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Foreword

Two years ago, on Tuseday, October 24, 2023, I released the first five chapters of The Wonderlast in a small Google Doc I shared with NyxQuentiam. The concept originated earlier that month when I told Nyx my headcanon for his character/sona/UTAU NYXXIE and he encouraged me to write a story about it. We tossed some ideas around (including Cryptic's character arc) before I shared my work with Nyx. He liked it and showed it to a friend of his, Austin. He liked it and the three of us created a group chat to discuss it. The Wonderlast had begun.

At the time, The Wonderlast was simply a fanfiction with Nyx's characters in an action-comedy setting. It's still a NyxQuentiam fanfic at its core, but the scope has expanded drastically, turning from a comedy-focused action story inspired by Dragon Ball to an epic shonen adventure with heavy inspiration from... Dragon Ball. The more things change, the more things stay the same, I guess.

The release of the first Wonderlast issue was also the start of what I like to call the "GDoc Era." This era saw the release of 90 chapters, including the entirety of the Ishtar Saga and the first 37 chapters of the Skysplitter Saga. There were also eight chapters at the end detailing the backstory of the key character KuroMorokeium. These were originally meant to explain a key plot twist that happened in Chapter 81, but it kinda became its own thing over time.

Around April 2024, however, I started experiencing burnout with the frantic pace I was writing The Wonderlast: 3-4 chapters per week, every Tuesday for the past six months, with only three breaks. After a hiatus lasting most of April, I resumed writing, but at a much slower pace - 1-2 chapters per Tuesday - and with more frequent breaks. Eventually, I released the final GDoc on September 17, 2024 and put The Wonderlast on an indefinite hiatus.

During this "Hiatus Era," work on The Wonderlast was small and incremental. In October, I shared my plan for the future of The Wonderlast: I would write one final GDoc concluding the Skysplitter Saga and release it whenever, then I would upload it to Pixiv, one chapter a day, until all of it was on the site. Once that was done, I would begin work on new Wonderlast content on Pixiv. In December, I cut the aforementioned Kuro chapters (including several new chapters I had written between then and the start of the hiatus) and filed them away in a document titled "The Sixteenth Duintian War," where they remain to this day. After that, I occasionally worked on The Wonderlast, ultimately writing eleven chapters over the course of seven months.

In July of 2025, I began growing frustrated with the pace of my work, figuring I wouldn't live to see the conclusion of The Wonderlast. That was when I decided to randomly shadowdrop my revision of Chapter 1 on Pixiv. On July 8, 2025, the "Pixiv Era" began. Initially, I was going to drop a revised chapter every Tuesday, but due to those same fears of dying before finishing my work, I changed it to once every three days. As of writing this foreword, 70 of the original 82 canon chapters have been uploaded to Pixiv. These revisions changed my shitass 2023 writing and lore to something that is actually pretty solid. Maybe I'll discuss what I changed in the future, when I don't have to worry spoiling the story in the foreword.

Even then, I was slightly unhappy with the Pixiv chapters. I had to censor and change some stuff to adhere to Pixiv's TOS and avoid getting my series flagged as R18 or upright removed. Some words were changed, and I had to rewrite a lot of Cryptic's cannibalism stuff in particular. That's when I got the idea to do a "definitive edition" of The Wonderlast, with the revisions of the Pixiv releases and none of the censorship. This book is that definitive edition.

This has been over two years in the making. I sincerely hope this book is enjoyable for both you, the reader, and all the others who will read this in the future.

-Espee, February 14, 2026


Hunting For You 



Do you know how long I’ve been hunting for you?

Seventy-five years. That’s how long I’ve been searching. From Western Europe to Great Britain, across the Atlantic, and through America. Seventy-five long years of following your footsteps, like a hunter searching for a foxhole.

And I did find your foxhole. A quaint home in the suburbs of a major city, indistinguishable from the other houses in the neighborhood. It was a family home, one that the person I knew would not live in. Who tamed you, I wonder?

As I gaze upon your lair, I think back to when we first met. You were scarred, ravaged from your encounter with the hells. I took pity on you, took you into my house, and tried to nurse you back to health. And when I couldn’t understand your strange new anatomy, you showed me by devouring my blood.

There, I began to understand your affliction. Cursed to consume the flesh and blood of men, punishment for your unchecked lust. But that didn’t stop you, for that night, we made love for the first time. And as we shared our passion, I realized that I loved you. I envisioned a future together with you.

But there was a problem: you were immortal, I was not. Our love had a time limit, one tied to my lifespan. At the time, I was only human, I could only live and love for so long. And so, we moved to the tower in Southern France and began hunting for the Elixir of Life. 

For seven years, we experimented, draining the village of its livelihood as we took them and sacrificed them in the name of science and love. I concocted incredible new potions: one that could heal all wounds, one that could render you immune to arrows and bullets. And yet, the Elixir of Life and our continued love remained out of reach.

In that period, we continued to love each other, but the feelings were waning. Every night, the passion diminished, and we grew ever so apart. We both knew that time was running out: I was growing older while you remained forever young, feeding on the discarded bodies of the villagers we killed.

And, to worsen our relationship even more, I was stricken with a strange ailment in my lungs that not even my restoration potion could heal. Decades later, I would learn the true name of my illness: small-cell lung carcinoma. Those coughing fits I had so often were only a symptom of my worsening cancer. I couldn’t bring myself to tell you for fear of you becoming heartbroken. I became obsessed with finding the Elixir, the cure to my ailment.

But then, one night, I had a dream. I was standing in a field of black and yellow flowers, and a man in a cloak approached me. He told me the true recipe for the Elixir of Life, and that it required the blood of my lover: you, the accursed one. But he also told me that the blood had to be rich in shock and sorrow, meaning I had to betray you.

The next day, blinded by desire for the Elixir, I attacked you, drained you of your sorrow-rich blood, and blasted you away. I took some of the harvested blood and used it to make my ultimate goal, the Elixir of Life. But then, the angels attacked.

They ignited my tower, burned all my research, and cornered me atop the burning tower. There, I finally consumed the Elixir and became immortal. That is as far as my memory of that fateful day extends: I had experienced a surge of energy and entered a blinding rage, my ego taking a backseat to my id.

When I woke up, seven years had passed. I was buried in the rubble of the tower, which had been ravaged by flame along with the village. I was hungry and I searched for food. I found and devoured a boar in the woods, but it did not satiate my hunger. 

Weaker than ever, I came to the door of a logger, who took pity on me like I took pity on you. He fed me, gave me clothes, and provided me with shelter. At night, I walked into his room, kissed him on the cheek, and sank my fangs into his neck. And as I drained him of his blood, I came to another realization: I was cursed, just like you, and I loved it.

From then on, I prowled the land as an immortal vampire, living a life fueled by blood and debauchery. Sometimes, I made love with my victims before sucking them dry. But all those thrills couldn’t fill the hole in my soul that you left behind. Deep down, I was still pining for you.

Then, several decades after that fateful day, I heard a rumor of a man-eating monster in America. Curious, I crossed the Atlantic and hunted the countryside, feeding on more men and investigating any leads. Eventually, I picked up your trail and followed it to the house I am standing outside as I write this.

Matthew, come back to me. I know your heart is filled with hatred, but I also know that beneath that is love. Let us reignite the flame of passion that burned between us all those years ago, put the past behind us, and continue where we left off. I’ll be waiting at the church.

-Claudius Ishtar


Part 1: The Awakening



Chapter 1: The Hangover

Apollo was hungover again.

It was the third night in a row. Like the rest, it was too much drugs and beer at a random nightclub. And like the rest, he was kicked out after punching a dickhead in the face.

Apollo turned to face the ceiling. Above him, a decade-old ceiling fan silently spun. The ceiling was the only spotless part of the room. The walls were covered in music posters and the floor was covered in food wrappers & vinyl records. The desk was home to a laptop and several bottles of beer.

Apollo was shaken from his hungover stupor by a loud knocking sound on his door. “Apollo,” yelled a voice from the other side, “wake your gay ass up, we got a visitor!”

“Fuck off,” Apollo yelled, “I’m not in the mood!”

“I don’t care! It’s Espee!”

Apollo groaned loudly. Not that fag. “Tell him I don’t want to talk right now!”

Another voice came from the door. “Too bad!”

Apollo put one of his pillows on his face and screamed. “FUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUCK! AAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

“Um,” said the second voice, “should I-”

“No,” said the first voice. When Apollo finally shut up, he asked “Got it out of your system yet?”

“Yeah…” Apollo slowly walked toward the door and opened it. His stubble darkened his caucasian complexion, paired with his messy black hair’s bedhead to truly sell the hungover look. His lack of a shirt showed two large scars under his chest. “Morning, Espee,” he groggily mumbled.

“Morning?” said Espee, straightening a cowlick in his brown hair. “It’s almost noon!”

Apollo turned around and banged his head on the doorframe. “Fuck…”

Espee grabbed Apollo’s shoulder. “Look at me, mate.” Apollo turned his head and stared into Espee’s deep hazel eyes framed in half-rim glasses (not in a gay way, Apollo wasn’t looking for anyone right now.) “Listen,” said Espee, “I’ve arranged a meeting with someone. This is important. You following?”

Apollo shook his head. “I want coffee…”

Espee walked away from Apollo and sighed. “He won’t listen, Dude.”

Dude, the source of the first voice from earlier, brushed his long hair off of his face and said “This shit’s killing my high.”

“You’re already high,” said Espee incredulously. “It’s not even 5 o’clock and you’re already high”

“Not anymore.” 

Dude walked past Espee and into the living room. The room was sparsely decorated, with a couple of sofas and a coffee table opposite a drawer and TV. A small kitchenette was in the corner. Dude walked toward the freezer and pulled out a frozen Uncrustable. “Are you going to thaw it out?” asked Espee. 

Dude ignored him and bit into the Uncrustable, breaking off a chunk of frozen peanut butter and bread. “Of course,” said Espee.

Suddenly, Espee heard someone knocking on the front door. Who would visit this crack den of an apartment building, he wondered. The only reason Apollo and Dude lived here was the cheap rent. Espee opened the door and almost had a heart attack from what he saw. “Dear God in Heaven,” he said, “you followed me here.”

In the doorframe stood a strange man with long white hair. He wore a white and gold hat and a long white coat with a star pattern. “I got bored,” said the man.

“You couldn’t wait ten minutes?” asked Espee.

“No.” The man walked past Espee into the living room before sitting down on the sofa.

“Who the hell is he?” asked Dude with half-chewed Uncrustable mush in his mouth. “He kinda looks like Apollo.”

“He’s the guy I wanted Apollo to meet,” Espee replied. “But apparently he couldn’t wait a bit longer and-”

Espee was cut off by the strange man’s loud fake snoring. “Oh, for God’s sake!” Espee exclaimed. 

Apollo then entered the living room, fully dressed in black trousers and a pink t-shirt. “Where’s the coffee…” he mumbled.

The man immediately stopped snoring and pulled a cup of coffee out of his jacket, handing it to Apollo. “Here.”

“Thanks…” Apollo took a sip from the coffee cup. Instantly, his face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Whoa!” he exclaimed. “I feel like I can run a marathon non-stop! What the hell is in this coffee?”

“Bean water and cocaine,” said the man, smiling.

Espee walked over and snatched the cup from Apollo’s hand. “And this is why I don’t let you use the coffee maker,” he said to the strange man.

The man chuckled. “Anyway,” he said, “you must be the DJ F.S. I’ve heard so much about.”

“That… is my stage name, yes,” said Apollo. “My real name’s Apollo.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” said the man, standing up. “You can just call me Nyxxie. Do you want to know why I wanted to meet you?”

“Because you look like me?”

“Clever.” Nyxxie snapped his fingers. His hat instantly disappeared in a flash of light. Apollo could now clearly see the similarities. Aside from the paler skin tone, Nyxxie’s face was nearly identical to his own. Oddly, though, Nyxxie had two small wings poke out from where his ears were supposed to be. “Now, several questions must be racing through your mind, such as: what the fuck, why the fuck, and how the fuck.”

“Y-yes,” said Apollo. “Please elaborate further, I am completely lost.”

“Alright.” Nyxxie walked away from Apollo and out of the apartment. Apollo was more confused than ever. “Espee,” he asked, “what the fuck is your friend?”

“An angel,” Espee replied. “A seraphim, to be exact.”

“That explains nothing and everything at the same time,” said Apollo.

“And this is why I kept you away from this magical underworld.”

“Magical what now?”

Suddenly, Apollo heard a knocking from a window. A two-story high window. He walked over to the window and opened the blinds, only to see Nyxxie floating above the parking lot in front of the apartment building, flipping him off. Apollo ran outside to the balcony between his suite and the neighbor’s. “You can probably do this too!” Nyxxie shouted.

“No, probably not!” Apollo replied.

Espee walked out onto the balcony. “Nyxxie, come back, you’re making a scene!” he yelled.

Nyxxie floated mid-air for a moment before saying “No,” and flying away into the sky.

Apollo turned toward Espee. “How the hell do you work with this guy?”

“It’s easier than you think.”

Dude stood in the doorway, holding another frozen Uncrustable. “So can you fly now, Apollo?” he asked.

Apollo turned around. “God dammit, Dude, quit eating my Urcrustables or I’ll see if you can fly!” he exclaimed.

Chapter 2: The Wonderlast

Apollo and Espee stared at each other. The former had moved the couches to be opposite one another so that he could interrogate the latter. Yes, interrogate: Apollo had questions, and Espee had answers. Questions such as: What is an angel? Who is Nyxxie? Why does Nyxxie look like Apollo? And what business does Espee have with someone like Nyxxie? In reality, all these questions could be summed up in one statement:

“Explain.”

Espee sighed. “Alright. We live in a place called the Aurbis, which is made up of three realms: Munis, the realm of the humans; Aetheris, the realm of the angels; and Daenethis, the realm of the Helekin, which humans have arbitrarily decided to name 'infernals.' The realms are also known by the sole known inhabited planet in each: Gaia, Hevas, and Hele in Angelic; Earth, Heaven, and Hell in English.

"I... follow so far," said Apollo.

"The Guardian Angels, a peacekeeping faction run by Heaven's government, have been keeping the existence of the other two realms and the Wonderlast a secret from us."

"The hell's a Wonderlast?"

"I'll explain later. The reason for keeping things under wraps is its own history lesson, but the short of it is that 3000 years ago, someone made a magical oopsie which led to Atlantis being destroyed. The angels of the time deemed us unfit to wield such power, so they decided to keep Earth away from Wonderlast affairs. For the most part."

“Fair enough,” said Apollo. “I would see why revealing this stuff would break everyone's minds. Question: If Nyxxie is an angel, does that make me one, too?”

“Hmm... Can’t say," said Apollo. "Nyxxie was rather coy when it came to your relationship with him. He said it's classified.”

“Damn. What else can you tell me about Nyxxie?”

“Well, aside from being an angel and potentially your long-lost twin, maybe, Nyxxie’s been a friend of mine for a while now. A bit longer than I’ve known you.”

“That can’t be a coincidence.”

“It’s not. Nyxxie showed me… a lot of stuff. Like the stuff I’m telling you now, such as the Wonderlast.”

“That reminds me- the hell’s a Wonderlast?”

“It’s an infinite wellspring of energy from the core of the Aurbis. It’s connected to everything: life & death, good & evil, humans, angels, & infernals. Wonderlast energy is the building block of matter itself. The flesh and blood we consist of, the ground we walk upon, the air we breathe, it’s all made of Wonderlast energy. In short, it’s really fucking important.”

“What else can this Wonderlast do?”

“Well... Magic. Literal magic.”

“Like how Nyxxie made his hat disappear? Or how he managed to float in the air?”

“Or how I’m making these sofas float in the air?”

“Wait, what?” Apollo looked down. The sofas he and Espee were sitting on floated one foot above the ground. He quickly scrambled onto the couch. “Wh- what the fuck is this?”

“This is my power,” said Espee. “Where do you think the name ‘Espee’ came from?”

“From your real name? Espian?”

“No,” said Espee. “Well, kinda. It also comes from ESP. Psychic powers and telepathy, and all that. ESP-ee.”

“Ah. That makes a lot of sense. Now, can you please put me down?”

Espee pointed at Apollo’s sofa and flicked his wrist downward. The sofa crashed down onto the floor, causing Apollo to fall off the sofa. Espee chuckled as the downstairs neighbor started smacking their ceiling with a broom handle.

Apollo stood up and sighed before walking over to the window, pulling up the blinds, and opening the window. “What are you doing?” asked Espee.

Apollo remained silent as he walked to the other side of Espee’s sofa. He backed up before tackling the floating sofa, sending it through the open window and out above the parking lot, where it started tumbling. “Jesus Christ!” Espee screamed in horror. “Somebody stop this spin cycle!”

“Motherfucker, it’s your ability! Stop it yourself!”

“Oh, right.” Espee closed his eyes and concentrated. He pictured the spinning sofa in his mind. In one breath, he imagined the sofa slowing down before stopping upright. Espee then opened his eyes. The sofa was now upright, floating above one of the houses across the street from Apollo’s apartment complex. 

Apollo watched as the sofa drifted back to his window. “Dick move, man,” said Espee. He then reached into the window and touched Apollo’s forehead. A brief flash of light came from his fingertip.

“What was that?” Apollo asked.

“A charm,” said Espee. “To help me keep track of you.”

“Why?”

“Because Nyxxie told me you might be in some serious shit soon, and I need to make sure you’re okay.”

Apollo was confused. “Uh, thanks, but I-“

“Also, I’m stealing the sofa.”

Espee grabbed the sofa as it lifted into the sky and over the roof of the complex. Apollo ran down the hall, through his bedroom, and onto the balcony as he watched his sofa fly farther and farther away. “Dude’s gonna be pissed…” Apollo muttered.

“Pissed about- whoa!” Dude walked onto the balcony and watched as the sofa floated away. “That magical dick!”

“Wait,” said Apollo, “you knew?”

“I overheard the whole thing. My mind's a little bit broken now.”

“Huh.” 

“Yeah.”

Apollo and Dude stood in awkward silence, pondering what had transpired over the past few hours. After a moment too long, Dude asked, “You want some weed?”

“Yeah, fuck it. This day’s been too crazy.”

Chapter 3: Bloodrain & Meat, Part 1

The sofa landed gracefully on the lawn of a run-down split-level house on the other side of town. Espee sat up from the sofa and walked over to the house’s front door. Knock, knock, knock. Espee waited for a moment but received no answer. He tried again. Knock, knock, knock. “Yo, Nyxxie,” Espee shouted, “it’s me! Anyone home?”

Again, no answer. Nyxxie must be away right now. That’s strange, Espee thought. He usually hangs out here. Espee lifted the crusty doormat. No spare key. He checked the garden gnome in the wilted flower garden. No spare key. He checked the cobweb-covered front light. No spare key. 

Alright, something’s wrong, Espee thought. There’s usually a spare key to the house in one of those things, but they’ve all been taken. Either Nyxxie took them all and split, or something has gone horribly wrong. Espee touched the doorknob and focused. Within the lock, the pins were being lifted by Espee’s telekinesis to the right height so that the cylinder could turn. After a bit of fenangling, he eventually got all the pins in place and turned the cylinder. The lock clicked open.

Espee walked into the house. Amazingly, it was shittier than Apollo’s room, but Espee was acclimated to the mess. The house used to be a heroin den for years until a DEA raid forced all the addicts out. They cleaned up all the drugs and needles but left everything else alone. Weeks later, Nyxxie found the house and took it over, but hasn’t cleaned up most of the house.

Espee navigated the sea of trash and made his way down the stairs to the lower level. At the end of the hallway was Nyxxie’s room, the only hospitable part of the house. Espee opened the door and walked in. The room was flashy, to say the least. Compared to the filthy gloom-and-doom of the rest of the house, the room was bright and colorful, with sky-blue, star-pattered wallpaper and a carpet decorated with a traditional angelic fractal design. On a nearby desk was a note. Espee read it:

Espīûma,

Á ker kàté etake-s͜hūtnos ot Hevətan.

Á ser tere sá īán-ki păt͜hé.

Etò, apsu̅ ko̅ rahén ki̅es.

-Niks͜hī

Espee pocketed the note. Suddenly, he heard something in the hallway. He opened the door and saw something quickly running up the stairs. Espee pursued it and ran out the front door. He saw a short-haired woman running for a black sedan while shouting “Bail! Bail!”

“The fuck you think you’re doing?” Espee shouted as he chased the mystery woman. She quickly ran into the car as it sped away. Espee hopped onto the couch and used his telepathy to lift it and pursue the car. As the car zig-zagged through the suburbia, Espee soared above the houses, keeping a close eye on the vehicle. As it turned onto the main road, a police car joined the chase, its sirens wailing red and blue. 

“You are speeding in a residential area,” said an officer over the car’s bullhorn. “For the safety of you and others, please pull over!”

The woman from before poked his head out from the sunroof. “Pull over this!” she shouted as she threw something spherical from her hand onto the floor. Suddenly, a geyser of pink flame erupted from beneath the police car, launching it upward. Espee deftly moved the sofa and narrowly avoided the flying flaming chassis. Dammit, he thought, this is starting to escalate. He needed to act fast or someone more important than a couple of cops could die.

As the car entered downtown, the woman turned her attention to the dirty flying sofa and its pilot chasing after her. She threw several spheres at the sofa, which exploded midair, creating a field of pink fireballs. The sofa zig-zagged around the fireballs as it closed in on the car. The fire-slinging homewrecker ducked down back into the car.

Suddenly, the car turned left into a parking garage. Espee recognized the garage: it was the place where he parked his car for his day job. He knew the garage had only one way in or out. The enemy had only one option: try and hide among the cars. Espee brought the sofa in for a landing on the roof and touched down behind the ramp near the stairs.

Espee dismounted the couch and walked down the stairs. The parking garage was five stories tall and the car only recently pulled in, so he decided to search on the third floor. Upon arriving at the floor, Espee recalled anything he knew about the car. It was a black 2022 Toyota Corolla with a missing passenger window, license plate number…

Espee’s thinking was interrupted by the roar of a familiar engine. Coming up the opposite ramp was his mark. He ran to the ramp near him and stood in the way of the car. Naturally, it sped up and prepared to run him down. As the car approached, Espee stuck his hand out. Suddenly, only two feet away from him, the car stopped as the tires ground themselves on the concrete, unable to move. Espee pushed the car back and caused it to drift across the garage before coming to a halt.

 The person from before opened the car door and got out. Espee could finally get a good look at her. She appeared to be a young woman in her early twenties. Along with the short black hair, she had pale skin, purple eyes, and two white horns poking out from her head. Her outfit consisted of a black and purple checked shirt and tie, a black jacket and skirt, and black stockings. It was abundantly clear to him now: this girl was an infernal.

“You have twenty-three seconds to explain yourself before I turn you into a bloody pulp,” said Espee.

“The name’s Meat,” she said, “an I’m-”

“‘Meat?’” asked Espee. “What kind of name is ‘Meat?’ That’s a stupid name.”

“Not as stupid as ‘Espee,’” Meat retorted.

“It comes from my real name. Espian.”

“That’s even stupider.”

“Says the dumbass who forgot to install Counter-Strike,” said Espee, pointing at Meat’s checkered tie.

“Kiss my ass,” said Meat. “Anyway, I’m looking for someone. Your friend, where is he?”

“He’s out of town,” Espee replied. 

“I wasn’t talking about Quentiam,” said Meat, pulling a knife from her belt. “Where is your other friend? Where is Weir?”

“I have no clue who you’re talking about.”

Meat turned toward the car. “Bloodrain,” she said to the driver, “check the apartments around town.” 

The car sped off down the ramp whence it came. “Okay, ‘Bloodrain’ I get, because it’s edgy,” said Espee. “But ‘Meat’ is just asinine.”

“I’ll make you eat those words!” Meat exclaimed, lunging at Espee.

Espee reached into his coat and glared at Meat. “Try me.”

Chapter 4: Apollo and Dude

The door slowly creaked open as a young girl, barely eight, walked into Honorhall Orphanage. The room was dark, lit only by a lamp on a desk in the center of the room. Behind the desk sat a plump old lady, shuffling through paperwork. “Oh?” She noticed the young girl walking in. “Why, hello, ma’am! How may I help you at this late hour?”

The girl pulled out a folder and handed it to the lady. “They said to give it to you,” she said.

The lady took the folder and started looking through it. A few minutes later, she set it down. “Alright, ma’am, we don’t have a room ready for you, but you can sleep on the lounge room sofa if you’d like.”

“Thank you.” The girl walked past the desk to a hallway at the far side of the room, led by the lady. They reached a wooden door labeled “FACULTY LOUNGE.” The two walked in as the lady turned on the lights. The room consisted of a water cooler, a vending machine filled with soda, and a large leather couch. “Can I get you anything, ma’am?” asked the lady

“Please call me Apollo,” said the girl.

“Apollo?” said the lady, puzzled. “Isn’t that a boy’s name?”

“I know.” The girl flopped onto the sofa and immediately passed out. The lady left the room and closed the door. What an odd lady, she thought. Where did she come from? The folder didn’t say. Oh well, she’d ask the headmistress the next day.

———

A few weeks later…

Apollo watched from his seat on the concrete-filled tire as the other kids played in the jungle gym. At first glance, he seemed like an ordinary young girl. But he wasn’t a girl. From a young age, Apollo knew deep within his heart that he was a boy. Because of this contrast of apparent gender versus actual gender, Apollo never made any friends due to them being either confused of or weirded out by him. At times, he was even bullied for it.

A young boy walked over and sat down next to Apollo. Apollo glanced over. “Who are you?” he asked.

“The name’s Duncan,” the boy responded, “but most everyone calls me Dude.”

“Are you here to give me shit, too?” said Apollo, sulking.

“Wha-no! I mean- no, of course not. I just wanted to tell you I know what you’re going through.” Dude pulled a picture out of his pocket and showed it to Apollo. The picture depicted Dude standing next to who appeared to be his sister. She wore a pin with blue, pink, and white stripes on her jacket. “My older sister used to be my older brother.”

“I see. So you’re trying to be my friend?”

“Well, yeah! Everyone needs a friend!”

“Hm.” Apollo thought for a moment. He’d been alone all his life, jumping from orphanage to orphanage across the city. Between that and his gender situation, he’d never had the opportunity to make friends. But now, things were different. He finally found a permanent home at Honorhall, and now he had the chance to make a real friend. “Alright,” said Apollo, “you’re my friend now.”

“Neat,” said Dude. ‘What do you wanna do?”

Suddenly, Apollo was pelted by a pebble. He turned toward the source and exclaimed, “Who threw that?”

A few feet from Apollo and Dude were two other kids, one boy and one girl. The boy wore a black jacket and pants, while the girl wore a black shirt and skirt. Both had short black hair and thick eyeliner. “What’s going on, Duncan?” asked the boy. “Hanging out with the freak?”

“Bite me, Andrew,” said Dude. He turned to Apollo and whispered, “Those two? Andrew and Ashley. Twin siblings and the biggest jerks in school.”

Apollo turned to the twins. “Please don’t call me that,” he said.

“What’s wrong?” asked Ashley mockingly. “Don’t wike it when we call you a fweak?” She pulled another pebble from her pocket and threw it at Apollo.

“Hey, guess what, idiots?” said Andrew. “The recess lady’s on break. That means we can mess with you for two whole minutes.”

Dude sighed. “Listen, Apollo,” said Dude, “just let them have their way. Their parents are filthy rich.”

“Forget that, Dude.” Apollo got off the tire and said, “Say, didn’t I see you kissing each other in the forest yesterday?”

“Huh?” said Andrew and Ashley, shocked.

“Yep,” Apollo confirmed. “You two were kissing with your tongues in each other’s mouths.”

“Apollo,” said Dude, “pardon my French, but what the actual frick?”

“And then Ashley bit Andrew’s ear and whispered something. I swear the two of you were blushing the whole time.”

Andrew and Ashley were speechless. By now, the four had attracted a crowd just as shocked as the twins. Dude got off the tire and said “Apollo, that’s, like, seven layers of messed up.”

“It is, Dude,” said Apollo. “It’s called incest, and it is seven layers of messed up. It’s also illegal in this state.”

The crowd was now gossiping about the twins’ incestuous, immoral, and illegal act of passion. After a solid minute of shocked silence, Ashley snapped. “Alright, that’s it! That kiss was between me and my brother, you peeping tranny! Now-”

“Peeping WHAT?”

Apollo, Dude, Andrew, Ashley, and the crowd all turned toward none other than the principal herself, looking rather cross. “Young lady,” she said, that is no manner of language for a kid like you to say!”

Suddenly, someone in the crowd said “Principal, these two were French kissing!”

“What?” The principal’s face turned from anger to horror and back to anger. “Oh my… Ashley and Andrew Clover! My office, now!”

The principal led the twins away. As they left the playground, Andrew yelled “We’ll get you back for this, Apollo Weir!”

Once the twins were out of sight, the crowd cheered. Dude turned toward Apollo and said, “Holy moly, man, you just busted the twins! And you didn’t even need to raise a finger!”

Apollo smiled. “Oh, I totally could’ve beaten their butts,” he said, “but they weren’t worth the time. Come on, Dude, recess is almost over. Let’s grab some lunch.”

Chapter 5: Bloodrain & Meat, Part 2

“I’m out of weed.”

“Fuck your mean you’re out of weed?”

Apollo stormed into Dude’s room. Naturally, it reeked of pot. Dude was searching his desk drawers. “There’s none left,” he said. “In my desk, under my bed, under my mattress, in my couch cushions, in my wardrobe, nothing!”

“So your room’s fresh out?” Apollo asked.

“Dry as a bone.”

“Did you hide any of it outside your room?”

Dude thought for a moment, before saying “There might be some in the sofas in the living room. Or, sofa.”

Apollo and Dude walked out of the room and into the living room. Dude inspected the single sofa in the room. “Nothing here,” he said. “But I remember putting some of my stash in a sofa out here- oh, that son of a bitch!”

“Let me guess,” said Apollo. “Espee took the weed couch.”

“Espee took the weed couch.”

Apollo groaned and flipped onto the sofa. “How can this day get any worse?”

“Maybe Espee will come back and steal more of my furniture,” Dude grumbled.

Apollo sat up. “Why are you so hung up on the furniture, anyway? Didn’t it come with the apartment?

“No,” said Dude, “the furniture belonged to my grandmother. They’re my most prized possessions.”

“Huh. Didn’t know that.” Apollo laid back down. “We should talk more. Helps to pass the time.”

Suddenly, the two heard someone knocking at the door. Again. “Son of a whore,” Apollo grumbled, “who is it this time?”

“I got it.” Dude walked over to the door and answered it. “May I help you- Glrk!”

Apollo jolted up off the sofa. He saw Dude standing there, a look of shock and pain on his face. In the doorway stood a young man in his early twenties. He had long black hair, pale skin, and a pair of white stumpy horns. He was holding a knife, which was firmly embedded in Dude’s stomach. The man leaned forward and asked, “Where is Apollo Weir?”

“Kiss my… ass…” Dude said through mouthfuls of blood.

The man sneered as he took the blade out of Dude’s gut and shoved him back onto the floor. Apollo ran over and knelt beside him. “Dude! Dude!”

“I’m sorry…” Dude said weakly. “You think… I’ll be reborn… as a sloth? Heh…”

“Dude!” Apollo exclaimed with tears streaming down his face. “Don’t die on me! Please!”

“Apollo, please… Remember me… and kick. His. Ass.” Dude’s face went blank as he breathed his last.

“Uwaaaaaaa!” Apollo screamed in anguish. He had known Dude for his entire life. To see him brutally murdered like that, in the blink of an eye, right in front of him… His heart was torn asunder with grief, sorrow… and rage. Rage unlike anything he’d ever felt before. For the first time in his life, Apollo wanted someone dead.

The murderer walked toward Apollo and Dude’s dead body. “You must be Apollo Weir,” he said. “My name is Bloodrain, and I’ve been sent here to take your life.” He raised the knife over his head. “Hold still.”

The knife came down over Apollo’s head. Suddenly, Apollo’s left hand shot up and caught Bloodrain’s arm. “Gh- what the?” Bloodrain said in shock.

Apollo stood up. “You…you killed my friend,” he said.

“Where the hell did this come from- Ack!” Bloodrain was cut short when Apollo grabbed his shirt collar with his right hand and threw him to the ground, dropping the knife.

“You must pay!”

Apollo let out a fierce, deep scream of rage. He could feel the air electrifying around him. Then, all of a sudden, he felt a sudden surge of power, as if a dozen wellsprings of energy had burst open all at once. Bloodrain scrambled to his feet. “What the hell is this…” he gasped. 

“WRYYYAAAAAA!!!” Apollo continued to yell as energy surged from his body. The entire apartment began to rumble. Bloodrain struggled to stay on his feet. Suddenly, he was blasted through the wall as Apollo’s power reached a fever pitch. As he landed on the cold pavement in the middle of the street, Bloodrain watched as the apartment was torn apart by the aura of energy surrounding Apollo.

And then, all of a sudden, Bloodrain was blinded by a flash of light. When his vision returned, he saw Apollo float down to the ground in front of him. But now, he was… different. His once-dull hazel eyes were now filled with an indescribable shine. For a moment, Bloodrain wondered if the man who stood before him was the same Apollo Weir he was sent to kill. 

Bloodrain stood up. “Is that all you got?” he taunted. “Or did you just get lucky?”

Apollo remained silent.

“What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue? No more words to fail?”

Apollo took a deep breath before dashing at Bloodrain and delivering a fierce uppercut, launching him high into the air. Before Bloodrain had a chance to respond, Apollo jumped up and delivered a brutal roundhouse kick, sending the infernal flying down the street. He soared for a solid half minute before smashing through a window in a building at the end of the street.

Bloodrain, dazed from that brutal kick, grabbed a displaced table as he climbed back onto his feet. “What the fuck?!” he exclaimed. “I thought Apollo was some docile trans dude that lived with his stoner friend and whose only connection to Quentiam was that he looks like him. I never imagined he would knock me around like a rag doll!”

“Never meet your heroes,” said Apollo, dropping from the ceiling behind him.

Bloodrain turned around. “How the fuck-“

Apollo interrupted Bloodrain by punching him in the face, sending him across the room. 

“God damn…” Bloodrain stood up. “That’s it, time to get serious!”

A wave of energy came from Bloodrain as he tapped into his inner strength. He drew two knives from his belt. “You want to dance?” he mocked. “Let’s dance!”

Chapter 6: Bloodrain & Meat, Part 3

A massive pink fireball hit Espee in the chest, launching him out of the parking garage and smashing him into the building across the street. As he fell to the ground, Meat jumped out of the garage and floated down to the ground.

“Y’know,” said Meat, towering over Espee, “you had me scared for a moment with that weird-ass sword. But even with that, you still didn’t stand a chance against my magic.”

“Kiss my ass,” said Espee. He looked at a mailbox and flicked his wrist upward, lifting it off the ground. Meat barely had time to dodge before the mailbox slammed into her, sending her rolling down the street. Espee stood up. “You think that ‘sword’ was my only weapon? Well, I hate to brag, but this entire street is my weapon.”

Meat got up and summoned another fireball. “You know I’m just buying time for Bloodrain, right? He’s on his way to Weir as we speak, and the news can’t even begin to broadcast what he’ll do to him.”

“Then I’ll make sure Apollo won’t be a news story.” Espee charged at Meat, who threw the fireball at him. Espee reached into his jacket again and pulled out some sort of sword. He impaled the fireball with the sword causing it to break and explode. Meat watched as Espee charged through the resulting conflagration and tackled her, knocking her down yet again. 

As Meat scrambled to her feet, she was met by Espee’s weapon. It was pale white, almost like marble, with black detailing and a hexagonal guard surrounding the gray leather handle. Sticking out from the side near the top was a half circle with five spikes surrounding it. The design of the weapon reminded Meat of…

“A Keyblade,” said Meat incredulously. “Are you shitting me?”

“Oh, come on, there are lots of people who would kill to have a Keyblade in real life,” said Espee. “I mean, you wanted to have a Keyblade once, right?”

“Yeah, back in middle school when I thought Kingdom Hearts was the shit.”

“It still is the shit.”

“Wrong,” said Meat, standing up. “That shit fell off hard when Dream Drop Distance released.”

“Nuh-uh,” said Espee, still pointing his Keyblade at Meat. “KHIII kicked hella ass. It’s my second favorite KH game after II.”

“More like IS hella ass,” Meat sneered.

Espee sighed. “Alright, fuck this,” he said. “If you’re going to shut me down at every opportunity, then I’m gonna have to pull out Oblivion and shut YOU down.” Espee reached into his jacket again and pulled out a second Keyblade. It was identical for the first, except that the body was jet-black and the detailing was white. “Oblivion and Oathkeeper,” said Espee. “The twin Keyblades that will kick your ass back to Hell.”

“So now you’re ripping off Roxas now?” said Meat.

“Kiss my ass!” Espee charged forward again, this time slashing at Meat, who narrowly avoided the Keyblades. In return, the infernal jumped into the air and fired a volley of pink fireballs. Espee crossed his Keyblades and blocked the fireballs before leaping high into the air and executing a spinning attack, knocking Meat back to the ground. Shit, she thought, standing up, this guy’s good.

Espee landed in front of Meat. “Had enough yet?”

“Not even close.” Meat raised her hand into the air as it was enveloped in pink flame. She pulled her hand back down and punched Espee in the chest, sending him flying. Meat chased Espee, firing multiple fireballs at the Keyblade wielder. Espee stabbed the ground with Oblivion and blocked the incoming fireballs with Oathkeeper as he ground to a halt. Espee pulled Oblivion out of the ground just as Mean prepared another fire punch. This time, Espee blocked the punch with the Keyblades, causing a cross-shaped mass of pink flame to erupt from the impact site.

Meat jumped away and said “Weir’s probably dead by now.”

“I doubt that,” said Espee. “If he was dead, I would’ve known.”

“Elaborate,” said Meat, preparing another fireball.

“You ever watched One Piece?”

“Yeah.”

“You know how Vivre cards work?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, just before I left Apollo’s place earlier today, I cast a Vivre Charm on him,” Espee explained. “Just like the card, it informs me of Apollo’s current emotional status. It works a bit like empathy. If I feel a happy feeling, then Apollo’s happy. If I feel a sad feeling, then Apollo’s sad. I don’t feel anything weird right now, so Apollo’s fine.” 

“You won’t be saying that when you feel the cold grip of death taking Weir to hell!” Meat exclaimed. “But first, I’ll send you to- Augh!“

Meat was cut off by a thick pillar of light erupting from the sky, landing between her and Espee. As it dissipated, it revealed a strange man in a white hat and coat. “Nyxxie…” Espee muttered.

Nyxxie turned toward Espee. “Hey, Espee,” he said. “What’s with the infernal?”

“Somebody hired her and another infernal to kill Apollo,” Espee explained. 

“Did you cast the Vivre spell on Apollo like I suggested?” Nyxxie asked.

“Yeah. He’s fine right now, by the way.”

“Good.” Nyxxie floated into the air. “You deal with this one. I’ll go check on Apollo.”

Meat flew up in front of Nyxxie. “Yeah, I’m gonna have to say no, angel.”

“My name’s NyxQuentiam,” said Nyxxie.

“The one and only? Well, mine’s Meat. A displeasure to meet you.”

“Meat?” asked Nyxxie. “That’s silly.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying!” Espee exclaimed to the floating angel. “Wait… Uh-oh.”

“What?” Nyxxie floated toward Espee.

Espee held his hand to his temple. “It’s Apollo. He- he’s undergoing extreme sorrow.”

“Ha! That must be Bloodrain,” Meat explained. “He must have killed Apollo’s roommate. What was his name? Duncan?”

“The stoner guy?” Nyxxie asked. “Darn it, I liked him.”

“Now Apollo’s feeling…” Espee paused in shock. “Dear God…”

“What?” Nyxxie asked. “What’s going on?”

“Rage,” Espee muttered. “A blinding, furious rage. I’ve never seen Apollo like this before…”

Suddenly, Espee, Nyxxie, and Meat were all shocked by an intense wave of energy. “Jesus Christ,” Meat exclaimed, “what the fuck is that?”

“Ah, crapbaskets,” Nyxxie muttered.

Suddenly, they saw a man soar through the air above them, followed by a second man, the source of the energy. “That’s Apollo!” Espee exclaimed. “He’s fighting the other infernal!”

Nyxxie and Espee followed the two men. Meat followed close behind.

Chapter 7: Bloodrain & Meat, Part 4

Bloodrain dashed at Apollo, his knives at the ready. Apollo jumped away, but was caught by a quick reversal from the infernal, getting cut by his knives. “Ha! Finally landed a hit on you!” Bloodrain snickered. “But rest assured, Apollo: it won’t be the last.” 

“Oh, no, it will be the last,” said Apollo. “Because you’re a dead man walking.”

“Oh ho, this dog has bark and bite! I like you. It would almost be a shame to kill you.” Bloodrain lunged at Apollo, sinking his knife into his gut. “Key word: almost.”

“Grrr…” Blood poured from Apollo’s mouth. “Tell me… Who hired you?”

“You actually don’t know?” Bloodrain smirked as he withdrew the knife and pushed Apollo to the ground. “Can you think of anyone who would want you dead?”

“...Gerald?”

Bloodrain stopped smirking. “What?”

“Gerald Benson? From… the Pixiedust Club?”

“Wha- no! Wrong! Guess again.”

“Guh…” Apollo crawled to his knees. “Jack P. of Club Sunset?”

Bloodrain sighed. “No, no. They’re not a nightclub guy. Think, you idiot! Who else would want your head on a silver platter?”

Apollo thought for a moment before the wave of realization hit him. “No…”

“Yes, Apollo Weir.” Bloodrain knelt in front of Apollo and whispered, “Tell me their names. I want it to be the last thing you will ever say.”

Apollo whispered back, “The fucking… incest twins?”

“Sorry, excuse me?”

Apollo collapsed and fell into unconsciousness. Bloodrain stood up confused. “What did he just say?”

Suddenly, a man in a white coat floated into the building. “God dammit,” said Bloodrain, “who called in the angel?”

“I called myself in,” said Nyxxie. He knelt next to Apollo and put his hand on his stab wound. “And… Nyxxie Heal!”

A bright aura enveloped Apollo. The wound slowly closed and vanished, not even leaving a scar. Nyxxie stood up. “Alright,” he said, “You need to explain some things right now.” 

“And if I don’t?” Bloodrain sneered.

“Then me and Espee’ll have to beat it out of you.”

Suddenly, Meat flew in through the window. “Chi!” she exclaimed. “Are you okay!”

“Well, I killed Weir’s best friend, which pissed him off so much he unlocked Wonderlast powers. He then subsequently beat my ass down the street until I managed to stab him. But then Angel McHealTits comes around and unstabs him!” Bloodrain threw down his knives in anger. “Fuck!”

“You think you had it bad?” said Meat. “I got beaten by a sweaty nerd in his mid-20s with telekinesis! And two fucking Keyblades! Keyblades, bro!”

Nyxxie turned toward Meat. “Excuse me,” he said, “I am in the middle of a conversation with your brother.”

Meat grumbled and threw a pink fireball at Nyxxie. He quickly extended his hand and summoned a sword, impaling the fireball as it flew toward him. As the fireball exploded, Meat got a good look at the sword. It resembled a traditional broadsword, with a shimmering white blade and a star decorating its blue handle. 

Nyxxie sighed. “Alright, I see how it is.” He dashed at Meat and slashed at her, forcing her to jump out of the building. Floating in midair, she unleashed another volley of fireballs. Nyx deftly weaved through the attack before pointing his sword at Meat. A beam of light erupted from the tip, piercing Meat’s shoulder. “Fuck!” she exclaimed, holding her bleeding shoulder.

At the same time, Bloodrain picked up his knives and snuck up on Nyxxie, raising one of the knives to stab him in the back. Nyxxie quickly turned around and hit Bloodrain in the face with his elbow. “Agh, you holy dick!” he exclaimed, recoiling back. Nyxxie took this new opening and attacked Bloodrain. One slash was all that it took to remove Bloodrain’s right hand from the rest of him.

Bloodrain clutched his bleeding stump as he screamed in pain. “Gyaaaaah!!! Fuck! My hand! Son of a whore!”

“Chi,” Meat shouted from the window, “we’re pretty outmatched here! I think we have to cut our losses and bail!”

Bloodrain nodded and ran toward the window. Nyxxie, however, stood in front of him. “Not today!” he exclaimed, pointing his sword at him. “I want to ask you some questions.”

Meat knew Bloodrain couldn’t get past Nyxxie, not without his hand. Trying to find a way to save her brother, she saw the unconscious Apollo on the ground and got an idea. “Hey, angel!” she shouted. “Keep your eye on the birdie!” Meat threw a fireball straight at the defenseless Apollo. Nyxxie ran toward her and blocked the fireball, sending it back out the window.

Bloodrain took this opportunity and beelined it toward the window. Before Nyxxie could react, he had already jumped out and was flying away with Meat. “Hey, wait!” Nyxxie shouted. “Come back here!” He jumped out the window and pursued the two. Meat turned around and threw several fireballs, which all exploded around Nyxxie. “Darn it!” he yelled, halted by the fire. When they dissipated, the infernals had vanished.

Nyxxie turned back and landed inside the building. At the same time, Espee entered the room through a door. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “Had to take the stairs. Where are the infernals?”

“They got away,” Nyxxie replied.

“Damn. Is Apollo okay?”

“He’ll be fine. Nothing a little Nyxxie Heal can’t fix.”

All of a sudden, Apollo shot up onto his feet. “Whaaaaat the fuck just happened?”

“Nyxxie,” Espee asked, “did you give him some more coke coffee?”

“No,” Nyxxie replied. “Just good ol’ Nyxxie Heal.”

Apollo turned around and pointed at Nyxxie. “You!” he exclaimed. “This is all your fault!”

“What-“ Nyxxie was cut off by Apollo rushing toward him and roundhouse kicking him out of the building. Apollo quickly followed him out.

“Ah, crapbaskets…” Espee quickly found a discarded office chair and sat down before flying off after of the two.

Chapter 8: Red Hot Burning Blood

Nyxxie steadied himself and stopped mid-air. Apollo flew toward him and unleashed a flurry of punches. “You son of a bitch!” cried Apollo. Nyxxie deftly dodged every punch thrown at him. From his floating chair, Espee watched the exchange. And watched. And watched. Honestly, he felt like Apollo’s attack was dragging on for too long.

“Quit! Dodging! My! Attacks!” Apollo grunted, throwing punch after punch. Nyxxie, meanwhile, kept evading, carelessly whistling to himselft. Apollo finally managed to sneak a hit in and punched Nyxxie in the stomach. The angel flew back a few feet to recover. “I’m not done with you yet!” Apollo shouted.

“Now, I know what you’re thinking,” said Nyxxie, “and the answer might surprise-”

“No! You don’t know what I’m thinking!” Apollo was visibly shaking with rage. “You don’t know what I lost! I just lost my best friend! My first friend! And it’s all your fault, you angelic lookalike bastard!”

“My fault?” asked Nyxxie. “How is it my fault?”

“I- You- Things immediately went to shit as soon as you arrived! You fly in the middle of the parking lot, making a spectacle of yourself-”

“Kinda like you’re doing now?” Nyxxie asked.

“Shut up! Your stunt tips off the infernals, who break into my house and kill my friend! Because of you! Or maybe you’re with the infernals! You told them my address, didn’t you?”

Espee could see a faint but violent aura form around Apollo. The aura intensified with each passing second of rage. “Apollo,” he yelled from his chair, “calm down! Just let me and Nyx-”

Apollo’s aura flared up as he turned toward Espee. “And you! You were with him the entire time, weren’t you? You’re in this conspiracy too, aren’t you?”

“Apollo, I’ve known you since high school,” said Espee. “Why would I suddenly stab you in the back like this?”

“Wait, I know what this is!” Nyxxie exclaimed. “It’s grief! Apollo’s going through grief! I think this is the anger stage.”

Apollo turned back toward Nyxxie as the aura intensified further. “Am I just a case study to you? A specimen?”

“N- no, that’s not what I meant-”

“GRAAAAHHHHH!!!” Apollo’s aura swelled to critical mass as his emotions reached a fever pitch. He stuck his arms out and let out a fierce scream of rage as energy gathered around him. “HAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!”

Nyxxie was blown back by the intense aura. “Jeez, Espee,” he yelled, “Apollo’s really ticked off!”

“No shit!” said Espee, recoiling in his chair. “I think we should make like a pair of infernals and split!”

Apollo shot his hands up as he let out one final bellowing scream. “URRRYYYYYAAAAAAA!!!” A blast of energy shot out of his hands and into the sky, like a geyser erupting with a force strong enough to lift a tank and send it flying. The sky was torn asunder by the pure power of the blast. Nyxxie floated there in awe. Apollo, the strange man who looked just like him, had just unleashed a power that rivaled his own. Just who was he?

Eventually, the blast thinned out and dissipated as Apollo ran out of energy. The aura also vanished as he floated down to the ground. Nyxxie and Espee floated around in silence for a few moments. “What the fuck was that?” the latter asked.

“That blast exhausted all his energy,” said Nyxxie. “He’s bone dry.”

Suddenly, Apollo shot back up into the air. “Both of you can kiss the gayest part of my ass!” he exclaimed before flying away from the other two. Nyxxie started to pursue him, but Espee and his chair cut him off.

“Don’t,” said Espee. “You’ll only make things worse. It’s like you said: he’s grieving. The best we can do right now is to give him some space.”

“Yeah, you’re right…” Nyxxie sighed. “Alright. We should probably talk about the infernals, find out who hired them. Let’s head over to my house.”

.“Hold on, I need my couch.” Espee flew toward the parking garage where he met Meat and landed on the roof. A few seconds later, he flew back, this time on the couch he took from Apollo. “Alright, let’s go,” said Espee. He and Nyxxie zoomed away in the opposite direction.

“I think I took the ‘aloof idiot fighter’ bit too far, methinks,” said Nyxxie.

“You thinks?”

“Yeah… I guess I was a bit mean. I’ll apologize when run into him again. Geez, I feel like such a jerk…”

———

Landing on the front lawn, Nyxxie noticed the open door. “Espee,” he asked, “what happened while I was away?”

“Well,” said Espee, landing the couch, “Meat followed me into the house, and I chased her out. Seems I forgot to close the door.”

Nyxxie and Espee walked into the house, making sure to close and lock the door. They followed the path of cleared garbage through the living room, down the stairs, and into Nyxxie’s room. The two then sat down on the floor.

“So,” said Espee, “why’d you come back early? I thought you’d be in Hevas for a week.”

“Well, when I arrived at HQ, I was immediately met by the Lord Commander,” Nyxxie replied. “According to him, Apollo’s life was in danger and I had to return immediately.”

“How did he know Apollo was in danger?”

“According to him, Nemu told him after seeing you chase the infernals on your couch while they were getting lunch. Apparently, he’s a significant person of interest to the Triumvirate.”

“What about the infernals? Any idea who hired them?”

“I arrived just as Bloodrain stabbed Apollo. I saw him mutter something about twins before I intervened. You know any twins who want Apollo dead?”

Espee thought for a second “Hmm… It might have been the Clover twins.”

“Who?”

“Andrew and Ashley Clover. They’re a couple of incestuous assholes Apollo humiliated a long time ago. From what Apollo told me, they sound like the sort to hire a hitman over petty things.”

“Then I believe we should pay them a visit,” said Nyxxie. “But not unannounced. Maybe we can have dinner with them?”

“How?” Espee asked.

“Well, your dad’s rich, right? Rich people always have dinner together.”

“Actually… I just remembered something,” said Espee. “Andrew recently inherited his father’s house renovation firm and is looking for partners. That gives me an idea…”


Part 2: Dinner with the Clovers



Chapter 9: Dinner with the Clovers, Part 1

A week later…

The doorbell rang. “Brother,” said Ashley Clover, fastening an earring, “could you get the door?”

“On it, sis!” Andrew, Ashley’s brother, descended the stairs and walked over to the mansion’s big double doors. Opening them, he saw two men in tuxedos standing outside. The first had short, brown hair with glasses, while the second had long, black hair with his bangs parted over his right eye.

“Good evening,” said the first man. “My name is Espian Bowkerson-Demeter, Espee for short. My friend here is Nicholas Garcia. You must be Andrew Clover.”

“Ah, Mr. Demeter!” said Andrew. “Come in! Dinner’s almost ready.”

Espee and Nicholas entered the mansion’s front hall. The room had two elegant stairways leading to the second story and another set of double doors between them. Two servants approached the visitors and took their coats from them, hanging them up on a nearby stand. They followed Andrew through the double doors into a lavishly decorated dining room, with a long dining table at its center. Espee and Nick sat on one side near the head of the table, while Andrew sat opposite Espee. 

Ashley then walked through the doors and sat next to Andrew. She was wearing a black dress and, like her brother, she had long black hair. She sat next to her brother, opposing Nyxxie. “I apologize for being late,” she said.

“Don’t mention it, ma’am,” said Espee. “Thank you for inviting us over for dinner.”

“It’s my pleasure,” Andrew responded. “Ah, the appetizer has arrived!”

A servant walked out of a nearby door carrying a wooden tray with several large pretzels on it. He placed it on the table in front of the four. “Traditional Bavarian lye pretzels,” said the servant, “served with ‘senf’ sweet mustard and homemade cheese sauce.”

The servant walked back through the door. “To be honest,” said Nicholas, “I expected the appetizer to be something fancy, like caviar or deviled eggs, but I don’t mind.”

“To be honest, I’m not a fan of either,” said Andrew, tearing off a piece of pretzel. “What is the point of having a nice dinner if you’re not going to enjoy the food?”

“Fair enough.” Nicholas took a piece of pretzel, dipped it in the cheese, and chowed down. Espee’s father, Reed Bowkerson of Bowkerson Tiling, had heard of the Clover family’s house flipping firm and wanted to partner with them. The Clovers were thrilled at the proposition and invited Reed to dinner. Unfortunately, Reed had other arrangements, so he sent his son Espee and a senior employee, Nicholas, to go in his stead.

And of course, it was all a farce.

In reality, Nicholas’ true identity was Nyxxie, investigating the Clover twins alongside Espee under the guise of a dinner party to determine if, why, and how they put the hit on Apollo. According to Espee, Andrew and Ashley were outed by Apollo in fifth grade for having incestuous relations and were expelled for it. Because of that, the Clover family was forced to move to another city and start fresh with their fortune. After their parents, Ulysses and Sarah Clover, were killed in a car crash when the twins were 18, they inherited the house flipping business, which has seen soaring success ever since. 

Coincidentally, the Guardian Angels, a faction of peacekeeping angels of which Nyxxie was a member, had been following the Clovers for a while, suspecting that an illicit pact with an infernal was a factor in their ascension to power. Thus, the dinner party had two real purposes: find out if the Clovers ordered the hit on Apollo, and find out if they signed a deal with a devil.

Before long, the pretzels had vanished and the servant returned and took the tray from them. Espee was conversing with Andrew about the potential partnership between the companies. Suddenly, a phone in Ashley’s purse started ringing. “Sorry,” she said, “I have to take this.”

“Go ahead,” said Nyxxie. Ashley stood up and exited the dining hall. As she left, Nyxxie pulled a small device out of his pocket and dropped it. The device started hovering and flew out of the dining hall, following Ashley. Nyxxie closed his right eye, which he had intentionally covered with his bangs. Through his eye, he saw and heard what the device, a magical spy drone, was recording with its camera and microphone.

Ashley pulled out her phone and answered it. “I assume you have a lead on Apollo’s location, Bloodrain?”

Bingo! That sentence right there was all Nyxxie needed to confirm his suspicions about the Clovers. He continued listening in on the conversation.

“…No? Are you positive you searched every likely hideout in the city? …Hmm. If he did skip town, the most likely place he would be in is Kent. That town has many holes for people to hide in. Report to the mansion tonight. I think the angels are on to us.”

That last bit was a bit of a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it further confirmed their guilt in the Apollo case but also furthered the Guardian Angels’ suspicion of a pact. On the other hand, however, the “angels” Ashley mentioned could be Nyxxie and Espee. They might have just walked into a trap.

Nyxxie’s thoughts were interrupted by the servant returning with a tray of plates laden with food. “Top sirloin steak, seasoned with paprika, black pepper, and garlic butter, served with twice-baked potatoes and asparagus.” He gave out the plates to the three at the table. The servant walked overnight to Andrew and asked. “Where is your sister, Master Andrew?” 

“She had to take a call,” Andrew replied.

The servant nodded, put a plate in front of Ashely’s seat, and walked back through his door. Ashley soon returned and took her seat. The four of them ate in silence for a while. During this downtime, Nyxxie took control of the drone and flew it out an open window and toward Espee’s car. There, he saw someone with a crowbar trying to open the hood. What the hey? Nyxxie had to take action.

The drone lit up like a second sun. The bonnet breacher dropped his crowbar in shock. “I AM AN ANGEL OF THE LORD,” said Nyxxie through the drone in a deep voice. “CAST ASIDE YOUR LIFE OF CRIME AND GET A JOB.” The man quickly nodded and ran away from the car into the shadows. Nyxxie smiled.

“Something funny?” asked Andrew.

“Hm? Oh, no,” said Nyxxie. “It’s just-” He took a bite of his steak. “This steak is really good!”

“Hey, Nicholas,” said Ashley, “you remind me of an old classmate of mine.”

“Excuse me?”

“Yeah! You kinda look like him. What was his name? Apollo?”

“Apollo Weir?” Espee asked. ”He’s a friend of mine.”

“Not that you mention it,” said Andrew, “Nicholas does look like a grown-up Apollo.”

“I’ve been told,” said Nyxxie/Nicholas.

“Say, Espee,” asked Andrew, “what’s Apollo up to?”

“Well, his best friend died last week,” said Espee. “We’ve been letting him grieve.”

“Duncan, right? Bummer. How did he die?”

“Um, stabbing. Mugging gone south.”

“Hm. I swear, the world grows more twisted every day.”

The four of them continued eating. Crapbaskets, Nyxxie thought. This investigation just turned into an ambush. The twins were aware that they were looking into the Apollo case. The crowbar man was trying to sabotage Espee’s car’s engine and trap them in the manor for the infernals to pick off. So, instead of surrendering, Nyxxie decided to double down. If it was a fight the Clovers wanted, it was a fight they were going to get. And they were going to get a heck of a fight.

Chapter 10: Dinner with the Clovers, Part 2

A few hours later…

The driveway overhead light automatically turned on as Espee and Nicholas/Nyxxie walked toward their small red car. Andrew and Ashley followed them. “Thanks for the meal,” said Espee. “I’ll relay your acceptance to my father. We’ll make sure to keep in touch.”

“I’m looking forward to this prosperous partnership,” said Andrew.

Espee and Nyxxie got into the car and started it. Or at least, tried to start it. The engine kept revving but just wasn’t turning over. Eventually, the two got back out and walked over to the fuel door. After checking if the tank had fuel in it, they walked over to the hood and opened it. After a bit of inspection, Espee said “Well, shit.”

Andrew and Ashley walked over. “What seems to be the problem?” the former asked.

“Our car won’t start,” said Espee. “We have plenty of gas, so the trouble must be in here.”

“Could it be the engine?” asked Ashley. “Maybe the spark plugs are bad?”

“No, we had them serviced two days ago,” Nyxxie responded.

“Oh…” Ashley sounded slightly disappointed.

“It must be the battery,” Nyxxie continued. “Do you have any jump cables?”

“No, but we do have a recharger,” said Andrew. “If you want, you can stay here overnight while the battery charges.”

“That would be great,” said Espee. “Thanks.”

Nyxxie hoisted the battery out of the car. “There’s a door to the garage near here,” said Andrew. “Follow me.”

———

Another hour later…

“C’mon, Chi, hurry up!”

Meat and Bloodrain climbed over the wall and landed in the Clover’s yard. The two infernals crossed the expanse of grass and reached the main driveway. The overhead light illuminated the twins as they approached a small red car. 

Bloodrain noticed a crowbar on the floor. “Seems the Clovers’ guy failed,” he said, picking it up with his left hand. 

“According to Ashley, he just dropped it and ran,” said Meat. “Dunno why.”

“Well, let’s finish his job.” Bloodrain handed the crowbar to Meat.

“Why can’t you do it?”

“Because I don’t have two hands.” Bloodrain’s arm was covered in a bandage, hiding the stump from his previous encounter with Nyxxie.

Meat took the crowbar and forced open the car’s bonnet. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, except for a small folded piece of paper where the battery was. “The hell is this?” Meat took the paper and opened it.

It's not an ambush if the guy you’re ambushing knows it’s an ambush.

It’s a face off.

-Nyxxie and Espee

Ītī kăn satàs kif gáe satán còkī ītī satás.

Ītī sádane.

-Niks͜hī ten Espī

“NyxQuentiam,” Meat muttered. “Shit, they’re onto us! Dammit, Chi, we gotta take out the two guests before we get irreversibly fucked over!

———

“So it’s a face-off, huh?”

Espee lay on the bed. He had taken off his jacket and shoes and was preparing to go to bed when Nyxxie told him about the attempted sabotage of his car.

“Yep,” said Nyxxie. “We’re investigating them, they’re trying to kill us. It was inevitable something big would happen if we met. It’s like Pepsi Man crossing paths with Coca-Cola Man.”

Suddenly, someone knocked on Nyxxie and Espee’s door. “Housekeeping,” said a familiar female voice.

“Come on in,” said Nyxxie. “Door’s locked, but you could always, y’know…”

“Oh, right.” The door exploded as Meat punched through. “Hello, Espee. And you are…”

“Ah. Hold on.” Nyxxie took a deep breath. In a flash of light, his appearance completely changed. His hair turned from black to the more familiar white, his eyes changed from brown to blue, and a pair of small wings emerged from where his ears were. His tuxedo was replaced by an outfit consisting of a white shirt, blue sleeves, and blue trousers with matching shoes. 

“NyxQuentiam.” Meat smirked. “I saw your note.”

Espee sat up. “We’ve gotten stronger since our encounter a week ago, Meat.”

“So have we. Both myself and my one-handed partner.”

“Is it fight time?” asked Nyxxie. “I hope it’s fight time.”

“You’d best believe it’s fight time,” Meat taunted. “Or should I say, your DOOM time!”

Nyxxie summoned his sword. Meat stepped into the room and prepared a pink fireball. As she threw it, Nyxxie prepared to impale it. However, as his sword pierced the fireball, it suddenly detonated in his face, flinging both him and Espee through the wall and onto the lawn below. 

Meat jumped down. “Like I said: your doom time.”

Nyxxie stood up. “That all you got?”

Meat chuckled. “No.”

Meat’s fist became enveloped in flame as she charged toward Nyxxie. “Nyxxie, she’s stronger than we’d thought! That punch is too powerful for you to block!” Espee exclaimed. “You need to dodge!”

“Dodge?” But Nyxxie was too late. Meat slugged him in the face, slamming him into the ground. Meat then knelt on his chest and started strangling him. 

“Nyxxie!” Espee got up and ran toward Meat. In response, she threw a fast fireball at his chest, blasting him away. Nyxxie was running out of air. His death was certain.

Suddenly, Meat felt someone tapping on her shoulder. She turned around and saw none other than Apollo Weir standing behind her. Apollo grabbed Meat’s hair and slammed her face into his knee. She fell off of Nyxxie, who shot up while gasping for air.

Apollo looked toward Nyxxie and smirked. “Kept you waiting, huh?”

Chapter 11: Apollo Weir

Last night…

Apollo stared at the ceiling. His arm was covered in puncture wounds. To cope with the pain, he started shooting up dope in some filth-ridden crackhouse in Kent. Apollo had run away from the madness of Nyxxie & Espee & the infernals in Seattle and into the worst part of Kent to wallow in his pain.

In his right hand, Apollo held a syringe. It contained a hotshot of heroin and fentanyl, a poisonous cocktail potent enough to kill anything that moves. He was contemplating shooting it up and dying, freeing himself from his pain. After all, opium is a powerful painkiller.

“Apollo…”

A faint voice blew into Apollo’s ears. He quickly got up off the ground. “Who’s there?” He looked around. Aside from the needles littering the floor, the room was empty. Apollo sighed. “Just my imagination…”

“Apollo…”

“Nevermind!” Apollo heard the voice again. He tightened his grip on his syringe. “Come out and I might not stab you!”

“Apollo…”

The voice was louder. Apollo was in disbelief. “It can’t be… 

 Suddenly, a light floated in front of Apollo. It intensified and flashed before turning into a floating apparition of Dude. “Apollo,” the apparition said.

“Impossible… Dude?”

“Yes, it’s me,” said the Dude apparition.

Apollo fell to his knees and broke into tears. “Dude! I’m sorry! I couldn’t protect you! And now you’re dead, and it’s all my fault!”

Dude’s ghost knelt and put his hand on Apollo’s shoulder. “Listen, Apollo. My death wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t Espee’s, and it wasn’t Nyxxie’s. The blame falls on the shoulders of the one who hired the assassins: Andrew and Ashley Clover.

Apollo looked into Dude’s eyes. “The Clovers…”

Dude sighed. “When I died, I thought I would wake up in the next life, whatever that was. But instead, I woke up in the ruins of our apartment as a rogue spirit a week after I died. That’s where I met Nemu. Nemu’s a member of the Guardian Angels Espee mentioned earlier. They were sent to the apartment to contact me and send me to you with a message.”

Another small sphere of light emerged from Dude’s hand and floated toward Apollo’s ear. Apollo heard an unknown voice come from the sphere: “Espee and Nyx are heading to the Clovers’ mansion tomorrow night to investigate their involvement in Duncan’s death. The Clovers are also under investigation for making an illegal pact with an infernal faction. I want you to go to the mansion in Snoqualmie and assist Espee and Nyx if they are in trouble.”

The sphere returned to Dude’s hand. Apollo wiped the tears from his eyes. “So… you don’t hate me?”

“I would never hate you,” said Dude. “And to prove that…” 

Dude transformed back into a sphere and entered Apollo’s body. “…I’ll always be with you,” his voice rang out in Apollo’s head. “Now, are you ready to help Espee.”

“Yeah… yeah!” exclaimed Apollo. He ran toward his nightstand and put the syringe in a small plastic box. Alright. I’m gonna take a shower, and I’m gonna get some fresh clothes, and I’m gonna help my friends. Let’s do this!”

———

The next night…

Apollo jumped up onto the wall. A large lawn sprawled out before him. This was the Clover’s property, two whole acres of land with a large mansion at its center. Apollo jumped up into the air and flew over to the mansion. It was three stories tall, with a base bigger than a football field. Apollo landed on the mansion’s large terraced roof and sat down.

“So what now?” Dude asked in Apollo’s head.

“We wait for shit to go wrong,” Apollo replied. “Nemu’s orders. I don’t want to jeopardize their mission by jumping in early.”

“Fair,” said Dude. “By the way, like the new fit.”

“Thanks.” Alongside his usual black trousers, Apollo was wearing a black long-sleeve shirt under a pink vest, as well as black boots and a black bucket hat. The hat featured a trans flag that wrapped around the brim. To top it all off, Apollo had picked up a pair of V-shaped sunglasses. “These sunglasses’ll be my signature.”

Suddenly, Apollo felt a rumble in the house. “The hell was that?” Dude asked.

“Dunno, but it might be bad,” said Apollo.

A loud explosion then rocked the back side of the house. Apollo got up and ran toward the edge of the roof. He saw Nyxxie and Espee being flung out of a second-story window. Nyxxie stood up and tried to fight back, but was punched down by a short-haired woman who got on top of him and started choking him out.

Apollo quickly jumped down from the roof and landed behind the woman. He quickly tapped on her shoulder. As she turned around, Apollo quickly recognized her as one of the infernals from last week. He wasted no time seizing her hair and smashing her face into his knee. As she rolled off an out-of-breath Nyxxie, Apollo smirked. “Kept you waiting, huh?”

Nyxxie coughed. “Yeah, kinda.” He took Apollo’s hand and lifted himself onto his feet.

Meat stood up and walked away from Apollo and Nyxxie. Her nose was broken and trickling blood. “That hurt, you bastard!” she exclaimed.

“Well, what are you gonna do about it?” Apollo taunted. “Are you gonna cry to your brother?”

“No, Apollo Weir. She’s gonna cry to us.”

Apollo and Nyxxie turned around in shock. There stood Andrew and Ashley; however, they looked different than an hour ago. Instead of their formal attire, they both wore black full-body suits with gray boots & gloves and silver vests, sleeves, & stockings.

“Long time, no see, Apollo,” Ashley mocked. “Has Meat provided sufficient entertainment for you lot?”

“Ah, Ashley,” said Apollo. “I like you and your brother’s matching Rocky Horror outfits. Not.”

Nyxxie learned toward Apollo’s ear. “Hey,” he whispered, “those guys? They ordered the hit on you.”

“I figured as much,” Apollo whispered back. Out loud, he asked, “Hey, if Meat’s here, then where’s Bloodrain?”

“Why don’t you ask your dear friend Espee?” Andrew replied.

“Good idea!” exclaimed Nyxxie. “Hey Espee, any idea where- ah, crapbaskets…”

Apollo turned toward where Espee landed. Bloodrain had wrapped his disabled arm around Espee’s chest, and with his remaining hand, he held a knife to his throat. “Do anything stupid, and he dies,” said Bloodrain. “Your move.”

Chapter 12: Dinner with the Clovers, Part 3

Andrew Clover was thrilled. Apollo Weir, the man who ruined his life, and his angel lookalike NyxQuentiam were trapped between him, his dear Leyley, and the infernal mercenary Meat. Apollo’s only other ally, Espee, had been taken hostage by the other infernal, Bloodrain. He and his sister held all the cards.

Apollo’s mind raced trying to find a way out of this situation. Two enemies in front of him, one enemy behind him, the mansion wall to his right, and one enemy to his left with a hostage. If he made a move toward Bloodrain, Espee would die. If he attacked the twins, Espee would die and Meat would attack from the back. If he attacked Meat, Espee would die and the twins would attack from the back.

Espee was trapped. Even without his right hand, Bloodrain was still giving him trouble. “You’re all fucked,” Bloodrain whispered, pressing his knife on Espee’s neck. “We win. The Clovers get revenge on Apollo, me and Meat get a shitload of money, and the Boss has one less threat to worry about.”

“The Boss?” Espee asked.

“The most powerful infernal in Hele. How do you think the twins got to the top?”

Espee grumbled. Then he noticed his right arm was free. He quickly swung it up and hit Bloodrain in the face with the back of his fist. The infernal let go of Espee as he recoiled in pain. “Agh, you bitch!”

Now free from worrying about Espee’s life, Apollo and Nyxxie acted quickly. Nyxxie charged at Meat and attacked, forcing the infernal to jump away. In response, Meat unleashed a barrage of fireballs. Nyxxie weaved through the volley and jumped up to Meat’s level before executing a falling slash, hitting Meat and slamming her to the ground.

Meanwhile, Andrew and Ashley leaped above Apollo and tried to kick him. Apollo quickly backflipped away and countered by punching Andrew in the face. “Argh!” Andrew backed away and wiped the blood off his face. “You’re pretty strong, I’ll give you that,” he said. “But jump kicks aren’t all we have to offer.”

 Andrew stuck out his hand and summoned a silver round hand fan with a black circular pattern on it. “So you have Wonderlast powers,” said Apollo. “I must admit, you sure seem to have grown a pair since elementary school.”

Andrew smirked and waved his fan at Apollo. A gust of wind suddenly blew him back into Nyxxie and Meat, sending the three tumbling away. Ashley hovered over them. “Wind’s not the only trick we have!” she exclaimed. A large silver drum appeared in front of her, also decorated with a black circular pattern. Ashley pulled out a large drum mallet and banged on the drum. 

A bolt of lightning came from the bottom of the drum and struck Apollo. He yelled in pain as his body started to spasm. When the lightning dissipated, Apollo was unconscious, fried by the electricity. Nyxxie quickly scrambled away and stood up. “You copying Fujin and Raijin now?” he asked. “Because I kinda dig it.”

“If you like it, then allow me to give you a more intimate relationship with our powers,” Ashley responded.

Meanwhile, Espee clashed with Bloodrain. Despite not having a right hand, the infernal was still a match for the Keyblade wielder. Espee threw Oblivion at Bloodrain, who managed to block it with his knife, knocking it out of his hand in the process. However, Espee used the distraction to get behind him and attack with Oathkeeper. Bloodrain quickly jumped back and picked Oblivion up off the ground. “You’re scrappy, I’ll give you that,” he said.

“I’d use the word ‘resourceful,’” said Espee.

“But you forgot one thing, Espee: I have a sister.”

“Who, her?” Espee quickly turned around and blocked a surprise fireball from Meat, who had snuck away from Nyxxie and Apollo. “I have one, too. That doesn’t make you special. Just because you’re double-teaming me doesn’t make you automatically win.”

“You’ll see where your shit-talking will get you when I cleave your head in with your own Keyblade!” Bloodrain ran toward Espee with Oblivion in hand. Espee jumped up and deflected another fireball from Meat before landing in front of the duo. Bloodrain sneered and slashed at Espee, who blocked the attack. The infernal continued his attack, swiping at him over and over again.

“By the way, Oblivion isn’t my Keyblade,” said Espee, stopping an overhead slash with Oathkeeper. “It’s a loan from my sister. She told me to keep it until I find her. She’s missing, you see.”

Bloodrain stopped his assault and jumped back. “My condolences,” he said. “Maybe you’ll see her again… in the next world.”

It was then that Espee noticed that Bloodrain was standing above a water sprinkler. He had an idea. “Actually,” he said, “why don’t you go check for me?”

Before Bloodrain had a chance to retort, he felt the ground beneath him rise. He looked down and saw a massive bulge in the lawn, centered at the sprinkler beneath him. Bloodrain quickly ran away as a large chunk of land lifted into the sky.

Andrew looked over at the floating mass that had emerged from his property. “My lawn!” he exclaimed. “What the hell?” He ran over toward Espee and waved his fan. Espee dodged the resulting gust of wind and prepared to throw the earth at Andrew.

Meanwhile, Ashley started playing her drum faster, firing a constant stream of thunder below her at Nyxxie. Figuring out the rhythm Ashley was following with her drum beats, Nyxxie dodged every lightning strike she threw at him. That was the main weakness of instrument-based weapons: the wielder had to follow a rhythm for it to be effective.

Eventually, Ashley landed in front of Nyxxie. “Alright,” she said, “if you could dodge all that, then let’s see how you handle this!” The mallet in her hand glowed and split in two, becoming a pain of identical mallets, one in each hand. The drum rotated to face Nyxxie. “Drum Solo!”

Ashley started rapidly wailing on the drum, unleashing a torrent of lightning. Nyxxie drew his sword and pointed it at the drum. The sword acted like a lightning rod, attracting the lightning to it and away from Nyxxie. As Ashley’s drumming intensified, the sword became more and more charged. Eventually, it was too much for Nyxxie to handle. He quickly slashed the sword to his left, discharging the stored electricity in a massive bolt that struck Espee’s dirt ball. The mass exploded, flinging pieces of earth and grass everywhere.

“Sorry, Espee!” Nyxxie exclaimed. “You were trying to use that, right?”

“No worries,” Espee responded. “There’s a boatload more sprinklers to pull up.”

“I’d rather you not,” said Andrew harshly.

“Kiss my ass, sister fucker.”

Suddenly, an imposing voice boomed from the sky. “So, these are the miscreants that’ve been troubling us for the past week.”

A dark-skinned man landed in the middle of the lawn. Everyone turned their attention to the new arrival. “Who the hell is this?” asked Apollo.

“That… is our friend,” said Andrew. “Claudius Ishtar.”

Chapter 13: Dinner with the Clovers, Part 4

Apollo glared at the new arrival. The dark-skinned man, easily seven or eight feet tall, towered over the rest of them. He had long, white hair and two distinctive scars below his chest. He wore an open purple jacket and tight leggings & sleeves. “So,” he said, “Where’s Quentiam?”

“Ishtar,” said Andrew, “we have this under control.”

“Really?” said the man. “Because from what I saw, you four were getting your asses beaten. I’m not mad, though. I’m just here to tip the scales in our favor.”

“Are you the Boss?” Espee asked.

“No, he’s busy in Hele,” said the man. “My name is Claudius Ishtar, and I’m here for the angel, NyxQuentiam. Where is he?”

“Right here.” Nyxxie walked forward. “Tell me, are you strong?”

“I consider myself powerful, yes,” said Claudius.

Nyxxie smiled. “Nice. I love a good challenge.”

“So do I.”

Nyxxie charged at Claudius and performed an overhead slash. Claudius blocked the sword with his bare arm. A small amount of blood trickled from the impact site. “Good shit,” he said. “However…” Claudius wound up and delivered a wicked uppercut into Nyxxie’s gut, launching him high into the air. He followed up by jumping above Nyxxie and lifting his hands above his head. “From heaven to hell!” he shouted, hitting Nyxxie with an overhead smash and slamming him into the ground, creating a massive crater.

Espee watched as the dust settled, revealing Nyxxie crumpled in the center of the crater. Claudius landed next to him. “Fine piece of work, if I do say so myself,” he commented.

“Nyxxie’s quite resilient, you know,” Espee responded. “He’s just going to get right back up. See?”

Nyxxie climbed onto his feet. “That all you got?” he shouted.

“Hmm. I’ll be damned.” Claudius jumped into the crater. “If you want more, I’ll be happy to give freely.” 

Claudius rushed forward. This time, it was Nyxxie’s turn to be on the defense. He dodged Claudius’ punch and countered by kicking his leg, knocking him onto his ass. Nyxxie followed up by plunging his sword down over him. Claudius narrowly avoided impalement and stood back up. “You’re putting up quite the challenge,” he said. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, it seems.”

“What do you mean?” Nyxxie asked, pulling his sword out of the ground.

“On May 24, 1874, nearly 150 years ago, I was confronted by your predecessor, NyxQuentiam XVI. Those dogs, the Guardian Angels, sent him to silence me. You see, I discovered a secret closely guarded by all of angelkind for millennia. I found the secret to immortality.”

“What?” exclaimed Nyxxie.

“Immortality?” exclaimed Espee.

Claudius chuckled. “Yes, the most desired power in all of history. The Philosopher’s Stone, the Fountain of Youth, the Peaches of Immortality. These are all legends conjured by humans to bullshit themselves into thinking they could achieve eternal life. But I realized the legend with my Elixir of Life. However, the angels didn’t like a human having such power, so they sent in you.”

“Wait a minute…” muttered Espee

Bloodrain, who had been standing around don’t nothing since Claudius showed up, said “Explain, shitstain.”

“One time, Nyxxie brought a bunch of records of his past selves,” said Espee. “One record in particular caught my eye: a mission for the Sixteenth Quentiam called ‘Mythic Dawn’ It’s objective was to take out an alchemist who made an illegal potion known as the Elixir of Life. Nyx burnt all his research and destroyed the samples of the Elixir… except one.

“Cornered on top of his burning tower, the alchemist drank the last vial of the Elixir and ‘cast aside his humanity.’ The mission was considered a success, but Nyx’s partner was killed and they couldn’t find the alchemist’s body in the rubble. Until now…”

Espee ran toward the edge of the crater. “Nyxxie!” he shouted. “Claudius is the alchemist! Remember Mythic Dawn”

“Sorry, what?” Nyxxie asked. “It kinda sounded like you said Mythic Dawn.”

“He’s saying remember Mythic Dawn,” Claudius clarified.

“Oh,” said Nyxxie. “Wait, I remember you! Crap!”

“That’s right!” declared Claudius. “This vampiric form is from the Elixir of Life flowing within me. In exchange for the blood of man, I have been blessed with both immortality and powers to rival that of yourself!” Claudius started floating higher. “NyxQuentiam! Behold the terrifying power of the Elixir of Life!”

Claudius stuck his hand out as a ball of dark purple energy started gathering above his palm. “Shit!” exclaimed Ashley, who had been standing next to Apollo’s unconscious body the whole time. She flew over to her brother on the other side of the crater. “Andy, bail!”

Ashley and Andrew flew off into the sky. “Hey, wait up,” yelled Bloodrain. He also flew away, with Meat following shortly after. That left Nyxxie, Espee, and a KO’d Apollo alone to deal with Claudius. The vampire clenched his fist and threw the energy ball.

“Alucard Bomber!!”

A massive ball of energy descended upon the lawn. Nyxxie quickly ran up the side of the crater toward Apollo and picked him up. Espee, meanwhile, found another sprinkler and lifted it, extracting another floating chunk of land. He climbed on and floated into the sky, stopping only for a moment to allow Nyxxie and Apollo to board.

Espee and Nyxxie watched as the ball of energy hit the ground and exploded, enveloping half of the Clovers’ property in a massive purple conflagration. “We gotta get out of Seattle,” said Nyxxie. “Any ideas?”

“Well, they already know that Apollo hid out in Kent, so that’s off the menu,” said Espee. “I think we need to go to an even shittier shithole.”

Nyxxie’s frown intensified. “No, say it ain’t so…”

“Afraid it is so, Nyxxie. As much as it makes me want to vomit, we have to go to Everett.”

Chapter 14: Cryptic, Part 1

Four days later…

Espee barely had time to react before the drug addict slammed into him, knocking the both of them down. “Hey, watch where you’re going!” Espee yelled. 

“You carryin’... Tell me yer carryin’…” the addict slurred.

“I don’t got drugs, sorry,” said Espee.

“Den gib me yer cashasha!” The addict leaped on top of Espee and tried to strangle him. Espee headbutted him in the face and threw the addict off of him as he got up. “Ah’ sed’ gib’!” The addict charged at him again. Espee summoned Oathkeeper and swiftly hit him upside the head with the Keyblade’s flat side. The addict groaned and fell to the floor.

Espee brushed off the filth that had amassed on his shirt and yelled, “I hate this city! Fuck Everett!” before walking away

It wasn’t like Espee didn’t want to go to Everett. The mere thought of staying in the city made him want to blow his brains out. But he, Nyxxie, and Apollo had no choice. They had fled Seattle after what happened at the Clover’s mansion and got as far as here before everyone got tired and they rented a room at a cheap Hilton. The plan was to rent a car and either keep heading north to Bellingham or get on SR20 and head west into the Olympics.

Why all this panic? The appearance Claudius had thrown a wrench in Espee and Nyxxie’s plans. The situation had turned to a simple case of an infernal intervening in Gaian affairs to what seemed to be an active conspiracy by someone powerful enough to dig up 150-year ghosts and hire some very powerful mercenaries. They didn’t know how to proceed.

Suddenly, Espee heard a voice coming from a nearby alley. “Hey, you,” it said, “come here.”

Espee froze. Nothing good ever happens whenever someone says the phrase, “Hey, you,” especially if you’re in a shithole like Everett and it precedes the phrase, “Come here.” 

“You’re Espian Demeter, right?” the voice continued. “The Keyblade wielder that’s been making the rounds in Seattle?”

“Are you another one of the Boss’ lackeys?” asked Espee. “Like Ishtar and the Clovers?”

“Ishtar?” The voice paused for a moment. “How do you know Claudius Ishtar?”

“What does it matter to you?”

“I’ll tell you. Come.”

Espee glanced at the stunned druggie on the sidewalk next to him and sighed. “Alright, I’m coming.” He walked down the street and into the voice’s alley. 

Upon entering the alley, Espee saw someone who looked quite peculiar. For one, the tall, dark-haired man was dressed too fancy for someone in Everett. He wore a white shirt & purple pants, a black vest, and tall laced boots. “Who are you?” asked Espee.

“I have lost my name,” said the man. “But those I have met have called me by another: Cryptic.”

“Cryptic, huh? A fitting name for someone as mysterious as you,” said Espee.

“Let’s just cut to the chase,” said Cryptic. “You’re strong. Strong enough to rival Claudius Ishtar. 

“Well, actually, I’m on the same level as someone who fought Claudius,” Espee explained. “I never fought the man himself.”

“Close enough. Therefore, I have one simple request.” Cryptic stepped forward. “Put an end to my existence.”

Espee stepped back in shock. “Beg pardon? You want me to kill you?”

“Yes,” said Cryptic. “For years, I have been robbed of the death I desire. I travel the world, looking for someone to slay me, but nobody has had the strength to do it.”

“Why can’t you just kill yourself?” asked Espee.

“Believe me, Demeter, I’ve tried,” Cryptic replied. “Every method imaginable and unimaginable. The only way I can die is if I am felled in battle with someone with strong enough strength and conviction. I sense those properties in you, Demeter.”

Espee sighed. “Fine,” he said, summoning Oathkeeper. “If you want a fight to the death, then I’ll be more than happy to oblige.”

Cryptic chuckled. “Yes…” The chuckling turned into full maniacal laughter as a dark aura enveloped him. “Finally!” he exclaimed. “At long last, I’ve found the one who will set me free! Bring it on, Demeter!”

Espee charged at Cryptic. Suddenly, a spiked tentacle erupted from the ground beneath him. Espee dodged the tentacle, only to narrowly avoid another one coming from a nearby wall. The tentacle looked like dry skeletal muscle, wrapping around the appendage in a spiral. Espee looked over to Cryptic, who had summoned two tentacles from his hands: one stabbing the floor and one going through the wall. Espee ducked under the tentacle and ran toward Cryptic, slicing his chest with Oathkeeper.

“Gah!” Cryptic recoiled in pain as his tentacles retreated into his palms. “Heh heh… That’s it!” Cryptic laughed as smaller tentacles emerged from his body and stitched the wound back together. “The pain, the adrenaline… I haven’t felt this way in decades!”

Espee jumped away as several more tentacles shot out of Cryptic’s hands. The tentacles went into the ground and reappeared under Espee, forcing him to keep moving. Cryptic jumped up and shot out another tentacle, which wrapped around Oathkeeper’s handle. He landed behind Espee and pulled on the tentacle, trying to force the Keyblade out of its wielder’s hands. Espee decided to expliot the force on Oathkeeper and jumped forward, using the momentum to fling himself over to Cryptic, impaling him in the gut. Espee let go of the Keyblade and jumped back as several more tentacles shot out from beneath him.

Cryptic cackled again as he slowly pulled Oathkeeper out of his stomach. “Yes… That’s it, Espee… Release my soul in combat!” He threw Oathkeeper on the ground. Espee watched as the gaping hole in his lower torso was filled with hundreds of small tentacles, replacing his missing organs and flesh.

“Jesus Christ,” said Espee. “You’re not human.”

“I was, once” said Cryptic as the tentacles fully closed the wound. “But, like Claudius, my humanity was stripped away from me. Now, I wander this world as a husk, a thing treading the line between life and death. I will never feel the cold hand of death, no matter how much I wish for it.

“But you… For the first time in decades, you’ve made me feel pain. You’re a very special case, Demeter. Now, come to me! Hurt me more!”

Espee stared at the former human who stood before him. What was the deal with this Gray Fox-sounding asshole? Where the hell did he come from? What is his connection to Claudius? As more tentacles emerged from Cryptic’s hands, Espee picked Oathkeeper off the ground. It was time to show this old dog a few new tricks.

Chapter 15: Cryptic, Part 2

Cryptic’s face bore a twisted smile. This was it. He had been waiting for this moment his whole life. All the emotional pain of over a century of suffering was being drowned out by the physical pain of the battle. For Cryptic, the surges of adrenaline and the close calls with death were the perfect drug.

Espee pointed Oathkeeper at Cryptic and yelled “ESP Repulse!” Cryptic was suddenly blasted off his feet and flung away by an unknown force. He landed in the middle of the street, rolling to its opposite edge. Before he could recover and get up, however, Cryptic saw a dumpster flying right toward him. He quickly conjured several tentacles that impaled the dumpster and stopped it in midair.

A large tentacle then erupted from the ground and wrapped around the dumpster, lifting it up as the other tentacles receded into the ground. As the dumpster ascended, Cryptic saw Espee smashing a nearby window with Oathkeeper. What the hell was he doing? Cryptic decided to take advantage of this opening. The tentacle curled back and threw the dumpster at Espee.

Meanwhile, Espee gathered the shards of glass on the ground and put them in his pocket. When he noticed the dumpster flying towards him, he quickly pointed Oathkeeper at the dumpster and repeated, “ESP Repulse!” The dumpster reversed direction and flew back toward Cryptic, forcing him to dive to the ground as it slammed into the building behind him. Espee walked forward. “Tell me,” he asked, “do you know where the name ‘Espee’ comes from?”

“From Espian, right?” Cryptic said.

“Well, yes, but no, it comes from ESP,” said Espee. “How do you even-“

“I used to live next door to an Espian,” explained Cryptic. “Always called him ‘Espee’ for short. ‘Course, it was the 90s, so he’s probably dead by now.”

“The 90s? That wasn’t that long ago.”

“1890s.”

“Ah. But that’s beside the point. Anyway, I’m called Espee because I have ESP.”

“As you have demonstrated. But those powers…” Cryptic stood up and laughed. “You truly are special, Demeter. No one has made me feel this way in a very long time. So have at thee, Demeter! I’m waiting!”

Espee reached into his pocket and pulled out the shards of glass. He threw them into the air in front of him, where they froze in place. The shards slowly rotated so that their sharpest points pointed toward Cryptic. Some of the larger pieces even shattered to make smaller fragments. Espee stuck his now cut-open hand out and exclaimed “ESP Barrage!”

All at once, the dozens of floating glass shards shot directly into Cryptic, penetrating his entire body. The shards slowly sunk into his flesh and disappeared. Espee then clenched his fist. Within Cryptic’s body, the shards all shattered into hundreds of tiny fragments that shot out in all directions, tearing apart his body from the inside. The mini shards exited Cryptic’s body, causing blood to spray everywhere. Espee shielded his eyes from the spray.

Cryptic limped backward and collapsed. He weakly laughed and said, “It’s nearly done… come here, Demeter.”

Espee walked over to Cryptic. “Finish me,” said Cryptic. “Now. Take your Keyblade… lift it above me… and plunge it directly into my chest!”

“Not yet,” said Espee. “I still have questions. What is your connection to Claudius Ishtar?”

“If you want answers,” Cryptic gasped, “then you must give me something in return…”

Suddenly, a tentacle sprung out of the ground behind Espee and stabbed his left shoulder. Another tentacle wrapped around his bicep and squeezed harder than a vise. Espee dropped Oathkeeper and screamed in pain as the tentacle tightened and tightened. Eventually, he heard a loud fleshy squelch and a bony snap as his arm was squeezed off of his body. The second tentacle unlodged itself from Espee’s shoulder as his severed limb slid out of his jacket and fell onto the ground.

Espee recoiled in severe pain as he took off his jacket and clutched his bleeding bicep. “MY ARM! GOD… FUCK! WHAT THE FUCK!?”

Cryptic climbed onto his knees and grabbed Espee’s severed arm. “Human flesh…” he said. “It sustains me…” He lifted the arm to his mouth and took a bite. Espee watched as he tore a chunk of flesh from the forearm and swallowed it whole. Instantly, the wounds all over his body healed up as he let out a loud animalistic scream. “RRAAAAAHH! Yes! Blood is wine! Flesh is bread! The human body is my eucharist!” Cryptic devoured more of Espee’s arm, eventually picking it clean to the bone. 

“You…” Espee gasped as blood continued to pour from what remained of his arm. “What the hell are you?”

Cryptic stood up and walked toward Espee. “A monster not even the depths of hell could give refuge.”

Over a dozen tentacles erupted from Cryptic’s back and ensnared Espee’s remaining limbs. Espee was lifted into the air and brought closer to Cryptic. “You said you had questions, right?” asked Cryptic. “Then shoot.”

“Gah… What is your connection with Claudius Ishtar?” asked Espee. 

Cryptic paused for a moment. “He is… was an old friend of mine. From the 1870s. But he’s dead now. Has been for nearly 70 years.”

“Elaborate,” said Espee. 

“The 29th of February, 1956. They say something important happens in a person’s life on the leap day. At the time, I was masquerading as an everyday nine-to-fiver, living with my husband in a Chicago suburb. But when I came home that Wednesday, I saw his head smashed into the television. At that moment, I immediately knew who did it.

“That night, Claudius and I met for the final time, and we fought like we haven’t fought before. It was fiercer than our battle, Demeter. It only ended when I stabbed a crucifix through his chest and buried him in the local cemetery. Last I checked, he was still buried there. Claudius Ishtar is as good as dead. So I have a question for you, Demeter: why are you interested in dead men?”

“Because you failed, Cryptic,” said Espee. “Claudius still roams this earth. I even met him in person a few days ago. He even used his Alucard Bomber attack and atomized an entire acre.”

“Alucard Bomber?” Cryptic’s face turned to one of concern. The tentacles lowered Espee to the ground. “Go. Now.”

“What?”

“I said go!”

“But what about-”

“Nevermind that. Take your Keyblade and leave. I must think.”

Espee quickly nodded, grabbed his jacket & Oathkeeper off the ground, and ran down the street. As he turned the corner and past the still KO’d drug addict, he thought about the peculiar man that is Cryptic. There was definitely more to him than a flesh-eating monster. What exactly was his history with Claudius? Could he even help to defeat him? Was he willing to help?

Chapter 16: Cryptic, Part 3

“Apollo, don’t-”

“Shut up.”

Apollo stabbed the syringe into his arm and pressed down on the plunger. Instantly, a wave of relaxation washed over him. “Ahh… That’s better…”

Dude was not amused. “When did you start?” his voice rang in Apollo’s head.

Apollo sighed. “Last week, after you died,” he said. “Someone offered me some, and I just…”

“You’re lying,” said Dude.

“Shut up.” Apollo tossed the syringe into the trash bin.

“You have a problem.”

“Shut up! If you have a problem with what I’m doing to my body, then leave. Otherwise, keep quiet.”

Apollo heard Nyxxie knocking on the door. “You okay in there?” he asked.

“Yeah,” said Apollo. He pulled a joint of weed from his jacket and opened the door. “My joint’s damp, that’s all.”

Suddenly, a loud knocking came from the door to their hotel room. “Nyxxie, Apollo,” Espee’s voice screamed,” open up!

Nyxxie walked over to the door. “What’s the secret knock?”

“Nyxxie, I don’t have time for this!” Espee exclaimed.

“Then how do I know you’re not someone pretending to be Espee?”

“Ugh, fine!” Five consecutive knocks rang out from the door.

“Wrong,” said Nyxxie. “There were no double knocks. You do have two hands, right?”

Espee remained silent.

The realization hit Nyxxie like a truck. “Oh crap, you’ve been Bloodrain’d.” He opened the door as Espee collapsed into the foyer, his jacket sleeve tied around his left arm. “Geez, Espee, what the heck happened?”

“Eldritch… monster… cannibalized… arm… fuck…”

Nyxxie knelt and took off Espee’s jacket, revealing a bloody, misshapen stump. Nyxxie put his arm on his shoulder. “Nyxxie Heal!” he exclaimed. Almost instantly, a bright aura surrounded Espee as his severed humerus regenerated before branching out into a radius and ulna, then carpals, metacarpals, and phalanges. The muscles came next, wrapping around the newly-grown bones and joints. Finally, new skin crept up the muscles and terminated with ten brand-new nails at the fingertips.

Espee flexed his new arm. It still had the same muscle mass as the old one but without any hair. Other than that, it felt the exact same. “Miraculous,” Espee muttered. 

Apollo walked over to the foyer and noticed the blood on the floor. “The fuck happened here?” he asked.

“Long story short,” said Espee, standing up, “I met some weird guy in an alley. Turns out he’s an eldritch monster with a history with Claudius and a craving for death & human flesh. He tore my fucking arm off and ate it in front of me!”

“Oh my…” Nyxxie was at a loss for an appropriate non-swear.

“Have you been smoking or me?” asked Apollo. 

“No, this actually happened,” said Espee. “The monster called himself Cryptic. He’s lived since the 19th century, and wanders the world eating people and looking for someone to kill him. He told me that the first time he felt true joy was when I hurt him. He was elated to be in pain. Goddamn freak…”

“Sounds like those 200 years of isolation took a toll on him,” said Apollo. “You mentioned earlier that he was connected to Claudius. What do you mean by-“

“Apollo, shut up,” said Nyxxie, “there’s something on the ceiling!”

Apollo and Espee looked up. They saw several muscular tentacles writhing on the ceiling of their hotel room. 

“Shit, it’s him!” exclaimed Espee. “It’s Cryptic! He followed me!”

“Cryptic’s right above the windows,” said Espee. “See the tentacles emerging from them?”

“Then I’ll just meet him up there!” Nyxxie ran toward the windows at breakneck speed.

“Nyxxie, don’t do it,” Espee warned. “You don’t know what he’s capable of!”

“I’ma do it!” Nyxxie charged through the window and floated into the air. He saw a well-dressed man hanging from the wall with a tentacle forming from his right hand. Several more tentacles were slithering out of his left hand. “Greetings,” said the man. “My name is Cryptic. In Espian Demeter in the room?”

Espee floated out of the broken window, standing on a small stool. “That’s him, Nyxxie,” he said, pointing at Cryptic. “That’s the guy who ripped my arm off.” 

Cryptic pointed back at Espee’s new arm. “It got better.”

“That doesn’t change the fact you squeezed my arm off and ate it, you dick!” exclaimed Espee. “What are you even doing here?”

Cryptic sighed and descended to Espee’s level. The tentacles retracted into his left hand. “Listen,” he said, “I’ve been thinking about why you said. About Claudius. I think I may be able to help.”

Espee arched his eyebrow. “Elaborate.”

“You said you saw his Alucard Bomber, right? Well, he has an attack more powerful than that. It’s called the Vamp Breaker. If you thought just one acre of destruction was terrifying, then try the Vamp Breaker’s 640 acres. And that’s not even the worst part. Unlike the explosive blast of the Alucard Bomber, the Vamp Breaker is just one punch. Enough power to level an entire square mile, all concentrated in one punch.”

Apollo poked his head out of the window. “Why are you telling us this?” he asked.

“Because I want to help you,” said Cryptic. “As long as Claudius roams this earth, humanity isn’t safe. Every night, he kills more men and drinks their blood. But if we combine our power, we can put an end to that menace. I can teach you how to counter the Vamp Breaker and defeat Claudius for good. He has killed too many men and hurt many others, including me. Claudius Ishtar must die.”

“I agree with that,” said Espee. “Fine. We’ll let you help us. And besides, the enemy of my enemy is my friend, after all.”

Chapter 17: Cryptic, Part 4

The next day…

Espee, Nyxxie, and Apollo walked through the door and onto the roof of the Hilton. Cryptic was waiting there, smoking a cigarette. “So when are we gonna start?” asked Apollo.

“Right now,” said Cryptic. “But first, tell me what Claudius’ been up to.”

“Firstly, he’s got some allies,” said Espee. “There’s Bloodrain and Meat, two infernal assassins who specialize in speed and magic, respectively. There’s also the Clover twins: Andrew, the wind meister, and Ashley, the thunder meister.”

“What about the Boss?” Apollo asked.

“Right. The four of them, as well as Claudius, are all being commanded by the Boss, who claims to be ‘the strongest infernal in Hele,’ which is quite a claim.”

“Claudius working for someone?” asked Cryptic. “I find that hard to believe. Claudius always flew his own colors. Either he’s got a really good deal or the Boss isn’t the boss. But we’re getting sidetracked. Today, I’m going to tell you about the Vamp Breaker.”

Cryptic stretched his arms. “The Vamp Breaker has a very distinct windup. Claudius begins by extending his arm up and gathering energy.” He extended his arm the same way. “Then he brings his fist to his torso-“ He did the same. “-then he strikes!” Cryptic punched the air. “That’s the Vamp Breaker. Extend, gather energy, retract, punch.” He repeated the movement.

“Ah, I see,” said Espee. “So how do we counter it?”

“Once Claudius gathers all the energy he needs, you can’t stop the Vamp Breaker. But if you hit him while he’s gathering energy, it’ll vanish and he’ll be vulnerable. But you have to be quick. It takes about five seconds for Claudius to gather the energy. Slight problem though: he usually keeps his distance while charging, so when you get to him, he’s usually ready.”

“Hm. I think I got an idea,” said Apollo.

“What do you mean?” asked Cryptic.

“Just see.” Apollo took a deep breath and raised his right hand into the air. An intense aura flared up around him as he let out a battle cry. “Uraaaaaaa!”

“What the devil?” Cryptic exclaimed.

“That aura… it’s the same from last week,” said Nyxxie.

“Yeah, but now Apollo isn’t an emotional wreck,” said Espee. “He’s properly channeling his energy now!”

A ball of pink energy gathered in Apollo’s palm. He clenched his fist and brought it to his side. It was enveloped in the same pink energy.

“Hmm… Yes, the Vamp Breaker is seemingly easy to imitate,” said Cryptic. “Reinforcing one’s punch is dead simple, but Claudius uses a special technique to double his power.”

Apollo summoned another energy sphere in his left hand and clenched his fist. It also became enveloped in energy. “Is charging both hands a part of his technique?” he asked.

“Yes. When he brings his fists together, he transfers the energy from his left hand to his right. Simply put, he puts all his power in one punch.”

“That sounds risky,” Nyxxie commented. “With that much energy in one point, it’s a miracle how Claudius doesn’t blow his hand off.”

“Hmm… Well, there’s where the Vamp Breaker and my new technique differ,” said Apollo.

“New technique?” asked Espee.

“Yeah, I just came up with it. Observe.” Apollo took a deep breath and rapidly punched the air. “ORAORAORAORRORAAAA!” 

Espee, Nyxxie, and Cryptic observed Apollo’s barrage. “Instead of unleashing his power all at once, Apollo’s spreading it across his punches,” said Espee.

“No, actually,” said Nyxxie. “Look closer. He’s releasing a substantial amount of energy with each punch, but recharging it between blows. I would have never thought of that.”

Apollo dispelled the remaining energy from his hands and turned back to the group. “I call it the F. Strike.”

“What does the F stand for?” asked Nyxxie.

“Use your imagination.”

Cryptic took a long draw from his cigarette and exhaled. “What exactly are you?” he asked.

“What?”

“You’re no angel, you’re no mortal, and you’re certainly no infernal. You’re just… you.”

“He’s a Miscellany,” said Nyxxie.

“A what?” Apollo asked.

“A Miscellany,” said Espee. “Someone who cannot be categorized as a mortal, angel, or infernal. For example, Cryptic and Claudius are part mortal and part… something else.”

“Sounds about right,” said Cryptic.

“And you, Apollo…” Nyxxie knelt in front of Apollo. “You’re part me. Anyone can figure that out by looking at us together. But it’s the other part that’s throwing me off.”

“Yeah, I wish I could tell you,” said Apollo. “Unfortunately, I barely remember anything before three years old.”

“Hey, since we’re talking backstories,” said Espee, “What about you, Cryptic? How did you meet Claudius in the first place?”

Cryptic took another draw from his cigarette. “A long time ago, I was once known as Matthew Perrington. I was born on the seventh of May, 1845, to Johnifer and Patience Perrington, the latter having died during my birth. My childhood was… normal. Well if your definition of normal is growing up as an upper-class child in Victorian London with only your negligent father.”

“Oh, damn,” said Apollo. “One dead parent, one shitty parent… That explains a lot about you.”

“Preaching to the choir there,” said Cryptic. “Anyway, when I came of age, I became something of a ‘plumber,’ laying pipe for some of London’s wealthiest women. Some of the men, too. By the time I was 25, I was known as the best ‘plumber’ in the city. On the sixth of August, 1870, I got the letter of a lifetime: an invitation to the bed of Queen Victoria herself! But of course, it was too good to be true. And that was when my old life ended.

“When I arrived at Buckingham Palace that evening, I was taken by a demon of the Morokei Clan. He gave me an ultimatum: give him the best head in the universe or be cursed for all eternity. I… could not deliver. And that is how I became the thing you see today. But that is not where my story ends. For a few weeks later, I met a man who would become both my closest friend and greatest adversary: Claudius Ishtar…”

Chapter 18: Cryptic and Claudius

150 years ago…

Matthew walked up to the tower's second floor. Alchemical diagrams and vials of various substances were scattered everywhere. In the center of the circular room was a large table, over which hunched a tall man with long white hair. “Oi, Claudius,” said Matthew, “how goes it?”

Claudius turned around. “I’ve almost got it,” he said. “The Elixir of Life!”

A smile grew on Matthew’s face as he walked towards the table. “No shit?”

“No shit, Matthew,” said Claudius, also smiling. He pointed at a piece of parchment on the table. It showed a complicated alchemical recipe covered with text and arrows. “One part holy water, two parts Essence of the Elements, and one part angel blood. At least, that’s the working recipe.”

“Angel blood?” asked Matthew. “Who’s the donor?”

“Don’t you mean your next meal?”

Claudius and Matthew laughed. “You know me so well,” said the latter.

“But there’s one problem, Matthew. I’m missing an ingredient. What I’ve mixed up simply de-ages the consumer, and not that well at that. Only a month per cup. All the blood I’ve drained from the angel is only enough for a couple of years at most-“

Claudius was interrupted by his own harsh coughs. Matthew ran over to Claudius as he collapsed on the floor, hacking his lungs out. Eventually, the coughing subsided. “Those coughing fits are getting worse,” said Matthew.

“It’s nothing,” said Claudius, standing up. “When we make the Elixir, I won’t have to worry about coughing fits anymore.”

“I hope you’re right, Claudius.”

Matthew walked away from the table and up the stairs. The tower was divided into four stories: lounge, alchemical lab, bedrooms, and the roof, where he was climbing up to. Atop the roof, Matthew saw the expanse of the French countryside and the nearby town, Sang-Buveurs-Monticule. Of course, the town was empty: Claudius had drained everyone’s blood and Matthew had eaten their flesh. Such was the price for progress.

However, their project was in jeopardy. Yesterday, someone visited the tower. That someone was ClioMakkenam, an angel sent to investigate the missing town of Sang-Buveurs-Monticule. He was now chopped up in a box for Matthew to feed on. But now they were on a timer. Once the Guardian Angels realize Clio is dead, they would send someone else to eliminate him and Claudius. They had to make the Elixir of Life and escape before then.

But why were they making the Elixir? It was the love between Matthew and Claudius. The former was immortal, but the latter was not. Claudius was only human. But the Elixir could make him immortal. He and Matthew could live together forever!

Suddenly, Matthew felt a sharp pain in his back. He fell to his knees and turned around. Claudius stood behind him, holding a strange device that was embedded in Matthew’s back. The cursed man could only say one word: “Why?”

“I’m sorry, Matthew,” said Claudius. “I figured out the missing ingredient. It’s your blood, Matthew. Two parts along with the rest.”

Matthew’s strength was quickly waning. “But… I thought you wanted to live with me forever!”

Claudius chuckled. “You actually believed that? Why would I spend an eternity with just one man?”

Matthew’s eyes widened in shock. “You wouldn’t…”

Claudius removed the device from Matthew’s back. “I would. In a heartbeat. And I can.”

“You don’t understand! My blood is as cursed as me. Who knows what could happen to you if you use it!”

“And that’s a price I’m willing to pay.” Claudius pointed his palm at Matthew. “Goodbye, Matthew. May we never meet again.” The next thing he knew, Matthew was sent flying off the tower by a blast of energy. His body flew directly into the town, crashing through a building and onto the street before passing out.

———

A few hours later…

Matthew awoke as the heavy rain battered his face. He was covered in mud, unable to move an inch. Half of his body had been obliterated by Claudius’ attack. The bastard… He’d harvested his blood and was going to use it for the Elixir of Life. He had to be stopped before something catastrophic happened!

Suddenly, Matthew heard footsteps coming from his left—two sets of them. “Hey!” he yelled. “Help! You have to help me!”

Two tan-skinned men ran over to Matthew’s body. One had short red hair, while the other had long white hair. Both of them appeared to be in their mid-thirties, but Matthew knew better. He could tell from the wings poking out from their ears. They were probably hundreds of years old. These two men were angels.

“What happened to you?” asked the redhead.

Matthew coughed. “I’ve been betrayed by my boy… my friend. Claudius Ishtar, the man who lives in that tower on the hill, backstabbed me and left me in this sorry state.”

“Where is ClioMakkenam?” asked the white-haired guy.

“Dead. Claudius killed him. Same as everyone else in town. He needed their blood for his alchemy project. Listen… Claudius Ishtar is close to completing the Elixir of Life!”

“The Elixir of Life?” The redhead turned toward the whitehead. “Nyx,” he said, “if what he said is true, we have to kill this Claudius guy now!”

The whitehead, whose name was Nyx, said, “I agree, Ignis. But I have one final question for our friend here.”

“What?”

Nyx knelt next to Matthew. “You helped Claudius with the Elixir, didn’t you?”

“Yes… I did,” said Matthew. “I disposed of the bodies. Me and Claudius-”

“I understand,” said Nyx, standing up. He stuck his hand out and blasted a hole in the ground with his energy. “Ignis, ignite the town, then go to the tower. I’ll bury him.”

“Yes, sir!” Ignis ran into the town. Nyx picked up Matthew and dumped him into the hole. As dirt covered his remains, Matthew closed his eyes and went to sleep. Beneath the earth of southern France, the cursed monster hibernated, waiting for someone to find him and wake him up.

Chapter 19: Hapsburg Riot, Part 1

The present day…

“You met my past incarnation?” asked Nyxxie.

Cryptic took another draw from his cigarette. “Yes,” he said, exhaling smoke. “He buried me and sealed me underground for 68 years. On the 17th of November, 1942, the Nazis found my body and revived me. They wanted me to help Germany conquer Europe. I refused and ate every Nazi involved in my reawakening. After that, I fled to the U.S., met my new husband, and lived in relative peace for over a decade, until…”

“Claudius,” said Espee.

“Yeah… Since then, I’ve been searching for someone to kill me and end my misery. You all know the rest.”

Cryptic, Espee, Nyxxie, and Apollo stood around for a moment. “Is there anything else you can do?” asked Apollo.

“No, not really,” said Cryptic. “You know how to counter the Vamp Breaker. You know Claudius’ history. I’ve got nothing else to tell.”

Nyxxie looked at the buildings surrounding the Hilton’s roof. He walked toward Apollo and whispered, “We’re being watched.”

“God damn it,” Apollo whispered back. “Cryptic, Espee, could you leave us alone for a moment?” he asked out loud.

Cryptic and Espee nodded as they walked through the roof access door and closed it behind them. Nyxxie sat down on the ground. Apollo sat down next to him and asked, “Who’s watching us?”

“Ashely,” said Nyxxie. “Through a window in the building behind us.”

“If Ashely’s here, then Andrew can’t be far away either,” said Apollo.

“Strangely, that’s not the case. I didn’t see him in the window.”

“Double check.”

Nyxxie stood up and looked at the building across the street again. “Problem: Ashley’s gone.”

“Shit.” Apollo stood up as well.

“Keep your guard up.” Nyxxie summoned his sword. “There’s no telling where she’ll come from.

Apollo glanced toward the sky. He saw a peculiar black dot hovering in the sky. A dot that was growing bigger. “Shit, incoming!” Apollo shouted. He jumped into the air and hovered as a small drum flew past him. He looked back up. “Four more of them!”

Nyxxie jumped away from a drum that landed right next to him. The drum was decorated with a familiar circular pattern. “Stay away from the drums!” he shouted. “They’re electric!”

Apollo nodded as he flew away from another drum. The last two drums were flying right towards him. He stuck his hands out and yelled, “Take this!” Two balls of energy shot out of Apollo’s palms and destroyed the drums in a ball of lightning.

Meanwhile, the three drums that hit the ground floated up into the sky and surrounded Apollo. Another one descended from the sky and hovered above his head. Shit, Apollo thought, I’m trapped! I can’t destroy the drums because I’ll get caught in the electric blast. If I try to fly away, the drums will just follow me. I need to find a way out or I’ll die in this tetrahedron!

“Tetrahedron?” asked Dude in Apollo’s head. “Like from Baki?”

Shut up, Dude.

“Hey, remember that scene where Che Guevara pissed his way out of that tetrahedron?”

Dude!

“Stumped, Apollo?” Ashley Clover’s wicked laughter rang out as she descended to Apollo’s height. A large drum floated in front of her. “Behold my Electric Light Tetrahedron!”

“I don’t see any light,” said Apollo.

“You’re the light, idiot,” said Ashley. “You’ll glow like a neon bulb as I send 20,000 volts through your body!”

“Hey!” Nyxxie flew up between Ashley and Apollo. “Please don’t kill Apollo, it would be incredibly inconvenient for me and my friends!”

“Get out of the way, retard,” said Ashley, “I need to shock a tranny to death.”

“Well, personally I think those words were very uncalled for.”

Ashley grumbled as a golden ride cymbal appeared in her hand. “Fuck off, angel bastard! Sabian Shock!”

Ashley threw the cymbal at Nyxxie. Nyxxie tried to dodge, but the cymbal homed in on him and lodged itself in his arm. He was then electrocuted as the cymbal discharged a massive amount of energy. Apollo watched Nyxxie fall from the sky like a poached bird. 

Ashley turned back to Apollo. “Now, where were we?” she asked. “Oh right! Prepare to meet your maker, you son of-” Ashley was interrupted by a tentacle nearly missing her head. She turned around with her drum. “-a bitch! Who dares?”

More tentacles tried to impale Ashley. She quickly dodged and threw more cymbals, cutting up the tentacles. Cryptic then jumped up and ensnared Ashely’s left arm with a tentacle. “You aren’t going anywhere, you incestuous whore!” shouted Cryptic.

Ashley summoned a mallet in her free hand and banged on the drum. Lightning bolts shot out and narrowly missed Cryptic, who responded by sending a tentacle directly through the drum head. The drum exploded in an electric blast. Ashley flew upward and summoned two more drums. “Drum Solo!” she shouted, beating the drums rapidly with two mallets. A hail of lightning hit Cryptic, who also fell down to Earth, landing next to Nyxxie.

Ashley sighed and brushed her hair out of her face. “As I was saying,” she exclaimed, “time to- oh, for fuck’s sake!”

The tetrahedron was empty. Ashley recalled the drums, and as they gathered behind her head, she looked around the area. Where the hell did Apollo go? Suddenly, four beams of energy detonated the drums behind her. Ashley was blasted onto the roof of the Hilton as Apollo floated above her. “I don’t appreciate being called a ‘tranny,’” he said. “I also don’t appreciate you electrocuting my friends.”

“Bite me,” said Ashley.

Apollo’s aura intensified. “Alright, you want a fight? Then let me show you the power of a pissed-off trans guy!”

Chapter 20: Hapsburg Riot, Part 2

Apollo fired a barrage of energy blasts. Ashley ran away from the incoming fire and responded by summoning a drum and shooting off some lightning. Apollo dodged the rhythmic pattern of lightning bolts and flew up to Ashley’s face. Ashely tried to back away, but Apollo grabbed her arm. “Where you off to so soon?” he asked. “Slow down, I’m not going anywhere.”

Ashley struggled to free herself. “It seems some NyxQuentiam’s rubbed off on you,” she taunted.

“Seems that way.” Apollo threw Ashley up into the air and kicked her into a nearby building when she came back down. Ashley crashed through a window and landed on her feet. Apollo flew through the broken window and continued his assault, pummeling Ashley across the building and eventually through another window. Outside, Ashley managed to kick Apollo in the stomach, allowing her to gain some distance. She conjured two more ride cymbals in her hands. “Eat some Sabian Shock!”

Ashley threw the two cymbals at Apollo. He dodged the first one and shot down the second with an energy blast. However, the cymbal separated into three splash-sized cymbals and flew towards Apollo at a faster speed than the rides. Apollo managed to dodge two of the splashes, but the third one managed to graze his arm. Apollo briefly recoiled in pain. Ashley used this window to close the distance and whack Apollo upside the head with her mallet. Apollo was sent crashing into the streets below. 

“Apollo,” asked Dude, “you alright?”

Question, Apollo thought, can you get tinnitus from being hit in the head with a drum mallet?

“Don’t think so. Believe me, I’ve taken many head bonks in my life. My advice is to go see a Nyxxie.”

Apollo stood up and wiped some blood off his arm as Ashley landed in front of him. “Had enough?” she mocked.

“Not even close,” said Apollo. “Tell me: are you still hung up on that whole ‘calling you out for incest’ thing in second grade?”

“Mad?” Ashley chuckled. “You think I’m still mad after this time? No, Apollo. I’m just absolutely fucking livid. You know what happened to me and Andy after that? We were expelled! Expelled! We couldn’t live in Snohomish anymore, so we had to abandon the family business, move to Seattle, and start from scratch!”

“Didn’t you bring boatloads of cash with you?” asked Apollo.

“That’s beside the point!”

“Did you?”

“Well, yes, but that’s beside the goddamn point!”

“Not really. If you used your family fortune to buy a two-acre property with a big-ass mansion and personal servants, as well as start a brand-new office carpet company, and still have plenty of money left, then that’s not exactly starting from scratch.”

“I- you-” A vein grew on Ashley’s temple as her face contorted into a wicked scowl. “We still had to rebuild our social status! Do you know how many stuffy rich people parties we had to attend? We climbed the social cast of upper-class Seattle slowly and painfully!”

“So you didn’t buy a politician like sane rich people?” asked Apollo. “Well, sane for a millionaire, that is.”

Ashley finally snapped. “RRAAAAAAHH! Fuck you, Apollo Weir! Fuck you and your magic friends! I hope you all rot in hell!”

“Like where you’re going for dealing with the devil?”

Ashely summoned a trio of splash cymbals between her fingers. “Shut up! I’ll slit your fuc-ka la la…” 

Ashley suddenly dropped onto the ground, knocked out. Espee stood behind her, holding Oathkeeper in one hand and a soda can in the other. “You really like fucking with people, don’t you?” he asked Apollo.

“Better question: where the fuck were you when Nyxxie and Cryptic got downed?” asked Apollo.

“They got downed?” Espee clicked his tongue and took a sip of soda. “Shit. Cryptic told me he had it under control and left me alone, so I just got a Coke from the vending machine and just so happened to find you and Ashley.”

Apollo then noticed a drum floating above Espee’s head. “Shit! Espee!” he exclaimed. “Get away from there! Run!”

Espee immediately dropped his Coke, turned around, and ran away just as a lightning bolt descended from the sky, narrowly missing him. Ashley, having regained consciousness, jumped up off the ground and flew over Espee, summoning three more drums as well as six splash cymbals. She threw the cymbals at Espee, who blocked all of them with Oathkeeper. Meanwhile, the drums arranged themselves in a triangle pattern around Espee and the other drum above.

Apollo instantly recognized what Ashley was trying to do. “Espee, watch out! It’s Ashley’s ultimate attack!”

“No escape, Espee!” Ashley shouted, summoning another drum. “Electric Light Tetrahedron!”

Ashley started banging on the drum. Large bolts of lightning erupted from the opposite drum head, connecting to the drum above Espee. More electricity split off from the drum, connecting the other drums before they all let off four simultaneous lightning blasts. Espee quickly raised Oathkeeper and forced the lightning to strike it. “That lightning rod trick won’t work twice!” Ashley exclaimed. She threw her drum straight at Oathkeeper, causing it to knock into Espee’s head. He was immediately electrocuted by the large amount of lightning coming from the drums. After five seconds, the drums explored in a flash of lightning. Espee fell to the ground.

Ashley laughed. “Ha ha ha! Three down, one to go! Oh, I’m gonna get a big reward from Andy after this!”

“Hey!”

Ashley turned around. Apollo floated behind her, with an intense aura around him and his arms outstretched. Energy was gathering in his hands. Ashley was confused. “Is that a fucking Vamp Buster- er, Breaker?”

“Not quite!” Apollo clenched his fists and flew toward Ashley. “F. Strike!” He started rapidly punching Ashley, each blow as powerful as a tank shell. “ORA ORA ORA ORA ORA ORA ORA!” Ashley’s body became more and more broken as the pummeling continued. Apollo reeled back his fist and let out one final cry. “ORAAAAA!” 

Apollo’s final punch hit Ashley squarely in the center of her torso. The force of the punch tore straight through her, blasting a hole in her torso and ripping her apart. Ashley was blasted back and slammed into a building before falling to the street. Apollo stared at her lifeless bisected body.

Ashley Clover was dead.

Chapter 21: Triage

Cryptic slowly awoke from his slumber. A slumber that was induced by Ashley’s lightning strikes and falling 20 stories. His clothes had been burnt all the way through, revealing patches of scorched skin. I swear, Cryptic thought, the next time I see that bitch, I’m going to devour her.

Cryptic then noticed his left leg had been blown off, leaving nothing but a stump. He sighed. “Son of a…” He focused his power at the end of stump. A thousand small tentacles came out and tried to regenerate his leg. However, they only got halfway along the thigh before going limp and retracting back into Cryptic’s body. “Son of a bitch!”

Cryptic then noticed Nyxxie on the ground a few feet away from him. Besides from some tattered clothing and burn wounds, he was in a much better state than him. Cryptic summoned a long, stiff tentacle from his hand. Using it as a makeshift cane, he climbed onto his remaining foot and limped forward to Nyxxie. “You okay?” he asked.

Nyxxie slowly opened his eyes. They had become bloodshot and pale. “Cryptic?” he asked. “Is that you? I think I’m blind.”

“Yeah, it’s me,” Cryptic responded. “How are you doing?”

“Can’t see, can’t smell, can’t taste, can’t feel anything. Wait, I feel some pain now. Ow.”

“Can you stand up?”

“I can’t move a muscle. But I do twitch a bit when it hurts. Ow.” Nyxxie’s body twitched.

“Alright, hold on.” Cryptic extended his free hand. Tentacles came out of his fingers, wrapping around Nyxxie and lifting him off the ground. With angel in hand, Cryptic made his way down the street. Turning the corner, he saw Apollo carrying someone. Cryptic hurried over to him. Upon closer inspection, he saw Apollo was carrying Espee’s body. “Apollo!” he shouted. “What happened?”

Apollo set Espee down. His body showed the same signs of severe electrocution Nyxxie’s did. “He’s alive,” said Apollo. “But only barely. He took the full force of an Electric Light Tetrahedron.”

“Oh no,” said Nyxxie.

“Electric Light Tetrahedron?” asked Cryptic. “The hell’s that?”

“Ask that whore.” Apollo pointed to a female body. She had been blown in two, with her top half over her bottom half. 

“Brutal,” Cryptic muttered.

“What? What happened to them?” asked Nyxxie.

“Let’s just say that it made what I did to Espee look like a scrape on the knee,” said Cryptic.

“That sounds horrifying,” said Nyxxie

Apollo nudged the woman’s head with his foot. “Her name was Ashley Clover,” he said.

“Oh, nevermind, then.”

“You mentioned her earlier,” said Cryptic. “She had a brother, right? Andrew Clover?”

“Yeah,” said Apollo. “I’ve never seen the two apart before. It’s odd.”

“You think he’s waiting to strike?”

“Nah. He would’ve jumped out in rage as soon as I killed Ashley. Anyway, I see you’re a bit hurt. Want a quick bite?”

Cryptic looked at Ashley’s body as he set Nyxxie down next to Espee. “Yeah.”

“Bon appetit.” Apollo watched as Cryptic limbered over to Ashley’s body and started chowing down on her remains. 

“You do realize how incredibly fucked up Cryptic is, right?” asked Dude.

Yeah, Apollo thought. But if we’re gonna work with him, then we need to get used to his fucked-up shit. Like the cannibalism.

Meanwhile, Espee slowly woke up. “Wha happen?” he slurred.

“Espee,” said Nyxxie, “you’re awake. That shock really messed you up, huh?”

“Nyxxer,” Espee muttered, “Nyxxer Heal, now…”

“Sorry, I can’t use the Nyxxie Heal right now,” said Nyxxie. “I can’t move my arms.”

“Can’t feel anthin… Wait… Pain… Ow.”

Meanwhile, Cryptic had finished devouring Ashley’s body and stood up. His leg had regrown and all his wounds had healed. “Apollo,” he said, wiping some blood off his mouth, “we need to get Nyxxie and Espee out of Everett.”

“About time,” said Apollo. “I’ve got a car parked back at the hotel. There’s a place in Vancouver can stay at.”

Cryptic picked up Espee & Nyxxie and he & Apollo walked back down the street to the Hilton. Unbeknownst to them, atop a nearby building, Bloodrain was observing them, a pair of photographic binoculars in one hand and a directional microphone in the other. “Oh, find me in the Alps,” he muttered to himself, taking pictures of the group with the binoculars.

Bloodrain set his microphone down, pulled out a small flip phone, and pressed the quick-dial button. “Was Ashley successful?” Claudius’ voice asked.

“Ashley is dead,” said Bloodrain. “Apollo punched her so hard she exploded. I hate to be the one to break the news to Andrew.”

“A shame,” Claudius commented.

“However, before she went out, Ashley managed to grievously wound Demeter and Quentiam. They’ll need to find a place to heal the two. I overheard Apollo talking about a place in Vancouver.”

“Hmm… According to the Confederation’s intel, there are several suspected Guardian Angel outposts in Vancouver, but I doubt Apollo knows about them. Nethertheless, I will station my yacht near the city.”

Bloodrain watched as a carbon gray sedan drove away from the Hilton. He quickly snapped a picture of its license plate before it vanished. “By the way, there’s one more thing I forgot to mention,” he said. “They’ve got a new ally. He can summon tentacles, regenerate limbs, and… He ate Ashley’s carcass.”

Claudius paused. “What is his name?” he asked, concerned.

“They called him ‘Cryptic.’”

Bloodrain heard Claudius curse and something break on the other end of the line. “Get to the border!” he barked before hanging up.

Bloodrain put the phone away and set the binoculars down. That Cryptic guy’s a fucking freak, he thought, and now he’s got Claudius all worked up. There’s probably a lot of history there, but for the life of him he wasn’t willing to get into that mess. He pulled his phone out and ringed up Meat. “There’s been a new development,” he said. “Things are about to get a lot more interesting…”


Part 3: The War in Hele



Chapter 22: Rest-Eazy Inn 

That evening…

Apollo pulled onto the I-5 off-ramp. Hour-and-15-minute drive his ass. The traffic on the freeway was hot ass. Some idiot crashed into a fuel tanker, causing a massive pileup from Mt. Vernon to Conway. It took Apollo six whole hours to get through the single safe lane on the road. As Cryptic said during the drive: “I know being bad drivers is a common Washingtonian stereotype, but this is comical.”

Apollo drove through the dimly lit streets of Blaine. The clock on the dash had just hit midnight. It was too late now to go to Canada, they didn’t have enough time to get their documents ready. His eyes darted along the streets, looking for any sort of lodging. Cryptic, who was sitting in the passenger seat, fiddled with the cigarette lighter. In the back seat, Espee was lying on his back with his head in Nyxxie’s lap. “Evethin hurt now…” he said. “Ow…”

“Are we there yet?” asked Nyxxie.

“I don’t even know where ‘there’ is,” Apollo replied.

Cryptic finally got the cigarette lighter to work and used it to light one up. He rolled down his window and took a long draw from the cigarette. And that was when he saw it. “Vacant motel, one o’clock.”

Apollo looked over to his right. There, on the side of the road, stood a small motel. The neon sign on the side said “Blaine Rest-Eazy Inn - VACANCY.” Beneath the neon were words printed on the side of the building, advertising 24 cheap rooms, free breakfast, and a pool.

“Sounds like a steal,” said Apollo.

“And a trap,” Cryptic added. “This could be one of Claudius’ ploys.”

“I don’t think it’s a trap,” said Apollo. “It just looks like a normal two-star motel.”

Cryptic sighed. “You’re right, I’m being paranoid. All the same, we should be careful.”

The car pulled into the empty parking lot and parked in front of the main lobby. Apollo and Cryptic exited the car, walked over to the trunk, and pulled out two folded-up wheelchairs. They had bought them back in Everett to move Nyxxie and Espee around with less suspicion. Cryptic opened the passenger door and extended some tentacles to pick up Nyxxie and Espee and put them in the wheelchairs. Cryptic and Apollo then pushed the wheelchairs into the main lobby.

The din of decade-old fluorescent lights filled the dimly lit room as the four walked in. The lobby was devoid of all other people. There was a small table on the wall with a coffee machine and supplies on it. There was also a counter at the back of the room with nobody behind it. Cryptic walked toward the counter. There were two keys in the middle. Cryptic picked them up and read the tags attached to them:

“Īánjenīán: NiksKūentīam / Kriptik

“Īánjenzeán: Espī Demītə / Apŏlò Wiə

Cryptic turned around. “I found some keys with our names in Angelic written on it,” he said.

“Angelic?” asked Nyxxie. “What’s the name of the motel we’re at?”

“Blaine Rest-Eazy Inn,” said Apollo.

“With a Z?”

“Yeah? Is that a problem?”

Nyxxie chuckled. “It’s the solution to our problems. Rest-Eazy Inns are safe havens for angels on Gaia. Besides, I heard my friend’s around here, too.”

“Ye mean Nemu?” Espee muttered.

“Let’s go to our rooms first,” said Cryptic. “Get some rest before we meet your friend.”

Cryptic handed the key to room 12 to Apollo and pocketed the key to room 11. He and Apollo then grabbed Nyxxie & Espee’s wheelchairs and left the lobby. They walked down to the far side of the motel to rooms 11 and 12. Strangely, the blinds were all down, not allowing any light through them. Apollo unlocked the 12 door and pushed Espee into the room, closing it behind him.

Upon entering the room, Apollo was shocked to see that the room was much bigger than it seemed from the outside. In fact, it was exactly the same as his old apartment in Seattle. There was a kitchenette in the corner of the living room, two sofas in front of a TV, and a hallway with three doors in it. Normally, this non-Euclidean nostalgia blast would have put Apollo on edge, but since it was apparently an angel’s work, he was somewhat at ease.

Apollo pushed Espee down the hall to the first room. Opening the door, he expected to see Dude’s messy, dank room. Instead, the room was clean and proper, with a wall lined with bookshelves and a bed in the corner. Apollo pushed Espee to the side of the bed, lifted him out of the wheelchair, and set him down on the bed. “Comfy…” Espee muttered. “Feel like home…”

Apollo covered Espee in a blanket and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him. He walked over to the room at the end of the hall: his old room. Opening the door, he was suddenly met with a short angel in a maid's dress. They had black hair, pale skin, and brown eyes with a large amount of eyeliner. “Good evening, Mr. Weir,” they said. “Welcome to the Rest-Eazy Inn.”

Apollo was surprised. “Good evening to you too, Miss…”

“My name is NemuCodexrevue, and my pronouns are they/them. I am the caretaker of this facility.”

“Nemu? You’re Nyxxie’s friend, aren’t you? The person that sent Dude to Kent?”

“Indeed, at great risk to my position in the Guardian Angels,” said Nemu. They walked past Apollo and down the hall. “It’s getting late, Mr. Weir. You should get some rest.”

“But what about Espee and Nyxxie?” Dude asked. “They’re seriously hurt.”

“Don’t worry,” Nemu replied. “The beds in this hotel have healing properties. Your friends will be restored to full health in the morning. Good night, Mr. Weir.”

Apollo heard Nemu leave his apartment. He walked into his room and closed the door behind him. The room looked exactly how he left it nearly two weeks ago. He climbed into his bed and closed his eyes. Immediately, the weight of his fatigue hit him and he fell into a deep slumber.

Chapter 23: The Silent Queen and Her Retainer, Part 1

For the first time in what felt like forever, Apollo woke up truly refreshed. He had no trouble getting out of bed. He couldn’t remember the last time he had such great sleep. If he could sleep there for the rest of his life…

Indeed, Apollo thought. He the heard his stomach rumble. Time for breakfast. Walking down the hall, he checked in on Espee. The room was empty and the covers were folded over. He must have left already, Apollo thought. He continued down the hall and left the apartment.

Looking around outside, Apollo saw the sun's light just beginning to show itself. He walked across the motel’s parking lot. Next to the door to the front office, there was another door labeled “breakfast area.” Apollo walked through it and was instantly hit with the scent of freshly made food. 

Like the hotel room/apartment, the breakfast area was much bigger and grander than what he expected. The room looked like a private room from a fancy hotel, with two chandeliers chained above several tables. Along the walls was a buffet of many different breakfast foods, from simple breakfast cereals to pancakes & bacon to plates of eggs benedict.

Nemu was at the table in the center of the room, eating a plate of bacon and eggs. Next to them sat Cryptic, Nyxxie, and Espee, all fully healed and eating their own meals. Apollo walked over to the buffet, grabbed a couple of breakfast sandwiches, and walked over to the table. Nyxxie waved at him and said, “Yo!”

Apollo sat down at the table. “You’re looking better,” he said.

“Yep!” said Nyxxie. “Those beds are absolutely wonderful.”

“Good morning, Mr. Weir,” said Nemu. “Our guests are arriving shortly. Please, enjoy the complimentary breakfast.”

“Guests?” Apollo asked.

Espee took a sip of orange juice. “Nemu being here isn’t a coincidence,” he explained. “Their commander assigned them here a few days ago after… something.”

“It’s classified,” said Nemu.

“Hmm,” said Apollo, knowing full well what that something was.

“Anyway, that commander was also contacted by a pair of infernals who have a connection to the Boss,” Espee continued. “At least, that’s what Nemu said-“

Suddenly, Nemu stood up and said “They are here.”

Apollo and the rest of the group turned toward the door. Two pale-skinned infernals walked into the hall. One was short and stout, wearing a pink sweater and pants. The other was only a little taller, barely four foot six, wearing a black sweater and blue sweatpants. They both had long white hair, red eyes, and short horns poking from their heads.

The taller infernal walked toward the table and glared at all of them, one at a time. “They’re just like he described them,” he said to the shorter infernal, who silently nodded.

“What exactly do they have to do with the Boss?” asked Espee.

“Everything,” said Nemu.

The taller infernal cleared his throat. “My name is BethKriiotarum. I am the retainer of the Silent Queen of Hele, VexNahkriia.” He gestured toward the short one.

“Silent Queen of Hele?” asked Apollo.

“The regent of the Union of Hele and the leader of its government, the Congress of Hele,” Espee explained.

“You’re very well-informed for a human, Espian,” said Beth.

“Call me Espee.”

“Do you know who the Boss is?” asked Apollo. “Because I want to know who’s responsible for all the shit that’s happened to me the past couple weeks.”

“Right to the point, I see,” said Beth. “Yeah, I don’t like wasting time either.” He and Vex sat down at the table. “Alright, I’ll tell you. The Boss is an infernal named KuroMorokeium.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell,” said Apollo.

“Morokeium?” asked Cryptic. “As in AylaMorokeium?”

“Indeed. Ayla is Kuro’s older brother and the last king of the Royal State of Morokei,” Beth explained. “I’m surprised you know Ayla, Cryptic.”

“We have history,” said Cryptic.

Beth furrowed his brow. “You’re no human, are you?”

“It’s a very long story.”

“I see. Anyway, Ayla was killed by Kuro one hundred years ago in a violent coup. Kuro had declared himself ‘the Seventeenth Duintia’ and used the backlash from a human and infernal rights scandal Ayla was involved in to overthrow and slay his brother.”

Apollo noticed that Nyxxie had tensed up at the mention of “the Seventeenth Duintia.” This was obviously some serious shit here.”

Beth continued his explanation. “Shortly after killing Ayla, Kuro sent a declaration of independence to the Congress stating that the states of Morokei, Miraak, and Rahgot are seceding from the Union and founding the Seventeenth Duintian Confederation. This started a civil war that’s lasted for nearly a century and claimed the lives of millions, including several of my fellow clan members.

“Two years after the outbreak of the war, the state of Krosis had also seceded, but since then, neither side has made any real progress. Half of the northern countryside has become a graveyard as our armies, evenly matched, continue to push against each other. That was, until the state of Noraak was suddenly overwhelmed and fell two months ago.

“Since then, Dukan, Zikal, Zahkrii, and Vokun have all fallen as well. Reports from the field tell of peculiar Confederation soldiers with the strength of a thousand men tearing through our ranks and decimating the villages. Initially, we had zero idea where all of this came from. However, last week, we were visited by Kuro himself, and he brought a friend with him…”

Chapter 24: The Silent Queen and Her Retainer, Part 2

One week ago…

VexNahkriia, the Silent Queen of Hell, stood on her balcony. Disaj, the capital of Hele, spread out beyond Palace Nahkrii, the heart of the Congress of Hele and Vex’s home. BethKriiotarum, her aide and bodyguard, walked onto the balcony. “Your Majesty,” he said, “we’ve received a message from Lady JuliVokuna. I’m afraid the state of Vokun has fallen to the Confederation.”

Vex turned toward Beth. “Oh dear,” she said in a quiet tone. “That only leaves the Volsung and Kriiotar Clans standing with the Nahkrii.”

“But I’m afraid there’s something more concerning than that,” said Beth.

“What could be more concerning than losing another state?” Vex asked.

“We’ve also received a message from our spies. According to them, two humans by the name of Ashley and Andrew Clover signed a pact with a Confederation infernal several years ago. Recently, however, they’ve discerned the identity of this infernal to be none other than Kuro himself.”

“If this is true, then Kuro has violated the Civil War Agreement,” said Vex. “He-”

Beth and Vex’s discussion was suddenly interrupted by a loud explosion. They looked over the balcony into the city. A large mushroom cloud rose into the clouds as two figures stood in front of it. One of the figures flew toward the palace, stopping in front of the two infernals. He had a dark skin tone, black hair, & red eyes, and wore a royal blue robe. “Greetings, Your Majesty,” he said in a refined tone.

“Kuro,” Beth sneered. “What do you want?”

KuroMorokeium landed on the balcony. Beth and Vex stepped away from him. “I’ve come to deliver a personal message to Her Majesty,” said Kuro.

“And I have a message for you, Kuro!” Beth exclaimed. “We have evidence that you’ve made an extra-Helenese pact in violation of Article II, Section 1 of the Civil War Agreement - a treaty that you penned. Therefore, we reserve and will exercise the right to call for external aid as per Article II, Section 2 of said treaty. You’ve fucked yourself, Kuro!”

“Me, fucked?” Kuro laughed. “You’re the one who is fucked, Kriiotarum! Ishtar, come!”

The second figure flew towards the palace and stopped next to Kuro. He had dark skin, long white hair, and wore a purple jacket, leggings, & sleeves. “A human?” asked Beth.

“Not quite,” said the man. “My name is Claudius Ishtar.”

Kuro pointed at Beth and said, “Ishtar, annihilate these two!”

Claudius nodded and flew into the sky, preparing a large energy ball. Beth flew up to meet him. “The best way to destroy you is to destroy your palace!” Claudius taunted. “Alucard Bomber!” He threw the energy ball below Beth toward the palace. Beth turned toward the descending sphere and took a deep breath. Claudius saw Beth vanish into thin air. As he tried to find where he went, he suddenly saw his Alucard Bomber flying right towards him. He quickly descended as the energy ball exploded behind him. “The here was that?”

Beth suddenly appeared right in front of Claudius. “Yeah, I’m putting a moratorium on the whole “blowing up Dis” thing,” he said.

“‘Dis?’” asked Claudius. “I thought this place was called Disaj-”

“Dis knee in your face!” Beth grabbed Claudius’ long hair and slammed his face into his knee before kicking him into a nearby tower. As he reeled from the blow, embedded into the tower wall, Claudius was greeted by Beth’s upside-down face. “Suprise,” he said.

“How are you that fast?” asked Claudius. “Are you teleporting?”

“Instant Transmission,” said Beth, smirking. “Try to keep up.”

Claudius tried to headbutt Beth, but the infernal teleported away before he could hit him. He quickly dislodged himself from the tower and flew down toward Kuro. “Boss,” he said, “I think we may be out of our league here.”

“Nonsense, Ishtar,” said Kuro. “I got a good read on that boy while you were fighting. One Vamp Breaker should be enough to do the little rascal in.”

“Well, the problem is I can’t exactly land a Vamp Breaker if the person I’m targeting teleports away at the last moment.”

“Hm. Well, that is a bit of an issue. Very well.” Kuro floated into the sky. Beth teleported in front of him. “Young man, please hold still so that I can kill you.”

“I will personally hang you by your entrails,” Beth sneered.

“You’ve got a bit of an anger issue, don’t you?” asked Kuro.

“You’ve been waging a vain war of conquest for the past century. My anger is justified, you baby blue bitch.”

“Hm.” Kuro stuck his hand out and fired a barrage of small but fast energy blasts. Beth teleported out of the way and reappeared behind Kuro. Kuro quickly turned around and roundhouse kicked Beth down onto the roof of the palace. “See, Claudius?” he said. “You can hit him! You just have to be quick about it.”

Beth stood up. “You’ll pay for that, you sack of shit!” he shouted, jumping toward Kuro. Kuro raised his guard but saw that Beth had teleported away. Suddenly, he saw Claudius being flung into the air. Looking down, Kuro saw Beth landing next to Vex. 

Several guards then ran onto the balcony. “Your Majesty,” they said, “are you okay?”

“She’s fine, but look!” Beth pointed up at Kuro. “It’s Morokeium!”

One of the guards pulled out a small radio. “Red alert,” the guard said, “KuroMorokeium is at the palace! Repeat: Morokeium is at the palace!”

Several more guards flew up from the ground and surrounded Kuro and Claudius. Beth and Vex also ascended into the air. “Guards,” Beth exclaimed, “take out Morokeium and the human!” He turned towards Vex. “Come on, your Majesty!”

Beth and Vex flew away from the palace. “Oh, fi,” said Kuro, “I never got to deliver my message to the Queen.”

“Tell us the message,” said one of the guards, “and we might relay it to her Majesty at your execution.”

“Ooh, that’s good,” Claudius muttered.

“Volsung will fall in eight days,” said Kuro calmly. “Nahkrii and Kriiotar will fall soon after. After that, I will turn my sword on the realm of humans, Mundus. There, I will face my destiny.”

“You’re an imperialist rebel maniac,” said another guard, “and you need to be put down like the ravenous rabid dog you are.”

“That’s also good,” Claudius muttered.

Kuro chuckled. “Bold claims,” he said. “Let’s see how you mooks can back that up by taking down the Supreme Duintia!”

Chapter 25: Quentian Destiny

The present-day…

“All but one of them were wiped out within five minutes,” said Beth. “The lone survivor managed to escape and relay the message to me and Vex.”

“If Kuro’s message is true,” said Nemu, “then that means Volsung is set to fall tomorrow.”

“I know,” Beth responded. “To prepare for the incoming Confederation invasion, we’ve evacuated the clan and all Congress forces to Nahkrii. We’ve also done the same to my home state of Kriiotar. Soon, the state of Nahkrii will be surrounded by the Duintian Confederation. The Congress may fall, but the Silent Queen will live and carry on the legacy of its people.”

“Duintia…” Espee muttered. “That means ‘devourer of all’ or ‘destroyer of all.’” He turned toward Nyxxie. “Don’t tell me…”

Nyxxie suddenly stood up. “Did Kuro ever mention me?” he asked. 

“Whoa,” said Apollo, “where did this come from?”

“Beth, did he ever mention the Seventeenth Quentia? Anything about a prophecy?”

“Wait, what prophecy?” asked Apollo.

“Nothing about prophecy, but we have evidence that he one day intends to fight the Seventeenth Quentia,” said Beth.

“I need to go.” Nyxxie walked away from the table and out of the room. Espee quickly stood up and followed him outside. Apollo, Beth, and Cryptic turned toward Nemu.

Nemu sighed. “Alright, this is going to take a while. Three thousand years ago, NyxQuentiam I, Nyxxie’s ancestor, gave his life to slay Umbra, the God Killer. At that moment, an identical clone of Nyx appeared in a small lot in Abrham City, and from there, the Aurbis’ fascination with the Quentia lineage began.

“At the site of NyxQuentiam II’s appearance, the Temple of the Quentia was built. Over the millennia, several prophecies have been written about the members of the Quentia lineage, but a vast majority are about the supposed last one in line, the Seventeenth Quentia. There are dozens of prophecies and predictions about what they will do when they come around, ranging from protecting the Aurbis to sacrificing their life.

“On New Years Day of 2000, during the Blight of Brahnimohm, NyxQuentiam XVI lost his life defending Abrham City and the Seventeenth Quentia was ‘born’ at the Temple of the Quentia. You know him as Nyxxie.”

“Jesus Christ,” said Apollo. “If Nyxxie is the Seventeenth Quentia, then… God, I don’t envy him…

———

Espee walked into the parking lot and looked around. He saw Nyxxie across the street walking down a set of stairs. Espee crossed the street and walked him down the stairs. He followed Nyxxie through the alleys of Blaine and eventually arrived at the shore.

The sun rose over the ocean beyond the beach. Nyxxie walked across the sands before sitting on an old wooden bench. Espee followed and sat down next to him. “You okay?” he asked.

Nyxxie sighed. “No. Not really.”

“It’s the prophecies, aren’t they?”

“Yeah. ‘The Seventeenth Quentia must fight and kill the Seventeenth Duintia.’ That’s what the prophecies say.”

“And you feel like you have to fulfill this prophecy?”

“It’s my destiny, Espee. That’s what a prophecy is. And if I’m destined to die, then… then I’ll die.”

Espee looked at Nyxxie’s face. He was clearly upset. Tears were falling down his cheek. Espee stared at the ocean and the sun rising above it. “Be honest with me, Nyxxie,” he said, “do you ever feel like you’re a slave to fate?”

Nyxxie looked at Espee. “What do you mean?”

“Like your own destiny is against you, pushing you back or forcing you to follow its path instead of the path you want to follow?”

Nyxxie stood up. “Holy moly, someone finally put it into words!” he exclaimed.

Espee stood up as well. “Nyxxie, you don’t have to follow your ‘destiny.’”

“What do you mean?”

“Personally, I don’t believe there is an omnipotent force of fate manipulating people to follow a specific path in life. ‘There is no fate but what we make,’ as they say. Everyone is free to do whatever they want. And if anyone or anything tries to stop you…” Espee put his fist in his hand. “You prove them wrong.”

“But, the prophecies-”

“Are just words. Words made up by people that died long ago. Words that others gave artificial value. Words that you can choose to ignore.”

“And Kuro?”

“Kuro… One day, we might have to fight him. Not because of fate, but because of circumstance. But you won’t be alone. Me, Apollo, Nemu, and Cryptic… We’ll be there for you. Always.”

“Espee…” Nyxxie smiled and hugged Espee. “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you.”

“Are we… interrupting something?” said a voice behind them. Espee looked toward the path leading back into town and Apollo and Cryptic approaching. “What’s going on here?” asked Apollo.

“Nothing,” said Nyxxie, releasing Espee. “We were just… talking about stuff.”

“Nevermind that,” said Cryptic, pointing toward the ocean, “what is that doing here?”

Espee and Nyxxie looked toward the ocean. There, on the shore, was a large white yacht. On the side of the yacht was a pointed circular emblem. “That’s the emblem of the Guardian Angels,” said Nyxxie.

“So it’s safe?” asked Apollo.

“Should be. Come on.”

Chapter 26: Zeezee the Fool, Part 1

Nemu floated into the sky. Beth and Vex followed them up there. “You find them?” Beth asked.

“Not yet,” Nemu replied. It had been twenty minutes since Nyxxie and Espee left, ten since Apollo and Cryptic went to look for them, and neither duo had come back yet. Nemu was starting to get worried. Had they been attacked? 

“Hey,” said Beth. “Near the shore. There’s a boat.”

Nemu looked toward the ocean. There, near the shore, a large white yacht was moored. Its hull bore an X-shaped symbol: the emblem of the Guardian Angels. Nemu pulled out a pair of binoculars and observed the boat. They saw Nyxxie, Espee, Apollo, and Cryptic walking on the starboard deck, being led by… someone. Nemu watched as the mysterious figure led the four through a door into the yacht.

“What’s going on?” asked Beth.

“They’re in trouble.” Nemu pulled out a second pair of binoculars and gave them to Beth. The two watched the figure walk out of the door and across the deck. The angel and infernal flew closer to the boat to get a better look. The pale-skinned male was about as tall as Beth with a portly build and two distinct scars on his chest. A pair of binoculars dangled from a rope around his neck. He wore a pink & black striped shirt that was a few sizes too small and tight black pants.

“That infernal has got to be the second-biggest faggot I’ve ever seen,” Beth commented. “Wait… Oh, son of a bitch.”

The infernal was approached by another man. This one was the opposite of the first guy: tall, dark, and lean, with the same scars on his chest. “And who’s that?” asked Nemu.

“The big one,” Beth sneered. “Claudius Ishtar.”

The short one leaned over the rail and touched the hull with a glowing finger. The hull turned from white to carbon gray and the emblem changed to a stylized bat surrounded by a circle resembling the scars on the two men’s chests. The infernal walked away from the rail and grabbed his binoculars. He looked around the sky, saw Nemu, Beth, and Vex watching him, and said something to Claudius. Nemu lowered their binoculars. “Shit.”

“Move in!” Beth yelled. He, Vex, and Nemu flew toward the yacht, which started to move away from the shore. The three closed in and landed on the deck in front of Claudius and the other infernal. 

“Jesus Crucified Christ!” the short infernal exclaimed. “You got here fast!”

“Relax, Zeezee,” Claudius said to the infernal. He turned toward the new arrivals. “Ah, if it isn’t Beth, her Majesty, and…”

“NemuCodexrevue, they/them,” said Nemu. “A displeasure to finally meet you, Mr. Ishtar.”

“Looks like you’ve made a new friend since last time,” said Beth. “Who’s the bowling ball?”

“His name is Zeezee the Fool,” said Claudius, “and he is my familiar.”

Nemu arched their eyebrow. “I thought familiars were outlawed by the Infernal Conventions,” they said.

“Oh please, Kuro’s forces already violated them a hundred times over,” said Claudius. “One familiar is the least of their concerns.”

“If you want your friends back,” said Zeezee, “then you gotta go through me!”

Claudius turned around and opened the door to the cabin area. “I’ll go check on our guests,” he said. “Have fun, Zeezee.”

Claudius walked through the door and closed it. Zeezee smiled. “You ready for some fun?”

Nemu brushed their bangs out of their face. “You’re going into the ocean, you fat gremlin.”

“Ooh, scathing. But at least I don’t look like the Crown Queen of Shortstack over there.” Zeezee pointed at Vex.

“Nemu, beat that little shit within an inch of his life,” said Beth.

Nemu ran forward and raised their fist. “Crystal Fist!” Their fist became surrounded by a larger white crystal fist, which smashed into Zeezee, sending him flying across the ship and into a cushion on the fore deck. Nemu leapt into the air and, with their other hand, summoned a whip made out of the same crystalline material. They grappled Zeezee’s torso and flung him upward before slamming him into the middle of the deck.

Zeezee leaped up off the ground. “What the fuck was that?”

“Light itself, turned into physical matter,” said Nemu, hovering above Zeezee. “I can manipulate all light at will.”

“All light, huh?” asked Zeezee. “Neat. Have you ever watched Ms. Marvel?”

“No, but I had to babysit my dad when he went to watch The Marvels,” Nemu replied.

“Ha! Sucker!”

“The movie sucked, the popcorn was too crunchy, the soda was flat, and I spent eighty dollars on the tickets and concessions. Waste of my fucking Sunday.”

“Well, at least it won’t be as bad as today!”

“Is it because you’re going to kill me?”

“It’s because I’m gonna kill you, yes! You’re not the only one with magic fists, you know!” Zeezee lept into the air as energy charged in his fist. “Vamp Breaker!” Nemu dispelled their fist and summoned a shield in its place, raising it to block the attack. As Zeezee hit the shield, a massive shockwave erupted from the point of contact, rocking the yacht violently. The punch managed to form a long, slender crack down the middle of the shield. Zeezee flew back. “Damn,” he said, “the Vamp Breaker was ineffective! Should’ve trained more… I better get my ass the fuck outta here while I still can!”

Zeezee flew over Nemu towards the top of the yacht. “You’re not getting away that easily!” Nemu exclaimed, chasing him. Zeezee smashed through a window and landed on the yacht’s bridge. Nemu followed, kicking Zeezee across the room and through a door with an oversized hard light boot. Nemu landed and created a set of barriers in the doorframe and across the shattered window, barricading themselves in the bridge.

Zeezee banged on the barrier. “Let me in, you son of a bitch!” he exclaimed.

Nemu ignored him and walked over to the helm. They saw that the yacht was bound eastward, with a scheduled turn north towards Vancouver. Did Claudius and his gang know that Nyxxie and the others were heading there? Nemu found a schematic of the ship on a nearby table. They noticed that there was a hatch on the far side of the ship that led to the engine room. A plan formulated in Nemu’s head. They were going to blow the yacht up.

Chapter 27: Zeezee the Fool, Part 2

A few minutes ago…

Claudius closed the bulkhead behind him. Zeezee should keep their guests occupied for a moment. Now to take care of business. He walked down the hallway and turned left. Six doors lined the next hallway leading toward the front deck. Claudius walked towards the middle left door and walked in.

To say the cabin was luxurious would be an understatement. The walls were made out of fine mahogany, the floor was covered in a beautiful Persian rug, and expensive trinkets lined the shelves. On the spacious queen bed sat a man Claudius had not seen in over sixty years. “Good morning, Matthew,” he said.

Cryptic stood up and turned to face Claudius. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Claudius chuckled. “Ever observant, Matthew,” he said. “Sometimes I wonder how differently things would’ve been for us.”

“You mean if you didn’t stab me in the back and leave me for dead?” asked Cryptic. “If you didn’t kill Mike and goad me into fighting you?”

“Circumstances beyond my control forced my hand,” Claudius explained.

“Bullshit,” said Cryptic. “Are they the same ‘circumstances’ that made you start working with Kuro?”

“I owed Kuro after he freed me from that prison you sealed me in all those years ago. He was interested in the Elixir of Life - or rather, its side effects. He wanted me to enhance its power-amplifying properties without turning people into vampires. So I got to work, refining my Elixir of Life over the course of two years. Eventually, I had created what Kuro desired, an Elixir of Power.

“Kuro immediately put the Elixir to use, powering up a select few soldiers he named the Breaker Corps. They steamrolled the Congressional Army and captured a vast majority of their remaining territory. Do you know why the Silent Queen is here on Gaia? Because of me.”

“I knew it.”

Claudius turned around and saw Beth standing in the doorframe. “Kuro told me you were the most clever of the Congressional stooges,” he said.

“Stooge? Check your glass house before throwing stones, Claudius,” said Beth. “Kuro’s using you.”

“Kuro? Using me? Don’t make me laugh. He gave me a blank check and trusted me to make him his Elixir. The fool doesn’t even suspect my real intentions.”

“Alright, let me rephrase. You’re both idiots who’re playing each other, and you’re too arrogant to realize that.”

“Shut the fuck up!”

Suddenly, a massive shockwave rocked the entire yacht. Espee ran out of his cabin across from Cryptic’s. “What the fuck was that?” he asked. “Beth? How did you get on board? And is that…”

“God dammit!” Claudius walked past Beth and into the hallway. “Whatever happened to one-on-one conversations?”

“Well, I was having one with Nyxxie before you arrived,” Espee replied.

“Someone say my name?” Nyxxie poked his head into the hallway from his top-left cabin and saw Claudius. “Aw, crapbaskets.”

Apollo then walked out of the cabin across from Nyxxie’s. “Claudius, my cabin’s bathroom is out of toilet paper.”

“Why is everyone coming out into the hallway?” Claudius exclaimed. 

“You were the one who started screaming,” said Beth.

“Hey, wait a minute,” said Espee. “We have Claudius surrounded right now. Are you all thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Dust this bitch! F. Strike!” Apollo charged energy into his fist and punched Claudius square in the gut. The resulting shockwave rocked the boat again. Claudius, however, was not hurt at all. Apollo jumped backward.

“Was that a Vamp Breaker?” asked Claudius. “Was that the attack you used to defeat Ashley?”

“Not really, that was about an eighth of the power I used back then,” said Apollo. “I just wanted to see how you would react.”

“Well, I’m impressed you even know if,” said Claudius. “It took me a decade to perfect. But then again, imitation is the most sincere form of flattery.”

“Well, we’ll see how you like a full-power F. Strike! Haaaaaa!” Apollo stuck his hand back and began charging power. 

“Is that what you call it?” asked Claudius. “Let’s see how it compares to the original! Hraaaaa!” He also began charging up.

“I don’t mean to state the obvious,” said Beth, “but we should get away from here!”

“I agree! Bail!” Nyxxie exclaimed.

Everyone ran away from Apollo and Claudius as intense auras grew around the two. Apollo stepped back before charging at Claudius. “Oraaaaa!”

“Bring it!” Claudius wound up a punch. “Hraaaah!”

The two fists met. Immediately, a massive shockwave, bigger than the two others before, erupted from the point of contact. The shockwave was so intense that the yacht split in two from the sheer force of it. Apollo and Claudius floated between the slowly sinking fore and aft sections

Apollo pulled his fist away. Large bloody cracks had appeared on his hand, extending to halfway down his forearm. “How was that?” he asked, smirking.

Claudius floated away and inspected his own arm. It was covered in blood, like Apollo’s, but the cracks had extended beyond his elbow. “How…” he gasped. “How are you this strong? What are you, Apollo Weir?”

“I wish I knew myself,” Apollo responded.

Suddenly, Zeezee floated down from the roof of the fore section. “Master,” he exclaimed, “Nemu had taken control of the bridge- uhh…“ He looked around the two sections. “But that doesn’t seem to be the bigger issue here.”

Nyxxie jumped out of the fore section and flew back to the mainland. The others followed suit, with Espee and Cryptic riding on a stolen mattress. Finally, Nemu jumped from the bridge and flew away. Claudius and Zeezee floated in the air, silently watching them as the yacht sank into the sea behind them. “Should we chase them?” asked Zeezee.

“No,” said Claudius. “Let’s head back to Vancouver. We’ll do the ambush as planned.”

Chapter 28: Road Trip

“Alright, you’re all clear. Welcome to Canada.”

The car drove past Officer Frasier as it left the border checkpoint. It had been hours and he still hadn’t seen the car he was looking for. The details had been burned into his memory: 2013 Ford Taurus, carbon gray, tinted windows, Washington license plate. He disguised himself as a border crossing inspector in the first place to find that car per the Boss’ orders.

A familiar voice buzzed over the radio. “Bloodrain, you find it yet?”

Frasier picked up his radio. “Use my alias, Niley,” he said, “we don’t know who’s listening in. And no, I haven’t seen it yet.”

Another car pulled into the inspection area. Chevy Silverado, red, Nevada plate. The driver rolled down the window and gave Frasier/Bloodrain a passport and driver’s license. As he inspected the documents, he thought about what he would do when he saw the Taurus, or rather, its driver, Apollo Weir. Maybe he would beat him into a pulp and dump him in the dumpster behind the warehouse. Maybe he would hogtie him and give it to Andrew as a present. Let him have revenge for Ashley.

Bloodrain gave the passport and license back to the driver. “All clear,” he said. “Welcome to Canada.”

The Silverado drove away. Bloodrain watched as the next entrant pulled forward. The gray Ford sedan stopped in front of him. Bloodrain smirked. His mark had arrived. However, when the window rolled down, the man in the car was not Apollo. “Lord Kriiotarum?” Bloodrain exclaimed.

“Hello, Reimuram,” said Beth. “How has the mercenary life been treating you?”

“It’s… been fine, sir,” said Bloodrain. Truth be told, Bloodrain wasn’t his real name. He was raised as ChiReimuram, part of the Reimura clan of warriors who worked for the Kriiotar Clan. Obviously, Bloodrain left them a long time ago, but he still had a little respect for his old boss. “I’m just waiting for my next target to arrive here. What brings you to Gaia?”

Beth handed Bloodrain a passport and a driver’s license. “I’m on official Congressional business,” he said. “I met with a guy in Dallas who told me to meet a guy in Vegas to meet with a guy in Vancouver.”

Bloodrain looked through Beth’s passport. Obviously, it was filled with bogus information. “Beth Crane, huh? What a coincidence. My alias is Officer Frasier.”

“And let me guess, Marabrona’s name is Niles?”

“Niley, actually,” said Bloodrain. Meat, whose infernal name was KanaMarabrona, was also born into a Kriiotar warrior clan. 

“Huh. Neat. Anyway, are we done here?”

“Yeah,” said Meat, handing back the documents to Beth. “Welcome to Canada, sir.”

Beth rolled up the windows as he drove away from the inspection area. Bloodrain pulled out his radio. “Niley,” he said, “the mark has just left the station. Pursue it.”

———

Meat took a sip from her flask and inspected the blue and white sign. Welcome to British Columbia, it read. The Best Place on Earth. Everyone says their home’s the best place in the world, Meat thought. You aren’t unique, Canada.

Suddenly, Bloodrain’s voice buzzed from the radio on Meat’s belt. “Niley, the mark has just left the station. Pursue it.”

Meat flew up into the air and looked at the cars leaving the checkpoint. In the center lane was the gray Ford sedan, driving away. Meat chased the car as it picked up speed on the highway and entered the city of Surrey. Soon after, Bloodrain joined him. “Forgot to tell you something,” he said. “Apollo’s not in the car. It’s Beth.”

“Lord Kriiotarum?” Beth asked. 

“Yeah. He must be colluding with Apollo and the others.”

“Speaking of, where is Apollo, anyway- uh-oh.” 

“What is it?” Bloodrain looked up into the sky and saw four people and a couch flying directly above them. “Oh. Oh… shit.”

Meat and Bloodrain continued to chase the sedan as it drove through southern Surrey while the five figures watched from above. “Beth was just a distraction,” said Meat. “He drove the car through the checkpoint to allow Apollo and the others to get around us.”

Suddenly, one of the figures flew down and hovered above Meat and Bloodrain, forcing them to stop. “Hello, idiots,” said Apollo, looking down.

“Just the man we were looking for,” said Bloodrain. “Welcome to Canada.”

“This is Canada?” Apollo asked, looking around at the landscape. “Maybe we chose the wrong time to come because it looks exactly the fucking same as Washington.”

“Yeah, no shit,” said Meat. “This is only seven miles away from the border.”

“And’s what’s up further north? Washington but colder?”

“Have you ever been to Canada before?”

“Have you?”

Bloodrain flew forward. “I’m not in the mood to argue about this right now,” he said. 

“I feel the same way, actually, so how about I just fuck your shit up?” Apollo rushed toward both Meat & Bloodrain and simultaneously kicked both of them in the chest, spiking both of them into the highway below. As they tried to stand up, Apollo extended his hands downward and charged two balls of energy in his palms. “This is a warning! Don’t interfere with our business! Double Sunday!” 

Two blasts of energy erupted from his hands and hit the ground, igniting a massive explosion and devastating the two infernals & the highway. When the dust cleared, Apollo saw Meat and Bloodrain crumpled in the crater's center, alive, but only barely. He turned around and flew away from the mayhem he created.

Bloodrain, his tattered and bloody body awash in pain, managed to turn onto his back next to the unconscious Meat. It was here that Bloodrain asked himself a question he hadn’t raised in years: was this job worth it? He and Meat had fought Apollo & his group twice now, and twice they had their asses handed to them, and all they had to show for it was a stolen Keyblade. Was this humiliation and suffering worth the ten million Andrew and Ashley offered them?

Suddenly, a tall infernal stood over Bloodrain, with dark skin, black hair, and a royal blue robe. “Greetings, ChiReimuram,” he said. “My name is KuroMorokeium. I’ve come to make a proposition to you and your colleague.”

Chapter 29: It’s Incestuous and Pissed

Andrew stared at the portrait of Ashley on his desk. The dark room he sat in was completely devastated as if a tornado had rampaged through it. Oh, Leyley, he thought. My poor sister. I loved you so much. Our bond was much stronger and closer than mere siblings. I still remember the first time we kissed in second grade. Even though I knew it was a sin, it still felt like heaven. The thought of being away from you was too much for me. Why did you have to be taken away from me?

Apollo. He did this to you. He always hated our love from the very start. He was the reason they had to move away, why they left behind their legacy and started anew. And now he had taken his sweet Leyley from him. Enough was enough. Apollo had ruined his life twice now. He must pay.

The door opened and Claudius walked into the room, with Zeezee following close behind. Claudius had a small bag slung around his chest. Andrew glared at them. “I assume the yacht plan has failed?” he asked.

“Catastrophically,” said Zeezee.

“More concerning, Quentiam and Weir have new allies now,” said Claudius. “Nemu, an angel who can control hard light; Beth, an infernal who can teleport, and Vex, the Silent Queen.”

“So now the Congress is involved in this matter?” asked Andrew.

“Yes. This has gone far beyond a mission to assassinate Quentiam and Weir. It has evolved into a proxy war between the Congress and the Confederation.” Claudius walked toward the window on the other side of the room and opened the tattered blinds. The afternoon light shined into the room. “Bloodrain and Meat have gone silent. Their last report was that they were pursuing Apollo’s car, which Beth was driving.”

“Fucking fantastic,” said Andrew, standing up. “We’re at half the manpower than what we had at the beginning of yesterday, going up against a hero of prophecy, a psychic Keyblade wielder, an actual tentacle monster, angel Ms. Marvel, infernal Goku, the literal queen of hell, and that rat bastard Apollo. Does anyone else feel like the odds are stacked heavily against them?”

“Don’t worry, I have a plan.” Claudius reached into his bag and pulled out a vial of red liquid. “This is the Elixir of Power. It’s the reason Kuro hired me in the first place. Just a sip of this will double your power.”

“Sounds too good to be true,” said Andrew.

“It kinda is,” said Zeezee. “That Elixir is some potent shit. That vial has about 500 milliliters of the stuff. While researching the Elixir, we found that anything more than a 200-milliliter dose would result in… unfortunate side effects.”

“Unfortunate?”

“Horrible mutations, reverting to a feral state, eventual self-destruction of the body. Y’know, unfortunate.”

“That’s only if the dosage is above 200 milliliters,” said Claudius. “We will all be taking 100-milliliter doses. By my estimations, that should put us on par with some of the stronger members of Quentiam’s group without any adverse side effects.”

“I’ll take it,” said Andrew. “But on one condition: I get to kill Apollo.”

“Done,” said Claudius. “You can have your revenge.” 

Claudius walked over to the table and pulled a large graduated cylinder & a small glass from his bag before setting them down. He then opened the vial of Elixir and poured some into the cylinder, filling it to the highest point, 50ml, before pouring it into the glass. He repeated this process, filling the glass with 100 milliliters of liquid. Claudius picked up the glass and handed it to Andrew. “Bottoms up,” he said.

Andrew inspected the contents of the glass. The Elixir was colored the crimson of blood, but a bit more viscous. He brought the glass to his lips and started drinking. The Elixir, also like blood, tasted strongly of iron, but with a surprising hint of citrus. As he finished the drink, he suddenly felt an immense surge of power throughout his body. “Haaaaaa!”

Claudius watched as more defined muscles began to show through Andrew’s skin-tight suit as his muscle mass slowly increased. Good, he thought. The Elixir is working as planned. Truth be told, he didn’t know how the Elixir would work with humans. He only tested it on infernals. Claudius was glad that it worked exactly the same for both.

Andrew let out a fierce scream and threw the glass to the ground as his transformation finished. “Hrrrraaaaah!” He looked at his new body. “Incredible,” he said. “This power… I feel like a new man!”

“That’s the normal reaction to the Elixir,” said Claudius, producing another glass from his bag to replace the one Andrew broke. “You can try out your new power at noon tomorrow, at Stanley Park.”

“How do you know they’ll be there?” asked Andrew.

“I have my ways…”

———

The couch landed in the middle of the parking lot of the Vancouver Rest-Eazy Inn. Espee and Cryptic sat up and looked around. Aside from the signage, the hotel appeared exactly the same as it did in Blaine. Nemu landed next to the couch. “I assume our old keys work here?” Espee asked them.

“Yes,” said Nemu. “Due to the non-Euclidean nature of the rooms, they are the same across all inn locations. That includes your keys.”

Apollo then landed as the Ford sedan pulled into the parking lot. Beth stepped out of the car. “Did you take care of Meat and Bloodrain?” he asked.

“Yep,” said Apollo. “Fucking blasted their asses with my massive energy rods.”

“That sounded a little gay, dude,” said Beth.

“It was a little gay, dude.”

Suddenly, Cryptic noticed something in his back pants pocket. Reaching in, he felt a small piece of paper he didn’t know was there. He pulled it out and read it.

Tomorrow, noon, at the west shore of Beaver Lake in Stanley Park.

-C.

Nyxxie and Vex, the last of the group, landed in the parking lot. “What is it?” asked Nyxxie.

“A challenge,” said Cryptic.

All at once, everyone knew what Cryptic meant. “I’m ready to end this,” said Nyxxie.

“So do I,” said Espee. “Claudius and his group must be stopped.”

“His Elixir endangers the balance of power,” said Nemu. “It must be destroyed.”

“First Ishtar, then Kuro,” said Beth. Vex nodded in agreement.

“Let me handle Claudius,” said Cryptic. “It’s a personal matter.”

“Then it’s settled,” said Apollo. “We fight tomorrow!”


Part 4: The Battle for Vancouver



Chapter 30: At Vancouver, Part 1

The next day…

Cryptic walked up to the shore of Beaver Lake. The expansive pond, covered with patches of water lilies, glistened as the sun hung overhead. He checked his watch. Midday. It was time.

Cryptic then saw something on the shimmering water coming towards him. As it drew closer, he saw that it was a tall humanoid figure with long hair. Claudius Ishtar. Time to end this. 

Cryptic walked toward the lake. As his feet touched the water, many tentacles emerged from them, slithering along the lakebed like snakes as they parted the lilies and kept Cryptic above the water’s surface. He and Claudius met in the center of the lake. “Hello, Claudius,” said Cryptic.

“Hello, Matthew,” said Claudius, floating above the water. “Are you ready?”

Cryptic slithered backward as several tentacles emerged from his back, ready to strike. “I’m ready to finish this.”

Claudius scoffed. “Always quick and to the point. Fine then. I’ll grant you the death you so desire!”

Claudius charged at Cryptic. He quickly slid away from the incoming punch and countered by stabbing at him with his tentacles. Claudius deftly dodged the attacks and flew into the sky. “You’ve gotten stronger since last time,” he said, gathering energy in his hand. “But so have I! Alucard Bomber!”

Claudius threw a massive sphere of dark purple energy directly at Cryptic. As it descended, Cryptic stuck his hand toward the ball. A massive tentacle shot out, impaling the sphere and sending it back towards Claudius. A split second later, the sky was filled with a massive purple firestorm. As the conflagration dissipated, Cryptic saw Claudius floating in the air, his hair slightly singed and a large tentacle embedded in his shoulder. “Clever prick…” he muttered. “You’re stronger than I remember… or expected…”

The tentacle retracted into Cryptic’s palm, pulling Claudius out of the sky as Cryptic grabbed him by the throat. “To be honest,” he said, “I didn’t even notice that I became stronger. But the more power to end you for good, the better.”

 Claudius chuckled. “Good luck with that. I have friends waiting in the wings ready to tear you to bits.”

“So do I.”

Suddenly, Claudius heard a loud thud and the sound of Zeezee cursing indiscriminately. Looking over Cryptic’s shoulder, he saw Apollo and Nemu floating in an egg-shaped hard light sphere in front of Zeezee, who was reeling in pain. A lily slid off of the top of the sphere. “You should watch where you’re going, Zeezee,” said Nemu, dismissing the sphere. 

“Rot in hell, you bitch!” Zeezee exclaimed.

“What the fuck!?” exclaimed Claudius.

“It seems we both had the same idea,” said Cryptic. “Now-“

Suddenly, Cryptic felt a strong gust of wind on his arm, then a sharp pain as it separated from his body. Claudius, now free from Cryptic’s grasp, pulled the severed arm off of his throat and flew backward. “About time, Andrew,” said Claudius.

Andrew flew forward, a fan in one hand and a bag of blood in the other. He threw the bag to Claudius, who tore it open and consumed its contents with delight. Andrew turned to Apollo and pointed his fan at him. “You,” he said. “You’ve taken away my fortune and my sister. How much more will you strip away from me?”

“You tried to kill me twice,” said Apollo.

“You killed my dear Leyley,” said Andrew, shaking with rage. “The love of my life!”

“Your sister tried to kill me thrice! Quit playing the victim card, sister-fucker.”

“Eat shit and die! Hraaaaaagh!” A fierce aura surrounded Andrew as his muscles rapidly grew. His brown hair became streaked with gray as his aura created a crater in the water below him. “This…” Andrew said, “...is the Elixir of Power.”

“Oh, shit,” Apollo muttered.

Cryptic turned toward Claudius. “What is your goal, Claudius?” he asked.

Claudius turned toward Cryptic in turn. “Hm?”

“I know you, Claudius. I’ve fucked you. And I don’t believe for a second that you’re working with Kuro simply because you owe your life to him. So why, beyond developing a more powerful Elixir, do you continue to fight?”

“Beyond settling the score with you, Matthew?” Claudius smirked. “Gay sex.”

“Beg pardon?” asked Nemu.

“Really?” asked Apollo.

“Yeah, really?” asked Andrew.

“The worst part is that he’s probably not lying,” said Cryptic.

Claudius laughed. “That’s right! Once Kuro conquers Earth and Hevas, I will have free reign to sleep with any human, any angel, any infernal I desire! Billions of men, just waiting for me to suck dry- in both ways! I call it the Fuck n’ Suck.”

“Jesus… Christmas Christ!” Apollo exclaimed. “You’re motivated by fucking men and Andrew is motivated by fucking his sister! What the hell is WRONG with you two?”

Suddenly, Andrew laughed. It was a crazed, maniacal laugh, one that put everyone present on edge. “Oh, Apollo,” he said, “you fucking idiot. You never understood our love. It went beyond simply intimacy. The bond between siblings is… special. You could never understand, orphan. To be connected to someone through blood, intimacy, and matrimony…it is simply divine. If Espee were here, I’d berate him for squandering the opportunity to deepen his bond with his sister the same way I did with Leyley.”

“If Espee were here, he’d slit your fucking throat for even suggesting he’d freak Lily,” said Apollo.

Andrew ignored him. “But now that bond has been rendered naught. Leyley is dead, because of your bitterness and your hatred of our love.”

“Ashley died because of her bitterness and her hatred of me! Quit twisting everything to revolve around you and your disgusting little philosophy!”

“Shut up! You ruined everything! I lived for Leyley! And with her gone, there’s no reason for me to live, except for my final mission of annihilating you!”

Andrew flew high into the air and stuck his hands out. “Hraaaaa!” Immediately, Apollo noticed a severe drop in the air pressure around him. He also saw clouds start to form and swirl high in the sky.

“Oh, shit,” said Nemu. 

“What is it?” asked Cryptic.

“I think Andrew’s making a hurricane.”

“A hurricane?” asked Apollo. “In goddamn Vancouver?”

“That’s right!” exclaimed Andrew as the clouds started swirling faster. “The power of the wind in its most destructive form, enhanced with the Elixir of Power! This hurricane will be your tomb!”

Claudius and Zeezee flew up toward Andrew. “Andrew, cool it!” Zeezee shouted over the wind. “You don’t have to annihilate an entire city to kill one man! Think!”

“He’s too far gone!” Claudius exclaimed. “He’s a liability now!” Let’s just kill him and deal with Apollo and the others ourselves!”

“No!” Andrew pointed his palm at Claudius and Zeezee and summoned a powerful gust of wind, sending them into the trees below. At the lake, Nemu and Apollo looked up at Andrew as the clouds around them spun faster and turned dark gray.

“Behold!” Andrew exclaimed in a strained voice. “My final gift to you and your friends, Apollo Weir! Hurricane Clover!”

Chapter 31: At Vancouver, Part 2

Beth fell onto the building and tumbled across the roof, propelled by the sudden, violent wind and rain. Beth slammed into the low wall and fell to the ground. As he stood up and struggled to keep his balance, he couldn’t see Vex anywhere through the driving rain. “Your Majesty,” he yelled, “where are you?”

“Over here, Beth!” Vex was hanging on to a flagpole on the other side of the building, its Canadian flag flapping in her face. Beth slowly walked over to her, the wind pushing against him. “Oh dear,” Vex yelled, “I can’t hold on much longer!” 

“Hold on, Your Majesty,” Beth yelled, “I’m almost there!”

“The pole’s too wet! I’m starting to- uwaaaa!” The wind had sheared Vex’s grasp on the flagpole, sending her flying into Beth. The two infernals rolled back across the roof and slammed into the low wall again.

“Your Majesty,” said Beth, “are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” said Vex. “Where did this wind come from?”

“From that.” Beth pointed north, toward Stanley Park. Vex stood up and saw a massive cone-shaped cloud at its center. “Claudius’ cohort, Andrew Clover, must have created that hurricane.”

“Oh dear,” said Vex. “Well, it’s dangerous to fly in the air like we were doing. The best way we can survive this peculiar storm is to keep our feet on the ground and get to shelter. I hope the others are doing the same thing…”

———

“Espee! What is this storm?”

“I don’t know! It’s some sort of hurricane or something!”

Espee and Nyxxie ran through the fierce storm. The gales blew against them as they ducked behind a car. “A hurricane?” asked Nyxxie. “In Vancouver?”

“It must be Andrew’s doing, the windy bastard,” said Espee. “I saw a satellite feed of the hurricane earlier, when we passed the TV store. This one is weird. For one, it’s ten times smaller than a typical cyclone, at 30 miles in diameter. In addition, it’s much more violent than most other hurricanes. The local meteo-”

Espee’s explanation was interrupted by a strong gust moving the car he and Nyxxie were ducking behind. The two ran down the street, seeking shelter from the increasingly violent storm. “There!” Nyxxie exclaimed, pointing left. “There’s an open building!”

Espee looked to his left. He saw a pharmacy called Dublin Drugs with a door wide open. “Move it!” he exclaimed. He and Nyxxie dashed into the store, closing the door behind them. The two ran deeper into the store, eventually stopping and sitting down in an aisle filled with chips and pretzels. “Alright,” Espee panted, “we should be safe.”

“You were talking about a meteo-something earlier,” said Nyxxie.

“Right. The local meteorologist on the radio said that the wind speeds were surpassing seventy-five knots. That’s ten knots faster than typical hurricane-force winds.”

“How do you know all this?” asked Nyxxie.

“Cyclones were the subject for my high school natural science final.”

“Well, that just makes you a weather nerd, Demeter,” a familiar voice taunted.

Espee stood up and turned around. “No one asked for your opinion, thief.”

“Come on, Demeter,” said Bloodrain, walking down the aisle and twirling Oblivion in his hand. “We’re both trapped in this drugstore together.”

“Yeah,” said Meat, coming from the opposite direction. “Just because Andrew’s pissed off doesn’t mean we can’t fight.”

“Yeah,” said Bloodrain, “to be honest, we’d rather fight Apollo for blasting us into the ground yesterday.”

“But since he’s busy with Ishtar and Andrew in the eye of that cyclone,” said Meat, “you two’ll be a suitable substitute.”

Espee sighed and stood up. “Fine,” he said, summoning Oathkeeper. ”I wanted my sister’s Keyblade back anyway.”

“Well, why don’t you come and take it?” Bloodrain taunted.

Espee stuck his hand out at the shelf left of Bloodrain and swiped right. The shelf zoomed toward Bloodrain, who jumped above it just as it slammed into the shelf across from it. Espee jumped up and slashed at Bloodrain. The infernal raised Oblivion and blocked the attack before kicking Espee in the chest, sending him flying across the store and into a shelf of makeup products.

Bloodrain floated towards Espee. “Hey, maybe you can use that makeup to cover up your bruises.”

“Kiss my ass!” Espee grabbed a handful of makeup powder and threw it directly at Bloodrain’s face. Bloodrain fell to the ground and recoiled in pain as the powder singed his eyes. Espee used the opportunity to stand up and continue his assault.

As Espee and Bloodrain clashed Keyblades, Nyxxie turned towards Meat. “I assume you want to fight me too?” asked Nyxxie.

“Of course,” said Meat. “Kuro promised us ten million dollars for every one of you we kill.”

“Kuro?” asked Nyxxie. “I thought the Clovers were paying you.”

“Yes, we were under the employ of the Clovers and by proxy Kuro… until yesterday. After Apollo humiliated us on the highway, Kuro approached us with the offer of a lifetime: ten million for each of the heads of you, Demeter, Weir, Cryptic, Codexrevue, and Kriiotarum.”

“What about Vex?”

“Kuro wants her Majesty alive. Probably to torment her somehow. But enough talk. I was sent here to kill you, and kill you I shall!” Meat summoned a pink fireball above her hand.

“Y’know what?” asked Nyxxie, summoning his sword. “I haven’t had a good fight in a while. Bring it on!” 

Meat ran towards Nyxxie and threw the fireball at him. Nyxxie deflected the fireball, sending it through several shelves. He followed up by ramming into Meat, knocking her onto the floor. Meat quickly rolled away as Nyxxie attempted to stab her with his sword. “Going for the kill already?” she taunted, standing up. “I thought you wanted a good fight.”

“I do,” said Nyxxie. “That’s why I missed on purpose.”

“Keeping me on my toes, huh? Clever. But how about some of this?” Meat flew into the air, shooting off several fireballs. Nyxxie weaved through the barrage before jumping up and kicking Meat in the face, sending her across the store. “Is that all you got?” she yelled, straightening herself in midair.

“Nah,” said Nyxxie. “I could do this all day.”

Chapter 32: At Vancouver, Part 3

 Apollo landed behind a tree and caught his breath. His body was covered in cuts and scrapes, courtesy of Andrew and his Wind Blades. Apollo got his ass handed to him. Whatever the fuck was in that Elixir of Power gave Andrew more than enough power to not just create a hurricane in the middle of Vancouver, but push Apollo and Nemu’s shit in as well.

Nemu landed next to Apollo. Like him, they were cut to high hell. “He’s damn near unstoppable,” they said. “I could barely get a hit in on him.”

“Not unstoppable,” said Apollo. “Just really, really strong. If we can find a weak point, then we have a fighting chance.”

“I hope you’re right, for our sake- whoa!”

Suddenly, Nemu and Apollo were blown off of their feet by a sudden, violent wind. Apollo could barely hear Nemu’s shouting over the deafening squall. He saw the ground beneath him shrink as the wind literally lifted him. Shit, Apollo thought, we’re in the eye wall.

“That came out of nowhere!” Dude exclaimed in Apollo’s head. “I didn’t know the hurricane was moving. This shit’s gonna tear up- watch out!”

Apollo ducked as a whole tree flew over his head. Christ, that was close, he thought. 

“This hurricane’s gonna destroy Vancouver, Apollo,” said Dude. “You gotta stop Andrew!”

Suddenly, the wind stopped and Apollo floated in the air, upside down. Below him was a giant cloud churning counter-clockwise around a hole in its center. Apollo had ended up above the hurricane. 

As Apollo uprighted himself, he saw Nemu fly toward him. “The hurricane’s heading southeast, towards the city center. There’s still civilians.”

“How do we stop the hurricane?” asked Apollo.

“Hurricane Clover will only dissipate when I perish.” Andrew emerged from the storm and floated up above Apollo and Nemu. “The storm will rend the city apart, and take your friends’ lives with it.”

“So what you’re saying is that we have a limited timeframe to kick your ass,” said Apollo.

“That’s right, Apollo!” exclaimed Andrew, laughing. “A fight to the death with an entire city at stake! A perfect background for my vengeance!”

“You’ve gone completely over the edge, Andrew!” exclaimed Apollo.

“You need to be stopped,” said Nemu.

“Stay out of this, bitch!” Andrew pointed at Nemu. “This is between me and Apollo!”

“You’re endangering the lives of millions of people,” said Nemu, summoning a giant hard light claymore. “As a Guardian Angel - no, as a sane person, I cannot in good conscience allow this hurricane to continue its path of wanton destruction.”

“You want another go? Fine!” Andrew summoned two fans. “I’ll scatter your remains to the wind!”

Andrew charged at Nemu, who raised their claymore in defense. He swung his fan, summoning a large gust of wind that blew into Nemu, forcing them to drop the claymore and leaving themselves vulnerable. Andrew flew in to finish off Nemu but was interrupted by Apollo kicking them in the side and knocking him away, dropping his fans into the storm in the process. “That barely hurt!” Andrew taunted.

“Alright, how about I add some Wonderlast?” Apollo stuck his hands out and gathered energy as an intense aura ignited around him. “This is the technique I used to do your sister in, Andrew!” he yelled.

“The Vamp Breaker?” asked Andrew. “You expect to defeat me with a stolen technique?” 

“Well, to be fair, focusing energy into your hand and punching someone isn’t exactly a brand new idea,” said Nemu.

“Yeah, Meat did the same thing back at the mansion,” said Apollo. “What if I copied it from her and not Claudius?”

“Get on with it!” exclaimed Andrew.

“The point is that I do it the best! F. Strike!” Apollo flew straight at Andrew and started pummeling him. “ORA ORA ORA ORA ORA ORA ORAAA!” The final punch created an explosion that blinded Andrew and knocked him back a ways. 

Andrew wiped the blood off his face, looked at the bloodstain on his hand as his vision returned, and chuckled. “Yes… If I were to die, then this is how I want to go out,” he said. “The same way my Leyley died, at the hands of the same man that killed her. One last connection to strengthen our bond before we reunite in the next world. Now, Apollo, show me-”

Andrew looked around. Apollo was nowhere to be seen, only Nemu floating above the storm. “He’s gone,” Nemu said. “He flew down into the eye after you said you wanted him to kill you.”

“That disrespectful… Rraaaah!” A fierce gust of wind formed around Andrew. “Won’t give me the pleasure, ey? Then I’ll force his hand! I’ll accelerate the hurricane and raze the city. Maybe I’ll head south and ruin Seattle, too. Apollo! If you don’t get back here right now, Hurricane Clover will destroy all you hold dear!”

“It won’t, Andrew,” said Nemu. “Because I will be the one to stop you.”

“Tch! Don’t think I’ll let you kill me before I kill Apollo, bird ear!”

“You’re endangering millions of lives over petty revenge born from incestuous love. It’s both completely asinine and utterly reckless. You must be stopped.”

“You know what? Fine.” Andrew summoned two more fans to replace the ones he dropped. “What’s one more body to the pile? Fury Cutter!”

Andrew started rapidly slicing the air with his fans, creating a flurry of wind blades in their wake. The razor-sharp winds blew right toward Nemu. Reacting quickly, Nemu extended their hand and summoned a large barrier. The wind hit the barrier, forcing Nemu back, but the shield held firm. Noticing the barrier, Andrew intensified his attack, creating more and more wind blades and pushing Nemu back more and more. Andrew’s attack culminated in a large cross slash, creating a massive X-shaped wind blade. The force of the wind hit the barrier, causing it to explode in a blinding light.

As Andrew regained his vision after the flash, he saw Nemu had disappeared. He looked around. Had they abandoned the fight like Apollo? Were they hiding in the clouds, waiting to strike? Or had he actually killed them? Either way, without any confirmation, Andrew was extremely cautious. A minute passed. Nemu was still nowhere to be found. Another minute passed. Still no sign of them. Another minute.

After five minutes of waiting, Andrew started laughing. “Hahaha… Hahahahaha! She’s dead! Her body has been scattered by the winds! I win! Apollo, your end draws-”

Andrew was interrupted by Nemu flying up with another claymore and running the blade through his body. A thin stream of blood ran down Andrew’s face before his body split in half and fell into the storm below. Nemu dismissed the claymore and flew into the eye of the storm, where two large purple beams of energy were erupting into the sky.

Chapter 33: At Vancouver, Part 4

“Take that! And that! And that!”

Zeezee repeatedly kicked Cryptic across the forest, sending him through several trees in the process. Cryptic, beaten & bruised and missing his right hand, stopped himself by stabbing the ground with several tentacles, grinding to a halt. He then stuck his bloody stump out toward Zeezee and summoned several more tentacles. The tentacles quickly ensnared his legs, leaving him unable to kick.

“Ha! Good, but not good enough!” Zeezee flew forward and headbutted Cryptic in the face, sending him into the ground and releasing his tentacles’ hold over the infernal. Zeezee then jumped onto Cryptic’s chest and began wailing on his face. “Take that and that and that and that and that and that and that!”

Claudius then floated down from the sky and stood over Cryptic’s head as Zeezee relented. “What a shame,” he said. “I thought you would put up more of a fight, Matthew.”

Cryptic glared at Claudius and Zeezee. Like Andrew, their hair had become streaked with gray, but it was harder to see on Claudius due to his natural white hair. Claudius laughed through his broken teeth. “You were always stronger than me,” he said, “even back in ‘56. And you still lost.”

“And I won’t make that mistake again.” Claudius pressed his foot onto Cryptic’s bruised and broken face. Cryptic screamed in pain as his head was pressed against the ground. “I’m going to love squeezing the life out of you,” said Claudius.

Suddenly, Claudius was kicked off of Cryptic’s head and sent into a nearby rock, pulverizing it. As Claudius stood up and brushed the rock dust off of him, he saw Apollo landing before him. “Hello again,” he said. 

“The shit?” asked Zeezee, climbing off of Cryptic. “What happened to Andrew?”

Apollo turned towards Zeezee and crossed his arms. “My friend Nemu’s taking care of him,” he said.

Claudius pulled back his fist and punched Apollo in the face. Apollo, however, barely flinched. He turned back to Claudius and said, “Thank you, sir, may I please have another?”

Claudius stepped back. “You… you weren’t this strong yesterday. What the hell is going on?”

“To be honest, I don’t exactly know,” said Apollo, “but a win is a win.” He then punched Claudius in the gut, forcing him to fall onto his knees and cough up blood. “Well, what d’ya know,” said Apollo. “I’m stronger than you.”

“Shit, shit, shit…” Zeezee backed away from Apollo. “Claudius, we have to strategize!”

Claudius stood up and flew into the sky. “Yeah,” he said. “How about strategy number three?”

“Hmm… That’s the one where we-“

“Don’t just blurt it out!”

“Sorry!”

“Alright. Ready… Go!” Claudius & Zeezee split up and started flying around Apollo. As Apollo tried to keep track of the two, they occasionally flew close and punched him to catch him off guard. After around thirty seconds of this, Claudius assumed Apollo was confused enough and he & Zeezee landed on opposite sides of him. 

“Alright, Claudius, on the count of- d’augh!”

Zeezee recoiled in pain as Apollo punched him in the face. “You prick!” Zeezee exclaimed. “You punched me in the- d’augh!” Apollo punched him again. “He did it again- d’agh!” Another punch to the face. “Stop it! Stop-“ Another punch. “Fuck!”

“You know,” said Claudius, “if you stopped standing still and actually dodged, then- d’rrgh!” Apollo turned around and punched Claudius in the face. “Dammit,” he exclaimed,” you cut me off- d’nngh!” He punched him again. “Oh, you are so fucking dead!”

Zeezee floated back and stuck his hand out, gathering energy. “Claudius, on my mark!”

“Right!” Claudius also jumped back and charged energy in his hand.

“And… now! Dual Vamp Breaker!” Zeezee and Claudius charged forward, their fists glowing with energy. Apollo stood still as they rapidly approached. When they were just inches away from him, Apollo stepped out of the way and watched the two assailants punch each other in the face.

“Drrraaagh! Motherfucker!” Claudius clutched his face in agony. “I think that might’ve broken something!”

“Strategy three is a wash!” exclaimed Zeezee. “We gotta come up with- whoa!” Apollo grabbed Zeezee’s hair and threw him high into the air. He then grabbed Claudius’ hair and slammed his face into his knee before punching him in the chest, knocking him away. Meanwhile, Zeezee stopped his rapid ascent and floated in midair. “Cheeky bastard,” he yelled, “have some of this! Haaaaa!”

Zeezee stuck his hand out and fired a large blast of energy downwards. Apollo stared at the approaching beam for a few seconds before extending his hands as well. “I’ve had enough of your shit!” he exclaimed. “Spiral Sunday!” Two parallel beams of energy erupted from his hands and spiraled around each other as they raged skywards.

Zeezee watched as Apollo’s massive blast consumed his energy beam. “Shit, shit, shit, shit!” He stuck his hands out in an attempt to block the attack, but it was no good. The beams hit Zeezee head-on, tearing his body apart with their sheer force “G- GRAAAAAHHHH!” The infernal let out one final cry of agony before his body was completely disintegrated.

Claudius watched as Apollo’s blast consumed his familiar and continued into the sky. Apollo lowered his hands and turned toward Claudius. “Well, there goes all your ‘strategies’ down the shitter,” he said, looking at the wall of clouds surrounding them. “And from the looks of it, so is Hurricane Clover.”

“What?” Claudius looked up at the clouds. Instead of a perfect circle like before, the eye had become oblong, with the north and south edges farther away from him than the east and west edges. “Oh, thank God,” said Claudius. “Andrew’s dead.”

“Yes, he is.” Nemu landed behind Claudius. “Y’know, it’s a shame that Apollo wasn’t the one to do him in. It’s what he would’ve wanted.”

“Nemu, we got Claudius on the back foot now,” said Apollo. “Let’s say we end his bullshit once and for all.”

“Agreed.” Nemu summoned two hard light daggers.

Claudius backed away. “Ah… shit.”

Chapter 34: At Vancouver, Part 5

Shelf after shelf crashed down as Espee and Bloodrain danced around the drugstore. The metallic sound of the twin Keyblades Oblivion and Oathkeeper clashing filled the air alongside the fighters’ battle cries. He’s good, Espee thought. Bloodrain has had a Keyblade for less than a week and here he is, holding his own against someone who has used one for years.

Espee and Bloodrain’s Keyblades clashed again as they jumped away from each other. “You said this Keyblade belonged to your sister, right?” Bloodrain raised Oblivion in front of him. “ 

“That’s right,” said Espee. “It’s the only indication that my sister is alive.”

Bloodrain paused. “You know, I was going to say something about sending you to her in Temmen, but now you have my intrigue.” He pointed Oblivion at Espee and said, “Explain.”

“Keyblades are tied to the lives of their wielders. When a Keyblade wielder dies, their Keyblade disappears with them. The fact that you’re still holding Oathkeeper means that Lily is still alive.”

“Lily? So that’s her name.”

“Lily Demeter. My twin sister. Officially, six years ago, she was kidnapped by an unknown party. Her body was found in the bottom of Lake Washington a week later. But the Keyblade in your hands is proof that that’s a lie. She’s somewhere out there. Ever since that day, I’ve been committed to finding her. That’s the reason I’m here in the first place.”

“You mean in Vancouver?” asked Bloodrain. “Or the Kuro shit in general?”

“It’s a bit of a long shot,” said Espee, “but Kuro might be involved. I’ve heard rumors that Keyblades can unlock some form of higher power. If Kuro wants a shot at conquering the whole Aurbis, it’s likely he would want that power. The theory is that he kidnapped Lily to get it. But like I said, it’s a long shot.”

Meanwhile, Nyxxie and Meat had stopped their fight and were listening to their allies’ conversation. “Why the hell did Espee fucking traumadump in the middle of the fight?” asked Meat.

“Because Bloodrain asked,” said Nyxxie.

“Oh, right.”

“Listen,” said Bloodrain, “I’m sorry about your sister, and I hope that she’s found one day. But I have my own mission.”

“Is it getting that bag?” asked Espee.

“Yes, it’s getting that bag,” replied Bloodrain. “After all, ten million bucks is ten million bucks.”

“I see.” Espee raised Oathkeeper and glared at Bloodrain. “If you want your money, then come and take it.”

“Raaah!” Bloodrain charged forward and attempted to stab Espee. Espee dodged the attack and slashed back, carving a deep gash in Bloodrain’s arm. “Gah! Congratulations, you’ve finally drawn first blood. Now let me return the favor! Falling Slash!”

Bloodrain turned around and flew into the air. Espee raised Oathkeeper and braced for the incoming attack. Bloodrain tucked his knees in and brought his elbows to his chest, holding Oblivion in front of himself. He then started spinning rapidly, turning the Keyblade into a buzzsaw, and flew toward Espee. As the two Keyblades met, a shower of sparks erupted from Oblivion grinding on Oathkeeper. The sparks singed Espee’s face as he struggled to resist Bloodrain’s attack. 

Meanwhile, Nyxxie and Meat had resumed their fight, with the latter throwing several fireballs at the former. Nyxxie cut through the barrage and closed the gap, kicking Meat in the stomach before following up with a slash from his sword. Meat dodged the slash and pulled her fist back, enveloping it in flames. “Eat this!” she exclaimed, punching Nyxxie in the face. A massive explosion rocked the drugstore, launching Nyxxie into the wall.

The explosion also forced Espee to kneel, losing more ground to Bloodrain’s attack. “Ha!” Bloodrain’s voice was warbly as he kept spinning into Oathkeeper. “Won’t be long until I break you and your Keyblade!”

“You’ve been spinning at a rapid pace for 30 straight seconds!” Espee exclaimed. “How have you not vomited yet?”

Nyxxie looked over at Espee. Dammit, he thought, he can’t hold out any longer. I have to strategize! “Hey Meat,” he yelled, “you smell like doggy doo!”

“So you’ve resorted to childish insults now?” Meat summoned another fireball and threw it at Nyxxie. “Take that!”

Nyxxie smiled. “Thank you!” He smacked the fireball with the flat side of his sword, sending it flying into Bloodrain. The infernal spun away from Espee and landed in a pile of cheap candy. “Espee,” Nyxxie yelled, “you okay?”

Espee got back onto his feet. “Yeah,” he replied. “Nice thinking.”

Meat glared at Nyxxie, hatred burning in her eyes. “You cheap bastard!” she yelled, gathering flames in both of her fists. “I’ll hang you by your charred entrails!”

Meat charged at Nyxxie once more, intent on destroying him. Nyxxie took a deep breath and jumped out of the way. Meat punched the wall, blasting a massive hole leading to the storm-wrecked streets. Nyxxie took advantage of his opponent’s miss and stabbed Meat in the thigh. Meat cried in pain as she fell to the floor. Nyxxie then kicked her in the head, rendering her unconscious.

Meanwhile, a burned Bloodrain rose from the bags of chips on top of him and turned toward Espee. “You two have gotten stronger since the mansion,” he said. “Stronger than us. That’s why we surrender.”

“Surrender?” asked Espee.

“Yes,” Bloodrain replied.

“You can’t just surrender!”

“Why not?”

“The ten million dollar bounty on our heads! I thought you wanted the bag!”

“Like I said, we can’t kill you. You’re too strong.”

“This is a trick. You’re trying to pull a fast one on us.”

Bloodrain dismissed Oblivion and lifted his hands. “It’s not a trick. We surrender.”

Espee sighed. “Fuck it, you win. Or lose, or whatever. Come on, Nyxxie.”

Nyxxie and Espee walked across the store and into the storage room. Bloodrain stood and looked at Oblivion. Would he give the Keyblade back to Espee one day? Maybe. Would he defeat him one day? Maybe. Espee Demeter, he thought, you are one very interesting man.

Chapter 35: Super Death Beast, Part 1

Claudius bobbed and weaved around Apollo’s flurry of punches. I might be fucked here, he thought. Between Apollo’s higher-than-expected strength, Zeezee’s death, and Andrew going off the edge & trying to destroy the city, there wasn’t much room to eke out a victory.

He’s on the back foot, thought Apollo. As long as he doesn’t bust out any last-resort attacks, we’ll be done here. “Hold still!” Apollo exclaimed.

“Bite me!” Claudius dodged another punch and hit Apollo in the face with an energy blast, briefly blinding him. As Apollo recovered his eyesight, Claudius jumped back and ran away. “Everything’s going to shit,” he muttered. “But if I can find it, then I’ll be-”

Claudius was interrupted by Nemu appearing in front of him, their hard light daggers pointed right at his eyes. “Home free?” they asked. “Not if I can help it.”

“Grr…” Claudius charged up another punch. “Why are you even here?” he asked. 

“Because my best friend needed a favor,” said Nemu.

“How noble. Prepare to die.”

“No. You need to be stopped, preferably with a knife in your throat.”

“Hmph. So you think you can beat me?”

“No, but he can.”

“Who the hell are- oh, shit-” The realization hit Claudius harder than Apollo, who jumped out of a nearby bush and punched him in the gut once more, sending him flying. However, instead of cursing them out, Claudius simply laughed. “You fools!” he exclaimed. “You just sent me directly towards it!”

“Towards what? Explain!” Apollo flew after Claudius, with Nemu following suit. The two ended up back at the shores of Beaver Pond. There, Claudius was floating above the pond, a satchel in one hand and a half-empty vial of blood-red liquid in the other. 

“Apollo, you fool!” Claudius exclaimed. “You sent me exactly where I wanted to go! And now I have it! The Elixir of Power! Now behold! My ultimate power, enhanced tenfold by the Elixir!”

Before Apollo and Nemu could stop it, Claudius brought the vial to his mouth and chugged the entire thing. Suddenly, Claudius’ body started shaking as an aura fiercer than anything they had seen before ignited around him. A wave of sheer power carved a crater in the water, sending lilypads flying in all directions and knocking the approaching Apollo and Nemu back. Claudius let out a blood-curdling scream as his hair fully transitioned from white to gray, then to a much darker shade of gray.

Then the changes began. Claudius’ limbs elongated as more muscles bulged from under the rapidly expanding skin. His nails expanded and turned into wicked claws while tufts of dark gray hair grew from his wrists, ankles, and collar. His ears extended and formed into knife-shaped protrusions. From his forehead, large horns grew and twisted around themselves as his face extended and morphed into a bestial muzzle, his mouth filled with jagged teeth. When the aura finally died down, Claudius barely resembled the man he once was. In his stead was a muscle-laden beast twice his size, thick veins pulsating as it let out a deep growl.

“Nemu,” said Apollo, his expression one of shock, “what the fuck is that?”

“I think that’s the Elixir of Power,” Nemu muttered, fear tinting their voice.

“Right on the money, angel,” the beast snarled.

Nemu backed away. “Is that the power Kuro wants?”

“Tch. As if any mere infernal could handle this caliber of power. Besides, this form already surpasses Kuro in power.”

“What? How?”

The bestial Claudius floated toward Apollo and Nemu. “You know, I entered a form similar to this before, exactly a century and a half ago. Two people, NyxQuentiam and IgnisPyrnovum, witnessed my transformation. And both wound up dead. That’s why that form…” Claudius clenched his massive fist. “...is called Death Beast. But the Elixir of Power has elevated it to a new echelon of strength: Super Death Beast.”

“So what if you turned into an ultra-powerful hairless furry?” Apollo floated up to Claudius’ eyes and stared down the massive animal. “So what if you’re more powerful than me or Kuro?”

A twisted grin grew across Claudius’ muzzle. “So, hotshot, you want to fight the Super Death Beast?”

“Fight you?” Apollo’s fist glowed with energy once again. “No, I want to kill you.”

Apollo let out a battle cry and flew towards Claudius. However, before he had a chance to punch him, Claudius grabbed Apollo’s legs and dived into the lake. Under the water’s surface, Apollo repeatedly crashed through several rocks as Claudius flung his body around with wild abandon. After what seemed like an eternity, Claudius rose from the water and threw Apollo into the forest, landing with a massive shockwave that further disturbed the already choppy lake.

Nemu flew over to the crater that Apollo landed in. To say his body had been rendered unrecognizable was an understatement. His right leg had been torn off, and a fragment of bone stuck out of his dislocated left arm. The rest of his body was covered in severe bruises and lacerations. Nemu could barely bear to look at Apollo. Despite that, however, they picked up his tattered body and flew away from the crater, making sure to remain under the tree canopy.

A loud roar shook the trees. Nemu crouched down and put their fingers on Apollo’s neck. They felt a weak, slow pulse. Apollo was alive, but only barely. He needed immediate medical attention. He needed Nyx. But Nemu had no idea where he was. But as several large footsteps approached them, they at least had to try to find him, or Apollo would die…

Chapter 36: Super Death Beast, Part 2

Nemu hugged their back against the wall. Loud footsteps shook their body, almost drowning out the sound of their heart beating in their ears. They were still holding the mangled body of Apollo in their arms. We barely escaped from Claudius, Nemu thought, if that thing was still Claudius. 

Nemu listened as the footsteps became quieter and moved away from them. Once they had completely gone silent, Nemu waited for a whole minute just in case before poking their head around the corner. There was nothing but an overturned car in the middle of the street. Nemu breathed a sigh of relief before running across the street. I need to find Nyx, they thought. We need to heal Apollo, locate Beth & Vex, and find out how to get out of this mess.

Nemu turned a corner and continued their sprint. What exactly was the Death Beast, and how did Claudius discover how to transform? Transformation techniques were exceedingly rare: only a handful of people throughout history had the aptitude for it, and even fewer could actually transform. In addition, there is usually a factor that induces the transformation, usually an emotional trigger. But from what Nemu saw, all Claudius did was drink the Elixir of Power. Dear Lord, Nemu thought, is that what Kuro wanted in the Elixir? A way to induce transformation in anyone?

Nemu eventually reached an intersection with a small roundabout. Beyond it, Nemu saw two familiar infernals landing down the street. It was the mercenaries, Bloodrain and Meat. However, Meat’s leg was wrapped in a bandage with a thick red line on it. The two approached Nemu, who quickly summoned a sword and pointed it at them. “What do you want now?” they asked.

“We’re not here to fight,” said Bloodrain. “We already got humiliated by Demeter and Quentiam.”

“So you know where Nyx is?” asked Nemu.

“Now why would we tell you that?” mocked Meat.

“Because Claudius did this.” Nemu held up Apollo’s body.

“Jesus…” said Bloodrain, grimacing. “I didn’t know Claudius was capable of… that.”

“The old Claudius wasn’t!” The ground shook as Claudius landed near Nemu, Bloodrain, and Meat. 

“Claudius!” Bloodrain exclaimed. “What the hell happened to you?”

“He drank the Elixir of Power and turned into that!” yelled Nemu.

“What?” Bloodrain turned toward Claudius. “You of all people should know the side effects!”

“I admit, when I drank the Elixir, it was an act of desperation. But now, I see it as a blessing in disguise.” Claudius flexed his muscle-laden, bestial arms. “With this strength, I can now achieve my dream: to make any man I desire submit to me.”

“Come again?”

“With pleasure!” Claudius dashed at Bloodrain with surprising speed. Bloodrain barely dodged his charge. However, Claudius quickly stopped at the curb of the roundabout, swiveled, and slashed at Bloodrain with his claws. Again, the infernal barely avoided the attack.

“Claudius, what the hell?” exclaimed Meat. “I thought you were on our side! On Kuro’s side!”

“Kuro?” Claudius let out a deep, guttural laugh. “I’ve far surpassed that fool in power! Once I take down both him and the Guardian Angels, I will have free reign to indulge in whatever I want, and that includes gay sex!”

“That’s disgusting!” exclaimed Meat. “What the fuck?”

Bloodrain slowly walked over to Nemu. “Listen, angel,” he said, “him killing my paymaster and most of my potential future paymasters isn’t really good for business, so I’m gonna tell you this: Quentiam and Demeter are hiding out downtown in Dublin Drugs. Head southeast on BC-99, it’s across the street from the subway station.”

Nemu nodded and flew off. “Hey,” exclaimed Claudius, “get back here!” He jumped up and flew towards Nemu. The angel turned around and stuck their hand out, forming a hard light barrier between them before flying away. Claudius stopped, pulled his fist back, and punched the barrier, shattering it instantly. However, before he could continue his pursuit, Claudius was hit by a large pink fireball. He turned around in rage. “Who dares?”

“Us, you overgrown wendigo!” Bloodrain and Meat looked up at the massive Death Beast, the former pointing Oblivion at him and the latter holding two fireballs. “You have to be put down,” said Bloodrain, “and as much as I hate to admit it, Quentiam & Weir’s gang are the best bet for doing so.”

“So you’re stalling for Codexrevue to deliver Apollo?” Claudius bore his fangs and smirked. “Fine. I’ll enjoy devouring you both.”

———

Nemu flew along the highway, their eyes darting left and right as they searched for the drugstore. Miraculously, Apollo was still breathing. This guy’s hardy, Nemu thought. Most people would have died by that point. They weren’t even sure Nyx would survive that kind of punishment. 

This led Nemu back to a question they had asked themselves several times before: what the hell was Apollo Weir? He wasn’t an angel, but he was a clone of Nyx, who was. In addition, Apollo had never told anyone about his origins, not even Dude. Does Apollo even know where he came from? And what exactly set him apart from Nyx, anyway? Well, besides personality. 

Nemu tried looking up Apollo in the Guardian Angels database last night to answer that question. What they found raised even more questions. The main file on him was Level Zero Secret Classified, the highest level of confidentiality. Forget losing their job, Nemu could lose their life if they read his file. What is it about Apollo that elicits that level of secrecy?

Over the horizon, Nemu could see the dim light of the sun shining through the clouds. Hurricane Clover was deteriorating rapidly, Nemu noted. At the rate it’s decaying, the storm should fully dissipate by eight PM at the latest. However, Nemu’s vision was soon obstructed by a large black skyscraper. Right below it was a staircase leading underneath it with a sign that read “Downtown NE.” Across the screen from that was a large building with a sign above it: Dublin Drugs. Nemu smiled. “Hold on, Apollo, they said. “We’re almost there.”

Chapter 37: Super Death Beast, Part 3

Nemu walked into the drugstore. The place was a wreck, with collapsed shelves and scattered merchandise everywhere. They floated over the debris to the pharmacy counter. A bell labeled “Ring for Service” was on the counter. Nemu rang it and heard the ding reverberate through the empty drugstore. No response. Nemu rang it again. This time, they heard a familiar voice coming from the pharmacy’s back room: “Hold on, I’m coming out!”

Espee walked out of a door behind the counter. “Nemu! Thank God you’re- Jesus Christ!” He saw Apollo’s mangled body in Nemu’s arms and rushed to open the counter door. “Don’t worry, I’ll go grab Nyxxie!” 

Espee ran back into the back room and returned with Nyxxie. “Holy moly!” gasped Nyxxie, taking Apollo’s body from Nemu. “He’s still alive! Don’t worry!” He set Apollo’s body on the floor and placed his hand on his chest. “Nyxxie Heal!” Nemu and Espee watched as Apollo’s leg regrew and the damage done to his body began to undo itself. 

At the same time, however, Nyxxie felt a strange sensation across his body. “It kinda tickles,” he commented. “Anyone else feel that?”

“I felt a little tingle,” said Nemu.

“Me too,” said Espee. “Are you sure that the Nyxxie Heal isn’t radioactive?”

“Slightly,” said Nemu. “Background radiation during the Quentian Restoration is about 0.3 millisieverts higher than normal. You’ll get more ionized flying in an airliner.”

Suddenly, Apollo shot up off of his back. “Holy shit!” he exclaimed. “That Super Death Beast got hands!”

“Super Death Beast?” asked Nyxxie.

“Yeah,” said Nemu, “it’s what Claudius transformed into after Apollo beat his ass.”

“Death Beast… that rings a bell,” said Nyxxie. “Last night, I brushed up on Operation Mythic Dawn, especially the part where my predecessor fought Claudius…”

———

150 years ago…

IgnisPyronovum pointed at the stack of paper on the desk and snapped his fingers. The parchment burst into flame, joining the other documents and equipment around the laboratory. On the stairwell leading upstairs, Claudius Ishtar watched as the angel incinerated his life’s work. “No, no, no, no, fuck!” he exclaimed. “You fucking maniac! I was on the cusp of discovering immortality!”

“You’re the maniac, Ishtar!” Ignis responded. “There’s a reason immortality remains a myth!”

“Don’t lie!” Claudius yelled. “You angels just want to keep the secret to immortality to yourselves!”

“We’re not immortal,” said NyxQuentiam, climbing the staircase from the ground floor. “Our lifespans are simply three times longer than mortals.”

“Grr…” Claudius glanced at the angel ascending the staircase. “Fine! Destroy my notes! I’ve got it all backed up in my mind!”

Nyx turned toward Ignis. “Have you incinerated any samples of the Elixir?”

“Yeah.” Ignis pointed toward several vials filled with a flaming liquid. “The Elixir is surprisingly flammable. However, there are only five vials and that document - well, what was a document - said that Claudius made enough Elixir to fill six…”

Nyx and Ignis turned toward Claudius, who promptly ran up the stairs. The two angels chased after him. They ran through the bedroom and up onto the balcony. The burning town of Sang-Buveurs-Monticule illuminated the countryside beyond the tower. Claudius stood at the edge of the balcony in front of a broken part of the railing. “Killing yourself won’t change a thing,” said Nyx. “We will get that last vial.”

“You mean this vial?” Claudius turned around and pulled a glass vial out of his pocket. The vial was filled with a viscous red liquid. Claudius pulled the cork out and started gulping down the liquid.

“Son of a bitch!” Ignis ran past Nyx and toward Claudius. However, he was soon knocked back by an intense surge of energy coming from Claudius. The tower shook as pieces of wood were flung in all directions. One of these pieces launched toward Ignis, impaling his stomach. “Drraaaagh!” He fell onto his knees.

Nyx ran toward Ignis. “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,” he said.

“Not me!” Ignis grunted. “Him!”

Nyx looked at Claudius, who had started to change. His body grew in size as muscles became larger and more defined. Nails elongated into claws, teeth sharpened into fangs, and a pair of horns grew from his forehead. The new Claudius glared at Nyx and Ignis. “I am unstoppable,” he said. 

“Transformation,” said Nyx. “That might be a pain in the ass.” He quickly grabbed the shard of wood in Ignis’s abdomen and yanked it out before putting his hand on the wound and yelling, “Quentian Restoration!” The gaping hole in Ignis quickly closed and healed without leaving a scar. 

“Healing,” Claudius mocked. “That might be a- no, not really.” He ran forward and snatched Ignis off the floor by his shirt before throwing him off of the balcony. Ignis quickly stopped himself in mid-air and flew back onto the balcony. “Nevermind,” said Claudius. “You two are a slight pain in the ass. Keyword: slight.”

“Let’s change that, shall we?” Ignis stuck his hands out and unleashed a powerful stream of fire. The flames quickly enveloped Claudius, but they did not affect him. He slowly walked through the fire and flames toward Ignis, who redoubled his efforts to incinerate the beast that stood before him by intensifying the stream. The wooden floor and ceiling burst into flame from the intense heat being generated by the angel’s attack.

“Ignis, stop!” Nyx yelled. “Claudius’ new form is too powerful!”

Claudius grabbed Ignis by the throat and lifted him up, stopping the torrent of flames. “He’s right, you know,” he said. “Whatever you do will be in futility.”

“Then how about this! Hraaaaaaaa!” Ignis’ body was enveloped in flames as his eyes and mouth started glowing bright orange. “Ultimate Firebomb Sacrifice!” He turned toward Nyx. “Get away!” he yelled. “This is the only way to destroy him!”

“Ignis, no!” Nyx’s voice was filled with unusual panic.

“Ignis, yes!” Ignis let out one final yell as his body exploded and a massive fireball grew in his place, rapidly expanding outward. Nyx ran away and jumped off the railing as the conflagration expanded down the tower, incinerating anything in its radius. After 15 seconds of the thick firestorm raging, the flames dissipated, revealing a massive, flaming crater where the tower once stood.

Nyx stared at the crater, his eyes filled with tears for the first time in decades. Ignis was his first and best friend. They had stuck by each other’s side since the beginning of the century. As rain started falling and extinguishing the flames in the crater, Nyx saluted his fallen friend. “Rest in peace, IgnisPyronovum. May the fire of your soul illuminate a prosperous future.”

Chapter 38: Super Death Beast, Part 4

“Jesus,” said Apollo. “I didn’t know your past self was that involved in Claudius’ life. I mean, I knew the two met, but…”

“The Ultimate Firebomb Sacrifice was the most powerful attack ever seen back the ,” said Nyxxie. “My predecessor thought Claudius was dead, but obviously, he wasn’t.” 

“That reminds me, I read something interesting in an old report,” said Nemu. “A few years after Ignis’ death, in 1881, the Guardian Angels caught wind of a string of strange murders in southern France. Over the course of 75 years, they followed the blood trail to Paris, then London, then New York, then the Midwestern US. But in 1956, the killings mysteriously stopped.”

“Because Cryptic had put Claudius in the ground,” said Apollo.

“And then Kuro unsealed him,” said Espee, “and now he’s procreating the thing Ignis gave his life to destroy.”

Suddenly, the four’s conversation was interrupted by loud footsteps beyond the counter. “Shit, it’s Claudius,” Nemu whispered.

The four rushed under the counter and hid as the footsteps gradually walked away from the counter. Espee crawled out and peeked above the counter. He saw the massive Death Beast grab a bag of potato chips off the ground and stuff his face with some. “Delicious,” he said. “But a bit too salty. Now I’m thirsty…”

“You know,” said Espee, ducking back beneath the counter, “you never told me he was big and muscular, but I imagined him as big and muscular. Also, he stole your glasses, Apollo.”

“That whore!” Apollo peeked over the counter and saw Claudius wearing his sunglasses and devouring a box of chocolates. He returned to his nook under the counter. “I’m gonna kick his ass.”

This time, it was Nyxxie’s turn to take a peek. He saw Claudius walk toward the drinks cooler, grab a bottle of mineral water, and slammed the whole thing back in 10 seconds. “Hmm, doesn’t quite hit the spot,” he grumbled. “I need something a bit more… sanguine…” Claudius slowly turned toward the pharmacy counter.

“What’s going on?” asked Apollo. “Does he see you?”

Nyxxie held perfectly still. “I don’t know. Is his vision based on movement?”

Nyxxie stayed motionless as Claudius walked toward the counter. “I see you, Quentiam,” he growled.

“Ah, crapbaskets.”

Claudius grabbed the counter and tore it out of the ground, exposing Nyxxie and the rest of the group. The Death Beast let out a fierce roar as Nyxxie, Espee, and Nemu scrambled away from him. Apollo, however, stood up and stared right at Claudius. “So,” he said, “you want to get roughed up again, Apollo?”

“Apollo,” Espee yelled, “what are you doing?”

“I don’t know why,” said Apollo, “but I feel like I can beat this guy now. It’s just… a gut feeling, y’know?”

“No, I don’t know,” said Espee.

Claudius chuckled. “Fine. I can fuck you up as many times as you like. In fact…” He took a few steps back and spread his arms out, exposing his torso. “...I’ll let you have the first hit. But know this: you will lose again.”

Apollo smirked. “Nah, I’d win.” He pulled his fist back, dashed toward Claudius, and punched him square in the gut. Claudius’ expression quickly turned from confidence to pain. He stumbled back a bit before collapsing onto the floor. Apollo walked over to Claudius, took the sunglasses off, and put them back on his face where they belonged. Nyxxie, Espee, and Nemu stood in shock. The world stood quiet as everyone tried to figure out what had just happened.

Espee finally broke the silence by exclaiming, “How the fuck did he get that much stronger? He was literally mutilated by Claudius and on the verge of death thirty minutes ago! How? Why?”

“Wait a second,” said Nyxxie. “If Apollo was near death before being healed, and he was more powerful after that, then Apollo might be a Saiyan!”

“That sounds completely asinine,” said Nemu. “But considering that nothing has made sense in the past week, I’ll believe it.”

“Hey, Apollo!” Nyxxie yelled.

Apollo turned around. “What?”

“Did you have a tail when you were a kid?”

“I don’t think so. What, do you think I’m a Saiyan or something?”

“Probably,” said Espee. “We think you got a Zenkai boost after Nyxxie healed you.”

“Is that so?” Apollo turned back toward Claudius. “Did you catch that? You’re fucked.”

Claudius stood up and looked into Apollo’s eyes with a sinister glare. “You’re the fucked one, Apollo,” he said. “You see, I’ve been holding back.”

“That so?” asked Apollo. “Wow, between that and the Saiyan revelation, I’m starting to feel like I’m in Dragon Ball. How much have you been hiding?”

“Not much,” said Claudius. “Currently, I’m at 75% power. At first, I was afraid 100% would be overkill, but I’m more than happy to unleash my full length.”

“Full length?” asked Apollo. “Aren’t you a trans dude?”

“I grew more than horns,” said Claudius with a villainous smirk.

Apollo backed up. “That’s fucking disgusting! You deserve to be murdered for that comment?”!

“No chance!” Claudius pulled his fists back and took a deep breath. “HURAAAAAA!” Apollo felt the floor slightly shake as Claudius’ muscles expanded further and a bright purple aura flared up around him. “Behold, the full power of a Death Beast! Ushaaa!”

Claudius charged forward and punched Apollo in the face. Apollo stumbled back from the attack before regaining his balance. “Impressive,” he said. “I think we’re both at comparable strength now. Don’t you agree, Espee?”

“Y- yeah, I think,” said Espee, still surprised at Apollo’s power.

“You think, or you know?” Apollo asked. “Know what? Doesn’t matter. Claudius, I’m gonna do what I said I would do back at the lake: I’m gonna fucking kill you.”

Claudius smirked. “Try me, string bean.”

Apollo jumped up and kicked Claudius in the chest, sending him flying and crashing through the wall into the street. Apollo chased him through the hole in the wall, and Espee, Nyxxie, & Nemu followed.

Chapter 39: Super Death Beast, Part 5

Claudius crashed through the wall and landed in the middle of the street. Mother of God, he thought, standing back up, he is a Saiyan! What the fuck is going on? His thoughts were interrupted, however, by Apollo dashing through the hole in the wall and straight at him. Claudius jumped out of the way of his punch and flew into the air. Apollo followed him.

Nyxxie ran through the hole in the wall and looked up, seeing Apollo and Claudius trading blows mid-air. “What should we do?” he asked.

“I have an idea,” said Nemu, following Espee through the hole. “Cryptic’s still in the park. I’ll head over there and try to find him. Nyxxie, you search the city for Beth and Vex. Espee, try to back Apollo up. You know where to meet up.”

Espee and Nyxxie nodded. The latter and Nemu zoomed into the air. Claudius noticed this and tried to pursue them, but was cut off by Apollo. “Nice try,” he said, “but I’m not done with you yet!”

“Cocky little fuck!” Claudius punched Apollo in the face. Apollo was knocked back, but quickly regained balance and rushed toward Claudius. He punched him in the face before grabbing his leg and spinning him around violently. “Gah! Stop it!” yelled Claudius. “I’m gonna hu!”

“Then do it over there!” Apollo threw Claudius into a nearby skyscraper, embedding him in a concrete pillar. Apollo followed up by tackling him and forcing him through the building and out the other side before spinning forward and kicking him into the ground.

Espee, who had watched the entire thing from the ground, ran over to Claudius’ landing site, a small crater carved into the asphalt. There, he saw Claudius fly out of the crater and toward Apollo, headbutting and knocking him away. “Shit!” Espee exclaimed. He looked around for something to ride and found a skateboard lodged into a nearby car’s windshield. With a bit of effort, he managed to pull the skateboard out, shattering the windshield in the process. Espee quickly hopped on the skateboard and used his powers to lift both it and the glass from the windshield into the air. He ascended to Apollo’s level and asked him, “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, said Apollo. “But damn, he’s tough.”

“You’re damn right I am!” Claudius exclaimed, his back toward the city below. “You and me, we’re the strongest beings on Earth! And you…” He pointed at Espee. “You’re out of your league, human. I suggest you leave before you get fucked up.”

“Yeah, no,” said Espee. “I’m supposed to back Apollo up. Speaking of…” Espee whispered something in Apollo’s ear. Apollo nodded. “Alright,” said Espee, “ready? Go!”

Apollo flew down toward Claudius and charged energy in his fist. “This’ll do it!” he cried. “F. Strike!”

Claudius deftly dodged the incoming attack. “Predictable!” he taunted. He prepared to kick the vulnerable Apollo but was interrupted by several dozen shards of glass flying towards him. Claudius quickly refocused on the incoming threat and deflected the glass, his arms getting cut up by the shards. “Is that all the damage you wanted to inflict, Demeter?” he asked, staring at Espee above him. “Just a few cuts and scrapes?”

“Nah,” a familiar voice yelled from behind, “we want a lot more!”

“The devil?” Claudius turned around and saw Apollo behind him, his fist still ablaze with energy. “Oh… Clever boy…”

“ORAAA!” Apollo punched Claudius in the stomach, sending him into the sky with explosive force. Apollo looked up at Espee. “Phase One complete!” he shouted.

“Good!” Espee responded. “Now on to Phase Two!”

Meanwhile, Claudius managed to stop his ascent and rebalance himself. “I am one hundred and ten percent- huh?” Apollo and Espee had vanished from the sky below. Claudius looked around and grumbled. “Alright,” he said, “I guess we’re doing this again!” 

Claudius flew back down into the city and landed in front of Dublin Drugs. Apollo and Espee were nowhere to be seen. Claudius searched the street, looking around for Apollo and Espee. He found no clues about the whereabouts of the two. He turned left and searched another street. No dice. He turned left again and searched the next street. Nothing. He searched for what felt like hours. The sky had begun to darken as the afternoon sun faded into dusk. 

Claudius heard the sound of small wheels rolling toward him. He looked around and saw a skateboard in the middle of the street. It’s a trap, he thought. They’re here.

Suddenly, Espee leaped out from behind a nearby car. “Surprise!” he shouted, holding Oathkeeper.

“The diversion appears,” said Claudius. “I’ll have fun rending you apart! Hraaa!”

Claudius charged at Espee. The Keyblade wielder rolled out of the way as the Death Beast ran past him and attacked the car, tearing it apart. Claudius turned toward Espee, who stood back up and pointed Oathkeeper at him. “This might not do anything to you,” said Espee, “but it’ll at least buy time for Apollo to finish this.”

“That’s fine,” said Claudius. “I’ll just power up and kill you both. After all, this is 60% of my power.”

“Bullshit!” Apollo jumped out of a broken window in a nearby building. “You said that this was 100% half an hour ago!”

“I lied,” said Claudius, smirking.

“You lousy motherfucker!”

“Apollo,” Espee shouted, “Phase Two is a bust. Any ideas?”

“Here’s one,” said Claudius. “You two quit wasting my time and die, starting with you. Vamp Breaker!”

Claudius charged energy in his fist and ran at Espee. This time, he didn’t have enough room to dodge. Apollo was too far away. Espee was doomed. In one final attempt to save himself, Espee raised Oathkeeper before him and prepared to block. As Claudius’ fist met his Keyblade, Espee closed his eyes and braced himself. A strong impact reverberated throughout his body as the Vamp Breaker connected. Then the impact stopped. Espee opened his eyes and saw that he was still in the street, still standing, still alive.

“What the hell…” Claudius stepped back in confusion. “How are you this strong?”

Espee noticed that the nervous Claudius was leaving his torso open. He quickly rushed toward him and slashed him with Oathkeeper. A massive gash was carved in Claudius’ chest as he collapsed. “I don’t know how I’m this strong,” said Espee, “but what matters is you’re outnumbered and outgunned.”

Apollo ran over to Espee. “Damn,” he said, “what the hell just happened?”

“Somehow, I managed to become as powerful as you, and as powerful as Claudius by proxy,” said Espee. “Even after your Saiyan Zenkai boost. I don’t know how, but we can figure that out later. We have some unfinished business to attend to.”

Espee and Apollo looked at Claudius, who climbed back onto his feet. “Son of a bitch!” he yelled. “I am sick and tired of you two and your bullshit!”

“Big talk coming from Mr. ‘Lied About My Power,’” said Apollo.

“Go to hell! Maybe Kuro will sort you fucks out once you get there! Now witness the full power of a Super Death Beast!”

Chapter 40: Super Death Beast, Part 6

“How does it look up there?”

“The storm seems to have passed, Your Majesty. The coast is clear.”

Vex and Beth climbed out of the manhole. Dusk had begun to fall over Vancouver as the air grew calmer. The hurricane had seemingly vanished, to their relief. “This place looks like a ghost town,” said Vex.

“Yeah,” said Beth. “Most of the residents are underground, in the cellars of these buildings. They’ll probably stay there until the Canadian government comes.”

“Hey,” said Vex, “who’s that in the sky?”

Beth looked up and saw a white-haired figure flying above them. “I think that’s NyxQuentiam”, he said. “Quentiam! Down here!”

Nyxxie turned around and landed in front of Beth and Vex. “I’ve been looking all over for you,” he said. “A lot has happened, but long story short: Claudius has turned into a big gay giant and Apollo is currently slapping him silly.”

“I see,” said Beth.

“Also, Apollo’s a Saiyan.”

“What?”

“I’ll explain more once we rendezvous at the inn. Follow me.” Nyxxie, Beth, and Vex flew up into the air.

———

Cryptic woke up in a strange yet familiar room. It was round, with minimal furniture around the wooden walls and a staircase across from the bed he was sleeping in leading down. Cryptic pulled the covers off of himself and walked downstairs, finding himself in an equally-sized study. There were several tables in the middle surrounded by tall bookshelves around the walls. There was another staircase on the other side of the room, leading further down. Cryptic walked across the strangely familiar study and down the other set. 

This story had a stone floor and walls, with a large fireplace in the wall and two sofas around it. An old CRT television sat on a cabinet next to the fireplace. Across from the fireplace was a kitchenette, complete with 1950s-styled appliances: oven, refrigerator, toaster, and even a coffee maker. Near the kitchenette was a dining table with eight chairs around it. A single door stood across from the staircase.

That was when the realization hit Cryptic. The layout of the building he was in was identical to the tower he and Claudius used to live in, but the interiors were different. The study was like the one he used to work in back in the 50s. The bottom floor was also furnished like his old Chicago house. This mashup of homes meant one thing: Cryptic was in his room in the inn.

The door opened and Nemu walked through. They were wearing a brown satchel on their side. “Good evening,” they said. “Your hand’s still severed, by the way.”

Cryptic looked at the stump on his arm. “I didn’t notice.”

“You were in the bed long enough to dull the pain and heal some of the more minor injuries, but not enough to completely heal you,” said Nemu. “Don’t worry, Nyx’s coming back soon.”

“What about the others?”

“Beth & Vex are with Nyx, and Apollo & Espee are fighting Claudius. Also, Claudius transformed into a Super Death Beast, whatever that is, and became much stronger.”

The door opened again, and Nyxxie, Beth, & Vex walked in. “Looks like the doctor is in the house,” says Cryptic, walking over to Nyxxie.

“Indeed, he is,” said Nyxxie. He put his hand on Cryptic’s shoulder and shouted, “Nyxxie Heal!” A faint glow surrounded Cryptic as all the wounds under his skin healed and his hand regrew. 

“Hey,” said Beth, “did anyone just feel that just now?”

“Yeah, I felt something, too,” said Cryptic. “Felt like a faint tingle.”

“Really?” said Nyxxie. “I felt the same thing when I healed Apollo. So did the others.”

“I didn’t feel anything this time,” Nemu noted. “Could it be something about the Quentian Restoration?”

“You mean the Nyxxie Heal?” asked Cryptic.

“Well, that’s what Nyx likes to call it. According to legend, the Quentian Restoration is one of the five signature techniques of the NyxQuentiam lineage. As the name suggests, it allows Nyx to heal his allies of all wounds sustained during battle. But it is also said that the technique has the power to ‘share his strength.’”

“The hell does that mean?” asked Beth.

“No clue.”

“Oh yeah,” said Nyxxie, “speaking of strength, I think Apollo might be a Saiyan.”

“What?” asked Cryptic. “You mean, from anime?”

“Apollo somehow got a Zenkai boost,” said Nemu. “That’s how he became stronger than Claudius.”

“By the way,” said Nyxxie, “do you think Apollo’s still winning?”

———

“Hraaaaaaa!”

The ground shook as a fierce aura surrounded Claudius. Apollo and Espee tried to keep their balance as they stared down the Death Beast powering up before them. “This is true power!” Claudius exclaimed. “Prepare to feel the full girth of a Super Death Beast!”

“Do you ever think about what you’re going to say before you say it?” asked Espee. "Or are you just a horny idiot?”

Claudius chuckled. “It was premeditated,” he said.

“I don’t know if that’s better or worse,” said Espee.

“How likely are we going to win this?” asked Apollo.

“It’s a bit of a coin toss. Hopefully, we can pull something out of our ass.”

“And it will be my fist!” exclaimed Claudius.

“Oh, for the love of God, shut the fuck up!” exclaimed Apollo.

Chapter 41: Super Death Beast, Part 7

JunoRefanebum watched from above as Apollo Weir and Espee Demeter did battle with Claudius Ishtar. The hooded infernal had an eye for spotting trouble. That was why Kuro had appointed him as the designated scout/tracker of the Monarchs of Hell, the Duintian Confederation’s elite team of their strongest infernals.

Espee narrowly evaded a punch from Claudius. If his calculations were correct, then Espee and Apollo’s power levels were 60% of Claudius’ max. Yet despite this glaring disadvantage, the two were still holding their own against the Death Beast. But they would not last long. Juno reckoned Claudius was smart enough to separate the two, and when he did, their ends would be certain.

Juno, satisfied with what he saw, flew off into the darkening sky. During Apollo and Espee’s clash with Claudius, he had lost track of his original mark, NyxQuentiam. He pulled out a pair of rectangular binoculars and looked around the buildings with them. The binoculars, which were designed to find Wonderlast energy signatures, detected several small readings in the basements of the buildings. Most likely humans still hiding from the hurricane, Juno thought. All the landlines and cell towers were disabled in the storm, so they had no idea the storm had dissipated hours ago. Either that, or they were hiding from the massive Death Beast stalking their streets.

Juno looked back and saw three especially bright energy readings. He also saw one of the readings coming right towards him. Juno quickly flew down to the streets below and looked up as Apollo flew right over him. Claudius followed shortly after, the Espee ten seconds later, floating on a road sign. Juno pulled out his binoculars again and watched as the three massive signatures moved away from him. Juno let out a sigh of relief. Above all else, Juno had to remain incognito and not be discovered by either Claudius or Quentiam’s party.

Once Juno was sure Claudius and his foes had left, he flew back up and continued his search with his binoculars, occasionally looking toward the three clashing energy signatures. Like before, his search turned up nothing but the occasional collection of sheltering humans. Juno wouldn’t be surprised if it turned out Quentiam could mask his power level and hide among the mortals. But that would mean he would have nothing but excuses to show Kuro, something he knew he hated.

Suddenly, Juno’s binoculars detected something strange. A large blip of energy, larger than Claudius’, was found in a nearby building. Juno flew over and landed across the street from it. The building resembled the average cheap motel common across North America, with 24 rooms split between two stories. A sign on the front read “Vancouver Rest-Eazy Inn - VACANCY.” Juno had heard of these before. According to their intel, Rest-Eazy Inns were forward bases for the Guardian Angels on Gaia. The reading wasn’t coming from inside the building - it was the building. If Quentiam was hiding somewhere, he thought, it would be here.

Suddenly, Juno heard footsteps approaching behind him. He turned around and saw a short female infernal with long white hair walking toward him. “My, what a displeasure to see you, Your Majesty,” he said. “What brings you to a place like this, at a time like this?”

“Let’s skip the pretenses, Refanebum,” said VexNahkriia. “You’re here on Kuro’s orders, right?”

Juno cleared his throat. “Queen VexNahkriia, your presence in this realm alone violates Article II, Section 1 of the Civil War Agreement, not to mention your active role in a Guardian Angels operation against the Confederation.”

“Kuro violated the Agreement first by bringing in Claudius,” Vex explained, a tinge of poison in her voice. “Not to mention his contract with the Clover twins, or the attempted assassination of Apollo Weir. We are simply exercising our right to call on outside help ourselves, as per Article II, Section 2 of the Civil War Agreement.”

“Hah! As if they’ll remember all that,” said Juno. “History is written by the victors, remember?”

Juno then heard another pair of footsteps behind him. “You have thirty seconds to explain what you mean before I strangle you with that cowl, Juno,” said BethKriiotarum.

Juno chuckled. “Well, Beth,” he said, turning around, “I didn’t expect to meet you here. How’s the Agreement violation going?”

Beth continued to glare at him. “Twenty-nine… Twenty-eight…”

Juno frowned. “Hmph, fine. You probably haven’t heard yet, on account of your violation of the Agreement here,” he said.

“We didn’t violate shit,” said Beth.

“Ignore him,” said Vex. “He’s talking out of his ass.”

“Am I, Your Majesty? Actually, why should I believe you? You abandoned your people in their time of need.”

“What do you mean?” asked Vex.

“You still haven’t heard the news?” Juno chuckled. “Alright, let me spell it out for you. Volsung & Kriiotar have fallen. Dis has been reduced to rubble. The Congress has been officially dissolved. In less than 24 hours, the Seventeenth Helenese Civil War has concluded in an absolute victory for the Duintian Confederation. You lost, Vex.”

Vex clenched her fists. “No… You lie!”

“Bullshit!” Beth exclaimed. “Only Volsung was supposed to fall! There’s no way the rest of the Congress was defeated on the same day!”

“It was all thanks to Claudius’ Elixir of Power,” said Juno. “Using it, we managed to create a legion of super soldiers and steamroll through what remained of the Congress’ forces. Shame about all those massacred civilians, though. Oh, and one more thing, Your Maj- uh-oh.”

Vex was shaking with rage as a fierce aura grew around her. “You heartless bastards,” she said through clenched teeth. 

“What, you want revenge? Go ahead. You’ve wanted to do this to me for five years.” Juno stepped back and spread his arms out. “Hit me with your best shot!”

Vex flew forward and kicked Juno in the chin, sending him skyward. She then stuck out her hands and fired off dozens of energy blasts. Juno quickly straightened himself and ducked & weaved through the barrage. “Nice try, Vex, but you missed every single shot.”

“I know. Look around you.”

Juno then saw the energy balls floating all around him. “Oh… Ohh… Ohhh… shit. Well played.”

Ven brought her hands together. “Nah’hargetkyo!” Instantly, every single energy ball zoomed toward Juno, creating a massive conflagration that lit up the darkening sky. When the smoke cleared, Juno had disappeared.

“Are you okay, Your Majesty?” asked Beth.

“Yeah.” Vex brushed some hair off of her face. “Let’s head back to the inn. We need to tell the others about this.

“Do you think Kuro found the weapon?”

“...Most likely.”

Chapter 42: Super Death Beast, Part 8

“ORAAA!”

Claudius dodged Apollo’s punch and countered with a swift kick to the ass, knocking him back. He then dodged several slashes from Espee before flying up and firing off a salvo of energy blasts. Espee deflected the attacks with Oathkeeper and, riding on a stop sign, rushed toward Claudius & slashed at him. Claudius evaded the attack and ducked under Apollo’s second punch.

Apollo turned around and faced Claudius. “I’m getting real tired of this dance,” he said.

“You know,” said Claudius, “you may be 40% weaker than me, but damn are you fast.”

“Maybe it’s because speed isn’t directly tied to power,” said Espee.

“Or maybe Claudius is a big gay liar,” said Apollo.

“Yeah, probably,” said Espee.

Suddenly, the dark sky lit up as a massive explosion appeared above a nearby building. “The fuck was that?” asked Espee.

Apollo looked over and saw two figures atop the rooftop, who he recognized as Beth and Vex. “Shit, that’s right next to the rendezvous,” he said. “What the hell happened?”

“The what?” asked Claudius.

Apollo quickly realized his mistake. “What?”

“You said there’s a rendezvous.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“You just said so.”

“You’re crazy.”

“I am not.”

“Nuh-uh.”

“Yuh-huh.”

“Can you prove it?”

“I heard it. Espee heard it.”

“I didn’t hear nothing,” said Espee.

“See?” asked Apollo. “You’re crazy.”

“I am not crazy,” said Claudius, starting to get irritated.

“I am not crazy!” Apollo mocked. “I know he swapped those numbers. I knew it was 1216, one after Magna-”

“Shut your mouth!” Claudius punched Apollo in the face. He then turned toward Espee. “You got anything to say?”

“That’s not the rendezvous,” said Espee. “It’s somewhere else. Apollo just said that to psych you out.”

“Really? So what are your friends doing over there?”

Claudius pointed toward the rooftop. Beth and Vex were being joined by Nemu, Nyxxie, and Cryptic, the latter scaling the side of the building with a tentacle. “Uhh…” Espee quickly searched for an excuse.

Nyxxie then saw Claudius, Apollo, & Espee floating in the air and flew over to them. “Hey Espee,” he said, “one of Kuro’s guys almost found our rendezvous point!”

“So that’s the rendezvous,” said Claudius. “Thank you, Quentiam. I will enjoy killing all.” He quickly flew toward the rooftop.

“Dammit!” Espee exclaimed.

“Nyxxie, you idiot!” Apollo yelled.

“Crapbaskets!” Nyxxie flew back toward the rooftop, followed by Apollo, Espee, and Claudius.

Claudius landed on the rooftop in front of Cryptic. “Hello, Matthew,” he said. “Do you like the new look?”

“God, is that what you turned into after you beat me?” asked Cryptic.

“I’m kinda grossed out by how he looks,” said Beth. “Am I allowed to be grossed out?”

“Whine all you want, Kriiotarum,” said Claudius, “you can’t stop what’s coming.”

Beth entered a fighting stance. “Hmph! We’ll see about that.”

Claudius let out a deep, maniacal laugh. “Ha! Do you think you can match me? I am leagues above you! I am leagues above Kuro! You are but a retainer to a deposed queen, facing a beast more powerful than the world has ever seen! Fighting me is an act of sui-”

Beth quickly teleported in front of Claudius and spin-kicked the Death Beast in the head. The blow knocked Claudius off of the roof and into the parking lot of the inn across the street. Everyone was frozen in shock, including Beth. “How the fuck did I do that?” he asked himself.

Apollo, Nyxxie, and Espee landed on the rooftop. “Beth,” asked Apollo, “how did you get that strong? Are you on me and Espee’s level as well?”

“Espee?” asked Nemu. “I thought you alone were the strongest. How did Espee get as powerful as you?”

“We have no clue,” said Espee. “Maybe it had something to do with that tingle we felt back at the drugstore?”

“Or in the inn?” asked Cryptic. “You said the Quentian Restoration could do more than heal people, right? Also, I meant to ask you earlier, but what’s with the bag?”

“Oh, this? It’s Claudius’. I found it near the lake when I retrieved you.” Nemu reached into the satchel at their side and pulled out a bottle of a viscous red liquid. “This is very likely a sample of the infamous Elixir of Power,” they said. “There’s another bottle in the bag, and I saw Claudius chug a third. That’s how he turned into that.” 

Meanwhile, Claudius recovered from Beth’s attack and flew back up to the rooftop. “I swear to God,” he said, “if one more of you pricks turns out to be at strong as Apollo, I am going to fucking scream.”

“Hold on a second,” said Nemu, putting the bottle away and taking off the satchel. “Cryptic, would you mind holding onto this?”

“S- sure.” Cryptic took the satchel from Nemu.

“Wait, is that my bag?” asked Claudius. “Did you steal my fucking Elixir?”

“Yes, but that’s beside the point,” said Nemu. “You mind helping me test something?”

“Test what?” asked Claudius, slightly dreading the answer.

“Test this! Hiiiya!” Nemu charged at Claudius as their hand was enveloped by a large hard light fist. Nemu punched Claudius square in the chest, sending him flying as the fist shattered from the impact. They then turned around, landed on the roof, and said “Testing complete.”

“And the results?” asked Espee.

“Well, It seems that-”

Nemu was interrupted by a loud, bestial roar of pure rage. “FUUUUUUCK!” Claudius flew up high into the air as he screamed. “HOW IN THE WAR-TORN HELL DID THEY GET THAT STRONG?”

“Man, his rage is certainly palpable, even from here,” said Cryptic.

Suddenly, Claudius stopped screaming, flew toward the rooftop, and ran past Cryptic, snatching the bag from his hand before flying back up again. “I would rather not do this,” he said, pulling out the bottle of Elixir, “but you’ve pushed me to my limits! This may be the peak of my power, but with this Elixir, I will exceed it!”

“More Elixir?” asked Apollo. “Is he crazy?”

“He’s desperate!” Nemu yelled. “He just realized something important, something I proved with my attack!”

“What is it?” asked Nyxxie.

“We are all as strong as Apollo now!”

Chapter 43: Super Death Beast, Part 9

Everyone stood around in shocked silence, trying to process what Nemu just said. Even Claudius was surprised. “What the fuck did you just say?” he shouted, breaking the silence.

“We are all as strong as Apollo,” said Nemu. “The secret lies in the Quentian Restoration. I’ve figured out its secondary effect. It worked in tandem with Apollo’s Zenkai boost and gave the same boost to Nyx when he healed the former in the drugstore. But that’s just the first part. That tingle we felt in the drugstore and the hotel room? That was part two. When the legends said Nyx could ‘share his power,’ they meant that in the most literal sense possible. The Quentian Restoration gave us all Zenkai boosts. That tingle was our power rising. In summation, Apollo shared his power-up to us through Nyxxie.”

“Thanks for the TED talk, Nemu,” said Apollo, “but one more question: what does that mean for Mr. Death Beast up there?”

“It means he’s boned,” said Beth.

“Think again, Kriiotarum!” Claudius shouted, showing the bottle of Elixir in his hand. “I still have two bottles of Elixir, and one is more than enough to put you all in the ground!” He pulled the cork off with his teeth and started chugging it.

“No!” Beth flew up toward Claudius alongside Vex. Claudius finished drinking the Elixir and crushed the bottle in his hand & dropped the bag as his veins began to bulge. Beth and Vex drew closer together and prepared to attack. However, right before they could strike Claudius quickly swatted them with the back of his hand, sending them flying across the city and into the horizon.

“Those two will enjoy swimming in the ocean,” said Claudius through gritted teeth. “Maybe they ended up on Van- argh! On Vancouver Island. Heh heh…” Claudius’ body was reacting quite severely to the Elixir and the power surge that came with it.

“So did that Elixir make you stronger, or did it just give you an aneurysm?” taunted Apollo.

“You won’t be talking as much shit- grrr! When I turn Vancouver into a crater! Hraaaaaa!” Claudius stuck his hands into the air and yelled. A ball of purple energy appeared over his head and began to rapidly grow, expanding to four stories tall. 

“Holy shit!” exclaimed Apollo. “Claudius is really putting his whole pussy into this attack!”

“In more ways than one,” said Espee. “Look!”

Espee pointed toward Claudius, who was again transforming. His horns and muzzle began to retract into his head and the extra hair on his body was shed as he began to shrink. Before long, Claudius had changed back to his original form. 

“Look what you’ve made me do!” exclaimed Claudius. “I had to shed my Super Death Beast form to ensure your defeat!”

“Can’t you just drink more Elixir and transform again?” asked Nyxxie. “This seems pretty temporary.”

“It’s the principle, Quentiam! The mere fact that I had to sacrifice my powerful body and revert to my old form pisses me off to no end! You all have been a gigantic pain in my ass, and I am glad to finally be rid of you! Suck my nonexistent balls! Super Alucard Bomber!”

Claudius threw the giant energy sphere down at the rooftop. “It’s coming right at us!” exclaimed Nyxxie.

“I got this!” Apollo stepped forward and stuck his hands at the sphere. “Double Sunday!” Two beams of energy shot out and collided with the sphere, but were ineffective: the Super Alucard Bomber continued to descend upon the group.

“It’s no use!” Apollo dispelled the beams and stepped back. “I’m tagging out,” he said. “Any other takers?”

 Nemu flew up toward the sphere and stuck their hands out as well. A massive hard light barrier extended from them, matching the size of the sphere. As the barrier made contact with the ball, it began to curve, turning into a semicircular cup enveloping the sphere. Nemu felt the sphere pushing against the barrier as it began to slow down.

On the other side of the sphere, Claudius also felt the sphere being halted. This’ll be harder than I thought, he thought. Time to give it some more gas! “Hraaaa!” Claudius excreted more force on the sphere, hastening its descent.

The barrier began to crack and buckle under the extra pressure. Seeing the writing on the wall, Nemu quickly brought their hands closer together. The barrier quickly shrunk in size, its mass being relocated to the center, increasing its density. However, this still wasn’t enough to stop the sphere’s descent. “Ggg… Grrrr…” Nemu could barely speak. They were giving their all to hold back the sphere. And it wasn’t enough. With whatever leftover strength they could muster, they let out a single cry: “Help!”

“Nemu! I’ma comin’!” Nyxxie flew up toward the ball and stopped in front of it, a fair distance away from Nemu. He summoned his sword and raised it, preparing to block. Espee followed Nyxxie and flew up on his stop sign, to the other side of Nemu. He summoned Oathkeeper and raised it to block as well. The sphere fell upon them, and the three began to commit all their strength to halt the sphere.

From the rooftop, Apollo and Cryptic watched as the three struggled to hold off the energy sphere bearing down on all of them. “They won’t last forever,” said Cryptic. “Nemu’s nearing their limit. They’ll falter sooner or later, then Espee and Nyxxie will follow.”

“What can we do?” asked Apollo.

“The Alucard Bomber is a guided energy attack,” Cryptic explained. “I assume that the Super Alucard Bomber works the same way. That means that Claudius needs to keep his concentration on the sphere to fight against the counterforce. If he loses concentration, then the Alucard Bomber becomes a normal, unpropelled blast. I’m going to sneak away from here and get behind Claudius & interrupt him. Once the sphere begins to relent, you need to knock it away from here. Understood?”

Apollo nodded. Cryptic ran toward the edge of the building, stabbed a tentacle into the roof, and rappeled down the wall. Meanwhile, Nemu struggled to keep themselves afloat, let alone keep the barrier up. The fatigue resonated through their body as they squeezed the last bit of Wonderlast energy from themselves. And yet the sphere was not deterred. As their vision began to dim, the barrier cracked and eventually shattered. I’m sorry, Nemu thought. I failed…

Nemu finally blacked out and fell from the sky. Espee looked down and shouted, “Nemu!”

“Uh-oh!” exclaimed Nyxxie. 

“I got ‘em!” Apollo jumped off the side of the building and flew toward Nemu’s body, catching them before they hit the street. He then flew back to the roof, set Nemu’s body down, and turned back toward the sphere. 

Meanwhile, Claudius let out a maniacal laugh. “Ha ha ha ha ha! With Codexrevue down, the center is open, and I can just squeeze the Super Alucard Bomber through the gap! It’s almost over! I’ve won! I, Claudius Ishtar, will finally stand unopposed in my conquest of all men! And no one, not Apollo, not Kuro, not even Matthew, will stop me-”

Chapter 44: The Fall of Claudius Ishtar

“Grgk! Wh- what?”

Claudius looked down and saw the trio of tentacles that had impaled his chest. He turned around and saw Cryptic standing on the building behind him, with three tentacles sticking out from his palm. “We’ve won,” said Cryptic.

“This… changes nothing!” Claudius shouted through pained breaths. “The Super… Alucard Bomber… is unstoppable!”

“Are you sure about that? Because you just lost concentration.”

Meanwhile, on the other side of the sphere, Nyxxie felt the force on him start to let up. “It’s slowing down!” he shouted.

“Alright, Cryptic came through! Let’s end this!” Apollo ran toward the edge of the building and jumped toward the sphere, charging energy in his fist. “F. Strike! ORAAAAAA!!” He punched the center of the sphere with all his might. A great shockwave reverberated through the air as the force of Apollo’s punch knocked the sphere backward, toward Claudius.

“No… No! This cannot end like this!” Claudius, ignoring the tentacles impaling him, brought his hands together and fired a giant beam of energy at the sphere, reversing its direction again. “Die, you pieces of shit!”

Seeing his efforts quickly being undone, Apollo charged more energy into his fists and began pummeling the sphere. “How long can you keep this up, Claudius?” Apollo taunted. “ORA ORA ORA ORA ORA ORA ORAAAAA!!”

“As long… as I must! HRAAAAAAA!!” Claudius kept pushing against the sphere, engaged in a struggle against Apollo’s repeated F. Strikes. “How long can you keep this up, Apollo?” Claudius mocked. “Even when I’ve been skewered, I still have enough power to resist you! Now, die, you piece of- gah!”

Claudius was interrupted by Cryptic rapidly pulling his tentacles out of his body. Claudius staggered and his energy beam dispelled as blood poured from his gaping wounds. Apollo, sensing this opportunity, charged up one final F. Strike. “ORAAAAAA!”

Apollo struck the sphere, sending it flying toward Claudius. Claudius stuck his hands out in a futile attempt to stop his own attack from destroying him. As the sphere impacted him, Claudius was immediately subsumed by it. As the fierce energy rended him apart, he let out one final cry of agony. “CURSE YOU, MATTHEW!! CURSE YOU, APOLLO!! URGYAAAAAAA!!”

The sphere zoomed up into the air before detonating high above the city, illuminating it like a second sun. Apollo, Espee, and Nyxxie looked up and saw the rays of purple light dancing across the sky. From the other rooftop, Cryptic shed a single tear and smiled. For the first time in decades, this was the first time he felt happy.

As the light faded and the sky returned to its dark hue, Nemu roused from their slumber, their body still sore from their earlier struggle. They looked up at the sky and saw Apollo & the others flying down to the rooftop. “Is it over?” they asked.

“Yes,” said Apollo. “It’s over. Claudius is dead.”

Nemu smiled and laughed. “At last.”

“Yahoo!” exclaimed Nyxxie. “We did it! We beat him!”

“Thank God he’s dead,” said Espee, sitting down. “Now all that remains is Kuro and his forces.”

“Don’t worry,” said Apollo. “Claudius said that in his Super Death Beast form, he was stronger than Kuro. And because of my Zenkai boost and Nyxxie’s power-sharing, we’re all stronger than Kuro.”

“Yeah,” said Nyxxie, “we’ll totally stomp him! What’s he going to do? Invade Gaia with a massive airship?”

“That’s a bit specific,” said Nemu. 

“But not outside the realm of possibility,” said Espee. “There’s also the possibility that Claudius was lying about Kuro’s power as well. Kuro might be stronger than we think.”

“Not to mention Kuro’s got people like Juno on his payroll,” said Nemu. “I’ve heard stories about the Monarchs of Hell. They’re the Confederation’s best, almost never being defeated and wholly loyal to Kuro.”

“Hot damn,” said Apollo. “Looks like we’re not done yet. But for now, I just want to rest. It’s been a long night.”

“You said it,” said Nyxxie. “Although I’m a bit worried about Beth and Vex…”

———

Beth poked his head out of the water and flew up into the air. There was only fog and water as far as the eye could see. “Your Majesty!” Beth shouted. “Where are you? Are you alright?”

“I’m fine!” Vex’s voice rang out from somewhere in the fog. “Follow my flare!”

A bright red light shone through the fog as it traveled upward. Beth flew toward its source and found Vex, soaked from head to toe in seawater. “Thank God you’re alright,” said Beth. “Where are we, anyway?”

“No idea,” said Vex. “Claudius launched us a long way away, most likely westward. We should be able to get back to Vancouver if we fly east.”

“Well, which way is east?” asked Beth.

“No clue. I had a compass, but it’s back at the inn.”

“Dammit. Well, at least it can’t get any worse.”

Suddenly, the fog around Beth and Vex disappeared, revealing a legion of infernals surrounding them, rifles pointed at their heads. Their armor bore the purple and gold triskelion emblem of the Duintia Confederation. “Don’t move!” one of them shouted. 

“God damn it,” Beth muttered.

“You two are under arrest for masterminding and abetting in treasonous acts against the Seventeenth Duintian Confederation, violating the Civil War Agreement, and the attempted murder of JunoRefanebum,” said the infernal. “Do not resist or we will use force.”

“Three things wrong with that statement,” said Beth. “One, we and Kuro were at war with each other. Two, Kuro broke the Agreement first, allowing us to call for outside help as well. And third, we didn’t attempt to murder Juno, Vex actually murdered Juno.”

“Are you sure about that, Beth?” Juno flew out from the fog around them and floated in front of Beth and Vex. “That was a good assault, Your Majesty,” he said to the latter in a taunting tone. “Real clever of you to shamelessly steal an attack from DBZ.”

Vex glared at him. “How the fuck did you survive?” asked Beth.

“I’ve wormed my way out of worse,” said Juno. “Do you want to know why I was in Vancouver in the first place?”

“Humor me,” said Beth. 

“Kuro send me to Gaia to-“

“Scout the place out.”

“-in order to prepare for-“

“An invasion backed by the Skysplitter. I inferred that much.”

Juno glared at Beth. “Alright, we both know you’re outnumbered and outgunned, so why don’t you just surrender and get this over with?”

Beth looked around at the armed soldiers and sighed, putting his hands behind his head. Vex followed suit. “Escort them back to the ship,” said Juno. “Tell Tesamaja to dispel this fog and inform Kuro that ‘Saturday Night’s Alright For Fighting.’”

Chapter 45: A Visit With an Old Friend

“Oh, don't give us none of your aggravation, we had it with your discipline,

“‘Cause Saturday night's alright for fighting, get a little action in,

“Get about as oiled as a diesel train, gonna set this dance alight

“'Cause Saturday night's the night I like, Saturday night's alright, alright, alright…”

The woman in the passenger seat turned off the radio. “Why the hell are they playing this song?” she asked. “It’s Thursday, for God’s sake. 

“You can experience good music any day of the week.” NyxQuentiam turned the radio back on. As Elton John’s voice echoed through the car, Nyx continued driving down the snowy road. “Did you remember the tools?” he asked.

“Yeah, they’re in the trunk,” said the woman. “By the way, you didn’t tell me where we’re going.”

“We’re going to a graveyard outside of town,” said Nyx. “There’s someone buried there I need to see.”

“I assume not to pay your respects,” said the woman.

“The guy buried there is an asshole who killed my friend. He doesn’t deserve my respect.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

“You don’t know the half of it…”

As the song winded down, the gates of the cemetery came into view. “This is the place,” said Nyx, pulling over in front of the gates. Nyx and the woman stepped out of the car and into the biting cold. Living in Chicago, the two were used to this weather. As such, they were wearing thick down jackets to warm themselves. “Is your child okay?”

The woman rubbed her stomach. “They’ll be okay,” she said.

“Hmm.” Nyx walked over to the trunk and pulled out two shovels & a crowbar. He gave one to the woman and the two walked into the cemetery. They walked past rows of snowy gravestones and mausoleums and entered a forested area in a far corner of the graveyard. There, in a small clearing, stood a single gravestone with a large cross above it. Written on it was the phrase, “Here Lies an Accursed Being, Sealed by CRYPTIC on the 29th of February, 1956.”

“Dig here?” asked the woman.

“Dig here,” Nyx confirmed. “But watch out for your child. It might be a bit challenging.”

The two began digging. The snow cleared away easily, but the frozen earth beneath it was a different story. Nyx and the woman repeatedly stabbed the ground, breaking the dirt apart into more easily manageable chunks, which they then lifted out of the gradually growing hole. After what seemed like forever, the two finally uncovered an old wooden coffin with a large sigil on the front painted in blood. They hoisted the coffin out of the hole and propped it upright against the back of the cross.

“So this is where you’ve been hiding all this time, Ishtar…” Nyx grabbed the crowbar and pried the lid off. Within the coffin was a tall, dark-skinned man, with long white hair and a crucifix embedded in his chest. “This is Claudius Ishtar,” said Nyx. “He’s a century-old vampire who was responsible for a string of killings over several decades… as well as the death of my friend, Ignis.”

Claudius’ eyes slowly opened and saw Nyx staring at him. “Quentiam…” he growled. “Have you awakened me to finally take your vengeance?”

“No,” said Nyx. “I’ve come for some answers.”

“Hm. Well then,” said Claudius, “ask away.”

Nyx pulled out a piece of paper from his jacket. “This is a list of people who died between the years 1881 through 1956. Tell me if you recognize any of them: Pierre Parlan, Jaume Vidaillat, Ghislain Ladon, Jean-Marc Aumale-”

“I killed them all,” said Claudius. “Everyone on that list. Do you want to know the one I relished the most? The last one.”

Nyx’s eyes glanced at the end of the list. “Michael Colvin?”

“Yes. Unlike the others, I did not kill him for sustenance. I killed him to goad his husband into fighting me.”

“His husband?”

“The man you met in the village that fateful day. The man that you buried. The man that sealed me in here. Matthew Perrington.”

Nyx stepped back and thought for a moment. Perrington, the man from the village. He had found his memoir in Colvin’s house. It detailed his life story: his debauchery in London, Claudius’ betrayal, his resurrection in WWII, and his life with Colvin. “Why did you do it?” asked Nyx. “Why did you need Perrington?”

“Because I realized something,” said Claudius. “When I drank the Elixir, I thought I had cured my affliction. But that was not the case. My immortality had diminished it and slowed its spread, but it returned. From my estimates, it will consume my body and take my life by the year 2200. The only way to delay my death is to drink more Elixir, and that requires Matthew’s blood.

“But it backfired. Despite me being more powerful, Matthew managed to subdue me and seal me in this coffin. This crucifix in my chest is enchanted to prevent me from leaving my prison.”

“I wish I had any sympathy for you,” said Nyx. “One last question. This is to sate my own curiosity, not my boss’s: Do you still love Perrington?”

Claudius paused. “A bit.”

“Do you regret what you’ve done to him?”

“...I don’t know.”

“Hm. Alright. I’m done with you.” Nyx picked the lid up and placed it back on the front of the coffin. Instantly, dark energy tentacles wrapped around the coffin, binding the lid back in its place before disappearing. When Nyx tried to open the coffin again, it was shut tight. Nyx and the woman then picked the coffin up and lowered it back into its hole before covering it back up with dirt. Nyx then checked the time on his watch. “It’s almost eleven,” he said. “We should get back to the party before Martin notices we’re gone.”

Nyx and the woman walked back down the path to the gate. Along the way, the woman asked, “Are you worried about Perrington?”

“Not really,” said Nyx. “I’m more worried about your husband. If he finds out what we’re doing, my whole mission’s fucked.”

The woman patted her stomach again. “Do you think my kid will turn out like him?”

“Not if you raise him right,” said Nyx. “The right upbringing can embed good thoughts in one’s head, thoughts that aren’t easily removed or replaced. By the way, have you named your child yet?”

“Yes, I have.” The woman rubbed her stomach. “Espian.”

“Espian. ‘Future’ in angelic. That’s a good name. I have a feeling that he might change the world someday.


Adjunct



“Refanebum. I trust you bring good news?”

“I’m afraid not, Lord Duintiam. Ishtar made contact with NyxQuentiam last night.”

“What!?”

“Two of Ishtar’s contacts, Andrew and Ashley Clover, ordered a hit on Apollo Weir of Seattle, America around two weeks ago. Coincidentally, Weir was close friends with Espian Demeter, having introduced Quentiam to him shortly before the Clovers’ hitmen attacked.”

“...Why was the hit ordered?”

“It seems to stem from a feud the Clovers had with Weir.”

“Our mission was potentially revealed to Hevas because of a petty feud?”

“Wars have been started over less, Lord Duintiam. Fortunately, it seems that Quentiam and his group have no idea that the Confederation is involved. Ishtar and his group are searching the Seattle area for the three as we speak.”

“I see. I want you to find and tail them. Find out what their plan is, where they’re going. Don’t reveal yourself and don't intervene with anything without my authorization.”

“Much like when I was stalking Ishtar?”

“Indeed.”

“And what of Ishtar? Without me, who’s going to keep tabs on him?”

“You are. Keep track of them both. Quentiam’s group is your priority, but keep an eye on Ishtar in case he tries to make a play against us.”

“Yes, sir. Refanebum out.”

———


SECURE TRANSMISSION: LEVEL ONE ENCRYPTED

To: Lord Commander GojoPyronovum

From: Triumvir SeraInsdayna

Date: 2999/05/16

Subject: You can’t fool me.

 

I’m not going to beat around the bush, Gojo. I know Codexrevue’s reassignment to Blaine after their demotion is part of some big plan you’ve got. I reckon what they did with Justison’s soul was part of it too. Now, I’m not here to accost you or report you to my colleagues. I know you wouldn’t do something as wild as mess with souls without very good reason.

It’s also obvious your plan involves Weir in at least a major capacity. Not only was Justison his close friend and roommates, but the incident began at Weir’s apartment - which was destroyed by Weir. Now, I’m not saying you ordered the attack on Weir to awaken his powers - I wholeheartedly agree with Quentiam and Demeter’s theory about the Clover twins being behind the attack.

However, it is clear that whatever you’ve planned, you’re probably changed it to accommodate Weir's awakening. I’ve known you for over a century; you’ve always coped well with changes and complications to your plans, often twisting them to your advantage. Again, I’m not going to snitch on you - in fact, depending on what you have planned, I might be able to help in some unofficial capacity. As for my colleagues, we both know Maluch will try to fry your ass for messing with Weir no matter what, but Quatro is more open-minded and will vote against whatever punishment Maluch cooks up if you convince him it was for the best.



———

“Refanebum, what is your report?”

“Quentiam’s group checked into a Guardian Angels outpost last night. They are still oblivious to our involvement, as far as I know.”

“And Ishtar?”

“He’s acquired a yacht, it’s moored off the coast right now. At least he and Zeezee are onboard, Bloodrain and- wait.”

“What is it?”

“Quentiam just left the breakfast area. He’s heading into the office… and now he’s heading out… and now the caretaker’s following him… they’ve returned to the breakfast area.”

“I don’t need a play-by-play, Refanebum.”

“Apologies. As I was saying, Ishtar and Zeezee are onboard their yacht. Bloodrain and Meat flew north earlier this morning, probably trying to intercept Quentiam’s group should they try to go to Canada.”

“That is what I ordered them to do last night.”

“Really? I didn’t know you wanted to get personally involved with- Hold on, is that… Nooooo, no, no, no, no!! Fuck!”

“What’s going on?”

“It’s Beth and Vex! They just walked out of the office! Shit!”

“Intercept them, now!”

“Too late, they just walked into the breakfast area!”

“God dammit! Alright, just keep an eye on the outpost. Trail them if they leave. Do not do anything rash. Duintiam out. Shit…”

———

May 23, 2024

The big day’s tomorrow. Zeezee and Andrew have taken their doses of Elixir, and it’s about time I have my first taste, as well. I’ve also got enough extra Elixir to mutate, should I be backed into that corner. However, I feel like the Elixir I have in front of me will be more than enough to eliminate Quentiam, Weir, and the rest of them.

As for my allies, Zeezee is loyal, but somewhat unreliable in combat. However, his combination attack ideas show promise. Maybe I could implement them in the coming battle. As for Andrew, her sister’s death has clearly broken him. I fear he could go off the handle and do something reckless if he runs into Weir. If that’s the case, I might have to dispatch him.

And as for Matthew, I’ll have to keep him alive so I can extract his blood. I left the blood extraction rig back at the lab in Hele, so I need to incapacitate him and bring him there. That could prove to be a challenge due to his unique physiology. There’s the possibility I could accidentally kill him. Without him, the cancer will kill me.

Speaking of, I got the lab results today. The cancer’s progressing faster than I expected. The doctors begged Kuro to pull me out to get treatment, but he trusts that more Elixir of Life will cure me. What a fool to trust me. He’s not aware of my true intentions. No one is. Once I’m cured of my affliction, I’ll steamroll through his forces and feast on his blood. Then I’ll finally be free to do whatever I please.

 

May 24, 2024

I coughed up a lot of blood this morning. The cancer’s worse than the doctors thought. I had to drink a half-dozen people’s blood to feel normal again. Even then, I still have some trouble breathing. I have to take care of business quickly if I want to live long enough to get the Elixir of Life in time.

To be honest, I am not confident I can do that in time. Not only do I have to extract Matthew's blood, he has to have recently experienced shock and sorrow as well. Throwing one of his new friends' heads at his feet would do the trick, but then I have to use the heavy draining apparatus to extract the blood then and there. 

Damn it! I just searched my apartment and found no trace of the apparatus. I must have left it at my laboratory in Hele. Now I need a new plan. Perhaps I can abduct Matthew instead... Bring him to the lab along with one of his friends...

It's 11:40. I can delay no longer. I made a promise to Matthew and company, and I intend to fulfill it. I will bring this journal with me along with the spare Elixir of Power. I will defeat Weir, Quentiam, and their friends, God willing.

———

“Refanebum, are you there? This is Duintiam. Report in.”

“...”

“Refanebum, this is KuroDuintiam! Are you there?”

“...Damn scrap! This is Refanebum!”

“The hell happened? Gaian news channels were losing it over a hurricane in Vancouver!”

“It was Andrew! The maniac lost his shit and tried to destroy the city! If it wasn’t for one of Quentiam’s killing him, I would’ve been dead!”

“God… Alright, what’s going on now?”

“Claudius seems to have drank a bunch of Elixir. Turned into a monster like that one guy… Janb’ranthum, yeah? I think he’s looking for Weir and Codexrevue right now.”

“I see. I have taken Disaj.”

“No shit? Already?”

“Indeed. We’ve also found the Union’s secret weapon. Our engineers project it will be up in the sky by tomorrow evening. I’ve already sent in Janalomus to survey the city from above.”

“Yeah, I saw his ship land when the storm let up. Should I make contact, let him know about Claudius?”

“No, I’ll handle it. You keep an eye on Claudius.”

“Yes, sir. And if I see Beth or Her Majesty?”

“...Try to take them alive.”

“And not just kill them?”

“I want them to see the ruins of their Union before I execute them. But the two are not your priority. I want you to keep an eye on Claudius.”

“Yes, sir. One more thing…”

“What is it, Refanebum?”

“I’ve been meaning to ask… Are you certain this will free you?”

“I am positive. I’ve been fated to die as soon as I was born. It was a horrid truth… is what everyone believes. But belief is not truth. The prophecies are just words everyone believes are true. I will prove them wrong. I will fly in the face of common belief and make my own fate, free from whatever those ancient seers thought was the definite future. Beliefs can be changed, Refanebum. The truth cannot. And the truth is I am not a slave to fate.”
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