more romantic than she’d thought, didn’t it? With that in mind, she felt a renewed eagerness to go through with the plan.



“Then, let us begin,” Professor Jin said, taking knife in hand. “For one of your skill, this shouldn’t take long.”



Taking a knife of her own, Pyra nodded enthusiastically.



“Ready, Professor!”
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Pyra strode across the campus cafeteria, carrying the blazing fire of purpose in her heart, and a bag containing two bento boxes in her hand. The bento boxes had been Mythra’s idea- something about how if she was really serious about all this then she needed the inherent romanticism of a gifted bento on her side. Pyra wasn’t really sure why her trusty tupperware lacked inherent romanticism, and frankly these boxes were a bit smaller than she’d like, but she wasn’t about to reject any support from Mythra. Even if it was apparently contingent on whether Rex had Kept His Word, In Regards Bleach.



Well, the container probably didn’t matter that much. The important thing were the contents, and every heartfelt emotion she had liberally seasoned them with. For the sake of the feelings that had bloomed so fast within her, and for the sake of Professor Pandoria’s languishing bank balance, she would let those emotions be known. Today, she would shout them to the very heavens. Metaphorically. She would say them to Rex. With her indoor voice.



“Dromarch! What’ve I told you about coming in here!?” came the sudden hiss of a familiar Gormotti accent. Pyra looked to her left and saw that girl from drama class- Nia? She hadn’t talked to her that much yet- glaring up at a tall, elderly-looking man. His clothes, an immaculate, dark suit with thin, gold highlights running along the edges of the jacket, stood in stark contrast to Nia’s crumpled, bright yellow jumpsuit and gray headphones adorned by two twitching, electronic cat ears. 



Or they did, right up until Pyra’s eyes drifted upwards and saw, nestled amongst his thick, white hair, a similarly-coloured pair of cat ears. Not real ears, obviously. She assumed.



“My apologies,” he said, bowing his head. “I merely thought to save you the journey outside.”



“Sure, sure, real sweet of you, but how d’you think it looks for my bloody butler to come in and hand me my lunch? I’ve got a reputation to maintain here!” Nia said, folding her arms.



Dromarch gave her a wounded grimace.



“My lady… are you suggesting I am not ‘cool’ enough to be seen in your presence…?”



“Yes, I am! You-“ Nia paused, studied his face for a moment, then let out a groan. “Well. You did start wearing the cat ears. I guess it’s okay. Just this once.”



Smiling, Dromarch bowed his head.



“Very kind of you, my lady.”



Pyra, having stopped briefly to observe them, shook her head and carried on. She really shouldn’t be eavesdropping like that. Not only was it Dreadfully Rude, but she had a date- nope, nope, a mission to attend to. 



Rex, and her trial, awaited her at the far end of the cafeteria, at a small, obscure table in a corner. All the better for Pyra’s covert operation to be carried out unnoticed. Some table out in the middle of the floor, where the eyes of all around her could bore straight into her soul, would have sunk the whole plan in an instant.



With a deep breath, Pyra unleashed her opening salvo.



“Hey, Rex.”



She then sat down in the chair opposite him, laying the bento box bag on the table.



“Hey, Pyra,” he said, countering her with a cheerful smile. Cute, too. That smile was so cute. To Pyra’s slight dismay, he replaced it with a frown and a furrowed brow. “Listen, before we start eating, there’s… something I gotta admit to you.”



Pyra froze up for a moment, hand hanging awkwardly above the bag. Admit? Admit? With a face that serious? Her mind raced fast enough to leave burn marks on the track. He couldn’t mean what she thought he meant, surely. Not when she was just about to admit it herself. That’d be way too much of a coincidence, right, and, okay, that’d really save her a lot of stress if he just beat her to the punch like that, but still, now that she thought about it, she wasn’t sure if she was ready to be confessed to, that was a totally different dynamic, and besides, this wasn’t how it was meant to go- 



No, no. Enough of that. She really needed to respond to him before it started looking strange.



“O-oh, really? What’s up?” she said, casual as can be. She forced her arm back down to the table’s surface, so the next thing that stunned her didn’t make her look like the model for a marble statue.



Rex suddenly became sheepish, rubbing the back of his head as he spoke.



“Well, I guess it’s not really for you. More like, something I need you to tell Mythra for me. I dunno if I can tell her myself.”



Oh, it was for Mythra. Pyra let her tensed shoulders relax again. That was fine, then. Probably.



“Sure, what is it?”



“I…” Rex hesitated, voice faltering, but he shook his head and rallied. “I finally got around to watching Bleach. And, to be honest, I wasn’t really into it. Just not my thing, y’know?”



It was not fine, then. Pyra sank in her seat, and her heart followed suit. It felt like all her bones had vanished and left her as a slowly collapsing pile of goo. Like a bottle of bleach, perhaps. Knowing that your crush had effectively slid his death certificate across the table and asked your sister to sign it for him certainly took it out of you.



“Uh, Pyra? You feeling okay? Sorry, I didn’t know you liked Bleach, too,” Rex said, leaning forward a little. So sweet. So caring.



“Oh, no, I’m okay, Rex. Just a little tired,” Pyra said, pushing herself back up in the chair. Something about how concerned he looked had broken through her stupor and helped her regain some composure, if only so he wouldn’t have to worry. “But sure, I’ll tell her. And, um… I’ll hide all the sharp objects the next time you visit.”



Rex chuckled a little.



“Yeah, that’s what I was worried about.”



“Don’t worry. I’m sure it won’t be that bad,” Pyra said, laughing along with him.



A half-truth. Mythra would definitely attack Rex with a sword. It’d just be one of those very intricate foam ones she spends half her weekends building. She only hoped she could protect him from Mythra’s somewhat squishy wrath.



“To be honest,” she continued, dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, “I… don’t like Bleach very much, either.”



“You don’t?” Rex said, raising his eyebrows.



“Not really. I liked it better when we watched My Hero Academia, but one day Mythra started calling it ‘Mid Hero Academia’ and said we should watch a real classic instead, and, well… I guess I just don’t understand the classics.” 



Sorrow tinged those last few words. Mythra was far more well-versed in these Tornan shows than she was, after all. If Pyra didn’t get something, she could only assume it was her own poor taste to blame. But in the end, this was who she was. A Lover of Mid. Whatever ‘mid’ was.



“That’s rough… But I guess I don’t really get ‘em either. Actually, I was gonna say I started watching that show instead! It’s been pretty fun!” Rex said.



“Oh, really?” Pyra said, her expression brightening. “That’s great! Maybe we could watch it together sometime.”



“Yeah, for sure! It’ll be like looking at smuggled goods or something. Y’know, since Mythra banned it,” Rex said, grinning at her in that endearingly silly way of his. Cute. Cute. Even cuter than his last smile.



Pyra smiled back at him, even as her heart skipped merrily over a couple of beats. 



“That sounds like a lot of fun. I haven’t gotten to watch it in years now,” she said wistfully. 



Memories of her innocent youth, sat side-by-side with Mythra as they watched and were occassionally interrupted by Malos asserting that shonen was for little babies and they should read Berserk instead came rushing back to her. One memory, in particular, came bubbling to the surface. One she had long-since buried.



“Actually…” she said in fond recollection, “This is a little embarrassing, but I used to have a bit of a crush on the main character.”



“On Deku? Really?” Rex said, trying and failing to suppress a giggle. His laugh was cute, too.



“I-I don’t anymore! It was just when I was younger!” Pyra insisted. “But… yes, I liked him a lot. When I was younger,” she repeated. Just in case.



“Really? Just back then?” Rex said teasingly.



“Y-yes! Really!” Pyra said, her face reddening.



“Alright, alright, sorry. Still… I guess I can kinda see it. He’s a pretty nice guy and all.”



“That… was a lot of it, yes,” Pyra said quietly.



Something was now dawning on her. It had been a good few years since she’d last watched My Hero Academia, so a lot of the details were fuzzy, but, that Deku character… he was very nice. Kind and strong-willed and eager to help others, that was what she mostly remembered about him.



Also that he was really quite short, compared to most of the other characters. And, back in the day, she’d found him to be by far the cutest character.



It was then, right there in front of Rex, that Pyra realized that not only had her tastes been completely sealed by watching a Tornan cartoon when she was thirteen, but that Rex embodied practically all of those tastes.



And she’d just told him what she’d liked. And he’d figured out more or less what those tastes were. 



The plan. The plan. It was in ruins. Sure, maybe the end result was roughly the same, but when Pyra had a plan, sticking to it truly felt paramount. And now, she’d just accidentally spilled the whole confession, way ahead of schedule, and in the most ridiculous way she could. Oh, if he connected any of the dots she’d just laid out for him, it was all over. She’d have to contend with the shame of her feelings becoming known via Anime Crush for the rest of her life.



But then, instead, Rex just laughed again and said “Aw, c’mon, everyone had something like that when they were a kid. It’s no big deal. It’s kinda cute, actually.”



Huh. What. What word was that just now. Cute. Cute? Cute?



Pyra stared intensely at him, only to be greeted by his own shocked face, eyes darting back and forth as a deep blush spread on his face.



“Uh, wait, wait! I- I mean it’s… y’know, endearing? I think? It feels like, I dunno, like I know you a little better now? Maybe?” Rex said, clearly bolting down the first escape route he could spot. Pyra was only too happy to usher him along.



“Oh, um. Yes. Yes, it’s a little bit like you… know one of my dark secrets or something, I suppose,” she said, following it up with a nervous laugh.



Her playing along brought a degree of calm back to Rex’s face, and he joined her in laughing.



“Yeah, feels like I should tell you one of mine as well. It’s like Gramps always tells me: always pay back a gift, or your friendship’s sure to drift.”



“No, no, that’s okay! Consider that one, um… free of charge!” Pyra said hurriedly. She sent her hands plunging deep into the bag and took each of the bento boxes out of it. “Anyway! Why don’t we eat? You must be pretty hungry by now.”



Rex briefly gave her a puzzled look, but hunger clearly won out over suspicion, and he nodded in agreement.



“Yeah, I’m starving, actually. Thanks,” he added, smiling as he took a box from her.



Thank goodness. Curious as Pyra always was about Rex, and his past in particular, she wasn’t sure she could face anything remotely equivalent to what she’d just told him. There was a non-zero chance Rex would reveal that he used to be completely infatuated with some character who was soft-spoken and loved cooking and maybe had red hair, by sheer coincidence. Maybe he didn’t. He probably didn’t. But she couldn’t risk finding out right now. The notion that they had always been fated to meet by the sheer gravitational pull of Cartoon Crushes might well do her in.



Still… she studied his face. He’d been flustered a moment ago, when he had made that… interesting comment. But it didn’t seem like anything she’d told him about her sordid past had had the same effect. Maybe he hadn’t even made the connection she had spotted so quickly.



That came as a huge relief to her. People said being dense was a bad thing, but on this ocassion, Pyra couldn’t help but be thankful Rex had successfully repelled that particular pneumatic drill.



None of this boded well for her confidence in executing her upcoming confession, but Pyra convinced herself it was just her desire to Stick To The Plan. When the time came, she’d definitely for sure be totally ready.



Then Rex popped the lid off of his box, peered inside at the contents, and fell silent. For a longer moment than Pyra was entirely comfortable with. 



Having opened her own box, she was greeted by the exact same thing as him: a cornucopia of hearts. Professor Jin’s emergency training had paid off, with each and every item in the box cut expertly and smoothly into the perfect love heart. Two large sandwiches stood proudly in the center- the twin beating hearts she hoped they shared. Within them, a thick cut of beef, heart-shaped. Lettuce, heart-shaped. There used to be a heart drawn with a layer of ketchup on the lettuce, too, but the grim reality of placing the bread on top had probably smeared it. Off to the side lay a few pieces of heart-shaped, intentionally overcooked Pan-Fried Tartari. And the heart-shaped remains of a peeled apple, for health purposes.



It was a bold statement. A declaration to the heavens that no, it was food that was the food of love. And, judging by Rex’s continued silence, and the slow blush sweeping its way across his features- adorable, if only she had time to really admire it- it was a message he had heard loud and clear.



This, Pyra realized, was the last thing she wanted him to hear. She wasn’t prepared. She wasn’t ready. Every hitch in her chest and surge of panic she’d felt today, the intense urge she’d had to hide under the table at just the word ‘cute,’ the relief when he hadn’t spotted the implications in her old crushes, it had all been screaming one thing at her: You Can’t Do This Yet.



She had been so sure, had run through all of this in her head so many times, but theory was always a kinder, gentler place than practice could ever be. Theory let you start over. Theory let you take all the time you needed to compose yourself, to consider what the other person might say, to consider what you would say. Practice offered no such luxuries, and now, Pyra knew she wasn’t ready to give them up just yet.



Rex’s quiet voice shook her back to dreaded reality.



“Hey, Pyra…? Are these…?”



She had to think of something. Quickly. Anything to diffuse this situation, before he finished that sentence. If he spoke it aloud, there’d be no turning back. 



She searched deep in her heart for an answer, for some way out of all this. And, in a rather literal sense, it gave her that answer.



“Heart disease!” she exclaimed, the words coming out as an urgent yelp. Rex jumped a little at her own jump in volume. “I, um… was thinking of volunteering to help raise awareness for heart disease! And, well, I thought maybe giving out heart-shaped food would be a fun idea. But I wanted to get some feedback first, so, I… I gave you some. Do you like them?” she tacked on at the end, doing her best to smile through her nerves. 



She internally winced. That was probably the least convincing story she could have given him, but whatever talents Pyra possessed in the art of deception lay mainly in evasion and omission, rather than outright lying. It’d take a miracle for him to buy this.



And yet, after a moment of skeptical examination of the box, Rex’s expression subtly shifted its flavour of flustered from ‘wait, does this girl like me?’ to ‘oh no, I really jumped to the wrong conclusion here.’ He was buying it. Her most cut-price excuse, and she was making the sale.



“O-oh, ‘course you are! That makes a lot more- I mean a lot of sense!” Rex said rapidily. Did it, though? “Well, uh, the shapes look great. You cut all these yourself?”



Pyra nodded, too stunned by disbelief to reply just yet. That, and the pang of guilt she was suffering at the idea of having deceived him like that. Oh, her misery. Oh, the ever-increasing sins she carried on her back.



“Wow, that’s impressive. You really got the shape spot on,” Rex said, lifting one of the sandwiches out to inspect it. “You’re pretty handy with a knife, huh?” 



“I suppose, but I’m still just a student, really. Um, feel free to try it. If you want.”



Rex nodded, then opened his mouth wide and took a sizable chunk out of the sandwich with a single bite. Each chew brought a new noise of approval, and another nod to accompany it. 



“This is-“ he paused, swallowing the last of the bite. His Manners restored, he continued. “This is great! But that’s not much of a shock, is it? I don’t think you’d even know how to cook a bad meal, Pyra.”



“I-I, um… thank you. I’m glad you like it,” Pyra mumbled, subtly fidgeting in her seat. For some reason - she knew the reason - compliments from Rex always hit her harder than from anyone else.



“Plus, if you were giving these out, people’d probably come from all over the place to try it. That’d raise a whole bunch of awareness, huh?”



“It… would, yes,” Pyra said. She truly could not tell if Rex was actually secretly helping her cover story or not at this point.



“And using all this beef… it’s ‘cause too much red meat’s bad for you, right? You really thought of everything!”



“I… sure did? I’m, um, glad you noticed that part,” Pyra said. 



Actually, maybe Rex was turning this into his own cover story now.  He must have really thought he’d gotten the wrong idea at first and was now working overtime to insist he definitely had not done that, at all.



Of course, it had been exactly the right idea, but… that wasn’t for him to know. Not today. 



With her slapdash excuse giving them both the chance to shift away from Pyra’s meal preparation techniques, and onto more neutral, relaxing topics, she found herself with more mental capacity to mourn her failure. Not just for herself, but for those she had let down in the process.



Forgive me, Professor Pandoria. Professor von Genbu. I… wasn’t strong enough. I hope, one day, I can free you from your financial burden…



That day would come. She would make sure of it. But as Rex’s face cracked into a wide smile at the smallest of jokes from her, and she found her heart fluttering with the intensity of a hummingbird’s wings, she knew that she needed more time. More training. But she would tell him.



First, though, she’d have to admit her failures to Professor Pandoria.










Pandoria read through Pyra’s lengthy, apology-laden recounting of her abandoned confession with a weary, but unsurprised expression. Yeah. She figured that girl pulling it off would’ve been too good to be true. She let the hand holding up her phone flop down to her side, then craned her neck backwards to look up at Zeke from the comfortable pillow of his lap. 



“She totally botched it, my Prince.”



Zeke sighed. Pandoria sighed right along with him. 



“I thought as much. Nobody ever said bringing interdimensionally destined lovers together would be easy, I guess,” he said solemly. 



“You’re telling me. Couldn’t you have had Visions of, like, someone with a little more confidence?” she said. 



“Someone like that hardly needs the help of Zeke von Matchmaker, Bringer of Kissy though, do they now? They’ll get to their destiny on their own time.”



“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Pandoria said. 



Despite herself, Pandoria was something of a true believer in the Visions Zeke claimed his Eye of Shining Justice brought to him. Partially because he’d predicted a few too many things in their life with eerie accuracy, and partially because some of the Visions he’d had of their alternate dimension selves sounded sick as hell. Why shouldn’t she believe that, somewhere out there, they had a giant electric sword that was literally powered by their love? 



The one thing she wished did not match Cool Magical Vagabonds Zeke and Pandoria, however, was the quantity and quality of their diets.



“So… what’ve we got for dinner?” she asked, as if she didn’t already know the answer.



“Instant noodles for us, and an apple I swiped out of the staff lounge for Turters,” Zeke said with a proud smirk.



“Think he’ll notice if we steal a couple slices?”



“Probably. He’s sharper than he looks, that Turters,” Zeke said, stroking his chin. “So’s his bite. Better not risk it.”



“Man,” Pandoria said wistfully. “Hey, if we really can get those two together, what if they, I dunno, tell Mòrag we deserve a raise? Y’know, to thank us for all our hard work.”



“I fear that may be our only hope, Pandy…” Zeke said, his voice heavy. 



“Yeah. We gotta step up our game.” She paused, glaring pointedly at Zeke. “No crimes, though.”



“No crimes,” Zeke echoed. “Those Gaming-Affiliated Tortilla-Based Snack Items have taught me that lesson, for sure.”



Pandoria shuddered at just the thought of them. Those two kids needed to hurry up and start chastely holding hands or something. So that, one day, she could eat a real Dorito again.


Notes for the Chapter:
extremely malos vc yeah seinen is just so much more mature and gritty than shonen





