
1. Sbeve

Author’s Note:
      hey hi hello if you’re someone who enjoyed professor von genbu and are wondering why it’s been literally half a year since it updated…i dunno what to tell you man, consistent updates are hard when you’re a Fool. in the meantime, please enjoy these scenes that would have no place in the story but that i felt like writing anyway.

also yes this first one is just the latest entry in the Rex and Pyra Are Confronted By Memes saga

    


    
    A low sniffle broke the once-comfortable silence of Pyra’s bedroom, prompting Rex to look up from his phone. Leaning against him with her knees tucked up to her chest, her own phone inches from her widened, watery eyes, Pyra let out another choked gasp. A single tear had left a wet trail down her cheek, passing by her quivering mouth.


  Practically dropping his phone, Rex brought his face closer to hers, his brow furrowing in concern. She looked 
  
    devastated,
  
   what little composure she had left already beginning to crumble and be washed away by her escaping tears. What had happened? As far as he knew she’d been looking at her phone this whole time. Had she gotten some bad news? Was there something she’d been silently suffering with that had finally overwhelmed her? Whatever it was, he couldn’t just leave her like this.


“What’s wrong, Pyra?” he asked, his voice low. With another, louder sniff, Pyra’s eyes broke away from her phone and looked towards Rex.


  “O-Oh, nothing’s wrong, Rex. It’s just…” she paused, flicking her gaze back to her phone for a moment, another tear trickling down her face as she did so. “I found something on Instagram, and it…It made me so sad. It’s so 
  
    powerful.
  
  “


“On…Instagram?”

She nodded, a trembling hand thrusting her phone towards him. With a bewildered ‘eh?’ Rex carefully took the phone from her and looked at what had moved Pyra so deeply that she’d been brought to tears at the mere sight of it.

It was the words “she believed” in bold, eye-catching text on a sparse black background. While most of the letters were in a stark white, several of them had instead been highlighted in bright red. Small, splotchy trails ran off the ends of the red letters, almost like thin smears of blood. These crimson letters spelt out a brutally simple counter-point to the broader message: HE LIED.

Pyra finally broke, a sob escaping her mouth as Rex stared at the image, completely perplexed and considerably less inclined to cry.


  It was…well, it 
  
    was 
  
  kinda sad, he supposed. He might have been more moved by it if he hadn’t first seen one of these about five years ago. Images like this were very much in the realm of very earnest but unfortunately corny teenagers- not that Rex 
  
    wasn’t 
  
  this, but his particular strain of corn had something of a different texture to it. Regardless, it was nothing new to him.


Tonight had evidently been quite a learning experience for Pyra.

“Isn’t it amazing? It…really says a lot about our society, doesn’t it?” she choked out, dabbing at her eyes.

“Uh…yeah.”

He wasn’t going to judge. Different things affected different people. Didn’t mean he wasn’t a little surprised at how emotionally totalled Pyra was by two simple words, hidden within two slightly larger words.

“I’ve sent it to everyone I know already…I hope they liked it as much as I did…”

Her phone vibrated in Rex’s hands, eliciting a gasp from her. Rex held it out to her and she took it eagerly from him, fingers dancing across the screen as she moved to her messages. A new text from Mythra had arrived, just a couple of minutes after Pyra had sent this piece of pure linguistic art to her. Pyra read it over, eyes briefly lighting up in excitement at what her dear sister had to say.

It was a single, small word. Not even a real word.

“Sbeve.”

Pyra lowered her phone, the light within her eyes immediately extinguished in favour of dull disappointment.

“Oh.”

 

 

  



2. Flareon Can’t Learn Solarbeam

Summary for the Chapter:
            Morag is both passionate and knowledgeable about competitive Pokemon.

          
Notes for the Chapter:100% inspired by this tweet https://twitter.com/ardainian/status/1132432053054480384

also morag and brighid are married it’s not important right now but it’s important to the world at large




    
    “However, Flareon is the only fully-evolved Fire-type Pokemon that cannot learn Solarbeam…”

Morag tapped a hastily-made yet still quite competent drawing of Flareon on the blackboard, a short list of its potential moves written in tidy, almost-block like letters underneath. Brighid, standing next to her, nodded in agreement as she began her next drawing- a black-coated, winged lizard, a blast of fire shooting out from its open mouth.

“I understand Flareon may hold some visual appeal to you, Pyra,” Morag continued, turning towards Brighid and the new image, “But to see any kind of success, I would strongly recommend a different Fire-type, such as Charizard. Its Mega-Evolution lends it numerous tactical advantages that…”

Rex’s attention drifted away from the lecture as he chose to instead stare at his 3DS. Its battery indicator was blinking an urgent red, and had been for some time now. With a heavy heart he gave his game one last emergency save before closing the lid, and with it, closing away his hopes of any kind of escape, even if it would only have been mental rather than physical.

Mythra, sitting just past Pyra, seemed similarly miserable, scowling down at her own dearly departed game console. Pyra, for her part, had an expression of bemused fascination, and had also sensibly closed her 3DS approximately two hours ago, when all this had begun.

He let out as quiet a groan as he could, toeing the fine line between venting some frustration and also not being heard by Morag and being made to recite the ideal IVs and Natures for her preferred team as punishment.

What a terrible mistake talking openly about Pokemon had been.

He hadn’t expected it. Why would he? Zeke he could expect. The guy looked like he’d stepped straight out of a video game and staunchly refused to make a single adjustment to the real world in the process. If he’d blindsided them with a marathon lesson on competitive Pokemon, well, that’d just be another day with The Zekenator, Official Tantal Region Pokemon Champion and also banned from all local tournaments for unsporting behaviour towards small children.

Morag, though? No way. Morag didn’t play video games. He hadn’t known  that, of course. He’d just strongly gotten the impression that if you asked her, she’d snort and say “I’m afraid I have precious little time to spend on children’s toys.” She seemed far too…serious for a fun little pastime like video games.

What Rex had not counted on was that Morag was actually Incredible Serious about having fun.

She’d overheard them talking about their Pokemon teams as they were making their way of their last class for the day, and she had found their strategic choices…lacking. So lacking that she had seen fit to give them a crash course on exactly how to fix their individual shortcomings as Pokemon Trainers.

Rex, for his part, had a relatively well-balanced team, but when she had inquired about their IVs, he had naively asked her why she thought his Pokemon were in hospital. His Pokemon choices were…adequate, but they were nowhere near their full potential, a thought that had never crossed Rex’s mind because he had just been having fun going on a cross-country adventure with his animal pals without really worrying too much about their latent potential. Two hours and far too many graphs later, he now understood full well what an IV was.

Pyra had fared even worse than him. Her team was made up of nothing but Pokemon she thought were cute. If it made her turn to Rex and exclaim ‘I wish I could give them a hug!’ it was going on the team. Perhaps not coincidentally, most of her team was unevolved, her Flareon being the sole exception. She had also ended up with both Vulpix variants, because the standard and Alohan Vulpix were ‘adorable in their own special ways’ and she simply couldn’t choose between them. Her complete lack of consideration for team composition was currently the victim of a thorough teardown by Morag.

Mythra, as the worst offender of them all, had been saved for last. Morag had already voiced, quite mercilessly, her disapproval for Rex and Pyra’s whimsical selection process, for their penchant for emotion over practicality in battle.

But Mythra? She was pure evil. The anti-thesis of everything competitive Pokemon stood for.

Mythra used nothing but legendary Pokemon. Not even the weaker ones, the legendaries in name only like Phione. Only the best, the most meta-annihilating, the most flagrant enemies of fair play would do for her. An Arceus here, a Ho-Oh there, it didn’t matter to Mythra. She wanted to win, so why shouldn’t she use all the strongest Pokemon?

Morag’s lectures for Rex and Pyra had already been longer than most of her actual lectures. He was terrified to think of what was in store for Mythra. Images of Morag scowling at her shiny Giratina of dubious legitimacy and calling her a coward with no respect for the honour of the battlefield flooded his mind, and he had a feeling that was going to be a very accurate premonition.

Right now, though, Morag had finished meticulously explaining her recommended Charizard moveset, and was preparing to move on to her next segment, Why You Really Only Need One Vulpix. Just as Brighid moved to wipe the Flareon from the board to replace it with her latest illustration however, Pyra raised her hand.

“Pardon me, Mrs. Ladair…”

Morag quirked an eyebrow and nodded at her.

“Yes, Pyra? Was there something you didn’t understand? I’d be quite happy to go over some of the finer points again if need be,” she said.

“Oh, no, I think I understand what you’re saying. I suppose my team is a little difficult to work with. It’s just…” Pyra paused and fiddled quickly with her phone, her fingers swiping along a collection of photos. Several dozen pictures of her and Rex in varying states of cuddle whizzed past as she sought out her goal before finally landing on it. She held up her phone towards Morag, urging her to come closer and inspect it.

Morag approached with a curious expression that quickly turned to one of bewilderment as she was faced with a lovingly detailed illustration of a Flareon. It was curled up and asleep in a small bed, an expression of comfortable contentment on its face.

“Flareons are just so cute! I’d love to at least keep Flarey on my team. He’s one of my favourites,” Pyra said, her voice bubbling with pure joy and affection for her fictional pet. If it wasn’t for the fact that he knew she’d just doomed them to an extension on this extra-curricular lesson, he’d have found her enthusiasm pretty adorable. He still did, really. He was just dimly aware that as cute as Pyra was, she had also just guaranteed that what was left of their afternoon plans was now dead in the water.

Morag narrowed her eyes and let out an exasperated sigh. With a curt turn, she marched back towards the blackboard. Brighid lowered her hand, leaving the Flareon intact, for the moment.

“I appreciate your attachment to your comrade, Pyra. I assure you, I do. But I’m afraid a Flareon is simply not feasible in the current climate. Need I remind you of its highly limited moveset potential? Your options are few indeed with a Flareon, regardless of their aesthetic value…”

Rex leaned back in his chair, gazing up at the ceiling in defeat. Mythra grumbled a little too loudly, slumping her head onto her desk. This was going to take even longer than they thought.

 

  



3. Culinary Innovation

Summary for the Chapter:
            Pyra’s weekend is spoilt when she discovers Mythra’s latest midnight snack.

          
Notes for the Chapter:why would i update the actual fic when i could write another dumb extra scene

a while back kawaiiboushi showed me a picture of a coffee orange and told me to put it in the au, so now i’m fulfilling that dark promise




    
    Pyra had never seen anything like it.

Quite frankly, she would have preferred to keep it that way.

To a casual observer, it appeared to be but a humble orange, sitting peacefully atop the kitchen worktop. A friend to all, a wonderful source of vitamin C, and a great source of juice, should the need arise.

But Pyra knew better. She had approached this vile impostor, this masquerading fiend, and she knew that within its treacherous depths lay a dark secret. The top of the orange had been cut off, carelessly discarded next to the body and leaking a small puddle of juice around itself. She quietly slid a nearby knife a few inches away from the encroaching puddle. Traumatized she may be, but there was no need to get her equipment dirty.

Of course, doing that only ended up giving her a better view of the horror, which wasn’t doing much for her already fragile emotional state.


  It truly was awful. What kind of person could do a thing like this? 
  
    Why 
  
  would they do a thing like this?


She knew the answer to one of those questions already. The culprit was still asleep, snoring blissfully like she hadn’t just violated several international laws.

It was the second question whose answer she feared in roughly the same way one fears an ancient tome of dark magic- the foul truths whispered within playing havoc upon even the sturdiest of minds.


  And yet, she couldn’t help but ask. Why? The more she looked at it, the less she understood. 
  
    Why 
  
  had Mythra done this?


The orange had been safe and happy in the fridge the last time she’d checked, a couple of hours before heading to bed. And Pyra always woke up well before Mythra, largely because she maintained a strict regiment of feeling incredibly sleepy by exactly 11pm, whereas Mythra would happily stay up until four in the morning if her schedule permitted it.


  That meant Mythra had to have done this late at night. But late at night made no 
  
    sense. This 
  
  was not a late night food. It wasn’t an 
  
    any 
  
  time of day food, but night was perhaps the most inappropriate time possible.


Pyra’s eyes- which had been tightly shut in a pained grimace- cracked open just enough for the faintest flickers of vision to stream through.

She saw it again.

She hissed through her teeth in discomfort as she tried to confront the scene of the crime head on.


  The insides of this pure, innocent orange had been gutted, the mangled citrus left a hollow shell of its former self. Pyra had thus far been unable to locate the rest of the corpse, which she hoped meant Mythra had at least had the decency to 
  
    eat 
  
  the orange. 



  But of course, that didn’t mean the orange was 
  
    empty 
  
  now. Oh no. If only that had been the case. Instead, Pyra was met with a cold, slightly congealed brown liquid sat miserably within its confines. White lumps floated with a slow, sickly gait through the liquid, like the wreckage of a capsized ship drifting lazily across a vast ocean. The telltale sign of Mythra’s excessive use of sugar, despite Pyra’s repeated, very worried warnings to her about achieving a properly balanced diet.


There was no other explanation for it. No avoiding the truth.

There was coffee in that orange. Ice cold, citrus-tinged coffee.

Pyra shuddered, unable to look at it any longer. It was just too much for her to bear, especially when that thing was already haunting every corner of her mind. Her eyes deserved the break her psyche would never get.


  It just…didn’t make any sense. None whatsoever. It 
  
    didn’t make sense 
  
  why Mythra would be brewing up coffee so late at night, even accounting for her nocturnal sleep patterns. 



  That wasn’t even getting into the fact that they lived in an apartment with plenty of perfectly good mugs at their disposal. Their cupboards were filled to the brim with cute little matching sets of Best Sisters Forever mugs, which were 
  
    not 
  
  lame, despite Mythra’s claims to the contrary. Pyra had caught her staring at her mug, eyes on the verge of tears as she read that slogan every other week. She 
  
    knew 
  
  Mythra liked using it. 



  She’d had 
  
    options. 
  


And she’d chosen an orange.


  The worst part was she hadn’t even drunk all of it. It was still half-full. Her strongly held beliefs on what should or should not be poured into an orange aside, that was just 
  
    wasteful
  
  . 


A door creaked slowly open, jerking Pyra out of her thoughts as she looked towards it. From the doorway emerged a vast mass of golden hair, each strand sticking out in a different direction, as though they were all desperate to escape their owner. Mythra’s face sat in a barely conscious scowl, her eyes half-lidded and dim.

Despite her pain at Mythra’s horrible deeds, Pyra couldn’t help but feel a little happiness swell in her heart at the sight of her sister. She looked like she’d managed a better sleep than usual, since she’d just come out wearing her pajamas, rather than making her entrance while tightly wrapped in four layers of sheets. That was progress, and Pyra would always be proud of that.


  Mythra padded with a sluggish, somber gait into the kitchen, giving Pyra a terse nod on her way to the fridge. Grabbing hold of an extra large bottle of chocolate milk and nothing else, she shut the fridge door with a heavy thud. She placed it next to a box of cereal- With A Rich Coating Of Chocolate, according to the cover- that had been left out by the fridge. 
  
    Not 
  
  where it was supposed to be, as Pyra had reminded her via several sticky notes with small doodles of an unusually cheery Mythra placing her cereal in the correct cupboard, but there were graver offences at hand right now. 


Then, after a moment’s rummaging through their dishes, Mythra took the largest bowl in the apartment and placed it by the milk and cereal.. She opened up the box of cereal and held it upside down directly above the bowl, allowing its entire contents to rain down upon it. Finally, she emptied the chocolate milk into the bowl, the contents quickly submerged beneath a light brown ocean. Her completely stoic expression throughout all this betrayed no shame or sense of moderation in what she was doing.


  And she did all that without even a glance of acknowledgement towards the coffee orange, Pyra noted. She’d returned to the scene of the crime, and she wasn’t even going to admit there 
  
    was 
  
  a crime in the first place. She didn’t know her one and only sister could be so cold-hearted.


Pyra walked up to her, placing her hand gently on Mythra’s shoulder. Mythra glanced towards her, her face still blank. A short grunt of confusion escaped her lips.

Pyra smiled sadly at her and squeezed her shoulder.


  “Mythra, I want you to know that you’re my sister, and I love you, and…and I’ll always support you, no matter what. But this…” she gestured towards the coffee orange, forlorn and forgotten on the other end of the counter, “It isn’t acceptable. It isn’t 
  
    healthy. 
  
  We need to talk about this.”


Mythra stared at the coffee orange for a moment with a perplexed frown.


  “What, the coffee? I don’t care if six a day is bad for me, I need them to function. I’ll 
  
    die
  
  , Pyra. You don’t want me to die, do you?”



  “I’m sure you won’t die, Mythra,” she said, although she now wasn’t entirely convinced herself. Mythra sounded so serious, after all, and she wouldn’t 
  
    lie 
  
  about something like that, surely? “But this isn’t about the coffee. I mean…yes, it’s about the coffee, but it’s not about 
  
    that
  
  .”


Pyra steeled herself, then approached the mangled orange and scooped it up into her hands with a wince. She thrust it towards Mythra, her grip on the orange as light as she could manage without dropping it.


  “I mean 
  
    this
  
  . The 
  
    orange.”
  


“Oh,” Mythra said. “Did you want some?”


  “N-no! Mythra, why did you 
  
    do 
  
  this?!” Pyra cried, her eyes full of sorrow from this betrayal.


“I wanted coffee,” she said flatly.

“In…inside an orange?” Pyra said weakly.

“I thought it’d give it some flavour,” she replied with an ironclad belief in her own logic that Pyra was finding terribly difficult to cope with.


  “You didn’t have to use the 
  
    whole 
  
  orange for that…You could have just used a slice in or something…” 


Actually, now that she was saying that outloud, Pyra realized that sounded pretty good. Mythra had been on to something- she’d just come at it from a very bizarre angle.

“You know I like my flavours strong,” Mythra said with a shrug.

“B-but…it’s…it’s just…”


  “It’s just 
  
    what
  
  .”


“It’s just not right! You don’t pour coffee into an orange!” Pyra exclaimed.


  Mythra scoffed. “Whatever, man. I’m breaking boundaries here. I’m an 
  
    innovator. 
  
  You just don’t get my genius.”


“It’s not just me! Look!” Pyra said, placing the orange gingerly back onto the counter. Now free, her hands dug into her pockets to search for her phone. She soon extracted it and, after a few swift taps, held it out for Mythra to take.

On the screen was a picture of the coffee orange, with several broken hearts edited around it. Below that was a series of texts between Pyra and Rex from around an hour ago.


  “
  
    i’m a little upset :(“
  



  “
  
    did mythra do this”
  



  “
  
    yes :(
  



  she left it out on the counter overnight >_<



  it smells a little funny now…”



  “why”



  “i wish i knew… :(“



  “…..did you try it?”



  “no!!!!! >:(“



  “ok good! i was worried for a minute there



  it looks pretty gross”



  “oh thank you rex that’s very sweet =^_^=”



  “=^_^=”


Mythra shoved the phone back into Pyra’s hands. Their scathing reviews didn’t appear to have fazed her in the slightest, although the all-too familiar disgust on her face made it pretty clear she hadn’t enjoyed their perfectly normal means of expressing affection.

“So what, Rex doesn’t like it either? Big deal. Just means neither of you understand true art when you see it.”

“But, Nia agrees with us too,” Pyra objected quietly.

“A genius is never understood in their own time,” Mythra said, her tone resigned, yet unshakably confident in her own righteousness.

Her moment of lamentation over her finest work’s rejection by the masses finished, she opened the overhead cupboard in front of her and took out her Best Sisters Forever mug. After trying to force down a sniffle- which Pyra noticed anyway, smiling quietly at her sister- Mythra placed her mug down next to her overflowing bowl of cereal. She then opened a jar of coffee beans and, contrary to Pyra’s advice that she should really be adding a tablespoon’s worth at best, proceeded to pour in beans until the bottom of the mug was covered in a thick layer of them.


  The sight was- much like all of Mythra’s misadventures in the kitchen- a deeply harrowing experience for Pyra. It was, however, a far more 
  
    mundane 
  
  atrocity. She was back on familiar ground, even if she was wading through a foot of coffee beans as a result.


“You’re…not going to use another orange?” she asked with equal parts confusion and relief.

Mythra turned to her, dumbfounded.

“What? Hell no. That thing sucked.”

Pyra’s shoulders slumped in defeat. She really didn’t know why she bothered anymore.


  

  



 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          real talk i firmly believe pyra uses like forty <3’s and ^_^s per text when talking to rex but i sacrificed the purity of my vision for the sake of readability

        




4. Youtuber Zeke (REAL)

Summary for the Chapter:
            Zeke’s road to internet stardom is a rocky one indeed.

          
Notes for the Chapter:i have a rich ecosystem of what each xenoblade 2 character would do on their youtube channel and this is just a single cursed glimpse into that world




    
    The first thing the camera recorded was a pair of large feet, one of them tapping impatiently. They wore a pair of pitch-black socks adorned with a colony’s worth of small green turtles. A moment later, it violently jerked upwards, the only thing visible an indistinct, multicolour blur that was, presumably, the furniture surrounding the cameraman.

His face soon came into view. Slightly too close for comfortable viewing. A far too intimate audience with his nose and the looming edges of his eyepatch filled the screen. Grumbling, he smudged a thumb onto the screen of his phone, zooming the footage back out to a more sensible distance, where it felt less likely that you’d be able to smell his breath through the screen.

His mouth was set in a heavy, deeply serious frown, but his single visible eye was wide with shock. It was as though he had unearthed a secret as mindblowing as it was devastating. A dark, hidden truth that mortal man had no business trifling with.

“Greetings, Bringers of Chaos,” Zeke intoned, voice low and solemn. “I have been conducting some…research. And I have made a discovery that has thrown my entire life into question.”

He began walking forwards, holding his phone at arm’s length. Unfortunately, he did not have a particularly steady hand, causing the phone to bob up and down like a buoy in choppy waters. Zeke was an artisan at a very specific kind of film technique that caused the viewer to become motion sick within about two minutes of watching any of his videos. His unique directorial style had earnt him a rather niche audience, a solid half of which was Pandoria and a wide array of sockpuppet accounts she had set up to colourfully compliment him on his physique. But that still left the other, somewhat more sincere half of his budding fanbase, and Zeke von Genbu was never a man to let his audience down.

“For some time now, I’ve noticed some odd behaviour from my wife- shoutouts to xXxPandyGamingxXx, don’t forget to like and subscribe,” he added quickly. “I keep spotting her typing out these little messages on her phone and laptop…But not from her account. In fact, it seems like a different account every single time. Just what could she be doing, I wondered…”

He rounded a corner, his pace quickening. His features increasingly became a blur as his phone swayed more and more.


  “Whenever I catch her composing those messages, she seems…furtive. 
  
    Secretive. 
  
  As though she doesn’t want me to know she’s even 
  
    writing 
  
  them. I thought long and hard on it, and I can only arrive at one conclusion.”


He screeched to a halt in a hallway, the light above his head granting him a certain eerie glow. With a look of anguished betrayal, he cried out.


  “Pandoria…is a member of the 
  
    Illuminati.
  
  ” He paused for several seconds. In the raw footage, this gave the impression that Zeke had completely forgotten where he was going with this revelation and was stalling for time. One more familiar with his creative process, however, would know that he’d just given himself a nice window to slot in as much of the X-Files theme as he could without immediately being banned for copyright infringement.


“That’s right,” he said, “The Illuminati.”

Another pause. Another few seconds of X-Files added during post-production.


  “It all adds up. They must know who I am. Zeke von Genbu, Bringer of Chaos? Why, that’s exactly the kind of maverick a secret society running the world from the shadows is 
  
    terrified 
  
  of! So they sent her in as a double agent, a seductress! To get close to me, they sent in the perfect woman…,” he mused, caught between adoration and heartbreak. “And all those messages from mysterious new accounts? Burner emails. Proxies. All to cover her tracks- or…her 
  
    masters’ 
  
  tracks.”


He began walking forward again, with the same nausea-inducing urgency as before.

“And now that I’ve exposed her dastardly plan, I’m about to confront her face-to-face. Don’t go anywhere, Bringers of Chaos! The Zekenator’s about to expose the Illuminati live on air!”

With a press of the screen, Zeke flipped the phone’s camera round, just in time for it to capture him opening the door to their living room. Pandoria sat cross-legged on the sofa, hand idly dipping into an extra-large bag of Doritos. Nacho cheese, her official Gamer Flavour. She wore a loose black shirt, the affirming statement “Yes, I’m A Gamer Girl, Yes, I Have Elf Ears” written in searing pink across it. She did not currently have elf ears, but hey, it was the weekend. No wearing your uniform on a day off.

Zeke pointed an accusing finger at her, twisting his arm at an uncomfortable angle to get it in the shot.

“The jig is up, Pandy! You’ve been found out!”

“Huh? What’d I do?” she said, mouth still full of crunchy treats.

“Oh, I think you know, Little Miss Femme Fatale!”

“Is that…a compliment? Thanks, I guess.”


  “It’s a compliment, alright- a compliment to your 
  
    acting skills! 
  
  Give it up, Pandy!” The phone shook violently as Zeke thursted his hand out for another point. “The Illuminati would have to get up pretty early in the morning to fool the Zekenator, and you always get up an hour after me! You’ve got no chance!”


Pandoria let out a weary sigh.

“My Prince…”

“Go ahead! Try and worm your way out of this!”

“I thought our next conspiracy video was gonna be ghost hunting on campus.”

Zeke stared blankly at her.


  “That’s…that’s 
  
    this 
  
  week?” he asked weakly.


“Yeah, dumbass. Where’s all this Illuminati stuff coming from? I don’t have any material prepared! You gotta give me time to work out my character!” She huffed, folding her arms. “Go get your costume. We’re supposed to leave in a couple hours.”

“You don’t want to at least try some improv?” Zeke said pleadingly.

“No way, dude. I gotta focus on my ghost hunter bit.”

“Fine…” he whined.

His shoulders sagging and his video in ruins, Zeke turned and trudged out of the room. Once the coast was clear, he raised his phone back to head height.

“Well, Bringers of Chaos, it looks like she’s still in denial. But fear not!” he said, the theatrical raising of his voice sounding far more forced than normal. “We’ll get her next time. Until then, this is the Zekenator, telling you to stay Chaotic!”

He pressed his screen once again, the footage cutting off abruptly.

For some time afterwards, Zeke seriously considered uploading this botched video as “EXPOSING MY WIFE AS ILLUMINATI DOUBLE AGENT (GONE WRONG)” before deciding not to dilute the integrity of the Zekenator Brand, deleting it instead.

The eventual “GHOST HUNTING AT TANTAL UNIVERSITY (REAL) (NOT CLICKBAIT)” video, however, proved rather popular, even if the first comment received was “u guys suck lol” from notorious troll QueenMyffy69.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          this is ur fault kawaiiboushi

        




5. Just goin’ to the store, to the store

Summary for the Chapter:
            Zeke and Pandoria go in search of bargains and hassle minimum-wage workers.

          
Notes for the Chapter:this is a little rough i think but also i make pandoria say some very bad words because it makes me laugh so maybe this fic is good actually




    
    Whispers surrounded them on all fronts, a chorus of confusion and, in some cases, derision that stalked them down each and every aisle.

Zeke paid them no heed. Let the rabble talk. It was hardly their fault that the general public couldn’t recognize True Love for what it was.

The pressure on his shoulders shifted slightly to his left. After a few moments of rustling, a voice from on high spoke to him, as sweet and angelic as the chorus of the heavenly host.

“Hey, my Prince, these ones are half off. What do you think?” Pandoria said.

A large packet descended before him, dangling in front of his face. He grabbed hold of it and inspected the goods. A black triangle had been crudely drawn across it, the edges wobbly and uneven, bordered by a fluorescent yellow that looked as if it had been hastily added with a marker pen. There, in blocky letters, stood the name of the product.

“Doreeties…” he murmured. He glanced up and was greeted by Pandoria’s face peering down at him expectantly from her shouldertop perch. “Nice one, Pandy! We’ll be living the high life this weekend!” he said, grinning up at her.

“Hell yeah!” she responded with a grin of her own, the overhead light fixtures above her surrounding her with a radiant glow. His grin faded to a fond smile. She truly was the Archangel of Gamers. As beautiful as she was Epic.


  He dropped the pack into their shopping cart, where they landed next to the rest of their spoils, each and every one of them oddly similar, yet just barely legally distinct from a popular brand- and with the cut-rate prices to match. Where others would have turned their noses up at such shameless attempts at brand-name confusion, Zeke and Pandoria saw them as salvation from the true dregs of the supermarket, the blank white, off-brand packets that simply said CRISPS in imposing black lettering. Oh, sure, the Doreeties might not compare to the real thing, and they 
  
    might
  
   smell a little suspicious. But they were a tantalising glimpse of a world where their budget could dare to dream of a kitchen filled with of actual, honest-to-God Doritoes, and dreams could keep a man going through any hardship.


“Right then, onward! Our next bounty awaits!” he exclaimed, pointing towards their next adventure in the great Grocery Store Saga: the free samples at the cheese counter. Pandoria slid off of his shoulders, sticking the landing with practised expertise and launching into a dab the moment her feet touched solid ground.

He couldn’t see the dab, of course, but he knew. Pandoria never missed her landing pose.

She truly was the perfect woman.

They approached the cheese counter, where a sullen young woman with dark red hair awaited them, her face one of resigned familiarity.

“Back again, huh?” she said with barely disguised irritation. “You know you two have probably eaten a whole roll of this stuff by now, right? You not convinced yet?”

Zeke shook his head, a skewer already poking out of his mouth as he devoured his first bite.

“We are, as a matter of fact, a pair of cheese connoisseurs. We want to make sure we’ve got a thorough grasp of this cheese’s quality and flavour profile before we deem it worth our hard-earned cash. Right, Pandy?”

“Oh yeah, totally,” she said, the words having to squeeze their way past the five lumps of cheese she had stuffed in her mouth at once. “And I gotta tell you, this stuff is looking real promising! The flavour is so…cheesy.”

“Uh-huh.”

“That being said…” Zeke said, tapping his chin, “I think we’ll need just a couple more taste tests before we’ll really have a grasp of its quality. We’ll be back for the final phase next week!”

“They’re changing the samples next week.”

“Wow, no kidding? Guess we’ll have to start our research all over again, huh, Prince?” Pandoria said with a shrug.

He shrugged back. It was a shame, but such were the pitfalls of a thorough investigation.

“Indeed we will. My apologies, Cheesemaiden-“

The woman tapped her nametag, where “Celliara” was written in blue letters.

“But we’ve no choice but to start from scratch. We could hardly call ourselves cheese connoisseurs if we sacrificed our integrity like that!”

“Whatever.”

Zeke held his arm out across his chest and bowed deeply, with Pandoria following suit. It was important to always pay your respects to a master of their craft.

“Well, until next time, Cheesemaiden. Our daring quest isn’t over just yet. Come, Pandy!” he said and, with a sweep of his coat, he turned his back to her and knelt down. “Your chariot awaits!”

With a bright grin, Pandoria stepped forward and clambered onto Zeke’s back, taking her seat atop his shoulders. As Zeke rose to his feet, she glanced back down at the grimacing woman.

“See ya next week, Cheeselady!” she said, shooting Celliara a quick salute, to little response. Facing forwards once more, she tapped Zeke twice on the shoulder. “Let’s go, my Prince! Full speed ahead!”

“As you wish, my Princess!”

As he spoke, he gripped the cart like the handlebars of a motorcycle and broke into a dangerously fast run, dashing down a nearby aisle. In a show of mercy to their fellow shoppers, Zeke had picked an empty aisle where no one could be mowed down underneath his deadly wheels. As they reached its end, he yanked the cart left and swerved, its wheels scraping harshly against the floor as he executed a skilful multi-aisle drift that would impress even the boldest of street racers.

He screeched to a halt as they arrived at the entrance to their destination. Pandoria dismounted and, after her customary dab, stood level with him. Side by side, they gazed upon its seemingly endless rows of bottles and cans. Before them stood their final mission: the Passage of Liquid Delights, as Zeke had dubbed it, or Dewtown, as Pandoria preferred.

They stepped into its hallowed halls, eyes darting from shelf to shelf as they scanned the rainbows of brightly coloured bottles surrounding them. Around halfway through their pilgrimage, Zeke approached a row of familiar, fluorescent green bottles and picked up the largest one he could see.

“We have a little extra cash left over, you know.” He turned to Pandoria, presenting the bottle to her as though it were a fine, vintage wine. “What say we spring for the real thing, eh?”

Pandoria gasped, her eyes lighting up.

“You mean it? We can have the real Mountain Dew? No weird knock-offs?” she said, her voice filled with hopeful awe.

“Of course, Pandy,” he said, his words low and warm. “A truly epic gamer deserves some proper gamer fuel, after all.”

“My Prince…” Pandoria murmured as tears welled up in her eyes. “You’re…you’re so poggers…”

“Only half as pogchamp as you, my dearest.”

Smiling affectionately, he held his arm out and offered the Mountain Dew to her. Pandoria took it without any hesitation, clutching it tightly to her chest and basking in its inviting, eyesearing glow. Eventually, with a reluctant sigh, she placed it into the cart with the reverential care befitting such a holy artefact of her faith. She gave it one last loving look before turning back towards Zeke, who she graced with an identically loving look.

“So, that’s it, right? I don’t think we missed anything,” she said.

Zeke chuckled with a slow shake of his head.

“Not quite, Pandy. There’s one last thing we need.”

“Really? What’d we forget?”

In one fluid motion, he spun on his heels and tapped a small sign placed just underneath the Pillars of Dew, glancing back at her with a wry grin. There, in bright red letters, was his final gift to her.


  
    Two for one offer on all soft drinks! Ends Monday!
  


For a moment, Pandoria simply stared vacantly at him, her mouth hanging open. The sheer luxury that awaited her this Saturday must have short-circuited her completely. He tapped the sign again, wiggling his eyebrows to try and coax a response out of her.

“No way,” she breathed out at last. “Two bottles of the good shit…?”

“No flavour restrictions, either. The aisle’s your oyster, Pandy.”

“I could get the Gamer Fuel flavour too…I could dual-wield…” she said, her voice growing higher as an overjoyed grin spread across her lips. “Oh man, this weekend’s gonna rule!”

Zeke crouched back down, extending a hand to Pandoria.

“Well then…shall we?”

She sprang forward, taking Zeke’s hand in her own and leaping onto his back. Cart in hand, he charged onwards to the far reaches of Dewtown, where exotic flavours that only the most hardened of gamers could appreciate dwelled.

“Just remember, no whining when I kick your ass at Mario Kart, okay?” came Pandoria’s voice from above, giddy with an excitement he never tired of hearing.

“What!? The Zekenator is always gracious in defeat! Not that he ever tastes its bitter sting to begin with, mind you,” Zeke shot back.

“Really? What was that about that ‘broken controller’ you had last week then?”

“That was just bad luck! It had nothing to do with my skills!”

“Yeah, sure. Not like your skills would have helped you anyway. Tell you what, I’ll let you have a sip of my Gamer Fuel, see if it helps you out, okay?”

As the bright red of the coveted Gamer Fuel came into focus like a great, fiery beacon, Zeke’s lips curled into a determined smirk.

“Hah! You’re on!” he declared with unshakable confidence.

The Gamer Fuel did not help.

Neither did demanding they swap controllers because “this one’s completely busted.”

But Pandoria had more fun that weekend than she’d had in months, and that was all that truly mattered to Zeke.


  Well, 
  
    one
  
   win would’ve been nice.



  

  



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          i hope everyone appreciates the extensive research i conducted to write this fic (googled “mountain dew flavours” to check if gamer fuel was a real one. it is, but its availability in All Good Retailors appears to be sketchy so just imagine that this modern au version of alrest is also one where Gamer Fuel was just always on shelves and not a tie-in for halo: the haloman strikes back or whatever)

also literally every time i have to make a random one-off character for this au i always just google tantal npcs and pick a name at random and i dont intend to change that

        




6. Crustacean Frustration

Summary for the Chapter:
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“Here. Take it.”



Nia eyed the battered box Mythra had set on the coffee table in front of them. It was a deep red and sort of, vaguely heart-shaped, if you squinted long enough. On it, written in a refined, tightly controlled cursive that clashed badly with the ramshackle container it was attached to, was a note.



For my favourite piece of shit.



She really knew how to flatter a girl.



She turned to Mythra, who had folded her arms and started staring intently at the floor. Her face was bright red.



“Your favourite piece of shit, eh? I’m really movin’ up in the world,” she said, smirking.



“Just open it already,” Mythra responded, not looking up.



Rolling her eyes, Nia lifted the lid and revealed its contents. Her face briefly contorted in an almost obligatory disgust, the sort of expression a crime scene investigator would make after witnessing their twentieth murder scene- it was an expected sight, but no less grotesque for it.



The inside of the box was an unmitigated confectionery disaster, with no two chocolates ruined in the same way. Where one was bizarrely bulbous and larger than the others, as if it had mutated and absorbed its brethren, another would look as though Mythra had flattened It with a punch. Off in the corner, lonely and afraid, sat a single, perfectly nice-looking piece.



This, Nia suspected, would be the one Pyra had offered to help her with- or, more accurately, the one Mythra had finally caved and accepted the help on. The rest were clearly Mythra originals.



“You shouldn’t have,” she said flatly.



“Well? Hurry up and try one,” Mythra said, still not looking at her.



Getting poisoned by your girlfriend wasn’t Nia’s idea of a romantic Valentines Day date, but she supposed she had no choice. Reluctantly, she lifted one of the malformed sweets out of its prison and, with a grimace, placed it in her mouth.



It definitely had some chocolate-adjacent flavours, she could admit that much. It also, she noted, tasted rather distinctly of something a little more oceanic.



“Oi. Mythra,” she said, in between morbidly curious, worryingly crunchy chews, “Is that crab?”



“Yeah, so? You like crab, don’t you?” Mythra said defensively.



“Not in my chocolate, I don’t,” Nia replied with another miserable crunch.



“Maybe you should open your mind a little.”



“I would, but I think my stomach’d have a few things to say about it.”



Mythra scoffed.



“Whatever. You know, a lot of people would kill to get handmade chocolates from their girlfriend on Valentines Day. You can start appreciating how awesome I am any time now.”



Sighing, Nia smiled and shifted closer to Mythra, sliding an arm around her shoulder.



“I know, I know. I’m lucky I’ve got someone who puts the effort in. Thanks, Mythra,” she said, her voice softening.



Mythra’s face glowed a brighter red. “Y-you’re welcome,” she mumbled. She never could handle it when Nia called her bluff like that. “I just, y’know, wanted to do something for you-“



“Even if it is bloody awful,” Nia continued, her smile morphing into an obnoxious grin. “Chocolate and crab? You’re off your head, I swear.”



Mythra groaned. “You’re such an asshole,” she pouted.



“Ah, c’mon, you love me, really. Your favourite piece of shit, right?”



“For now. Maybe,” Mythra said, rolling her eyes, although the fact that she then leaned in closer to Nia made her feel pretty secure about her placement in the rankings.



They fell silent, save the dubious sounds of Nia working her way through the chocolates. They were, against all good judgement on her part, growing on her. Mythra was, if nothing else, a unique chef. You’d never taste anything quite like her patented dishes.



“Hey,” Nia said, once she’d swallowed her latest piece.



“What? I’m trying to enjoy the moment, here,” Mythra grumbled.



“You’re my favourite piece of shit too.”



“Gee, thanks,” Mythra said, half-heartedly flicking her hand against Nia’s arm. “Happy Valentines Day, you furry bitch.”



“Right back at you, you dumbass weeb,” Nia said cheerfully. She took one more chocolate from the box and bit down on it.



Absolutely atrocious. Perfect.

  



7. Dining upon Defeat

Summary for the Chapter:
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    “Brighid. It is not too late.”



“Mòrag?” she replied, turning towards the other woman. Mòrag’s face was tense, her eyes dimmed by the hopeless dread of a soldier ordered to sprint across an enemy minefield. Tearing her gaze away from her target, looming large before them, she met Brighid’s eyes as best she could.



“There is still time. You don’t have to go through with this. I won’t think any less of you for staging a retreat, here and now. I…” She glanced away from Brighid before clenching her fists. “I will handle this alone.”



Brighid glared at her, unable to believe what she was hearing. Did Mòrag really think so little of her, after all these years? Grabbing Mòrag’s hand, she pulled her in closer.



“We are partners, Mòrag. We face all our burdens together, side by side.”



“But I-“



“I’m not going anywhere. I will not abandon you.”



Dumbfounded, Mòrag stared at her in silence. Then, a small smile spread across her lips, and she relented.



“Very well, then. Together, we shall journey into the maw of Hell itself. Thank you, Brighid. It is…truly an honour to be your partner.”



“The honour is all mine,” Brighid said fondly.



Mòrag then glanced back over at the humble, unassuming café they had been standing in front of for the past few minutes, the words “Crossette’s Sweets and Treats!!” written in sparkling, multi-coloured letters above its door, surrounded by drawings of fireworks. “Home of the Miracle Star Pancake!!!!” was written in slightly smaller letters, with the miniature fireworks to match.



It looked like a perfectly acceptable establishment, and yet Mòrag stared daggers at the door as if she expected armed goons to burst out from it at any moment.



Frankly, Brighid still didn’t quite understand what she was so worked up over.



It had all begun on Friday evening, when Mòrag had received an invitation to lunch from some former schoolmates. Naturally, Brighid had been curious. Mòrag spoke rather little of her high school years, and she thought it would be nice to get to know a couple of her wife’s old friends. So, she had insisted Mòrag accept the offer, and then invited herself along, much to Mòrag’s horror.



Ever since then, Mòrag had treated every passing minute as if it were just another step on her grim walk down death row. Brighid had tried to ask why, tried to learn even a single thing about these old friends of hers, but to little success. Mòrag had simply given her two names.



Zeke and Pandoria.



A couple, apparently. High school sweethearts, no less. She had refused to elaborate further. ‘Better you don’t know,’ she had said. Whoever they were, they struck fear into the heart of the most unflappable woman Brighid had ever known.



But her curiosity wouldn’t be dissuaded, and now, here they stood on a chilly Sunday morning, preparing for what Mòrag evidently believed to be her last meal.



Mòrag sighed, steeling herself one last time.



“Well…shall we, Brighid?” she asked.



“Yes, I think that would be wise,” Brighid responded with a nod.



And so, they stepped forward, crossing the door’s threshold hand-in-hand, no matter what might await them.



What awaited them was a rather nice, well-lit café. Square, brown wooden tables were arranged in neat rows across the floor, while the walls were decorated with more depictions of fireworks, each one its own unique, elaborate pattern. From behind the counter set in front of the door, a short, young woman with white hair accented by several black streaks was dilligently arranging slices of strawberry onto a cake. Her head perked up at the sound of the door opening and she beamed at them, greeting them with a short wave.



“Hey, hey! Welcome! Sit wherever you want, guys, I’ll be with you in just a second!”



She then, to Brighid’s concern, returned to her task by stabbing several long, thin sparklers into the cake, each one’s placement ensuring a full 360 degree radius of potential burn victims. Well, she hadn’t heard of any confectionary-related disasters in the news lately, so she was sure the girl knew what she was doing. She still made a mental note to specifically request no fireworks in her lunch, however.



“Hey, that’s them, right?” called out a new voice from the other end of the café.



“Yeah, looks like it,” replied another, deeper voice. Turning towards their sources, Brighid was greeted by the sight of a man and woman sat in the far corner of the café, the man leaping to his feet and…cupping his hands around his mouth.



Oh dear.



“Hey, Mòrag! Mòrag!” he boomed, loud enough that Brighid was surprised the walls hadn’t started shaking. “Over here, Mòrag! It’s your old pals, right here! Mòrag!”



His companion then began frantically waving them over, although she at least had the presence of mind to remain seated as she did so.



“Yeah, hurry up and sit down already! I’m starving over here!” she said.



Brighid was already beginning to understand Mòrag’s reluctance over attending this luncheon. She quickly scanned the café for any other patrons. 



None. Thank God. This was their own private hell, at least for now.



She then looked towards Mòrag, and…ah. There it was again. The Dread.



Slipping her hand into Mòrag’s, she gave it a small, reassuring squeeze.



“Onwards, Mòrag. Together.”



With a sigh, Mòrag stared at the battlefield lying before them, their assailants now loudly whooping and insisting they ‘get a room.’ Eventually, she gave Brighid a resolved nod.



“Indeed, Brighid.”



With newfound spirit, they walked across the café and sat silently down, plunging themselves deep into enemy territory. The pair greeted them with wide grins that were far too mischievous for Brighid’s liking.



Now that she was in closer proximity to them, Brighid gave the couple a once-over. She found she wasn’t quite sure how to process what she was seeing.



The man- Zeke, she assumed- had found himself trapped somewhere between brooding swordsman and swashbuckler of the high seas, leaving his dress sense several centuries and at least two genres out of step with his surroundings. Pandoria’s frilly aesthetic was…unusual, but more agreeable, at least, even if she didn’t quite understand the lightbulbs. Or the exposed undergarments.



More perplexing was the unshakable feeling that this was more or less how they normally dressed. Zeke sported a thin black choker with a bowtie hanging lopsidedly off of its front, while Pandoria wore a broad hat stretching past her shoulders and adorned with a ring of lightbulbs, each giving off a dim glow, but somehow, Brighid could perceive, on some instinctual level, that these accessories alone constituted their Formal Attire. The rest was plain, everyday wear to them.



She looked down at the rather elegant, flowing blue dress she had picked for herself, then at Mòrag’s pristine button-down shirt, and pondered whether they had over- or underdressed for this occasion.



Mòrag then took a deep breath to compose herself, and spoke.



“Zeke. Pandoria,” she said, nodding curtly at each of them in turn. “I see you are…the same as ever.”



“Naturally. The Zekenator is a force of nature, eternal and unchanging,” Zeke said gravely.



Mòrag groaned. Brighid quirked an eyebrow. It seemed his speech was consistent with his fashion.



“Well, aren’t you gonna introduce us?” he continued, gesturing towards Brighid. “I can’t believe you never told us you were married!”



“Yeah, we didn’t even get an invite to the wedding!” Pandoria pouted.



“Right?” Zeke said indignantly. “Think of all the wonderful memories we missed out on!”



“And the free food,” she added.



“Indeed, indeed. Turters could have eaten like a king, you know.”



“My apologies. It…must have slipped my mind,” Mòrag responded, maintaining as neutral an expression as she could. A blatant lie, of course. “Well then, allow me to make up for lost time. Zeke, Pandoria, this is my wife, Brighid.”



“It’s a pleasure,” Brighid said with a nod, mimicking Mòrag’s stone-face strategy. “I am

a writer by trade. An Ardainian historian, to be exact.”



“Ooh, smart and fancy, huh? You’re pretty cool!” Pandoria said.



Mòrag’s poker face had already begun to droop into the beginnings of a grimace at this comment.



“I would personally prefer ‘sophisticated’ to ‘fancy,’ but…thank you. I appreciate it,” Brighid replied.



The sound of wheels grinding along the café’s tiled floor suddenly rang out, quickly replaced by the grating screech of them grinding to a halt. Brighid looked up, and was greeted by the  apron-clad girl standing by the table, pencil and notebook in hand. A glance down revealed she was wearing rollerskates.



Brighid frowned, considering both her choice in footwear and the sparklers she had liberally added to that cake of hers. Just how many of this girl’s customers found themselves visiting the burn ward, she wondered.



“Sorry to keep you waiting! So, what’ll it be?” she asked cheerfully.



The four of them agreed, after some loud cajoling from Zeke and Pandoria, upon each ordering a plate of Crossette’s signature Miracle Star Pancakes- the best in town, both the girl and Zeke had insisted.



With a speed that was impressive, if not somewhat concerning, Crossette soon delivered their orders. The pancakes were clumsily prepared, their surfaces lumpy and with faint, yet noticeable scorch marks along their edges. Despite that, Brighid had to admit there was a certain…manic craftsmanship to them that made them seem rather appealing.



It was then, as she began to dine, that Brighid made her fatal error.



“So…Zeke and Pandoria, was it? Perhaps you could tell me a little about yourselves. I must admit, I’m rather curious.”



“Brighid, no!” Mòrag hissed with lightning reflexes.



Alas, it was already too late. Zeke let out a theatrical chuckle, one that seemed ill-suited at best to a simple introductory question. Beside him, Pandoria’s face lit up in an eager grin. His fingers splaying into a bizarre claw, he covered his eyepatch- Brighid was already fairly certain this was an aesthetic flourish, rather than practical eyewear- and he answered, in full.



“I’m glad you asked, oh noble Brighid. Consider yourself lucky, for you have the honour of dining with none other than Zeke von Genbu, Bringer of Chaos!”



He paused, staring at Brighid expectantly, like a minor celebrity from a decade-old TV show waiting for someone to recognize them.



“I see. How…interesting,” she said, more sincerely than she had expected. This man was quickly becoming morbidly fascinating. “And, if I may, what exactly does being a ‘Bringer of Chaos’ entail?”



“Brighid!” Mòrag whispered pleadingly.



“Well, it’s not anything a mere mortal would know anything about,” Zeke said, waving a hand dismissively. “When night falls, I defend the world from the evil that lurks within the creeping shadows, wielding the very powers of darkness against itself in an eternal struggle between good and evil! But by day, you would best know me as a humble professor, coaching my students in the thespian arts.”



“Acting?” That made a little too much sense to her. “Ah, you must be quite the skilled tutor, then.”



Pandoria snorted loudly at this assertion, while Mòrag let out a dubious hum. Scoffing, Zeke folded his arms.



“Clearly you have an eye for quality, Brighid. Unlike some people.” He paused, giving Pandoria a pointed stare. She beamed innocently at him in response. “I’ll have you know I’ve earned one of the highest accolades in education: a World’s Best Professor mug.”



“He bought it himself,” Pandoria immediately interjected.



“Well someone had to,” he huffed. He then turned back to Brighid. “Anyway, that’s about all I can tell you, Brighid. On a first meeting, at least. After all, the wild world of the Zekenator…?” He gave her a sly smirk. “It’s a little too much to take in all at once.”



With a gaze that masterfully blended both utter confusion and deep concern, Brighid looked at Mòrag, who was morosely prodding her fork into her pancakes. She was met with a stare that projected a single, blunt sentiment.



I Told You So.



“Yes, it seems…quite overwhelming,” she said eventually. Her gaze quickly flitted over to Pandoria. The girl seemed relatively normal, compared to Zeke. She might prove a more…conventional conversational partner. “And what about you, Pandoria?”



“Who, me? Eh, I’m not that interesting. I just teach electrical engineering at the university. I mean, I guess you could subscribe to my Youtube-“



“Purplegremlin69420,” Zeke dutifully announced.



“Yeah, that. Even if you’re not an epic gamer, it’d still be pretty ‘pogchamp,’ of you.”



“I will consider it,” Brighid replied, uncertain as to what Pandoria had actually just said.



Zeke’s elbow then lightly tapped against Pandoria’s arm, and she rolled her eyes.



“Oh yeah, I guess I’m also a…Princess of Chaos, too. Y’know, on the side,” she said, as if adding that she enjoyed cycling on weekends.



“And you’re my Dark Bride,” Zeke said fondly.



“And I’m my Prince’s Dark Bride,” she mumbled, her face flushing a light red.



Not much of an improvement, then. Brighid supposed a truly normal person would not have survived marriage with the Zekenat-Zeke, she corrected herself.



“My, you two are quite the romantics,” she said blankly.



“Hah! You don’t know the half of it!” Zeke barked. He leaned across the table, eyes shifting conspiratorially from left to right, as if he were about to leak top secret government intel. “You know, just a few months ago, I brought Pandy here for a candlelit pancake for our anniversary. I’m telling you, I’ve never seen her face light up so bright!”



“Hell yeah it did. Crossette’s pancakes rule,” Pandoria said, punctuating her statement with a large mouthful of them. “She gave us a bunch of leftovers, too. Best anniversary so far, my Prince.”



“Just you wait until next year. It’ll knock your socks off so hard, you’ll have to buy a new pair,” Zeke said, oozing enough confidence that Brighid was concerned he’d get the table sticky.



“Ooh, nice. I dunno if we can really afford that though,” Pandoria said, head tilting in thought as she ran the numbers.



“Pancakes?” Mòrag said incredulously, her face set in a scowl. Brighid’s brow furrowed. That tone never boded well. “Zeke, surely you’re not telling me you consider some run-of-the-mill pancakes an appropriate meal for celebrating your own wedding?”



“Hey, I put my heart and soul into these pancakes!” Crossette yelled indignantly from the other side of the café.



“Yeah, don’t diss the cakes!” Pandoria added.



“I must admit, they are rather good,” Brighid said, mostly to herself, as she took another bite.



“That is beside the point! Surely you must admit there are better choices for an anniversary dinner!”



Zeke scoffed at her, leaning back in his chair with a smug expression.



“Oh, there are, are there? You think you can out-romance the Zekenator, Bringer of Roses, eh? Go ahead, then, Mòrag! Do your worst!”



Brighid saw a flash of recognition sparkling in Pandoria’s eyes, and at those words, she adopted an identical lean- although her expression was more the devious face of someone observing a trainwreck with a bag of popcorn in hand. With a knowing dread building in the pit of her stomach, she turned her head.



“Calm yourself, Mòrag. You don’t have to-“ she began, but it was already too late.



She saw Mòrag’s teeth grit ever-so-subtly, the grip on her cutlery tighten almost imperceptibly, her eyes narrow a fraction of an inch.



“Gladly,” she stated.



Brighid sighed in despair. This was it. There was no turning back now. Zeke had awakened the beast. Worse, he had known of its lair, and he had walked in willingly.

 

She had seen it all too many times before. When Mòrag was sufficiently challenged, there was no backing down, no surrender. The contest would continue until either she had crushed her opponent, or, as unprecedented as it was, had been crushed herself.



And for the first time, the sheer confidence of Zeke’s provocation left her rather doubtful of Mòrag’s chances.



“I will have you know,” Mòrag began, the words laced with the same threatening aura as a sword being unsheathed, “That this past year, Brighid and I returned home to Mor Ardain for our fifth anniversary, where we enjoyed a luxurious dinner at the world-renowned Aegaeon’s restaurant: we dined upon the Fisherman’s Feast, an immaculately prepared five-course meal of the finest fish Ardainian shores have to offer.” She smiled, clearly certain of her victory. “Of course, Aegaeon is one of the most exclusive, acclaimed chefs in the country. And her brother, I might add.”



“Really now, is the namedrop truly necessary?” Brighid whispered, leaning over to her wife.



“Absolutely. We cannot allow ourselves to be shown up, Brighid. I won’t let Zeke have the last laugh this time!” Mòrag retorted, matching Brighid’s volume.



This time.



There was a phrase she could sense a long, sad history of defeat behind.



Judging by Zeke and Pandoria’s expressions, Brighid was fairly sure this streak would remain unbroken. They would have the first laugh, the last, and every laugh in between.



Sure enough, Zeke simply hummed in approval, unfazed by her opening assault. “Pretty swanky, Mòrag. Candlelit dinner, was it?”



“Naturally.”



“Did he put the candles in the food, though?” Pandoria asked.



“Did he- of course not,” Mòrag said, quickly regaining her composure from this sucker punch of a question.



“That’s too bad. Crossette bakes it straight into the pancake if you ask. It makes it feel a little more special, y’know?”



From somewhere behind her, Brighid heard the telltale hiss of a sparkler being set off, followed by a panicked “Ah, jeez!” from Crossette, and she found herself entirely unsurprised by Pandoria’s claim.



“How novel,” she said dryly.



“Right? She’s super nice like that. She even let my Prince put his Top Twenty Romance Anime Openings playlist on the stereo!” Pandoria continued, smiling at the girl as she drowned the lit sparkler in the nearest sink.



“And she gave us a free Couple’s Coupon for orders over £20!” Zeke added triumphantly. “I’ll bet your bro Aegaeon can’t match that kind of customer service, eh, Brighid?”



“I…do not believe he deals in coupons, no. Nor in customer-provided musical accompaniment,” she said reluctantly. His in-house string quartet would likely be rather offended at the suggestion.



Zeke shrugged. “Looks like we’re even to me. Fancy grub is all well and good, but you can’t go wrong with a café that cares!”



“Even!? You call that-“ Mòrag scowled, falling silent for a moment. She must have realized there was no hope of victory from this angle. Brighid seized the opening without hesitation.



“Quit while you’re ahead, Mòrag,” she insisted. “There is no reasoning with opponents like this. You have to retreat!”



“I can best them, Brighid,” she said, her voice fierce. “Even they must have some weak point…I just have to locate it.”



“Mòrag…” Brighid said mournfully. There was nothing she could do, was there? No stopping her wife from marching down this dark path.



Mòrag’s stunning similarities to the brave, noble heroes of Ardainian legend had been one of the many things that had drawn Brighid to her, but in this moment, Brighid saw her more as one of ancient Elysium’s tragic falls from grace: a woman of unbendable will and determination, yet ultimately brought low by her own pride.



And so, having closed her eyes in thought for a brief moment, Mòrag resumed her assault, her descent as inevitable and unstoppable as that of a plummeting swallow.



“Tell me, Pandoria,” she said. “Does Zeke ever present you with, say, a bouquet of flowers?”



“Huh?” she said, tilting her head. “Yeah, all the time. Like, every couple of weeks or something.”



“Black roses, of course. She is, after all, my Princess of Darkness,” Zeke said, prompting a light blush from the girl. Brighid had to admit, he did inject an…admirable amount of affection into such a bizarre name.



“I thought I was a Princess of Chaos.”



“You can be Princess of two things!” Zeke huffed, folding his arms.



“Sure I can, my Prince. Just don’t hurt your head trying to remember ‘em all,” she teased, lightly flicking his forehead.



Mòrag smiled, letting out a satisfied hum at this information. Brighid could tell- she was certain she had found her opening this time.



She sighed once more. She knew where this was going.



“I see. Rather simplistic in its meaning, then.”



Pandoria shrugged. “I guess, yeah.”



“I, of course, regularly gift Brighid with a bouquet of my own,” she said. “I trust you are aware of the language of flowers?”



Zeke nodded sagely. “Forget-me-nots mean ‘don’t forget me.’”



“Indeed,” she replied, her brow furrowing. “Well, each month I choose a selection of flowers that I feel best represent Brighid, and the bond we share.” She looked Brighid’s way. “For example, I believe this month I gifted you with…Sage, for your great wisdom as a scholar, yellow jasmine, for the elegance with which you carry yourself, and, naturally, the heliotrope, for my eternal devotion to you, if I remember correctly.”



“Y-yes, I believe so. It was…a very thoughtful gift, Mòrag. Thank you,” Brighid said. She’d found it to be quite a touching gesture at the time. Such a shame it now found itself as ammunition in Mòrag’s unwinnable war, each and every flower loaded into a cannon that had no hope of crumbling Zeke and Pandoria’s iron walls.



“Think nothing of it, Brighid,” she said with a fond smile. She turned back to her opponents, who she clearly wanted to think quite a lot of it. “Still, I feel it is a fine way to thoroughly express my feelings for her, don’t you?”



“Classy stuff, classy stuff,” Zeke said, his tone as laidback as ever. “But, I dunno, three different flowers? You gotta get more efficient than that!”



“Efficient?” Mòrag echoed irritably.



“Yeah! Like, take the black roses- they don’t just symbolize our bond as Dark Royalty. Their blackness also symbolizes the bottomless depths of my love for Pandy!”



“It shows we’re cool goths, too. Don’t forget that!” Pandoria offered. Zeke snapped his fingers and pointed at her in approval.



“Nice one, Pandy! See, Mòrag? Three for the price of one!”



“Th-that’s ridiculous,” she said through gritted teeth. “You cannot simply invent meanings like that.”



“How come? All those fancy old dudes just made up what all those other flowers mean,” Pandoria said with a reductive logic Brighid could tell had been expertly honed to irritate Mòrag.



“I’m afraid she is…technically correct. All symbolism, even the most storied, is ultimately a product of…making something up, to borrow her phrasing,” Brighid said. Maybe the blow would be softened coming from her.



“Nevertheless!” Alas, no such luck. “Those meanings come from a long, rich tradition of-“



“Hey, the von Genbu line has a long, rich tradition of wielding dark magic,” Zeke said, making the claim with startling confidence. “I think we get to pick out some meanings for a flower or two, don’t you?”



Mòrag simply grunted in response, her face locked in a grimace of intense concentration. She was on the backfoot in this battle, her sword knocked from her hand and leaving her defenceless…but her eyes flashed, as though she had drawn a concealed dagger, ready to thrust it into her enemy’s heart.



“Let us leave the matter of the flowers themselves, for now,” she began.



“Funny way to say we’re right, eh?” Zeke said in an effortless parry. Mòrag stumbled, her mouth opening to protest, but she quickly regained her composure.



“Call it what you will. However, with each bouquet, I make sure to enclose a traditional Ardainian love poem, to better express my feelings. Can you say the same, Zeke?”



He chuckled in response.



“I’ll do you one better, Mòrag. I write my own poems.”



She gawked at him in disbelief.



“Good lord,” Brighid muttered to herself, trying not to picture the thick, choking fog of the purple prose he no doubt wrote in. “Dare I ask…how are they, Pandoria?”



“Honestly, they’re kinda bad,” she said without hesitation. She ignored Zeke’s indignant bark at this review as she continued, “But, hey, it’s nice knowing he tries, right?”



“Indeed, I suppose the sentiment alone is…rather touching,” Brighid said.



Mòrag grimaced, her plan in tatters and forcing her to rapidly rethink her approach.



“I-I was able to acquire tickets for Brighid’s favourite opera not two months ago. VIP seats, no less. What say you to that?”



“Sorry, chum, but that’s another draw.” Zeke leaned forward, cupping a hand around his mouth as he spoke in a stage whisper. “Don’t tell my old man, but we actually snuck onto the campus at night a while ago. Then, I wheeled one of the projectors out and played Pandy a private screening of my full collection of Soul Eater AMVs!”



“No one knows how to edit the hell outta the same five Souma clips like my Prince,” Pandoria said, a faraway look in her eye. “It was great.”



“I think I’m most proud of the Everytime We Touch AMV. Can’t go wrong with the classics, y’know?”



“With you there, Princey. It’s too iconic.”



Before Brighid could even begin to ask for guidance through the mysterious new world they had just given her a glimpse of, Mòrag’s eyes blazed in desperate fury as she took another swing.



“O-our wedding!” she exclaimed, “We took great pains to ensure it could be held on the very day we first met!”



“We booked ours for exactly 4:20pm, on the 6th of September,” Zeke said, as though there were some incredible, innate significance to either of these details.



“Nice,” Pandoria declared.



“Nice,” he concurred.



The date meant little to Brighid, but it appeared to stir some long-dormant recognition within Mòrag. It did not seem to improve her mood.



“Ae…Aegaeon himself was kind enough to provide the catering! It was…it was a veritable feast!” she spluttered rather unconvincingly.



“Mòrag, please stop mentioning him,” Brighid said. She had long since accepted that they weren’t leaving this lunch with their own dignity intact, but the least she could do is try and preserve poor Aegaeon’s.



“I’m sorry, Brighid, but it is the only way!”



“Huh, that sounds pretty nice. We built a Baja Blast fountain!” Pandoria proudly boasted, not missing a beat. “Well, I built the fountain. My Prince just wheeled in the Blast.”



“Let me tell you, ladies, gazing upon that fountain, pouring out the elixir of life itself, surrounded by platter after platter of Doritoes…?” Zeke closed his eye, a nostalgic smile on his lips. “Why, I’d never seen anything so beautiful before! Until I saw Pandy walk down the aisle, naturally.”



“Ugh, quit being so corny,” Pandoria said, lightly thumping a fist against his arm. The deeply red face and flustered smile she tried to conceal behind her other hand did not escape Brighid’s notice.



“Baja Blast…Baja…Blast…” Mòrag murmured to herself, the words spat out like an alliterative curse.



“Baja Blast!” Pandoria repeated with a beam, like they were singing in rounds.



“That is a soft drink, correct?” Brighid asked with a tilt of her head. “I’ve heard its nutritional value is somewhat…debatable.”



“Yeah, maybe if you’re not an epic gamer. Me and Princey, though?” Pandoria said, pointing at herself. “We’re built different.”



“I see,” Brighid said, utterly blind.



“Baja Blast,” Mòrag said once more. Her voice was dangerously shaky, like a cup of Baja Blast set on a wobbly table. “You made that infernal sludge the…the centerpiece of your wedding.”



“You bet. Ah, if only you’d been there, Mòrag! We would’ve let you two make the toast! Shame your invitation got lost,” Zeke said.



Brighid suddenly found herself with a solid theory about the day she came home to find Mòrag hunched over their shredder, frantically stuffing it full of papers.



“Unbelievable…even after all these years, they haven’t developed an ounce of sense…” She gave Brighid a pleading look. “Brighid, assist me! Please! You are our last hope!” she whispered.



“Me!? But, I-“ Brighid began to protest, only to quickly falter. She had promised they would face the trials ahead together, after all. Reluctantly, she came to her beloved’s aid. “I…suppose the wedding band were rather skilled? I quite enjoyed their performance.”



Not the most brag-worthy element of any wedding, admittedly, but the best she could do on such short notice.



“A band?” Zeke scoffed. “Who needs a band when you can serenade the well-wishers yourself!”



Pandoria nodded as though this were a masterful tip to enhance any celebration. “The way you sang Simple and Clean…it was super off-key, but it was a real tearjerker, my Prince!” She wiped an eye for emphasis.



“You mean to say you performed karaoke for your guests?” Brighid asked, raising a sceptical eyebrow.



“Well, duh. It’s so much more meaningful when you add in the personal touch of the Zekenator’s Chords of Steel! Who better to express our undying love than ourselves, eh?”



Mòrag’s eyes widened and her jaw hung open, any counterattack she might have attempted dissolving into baffled silence.



As quickly as it came, though, the shock dissipated, and in its place was anger- at herself, at Zeke, at the cruel world that had seen fit to place the four of them in the same obscure eatery. Her head lowered in shame and she slammed a tightly clenched fist against the table.





“No…no! Damn him, he’s…he’s right! In all of his absurdity, he is right!” she hissed. 





And in that moment, it was over. Her head still bowed, she spoke, her voice low and bitter.



“I concede. Despite all good taste, you…are the victors.”



Brighid suppressed the urge to thank a full pantheon of deities that her wife’s suffering was finally at an end. Instead, she reached over and gently patted her shoulder.



“You fought well, Mòrag. You fought well,” she said soothingly. “They simply have a…different idea of romance than we do.”



Mòrag let out an incoherent grumble that suggested she found this of little comfort. Across the table, Zeke and Pandoria grinned triumphantly, basking in the glow of their victory like particularly obnoxious lizards atop a sunny rock.



“Hard luck, you two! I’ll admit, you did your best…” Zeke began.



“But that’s what happens when you pick a fight with the best!” Pandoria concluded, the two statements flowing with practised smoothness into a single, potent taunt.



“Gracious in victory, I see,” Brighid said woodenly.



“Next time…I swear, next time…” Mòrag muttered. Not for the first time, Brighid suspected.



“Uh-huh, sure, next time. I believe in you, Mòrag!” Pandoria chirped.



“Never stop dreaming!” Zeke said.



Far from the first time, most likely.



With Mòrag’s spirit broken, what little of their food that remained was quickly devoured, with her remaining as silent as the grave as she ate. When the bill came, Mòrag, without prompting, paid for everyone’s food herself.



“To the victor go the spoils,” she had said, her voice hollow and resigned.



Soon enough, they fled the battlefield, Zeke’s call of “we should do this again soon, old pal!” as they left answered by Mòrag with a non-committal hum.



They stumbled through the door and into the biting cold of the outside world. Their footsteps heavy and exhausted, they began the march home.



“Mòrag…” Brighid said, once they were a safe distance from the café. “Were those two really your old schoolfriends? I…can’t say I can picture it.”



She had never seen Mòrag brought so low, had her unassailable composure ground into gibbering dust like that before. Her uncontrollable need to rise to any challenge and her ironclad desire for victory had never failed her, not in all the years Brighid had known her, and yet that perfect streak had been undone in a single meal.



She couldn’t begin to imagine the psychological damage years of daily contact with them could have inflicted.



That is, until Mòrag came to a sudden stop and looked straight at her.



“It was not a friendship forged by choice,” she stated, and within her gaze, Brighid saw the scars of a dark, tortured past, long left unspoken.



Perhaps it was best that it stayed unspoken.





  
Notes for the Chapter:
          me: i should really make all the characters i’ve Assigned Weeb At AU be into/reference anime i’ve actually watched so i don’t look like a huge poser

also me: yeah pandy likes soul eater

        




8. Nice Friendly Turters

Summary for the Chapter:
            Zeke hatches a cunning cryptoscheme, Tora loses it all, and Mythra Keeps On Posting.

          


    
    “Okay, Turters, look at the camera! C’mon, boy, over here!”



Pandoria stood in the doorway, silently observing Zeke hunching over their coffee table, phone in hand as he cooed at their beloved son. This wasn’t a particularly unusual sight to walk in on, in and of itself. In fact, she’d been doing the same thing just yesterday. Not taking a few photos every couple of days would be a waste of a perfectly good Turters. What was unusual was the small sombrero perched on the turtle’s head, kept in place solely by his lack of interest in any sudden movements. A piece of solid, blue paper had been propped up behind Turters to serve as a backdrop for his photoshoot. Off to the side, Zeke had arranged a small pile of additional headwear and accessories, with top hats, berets, and, to her mild horror, a single, velvet fedora among its ranks.



With a slow blink of recognition at his voice, Turters turned towards Zeke. The sombrero tilted slightly to the left from the motion, its playful new angle giving Turters the air of a turtle who was fun, wacky, and a little off-kilter.



“Perfect!” Zeke exclaimed, thumb pressing onto his phone screen as it emitted a loud shutter snap. He nodded approvingly at the results. “Turters, mate, you’re a natural at this. The little hat tilt? Genius. Learned that one from Pandy, didn’t you?”



“At least he’s taking after someone with some actual fashion sense,” Pandoria said, stepping forward at the mention of her name. Approaching Zeke, and ignoring his indignant “oi!” she flopped down on the sofa behind him and made herself comfortable. “So, what’s going on? You guys doing some modelling or something?”



Zeke turned to look back at her, a sly grin plastered firmly on his face. Oh, boy. She knew that face. That was the face he pulled when he was absolutely certain he’d just come up with A Real Good One.



“Not just that, Pandy. Turters here is going to make us rich. Filthy rich.”



Oh, boy.



“Like…you’re gonna make a Turters photo album?” she asked carefully. That didn’t seem too stupid, at least. That’s something they would’ve done- and had done, actually- as a non-profit venture anyway. “I dunno…I mean, it’s a cute idea, but isn’t the target market for that pretty much just…us?”



Zeke shook his head slowly, his grin not budging an inch.



“Don’t you worry, Pandy, I’m one step ahead of you already. Check this out.”



He passed her his phone with an encouraging nod. Grabbing hold of it, Pandoria was met with a series of near-identical photos of Turters, the only real differences the colour of the background, and the accessories Zeke had forced upon their hapless mascot. She squinted at the album, suspicion already mounting. This was…a little too familiar an image genre for her tastes.



She tapped one at random to investigate- a light red backdrop, with Turters shot in profile, a bowler hat balanced carefully on his head. She swiped to the right. A dark purple this time, a tiny bowtie dangling loosely from his neck, and sunglasses wobbling on the edge of his nose. Another swipe. A gentle blue, and a ribbon tied around his shell. The more she swiped, the more the dread building in the pit of her stomach grew, until at last it became an immense chasm from which there was no escape, no denying the hideous reality before her.



She knew what these were. She had known from the moment she laid eyes on them, but she couldn’t- wouldn’t- accept it. Her eyes flickered up to read the title of the album. She already knew what this would be, too, of course- or at least, she knew what exactly three of the letters in its title would be.



Nice Friendly Turters.



Her shoulders slumped. Yep. There they were. The three little letters that had become the bane of her online experience, right here, in her own home. On her own husband’s phone, desecrating her own turtle’s fine name, no less.



She lowered the phone, shellshocked.



“You didn’t…” she began quietly.



He nodded again, beaming with pride.



“Oh, but I did. Behold…” He hopped to his feet, spreading his arms in a wide gesture towards his phone, as though this were the grand unveiling of an exquisite marble sculpture, or, more likely for Zeke, a Super Sick Anime Figure. “Our newly minted NFT collection, the Nice Friendly Turters series! Valued at one hundred thousand Turtlecoin each- or thirty pounds, if you must- these incredible portraits are poised to be the next big thing in the crypto scene! Trust me, Pandy, we’ll be eating the fancy instant ramen with these bad boys!”



He held the pose and looked at her expectantly, like he really thought she was gonna bust out the confetti and name him Cool Sexy Genius of the Year for…this. Her eyes flicked over to the phone’s screen, still displaying an image of Turters looking straight into the camera, a tiny sunhat haphazardly dropped onto his head. She resisted the urge to flinch. Seeing a photo of Turters attached to an NFT, of all things, was filling her with the same sharp horror, that same shameful sense of wondering where she had gone wrong as a parent, that she would’ve felt if that photo had been used as his mugshot to announce he had been arrested for drug trafficking. She couldn’t bear to see her slow little guy like this.



“My Prince…” she began. Her voice was tense, her initial shock beginning to boil over into righteous anger.



“Yeah?” he said with ignorant eagerness, like a dog expecting praise for fetching a ball its owner had only pretended to throw.



“You’re not serious with this, are you? You know NFTs are, like, the dumbest shit on Alrest, right? Why would anyone buy these when you can just save a copy of the stupid photo and get the exact same thing without burning down half of Gormott? And don’t even get me started on the cryptonerds buying up all the graphics cards, they’re like, attacking the Gamers, my Prince-“



Zeke placed a hand on his chin and chuckled, the sound enough to stop Pandoria’s rant in its tracks. She narrowed her eyes. How could he think the Gamer’s Plight was funny? Was she really being betrayed like this? For a bunch of jpegs?



“Ah, Pandy. Sweet, innocent Pandy…” he said, grinning devilishly. “Looks like my ruse is so dastardly, even you’ve fallen for it.”



“I…huh?” she replied eloquently, tilting her head. Zeke retrieved his phone and gazed upon his work, nodding in satisfaction as he scrolled through the collection.



“You’re right, Pandy. You’re absolutely right. NFTs are a fool’s game. A total scam. That’s why I’m cutting out all the pretence and skipping straight to the punchline. These…are fake NFTs.”



“Fake? What do you mean?” Pandoria said, raising an eyebrow.



“Well, we’ll call ‘em NFTs, sure, and they’ll look the part, no doubt- all thanks to my expert photography skills, of course. But ‘minting?’ ‘Blockchains?’” He laughed derisively. “Not a chance. We’re literally just sending them the image file, Pandy. No crypto nonsense involved. They think they’re getting a no-fungus token or whatever, but little do they know…their Turters will be more right-clickable than ever!”



“So, what, you’re just…tricking a bunch of NFT dorks into buying something even more worthless than usual?” Pandoria said, palpable waves of relief already washing away all the ugly ape avatars littering her Mind Beach. She shouldn’t have doubted him, really. Her Prince might be a dumbass, but he would never be that dumb.



“Exactly,” Zeke replied. “So, what do you think? It’s the perfect crime, right? We could spark a revolution here, you know!”



Pandoria hummed in thought, a doubtful look on her face. “I dunno, my Prince. I mean, it sounds funny and all, but perfect? Don’t you think they’ll notice they aren’t really NFTs? Seems like it’d be kinda obvious.”



“Ah, but consider this…” He leaned towards her to deliver his counter, like he thought it’d deal bonus damage if he was in melee range. “They were daft enough to fall for NFTs in the first place. Who’s to say we can’t rope in the biggest suckers among them, eh?”



“But-“



Pandoria paused. Oh, actually, that was good. Her mouth slowly closed, any further protest she might have had giving up in the face of the simple truth: In the kingdom of zero brain cells, the one, lonely little brain cell in her Prince’s head was practically a god. If anyone could pull off a scam this blatant, it was him and his world-class talent at saying the dumbest shit with the most ironclad confidence.



With a small sigh, she smiled at Zeke.



“Okay, fine, you got me there, Princey. Let’s do it.” Her smile grew more devious, a glint of Mischief in her eyes. “Let’s bully some nerds.”



He matched her ominous expression, pumping a fist in triumph.



“Nice! Knew you’d see the light, Pandy! Alright, let’s get to it. We’ve got plenty of hats left to go.”



———-



Within a couple of hours, they had successfully shot Turters in every combination of hats and accessories they could think of. Naturally, Pandoria’s personal favourite had been Gamer Turters, equipped with a headset and turtle-sized can of Mountain Dew. He had, of course, been compensated for his hard work, and was now sat in the middle of the table, contently munching on some lettuce. All that remained was to upload their Nice Friendly Turters to the unsuspecting, money-wasting public.



Zeke tapped swiftly on his laptop as he put the finishing touches on their ‘product’ ‘launch.’ His eye was gleaming, and he wore a manic grin of inspiration. Pandoria watched him with the same fond fascination she would observe a crow brazenly dragging a sandwich away from a picnic- crimes were in progress, sure, but you had to respect the pride it took in its craft.



After a final, heavy slam on the keyboard that made the laptop rattle unhealthily, Zeke swivelled it round for Pandoria to see.



“Get a load of this one, Pandy,” he said, beckoning towards the screen with his free hand. “Feast your eyes on the irresistible sales pitch of Zeke von Genbu, the Chaotic Wolf of Argentum!”



Rolling her eyes and mentally filing this new title under Super Cringe, Pandoria took the laptop from him and began to read his newly posted Twitter thread. It had not, she noticed immediately, been modified to accomodate the Twitter format in the slightest.



#NFT #CRYPTO #BIGBUCKS #SIGMAGRINDSET ATTENTION FELLOW NFTROOPERS!!! TIRED OF THOSE SILLY LITTLE CARTOON APES??? WANT AN ASSET THAT’S DOWN TO EARTH, REALISTIC, BUT APPROACHABLE??? THE KIND OF NFT YOU COULD INVITE TO DINNER??? WELL, CHUMS, LOOK NO FURTHER THAN THE NICE FRIENDLY TU



RTERS SERIES!!!! 48 INCREDIBLE PORTRAITS OF A REPTILE READY TO HIT THE TOWN IN DOZENS OF DIFFERENT OUTFITS, EACH AND EVERY ONE THE BEAUTIFUL BRAIN CHILD OF FASHION ICON ZEKE VON GENBU (ME)!!!!! NEWLY MINTED TO ENSURE THEIR BREATH IS FRESH AS A DAISY, THESE NICE FRIENDLY TURTERS A



RE A STEAL AT A MERE 100000 TURTLECOIN

(THIRTY TANTALESE POUNDS)!!!! SHELL OUT NOW, BECAUSE THESE BAD BOYS (ACTUALLY VERY SWEET BOYS) ARE GOING TO FLY OFF THE METAVERSE SHELF!!!!! JUST SLIP A DM INTO MY MAILBOX AND LET’S TALK BUSINESS!!!!!



“GETTEM WHILE THEY’RE ARE HOT”!!!!!



-THE ZEKENATOR



Pandoria stared at the screen with a repulsed grimace. This was, frankly, abysmal. The least convincing advertisement she had ever seen. You’d have to be too gullible to live to ever even glance at this and think Zeke was offering a Quality Investment. She looked over at him, eyes shining in admiration for his talents.



“It’s perfect,” she whispered in awe. He smirked in satisfaction.



“Some of my best work yet, I reckon. So, what do you think? Time to unleash the beast?”



“Do it, my Prince. Let’s bully some dorks,” she responded, nodding firmly.



“As you wish,” he said. With a series of clicks, he tweeted out the thread, and they took their first, confident steps into the kingdom of pretend animal pictures- not as humble merchants, but as rebels, conducting guerilla warfare against gorilla avatars.



Exactly fifteen seconds later, Zeke received a reply. Both he and Pandoria crowded excitedly around the laptop as he clicked through, ready to see their first offer.



It was, instead, a short, terse message. It stated simply “ratio+nfts cringe+one piece sucks+ichigo better.” Attached below was an image of an orange-haired anime character that Pandoria recognized, rather impassively, as The Bleach Guy, I Guess? Zeke, on the other hand, gritted his teeth at the sight, his grip on the laptop tightening.



“Damn that QueenMyffy69…!” he hissed under his breath. “She can’t keep getting away with attacking the Straw Hats like this!”



Pandoria shook her head and gave Zeke a few reassuring pats on the arm. Honestly, he really needed to just block that girl already. She was too powerful, too persistent a Poster for him to contend with- hell, maybe too powerful for Pandoria to contend with, too. Did being a Bleach fan fill you with enough spite against other shonen anime to fuel your own Thousand-Year Blood War, or was it just her? Pandoria had no idea.



“There, there, my Prince. We all know One Piece is gonna outlast Bleach by like, double the chapters at this rate. It’s probably gonna outlast us all,” she said softly.



With a sharp intake of breath, Zeke’s iron hold on the laptop loosened again. That was a relief. Any longer and he might’ve cracked the case.



“You’re right, Pandy. You’re absolutely right. She’s just jealous. Zoro’s a way cooler swordsman than Ichigo, after all, and he’s not even the main character.” His brow furrowed with renewed determination. “Alright, back to business. Let’s sell some shells.”



Soon enough- way sooner than Pandoria had ever expected, really- there was a breakthrough. Despite the absurdity of Zeke’s pitch, and despite the increasingly impressive ratio QueenMyffy69 was racking up on him, an offer had emerged.



“I don’t believe it…” Pandoria whispered, watching in shock as the negotiations unfolded. “They’re actually gonna buy one. You really found the one dude dumb enough to fall for this.”



Zeke stopped typing and scoffed smugly as he tilted his head towards her. “Regretting ever doubting my masterplan, Pandy?”



“You know what, for once…yeah, I kinda am. I’m impressed, my Prince.”



“As you should be. Now, watch and learn as the Zekenator pulls off the heist of the century,” he said, returning his attention to the screen in front of him.



After a few more minutes, and a few dozen assurances that his buyer, one ‘blushycrushymeidos314,’ would be the Toast of Twitter with their brand new Nice Friendly Turters, the deal was finally sealed. Thirty Tantalese pounds, directly into the von Genbu vaults.



Placing his laptop on their coffee table beforehand, much to Pandoria’s relief- sending it flying was one expense they couldn’t afford right now, even with this sale- Zeke leapt to his feet, arms held high in a victorious cheer.



“We did it, Pandy! We’re gonna be rich! Rich, I tell you!”



Pandoria let out a modest whoop of approval before frowning as she eyed up the pile of miniature hats that had helped make all this possible.



“Hey, uh, that’s great and all, my Prince, but…how much did all those cost you to make, anyway?”



Zeke froze, his arms still aloft in a tentatively triumphant pose as he pondered this.



“Well, they were handmade by yours truly to cut down on labour costs, but I had to buy all the materials, obviously, so…”



“So…?” Pandoria said with a small amount of dread.



“All in all, about fifty pounds.”



She groaned. “So we…lost money.”



“Well. Yes. In a manner of speaking,” he admittedly sheepishly. He finally allowed his arms to drop down, although only to start waving them frantically. “Look, all we need is one more sale and we’ll be rolling in the cash! We already found one sucker, who says we can’t hook a few more?”



“If you say so,” she said with a small shrug. Plenty of dumbasses in the sea, she supposed. She pointed at the laptop. “Hey, go check out that blushycrushy nerd. Maybe they’re doing some free advertising for us.”



“Good idea,” Zeke replied, seating the device back in his lap. “Alright, blushy-boy, you better be spreading the good word about Turters!” he said, clicking their hapless victim’s profile.



Sure enough, there was Turters in a little frilly maid’s bonnet, proudly displayed beneath a glowing review.



Tora just make smartest investment of life…new #NFT project Nice Friendly Turters! Sales method little unusual, minter say his blockchain “about 10 in row on Melty Blood” but quality and value of NFT cannot be disputed! Tora highly recommend friends buy from @BRINGEROFCHAOSREAL!



Both of them exchanged knowing smirks at the sight. Now there was a valued customer, doing all their legwork for them. Pandoria liked this guy’s attitude, even if his username set off a deafening number of alarm bells in her head. Zeke then scrolled down into the replies, as if casting a line into the unknown depthes of the ocean.



He did not find any new, eager customers within those depths. Instead, Pandoria watched in awe as they were met with a seemingly endless wall of the same Maid Turters image, each and every one accompanied by a declaration that ‘this turtle goes hard, feel free to screenshot.’ It was an infinite abyss of turtles- paradise for her, but hell for their buyer.



“Wow, they’re really beating his ass down there, huh?” she said, smiling with mischievous glee. This is what it was all about: NFT nerds getting right-clicked into submission. Even if they’d lost a little money in the process, maybe it was worth it, just for the sight of this beautiful herd of Turters.



“Indeed. I’ve never seen anything quite like it,” Zeke said- and then a mischievous glint of his own shined in his eye as he continued. “Wanna know the best part, though? Check this.”



Zooming back up the ever-lengthening chain of pilfered turtle jpegs, he eventually landed on the origin point. The first spark that had triggered the wildfire.



It was none other than QueenMyffy69, his most hated troll.



Zeke leaned back in his seat and cackled uproariously at the sight.



“Behold, Pandy, my master stroke! My ultimate victory! QueenMyffy69 might think she’s destroying the Nice Friendly Turters brand, but little does she know that by robbing my customers, she’s been played like a fiddle this whole time! She’s done our dirty work for us without even knowing it!”



She gawked at him. Seriously? That girl had been clowning on him for, what, half a year by now, and he’d never gotten her back a single time. The idea that he’d actually managed to factor her into the scam was…a lot more than she’d ever expect from him, really. It was like he’d distracted a bloodhound relentlessly hunting him down by tossing a juicy steak at an unsuspecting bystander.



“I gotta admit, my Prince, this…might be one of the best plans you’ve ever come up with,” she said, her voice tinged with shock. She meant it quite genuinely, too. It’d already exceeded her rock-bottom expectations, but this new detail firmly cemented the plan as Actually One Of His Best. She was just gonna leave out how bad most of his other ideas were. No need to ruin the moment.



“I’m glad you can appreciate its genius,” he said with no small amount of smug satisfaction.



“Yeah, it’s pretty clever. Y’know, other than us losing money over it, but hey, it was for a good cause.”



“Right you are, Pandy. Money is one thing, but what we have here? Priceless,” he said, gazing fondly at the army of stolen turtles. He paused, frowning as a new notification flashed on the side of the page. “Hang on a sec. We’ve got a new message here.”



Pandoria shuffled closer to get a better view. “Ooh, maybe it’s another buyer. Click it, Princey!”



Complying, Zeke opened up the new message. It was not a new buyer. It was, in fact, a very familiar buyer.



Meh-meh! Bringer of Chaos, Tora have grave news! Nice Friendly Turters Tora purchased has already been swiped by jealous thieves who don’t understand sigmapon grindset! Tora without recourse, as Tantalese police ignored Tora’s pleas to investigate for grand theft…so Tora have new genius solution:



Tora will buy twelve more Nice Friendly Turters! NFT thieves just ignorant of technological progress, probably have tiny hard drives. There no way they can steal all Tora’s turtles without running out of room! Is foolproof anti-right click measure!



Do Tora and Bringer of Chaos have deal?



Both Zeke and Pandoria stared silently at the screen for a long, stunned moment, the pair looking like they’d just found a winning lottery ticket poking out of a large pile of manure. She mouthed the words ‘no way’ roughly six times in that period. Eventually she had practised moving her mouth enough times to remember how to actually make sounds with it.



“Do it, Prince. Take the deal. There’s never gonna be a guy like this again, you have to do it,” she urged, but there was no need.



Zeke’s fingers had already begun to furiously dance across the keyboard as he typed out both a lengthy condolence on this ‘Tora’s’ plight, and an assurance that this was, in fact, an incredibly smart idea that could not possibly backfire and he’d probably be a millionaire by the end of the month.



Within minutes, their true payday had arrived.



Three hundred and sixty Tantalese pounds. All for a bunch of pictures of their pet they had taken over the course of an afternoon.



It almost made Pandoria want to cry. She settled for turning to Zeke with a bright smile and holding both of her hands up. Recognizing the signal, he matched her pose, and they initiated a complex series of high-fives, fist bumps and vague wiggling of their fingers- the Ultimate Secret Handshake of Justice’s Embrace, exclusively for the use of the Prince and Princess of Darkness.



“We really did it, my Prince. We’re totally loaded!” she exclaimed.



“Damn right we are! Just think, Pandy: rich in wallet, and rich in spirit for making the world a better place. Can’t get much better than that, eh?” Zeke replied, looking pretty damn pleased with himself. Well, she couldn’t blame him. They’d be riding this high all week.



As Pandoria pondered how best to use their ill-gotten gains- ordering in some Tornan food to celebrate was sounding real good right now- Zeke made his way back to Tora’s profile.



All twelve of his new acquired Turters had been swiftly right-clicked and reposted, of course. Not a single one had been spared. And there, just above this act of communal turtle reclamation, sat Tora’s final lament, and their final victory.



Meh…every one of Tora’s NFTs has been taken! If Tora had wifeypon, would surely have left Tora by now. If only Tora still had Metaverse Girlfriend…



Pandoria grinned and gave Turters, still happily munching away, a congratulatiry pat on his shell for making all this possible. He was getting extra veggies this month, for sure.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          shout out to Da Panzeke Shitters for this fic concept….ur da real ones baby…..

its also the most rancid thing i’ll ever write. untoppable. peak of my existence.

i still haven’t watched bleach or one piece but it’s too late to make zeke a jojo stan or whatever

        




9. Awoooooooooo!

Summary for the Chapter:
Zeke and Pandoria have a vigourous debate in the break room.





“I’m telling you, Pandy, I’m an alpha! I’ve got, y’know, the pheromones!”



“Yeah, omega pheromones. Face it, my Prince, you’re not cut out to be an alpha!”



“Wh-I bloody well am!”



Mòrag rubbed her temples, a long and weary sigh like a balloon being slowly squeezed of any air escaping her lips. Half an hour. They had been arguing over this asinine topic for half an hour, and there was no sign of it ever being resolved. As much as she had tried to bury herself in her paperwork, here they were, still quarrelling right behind her, with no regard for public decorum.



She didn’t even know what they were talking about, really. Wolves, as far as she could gather. Why Zeke was so concerned about where he fell in the social hierarchy of a wolf pack she neither knew, nor wanted to know. This wasn’t even how wolves worked. The entire premise was wrong on its face.



“Nope, sorry. You’re just a lil’ omega, Princey. Have fun getting mpreg!”



Well, now Mòrag was truly lost. ‘Em-Preg?’ She didn’t recall this specific term, even in wolf pseudoscience. Just where were they getting their information?



“Oh, please! We all know the Zekenator is the one who mpregnates!”



“Uh, hello? You’re cheating on me!? With some omega boy?!”



“That’s not- Pandy, come on, you know you’re the only omega for me-“



“I’m an alpha, dumbass!”



Mórag was, at this point, fairly sure nobody would ever be leaving the faculty break room again unless it was in a body bag. By her own hand, if need be. Nonetheless, she felt the need to step in and attempt to resolve the situation peacefully. 



“Would you two please shut up?” she yelled in a reasonable, peacemaking manner. Zeke’s face froze as she whipped round to face them.



“R-right. Jolly sorry about that, Mòrag.”



“See?” Pandoria said, grinning smugly. “Would an alpha act all meek like that? That’s how you know Mòrag’s the real alpha here.”



“Do not call me that,” Mòrag said, glaring at her. Pandoria immediately flinched and nodded.



“Oh, uh, yeah. Got it.”



“Guess you aren’t an alpha either, eh, Pandy?” Zeke said, smirking. Pandoria simply groaned in response.



Satisfied, Mórag returned to her paperwork, basking in the blissful silence her intervention had brought about. A small part of her couldn’t help but replay Pandoria’s words in her mind as she worked- Mòrag’s the real alpha here.



It had a certain ring to it. Perhaps she would inform Brighid of this curious idea- and ask her if she knew what ‘mpreg’ entailed.


Notes for the Chapter:
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