The house was quiet as a boy slowly walked down the stairs, each step punctuated with a little creak. He roughly grabbed an apple and bit into it, chewing and swallowing quickly as he heard the muffled roar of his father waking up. His eyes rolled sarcastically, almost on their own. Of course he wasn’t up yet. It wasn’t like he was supposed to be at work in less than fifteen minutes…
He bit the apple again, then threw it into the garbage, knowing his dad would love an excuse to yell at him, and took a swig of water. The knob was freezing when he grabbed it, and he hit the door with his shoulder, forcing it to open for him.
His eyes fell upon the big cheesy yellow bus that had just pulled up. He was suddenly filled with relief that he’d stopped taking it. No senior really took the bus, but since the chance of his dad getting him a car was lower than the star quarter back coming to school in a dress, the bus had seemed his only option. His eyes passed over the bus driver, who seemed to be glaring at him, and he shrugged, turning away from it. His legs stretched as his feet hit the pavement, and though each movement brought him closer to the brick prison he’d have to stay in another four months, it felt really freeing.
He jammed his headphones on to his head and the buzz on the preteen girls looking at him was blocked out and replaced with Viking Metal. His lips twitched upwards as the song climaxed, and he closed his eyes, going into his own world, into Miklagard. Something hit him hard in the shoulder, and he jumped, knocking one of his headphones off.
“Hey there, birthday boy,” Darius said, grinning. Darius was just about the picture of the perfect teenage boy. He was tall, muscular, tan, and, so blond that his hair almost looked silver in the light. He’d never seen the change between Darius, his old friend, and Darius Alexander, shoo in for Prom King, but he’d certainly felt it, that distance between them. He wasn’t quite who he had been.
Darius yanked the head phones off, twirling them between his fingers, and started to walk. “Talk to me, Rasmus, I miss your beautiful voice.”
Well, maybe he was still Darius…
Rasmus hit him in the back of the head, and grabbed his head phones. His fingers swiftly paused his iPod and shoved it back in his jeans pocket.
“As of this day, I can legally order things of the TV.”
“Oh my God. Buy me a snuggie.”
“Yeah, definitely, I’ll do that right away.” He laughed.
“We still hanging out?”
“No, I suddenly found more than one friend and I’m ditching you.”
“Where we going?” Darius replied.
“Eh, I don’t know. I’ll go anywhere as long as you buy the pizza.”
“Chuck E. Cheese?”
“Anywhere but there.”
“Fine.” Darius rolled his eyes. Rasmus could see him searching for things that both still liked doing, and felt a pang. The distance was looking too obvious.
“Uh,” He said for no reason but to break the silence. “How about we just hang at the water?”
Darius’ confused stare made him realize his mistake. The water was where he’d been going for years to find inspiration for his writings and roleplays- and he’d never told Darius about it.
“It’s just this place that I found. I’ve been writing there.” He tried to explain it away with a shrug, but Darius was still looking at him with a kind of suspicious expression.
“Oh. Alright. Well, you’ll have to show me where that is. But it could work.” He looked awkward, and Rasmus was done with the conversation. It didn’t matter that Darius was the only person he could physically talk to, he didn’t want or need this.
“Yeah,” He agreed. “Come over my house after school?”
“I have practice.”
“Oh. Right.”
“Um, how about after? It ends at like three thirty.”
“Sure.”
He turned and walked into the school as Darius was flooded by his teammates. The air was cool and made his skin prickle as he passed into it, and the only noise was the banging of the door as it slammed shut behind him. With fifteen minutes left of freedom, most people were outside, pretending they could forget where they would be in a few minutes. He, on the other hand, had even less for himself out there than he did in the actual school.
He walked through the hall, fingering the locks as he went, until he found his solitary locker. It stood alone, away from the group, as if it, like he, was happy alone.
He pulled on his lock without putting in the combination, and plucked it from its hanging space on the metal. The door swung open with little force from his hand, and he flung his book bag into the open space. Slamming the door back into place, and slipping the lock back in and closing it yet again, he turned. His first period class was right across the hall, and though the teacher was almost never there for the first twenty minutes, the door was always unlocked. His hand twisted the knob and the door opened for him. He flicked the lights on with one finger, then slumped down in his desk, pulling out with phone.
“Hey guys,” He quickly typed into his group’s chat.
“Hey Rasmus,” His friend, Nora answered him almost right away.
“Shouldn’t you be sleeping?” He teased. “It’s almost, what? Nine pm over there?”
“Shut up, loser xP” A second later she added, “Oh, and congratulations on reaching level 18 of Life.”
He smiled, and started to reply to her, when a man stepped into the room. The smile slipped off his face and his phone was instantly pocketed.
Of course. Not only did there have to be a sub, but it had to be him, Darius’ first ex’s father. Mr. Knott.
His head fell onto his chest and his eyes slipped down to the desk. The phone was in his lap again in a matter of seconds, and he quickly typed a goodbye.
“Sorry, I’ve got to go… Good night, oh hardcore one.”
Before she could answer, his phone was back in his pockets and invisible to all. He could already feel Mr. Knott’s eyes on him. He believed that Rasmus was exactly like Darius- the only person in the entire town who did. He couldn’t exactly blame him for hating Darius so much, though. He and Deaara had gone out their entire freshmen year, and then, first day of the new year, he texted her that he wanted to break up. And came to school with a cheerleader girlfriend.
It was that kind of thing that made Rasmus feel like he didn’t even know him anymore. Maybe he couldn’t stay the same as the six year old he once was, but he could’ve at least kept the things he used to believe in. And mistreating a girl in anyway was something he definitely never would have done before. All the mothers had always called him a little gentleman. Well, maybe all those compliments really blew up his ego at some point.
He lifted his head to peer over at the substitute who had finally taken a break from glaring at him. He had the same eyes and nose as his daughter. And even though he was beginning to bald, and his hair was losing its color, he could tell that they must have once had the same hair, too. He couldn’t help but feel bad for the crumpling man in front of him. Frowning, he wondered if Darius had ever even apologized to either of them for what he had done. It wasn’t like it could have undone anything, but it was really the right thing to do. They deserved it.
“What do you want, Mr. Dahl?” He snarled at him.
“Oh well,” He thought. “Sympathy gone.”
The bell screamed through out the school, and the chattering of overly dramatic high schoolers filled the halls. He tilted his head to the window to break himself away from Mr. Knott and the apparently normal teenagers that were beginning to come into the classroom, bringing with them conversations of what they had been doing the night before. What was the point about bragging about how much fun you had? To make yourself feel better about all the awful things you did?
He sighed, and turned his attention back to the landscape outside of the window. The clouds were a million times more interesting to him than anything anyone in this class could say to him. He could brag about his yesterday, too, if he wanted to. He’d fought a dragon, killed a horde of hobbes, and beheaded an orc, and then spent the night at a pub with his two best friends. But, silly him, that wasn’t interesting at all, and he knew it. If only these bumbling idiots could figure out the same thing. Was life just a shopping trip and a random changing of partners? If that was so, he seemed to be living it the wrong way. But he didn’t really care- or, at least, couldn’t bring himself to. As long as he had to go on acting out with insignificant story of his life, he’d just free write it and try not to think about just how his chapter was going to end.
A sharp voice interrupted his thoughts.
“Maggie!” A girl whined, arms crossed, looking at the new girl. “Cain just told me that you aren’t coming to the party tonight.” She eyed the fidgeting girl accusingly.
“I- I have to go to work tonight,” She explained.
“Skip it,” The girl answered with a laugh. “This is totally the party of the year, okay?”
“But, Lilith-“
“Nope, no ‘but’s! You’re going. So, ta! See you then.” Lilith Knight turned on her heel and walked back into the hall, leaving the slightly panicked looking girl behind her.
Strange to think that these were the kinds of people Darius was associating with now. Lilith wasn’t exactly “popular”, per se, seeing as nobody liked her, but she was high up with the boys, and high up with her fellow preps. If that’s what you wanted for your life, then you looked up to her and did what she said. Unfortunately, that happened to be a about half the female population at the school. Maggie, it seemed, was classified as that group now. Sad, really, he’d talked to her before, and she was a nice girl who had just wanted to join the softball and soccer teams. Well, that was how it started, wasn’t it? And she’d got it from both ends. Lilith was sure not t let any of her prey escape, either.
He watched her victim, Maggie, take out her cell phone and begin to furiously text. Losing interest, he glanced over at the clock. His eyes squeezed shut, knowing that the day would be a long one for him.
His eyes locked on the clock across the room, he muttered a muted count down under his breath. The teacher was still writing on the board as if she didn’t realize that the school would be emptying itself as it did everyday, in just a handful of seconds. The bell let out a sharp shriek as the kids who had drifted towards the door bolted from the room, and the others threw their bags over their shoulders and fought against the crowd to freedom.
Swinging the black bag around his arm, Rasmus moved towards the door, moving strategically through the swarm of students as if they were a maze, and he a lone traveler in it. He pressed through the throng and quickened his steps as the front door came into sight. The cool glass pressed against his reaching fingers, and with a sigh, the door opened, the barrier that had been keeping the prisoners far from the real world gone from them once again. He stretched his body out and held his arms to the sky before he slumped again, starting home. The walk was both much too fast and far too long. For once he didn’t feel like being alone, but he definitely didn’t feel like seeing his dad. He glanced down at his cell phone where he had his chat open, as he had it almost all the time. Only two people were on, and they were apparently in a pretty intense argument that he would rather not get into with them. It was all they ever did their anymore, truthfully. He hadn’t had a real conversation with either of them in months.
Len suddenly flashed online.
“Happy Womb Emancipation Day!”
“Thanks man. Merry unbirthmas.”
“I want to get you a present!”
“And give it to me how exactly?”
“I have no idea. Maybe I’ll just go kill a dragon. Or conquer a village and name it after you.”
“Well, that would be easier.”
“Exactly!”
He smiled, knowing that if it was possible, his two best friends would be there with him. Well, if one of them didn’t live three hours away and the other in Australia. His smile faded a little. They would give up commitments for him. They would probably make hanging out on his birthday a real priority.
He felt a bitterness towards Darius, then guilt set it. He knew how important practice was for the team, to Darius. Plus, it wasn’t like he was ditching him, was it? They were just… intruding into his hidden place. Yeah, really great.
His foot scattered a small gathering of gravel and stone, and he looked up as they flew through the air, landing haphazardly on the ground. He could see his house, and it took all his control not to just turn around and walk the other way. One foot over the other, he trudged to his house watching the ugly building he no longer felt was home come closer into view. His phone lit up.
“Hey. I think I could convince my dad to drive me down there. Want to meet up later?”
He had talked to Len’s dad once from his webcam, and guessed that was the only reason that his dad knew about him, and realized that he wasn’t an old pedophile preying on young roleplaying nerds. But this meant that he could really talk to Len- face to face. He grinned and started a response, then remembered Darius.
“Today?”
“Well, kind of more tonight, but yeah, if that’s okay. I mean, it’s your birthday.”
His heart sank.
“Sorry man, I’d love to, but I really can’t today.”
“That sucks. Well, my dad won’t be home for an hour, so message me when you change your mind. I MEAN IF.”
“Will do. And again, I’m really sorry.”
“It’s all good.”
Again, he felt that bitter resentment towards Darius. Darius who was just fitting him in like a doctor’s appointment, who knew so little about his life. He burst through his doors, and flew straight to the couch, throwing himself on it. He knew that if he stayed there, his father would just pretend, as did the student population, that he didn’t exist.
An hour passed without notice with the help of TV and messaging, and when the phone rang, it felt like a sound from someone else’s life.
“Hey,” Darius said when he heard Rasmus pick up the phone.
“Oh, hey.”
“So, um, I have to stay another hour or so. Big game tomorrow, you know.” He said it all in an awkward rush.
“Oh, uh, okay.”
“We could either hang out later,” Darius told him. “or maybe tomorrow after the game?” His voice sounded hopeful and Rasmus hated him for it. “I don’t want to keep you waiting or anything, you know?”
“No, no, it’s fine,” Rasmus assured him, knowing that it wasn’t what Darius wanted to hear, and ignoring the fact that it could solve his problems. “You’ll get out around five?”
“Um, yeah…”
“So, see you then.”
“I guess. See you then.”
Rasmus hung up the phone feeling superior. Looking down at his cell, he knew that Len would’ve been the better choice, the more fit companion.
“But this is a victory,” He argued with himself. “I won against Darius.”
With that in his head, he waited, waited for five o’clock to come around, and for Darius to follow. It came, and soon went. At five thirty, he was getting impatient and annoyed.
Jumping to his feet and pocketing his phone, he headed for the door. Pushing it open with more force than necessary, he went through it, reaching the outside again. Ignoring the sidewalk, he cut right through the road, and swerved to move through the intersection that would lead to Darius’ house. It was a way he had gone many times before, though not nearly as recklessly. There were just two differences in this trip. One, he was headed out with a rage for his friend and nothing more. Two, the thing he should have been paying attention to.
Bright lights in the dull evening, the sound of tires. He turned to see a truck, much too big to ever see him, racing down the street, far past the speed limit. Racing down the street, right towards him. His legs froze and his feet stuck to the ground. He could’ve sworn that he stopped breathing all together. He would have shut his eyes if he could have figured out how to. And then the strangest thing happened. One second he could see his life flashing before his eyes, the next the air was being knocked out of him. His eyes found focus just in time to see Darius fall to the road.
Time stopped as he stared at the crumpled figure of his friend. It wasn’t possible. It just…. This couldn’t be real. Darius ditched him! Why the fuck was he dead then?!
His breath caught in his throat, as he realized that he really was dead. Forcing his legs forward, he walked what felt like miles but he knew must have been feet to Darius’ side, checking what he already knew. Hand shaking, he reached out to him, finger landing softly on his limp pale wrist, and waited for what he knew he wouldn’t feel- would never feel again. A pulse seems like such an insignificant thing, something you overlook, never really appreciate. But when you know that it’s gone forever, that you’ll never feel your best friend’s again, it’s more important than the sun, than the air you need to breathe.
He dropped his hand, and stayed kneeling on the road for awhile, before he threw his hands to Darius’ neck and chest, hoping insanely that he had missed some movement. His tears fell onto the crushed and blood splattered jacket underneath him, and he shut his eyes, turning away from him. He could feel the wet tear steaks all over his face, but he couldn’t bring himself to wipe them away. He turned him face back to his oldest friend, forcing his eyes to stay open, scaring himself forever. The truck had hit him in all the wrong ways. He could see on rib poking out of his chest, and his leg was twisted in a way he’d never even imagined it could be forced to move. His eyes were closed and his face relaxed in a way that seemed horribly inappropriate on this body, mangled as it was.
He could take no more. He stood unconsciously and hid himself into the deepest corner of his mind, giving control over to his body. His feet led him back to his house where he walked through like a ghost. He ignored his father yelling after him and forced his bedroom door open, not having enough will to unlock it. It’d start a fight with his dad alright, but what did that matter? What mattered at all, really?
In the back of his mind he knew that he should say something, call the cops, but he couldn’t. It would make it all just too real for him. And he knew that was an awful reason and that what he was doing was selfish, but he didn’t care, couldn’t feel.
His head was pounding and he knew his face was tear stained. He sat on his bed motionless and lost track of time as the scene played in his head a thousand times. He clenched his eyes shut and pressed his hands on his ears as if it could block everything out.
He collapsed and fell onto the bed, feeling it sag a little under him. He grabbed the covers and wrapped himself in them, blocking out all light. The noise of a normal day was loud in his ears, the sounds of laughing people, cars coming home from work, birds in the trees outside his window. It was almost mocking.
His hand flew out from under the blankets and grabbed his iPod, turning the volume up high. He didn’t care what he was going to play as long as it was the only thing he could hear. His eyes shut and he felt himself start to lose consciousness.
His eyes flew open as he woke up in a cold sweat. He tried to move, and felt constricted. Limbs flailing wildly as his heart hammered, he felt a sharp sting of pain, and his eyes followed the thin drip of blood down his wrist as it swerved gracefully and fell into the darkness. Eyes adjusting slightly, he could see something silvery catch the light of the moon. Heart feeling like it would explode, he scanned himself, catching with his eyes the silvery strings on every inch of his body. Slowly, he moved his finger to one and tried to pull it off his off wrist. As he put pressure on it, it bit into his flesh and stuck there until he mustered up enough force to rip his hand away from it. Wincing in anticipation for the pain that would soon come, he lifted up his leg and flung it downwards. Eyes clenched closed again, he waited for his legs to hit the bed, for the strings to cut into his skin again. Opening his eyes tentatively, he closed them again instantly, blinded by the sudden light in his face.
“Hey, Art!” A rough male voice shouted. “We’ve got a live one over here!”
“Oh, not again!” Someone replied to him, sounding annoyed and exasperated. “This has got to stop happening, or I swear-“
“What, you’ll quit?” The man laughed, and the other didn’t reply.
“Hey,” The first man barked. “You! Get up!” He accentuated this with a kick to the ribs.
Rasmus took in a gasp of air, then sputtered it out. What had flooded into his lungs was dry and stuffy, almost unbreathable.
“Oh, that,” The man called Art said. “You’ll get used to it.”
Finally Rasmus opened his eyes, slowly and carefully in case of more blinding lights. Wherever he was, it was dark, almost as dark as it had been in his room, where he obviously was not. He could tell it was big before his eyes even adjusted, and when he moved his hands to prop himself up, he could feel that what he was laying on was either stone or extremely hard dirt. He lifted his eyes up to see the men who had found him, and froze when he did. Whatever they were, they weren’t men. In his wildly racing mind, he estimated them to be about eight feet tall each, and somehow they seemed to be skinless. He could see their bones clear as if they were skeletons, though something pale gray was coating them so they weren’t simply there naked. He let his gaze travel upwards, terrified of what he’d find. Their arms were long, and their hands seemed more claw than anything else. The sturdier looking one was holding a lantern, probably the source of the first light he’d seen. He didn’t let himself linger on this fact for long before he swallowed and reached their faces. They were tinted a bit and gave the impression of, well, not skin quite, but not a skull. Their mouths were made of pointed bones and their eyes were only sockets, though they seemed to morph in size when they directed their attention somewhere different. On the top of their heads was long hair, black on the first man, dark yellow on Art. The first man bent down to him, and he saw that it started in a circle away from the middle of his head. The reason for that became obvious immediately. On the tops of their heads were two silver horns, one pointing up and the other curving down.
The man grabbed his arm and pulled him up.
“Enjoying the view?” He asked gruffly.
“What… what are you?!”
“Subtle one, aren’t you,” He muttered, walking along, hand still firmly grasping Rasmus’ arm. “You know, where I come from, we exchange pleasantries before questioning about species.”
“Um, sorry?” Rasmus said, half running to keep up with the man- thing. “My name’s Rasmus Dahl.”
“I don’t care.”
“Oh. But I thought-“
“He’s just grouchy because you’re the sixth mistake to come in this month,” Art interjected. “I’m Artemaeous Scye, by the way.”
“Mistake?”
“Well, yes. What? Did you think you were supposed to be here?” He stopped walking and his expression became hard as he stared at the boy. “Were you trying to get here?”
“Get where?!”
Art looked confused and turned to the other man. “Did he hit his head on the way down?”
“Down?” Rasmus exclaimed, groaning.
“Nah, they’re just a little mixed up at first. Actually, a majority of ‘em don’t even understand what happened.”
“What happened?!”
“I guess he falls into that category.”
“Can one of you please explain this to me?”
The man gave out an exasperated sigh and stopped walking.
“You’re dead.”
“I’m what?!”
“Well, that’s a lie,” Art said. “You’re alive. But before you get too relieved, you’re below.”
“Below? Below where?”
“Life. You’re in the underworld, mate.”
“But- But why?!”
“Oh, we thought you needed a holiday, so we decided to bring you down here. Why do you think you’re down here?”
“But you said I wasn’t dead!” He looked at Art for conformation.
“That doesn’t mean you aren’t supposed to be.” He stared at Rasmus for a second, then turned away and started walking again. Rasmus followed, pulled along with him.
“So, I was supposed to die?”
“Catch on quick, don’t you?” Art said.
“Any way, you’re down here because fate changed suddenly and nobody thought to tell us about it. So, technically you’re alive and well. Not much good that’ll do you, though.”
“You guys brought me down here?”
“Yup,” Art answered, looking a bit proud. “We’re the apraxes, and it’s a pretty special job.”
“So special we can never get out of it…”
“Well, yes… But it’s not something just anyone can do! We have to send the strings of mortality up to the world to fetch the dead and then collect their spirits and bring them to the kingdom. Pretty important stuff, you know? Pretty impressive.”
Rasmus shuddered as he remembered the razor sharp silver strings that had tied him down.
“And that kingdom, that’s where I’m going?”
“Oh no, that’s only for spirits,” Art told him. “We have to dump you.”
“D- dump me?” Rasmus said, not surprised to find himself suddenly shaking.
“Well, yes. You see, the Underworld isn’t really for mortals, is it? So we have to dump the occasional mistake onto the far side.”
“And then what?”
“You stay there until you can enter the Underworld, I guess.”
“Until I die, you mean?” Rasmus asked, shocked.
“Unless you can get out,” Art laughed. “And I wouldn’t even think of it, the Adeio is between it and the kingdom.”
“Where the dead souls go,” The other man told him without turning.
Rasmus felt himself go cold. Dead souls. He wanted know, but wanted to even more to not. “The- the farside. How is it?”
“No place you’d want to holiday,” The man assured him. “Barren, dangerous, isolated.”
“Sounds charming, “ Rasmus muttered. “A perfectly peachy place.”
“You know,” Art said suddenly. “I like you.”
The other man turned to look at him. “You’re joking.”
“No, no, I’ve grown quite fond of him in the special ten minutes we’ve spent together.” He grinned and looked directly at Rasmus. “How about this, chap?” The man looked furious, as if he knew what was coming and was trying with all his might to telepathically stop it. Hey, maybe he could. “I messed up, so I’ll give you a free one.”
“Huh?”
“Anyone you want dead?”
“What? No!” His words sounded appalled, but inwardly he was thinking of his father.
“Okay, things get boring down here and you’re livening this job up. So I’m going to help you out.” He leaned in towards Rasmus, who flinched. “There’s a way out.”
Rasmus’ heart jumped. “How? Where?”
“The door.”
“The… door.”
“Beyond the kingdom, but you have to pass through it. Which is your problem. But it’s through the cliffs if you can make it. And between you and me, I hope you can.”
Hope was rushing through his veins. He could escape! But… could he? Self doubt filled him. He’d never been the athletic one or the clever one.
“Hey,” He said, and idea in his head. “I don’t want anyone dead, but could you bring someone back?”
“No can do,” Art replied apologetically. “Can’t bring them to life, can’t bring them outside of the kingdom. I can bring the living down here, though, if it’s help you’re looking for.”
“Will they be…?” The space could have been filled with a number of words. Dead. Trapped. Doomed. Hurt.
“They’ll be like you.”
“Okay.” He wasn’t sure what to do. He knew it was selfish, but every decision he was making was kind of selfish and ignorant lately, wasn’t it? “Can you bring down Len Vade and Nora Gale?”
“In a jiffy,” Arty told him.
“Well I’m not going to make another trip for them,” The other grumbled. “We’re almost here for God’s Sakes.”
“Ooh, right,” Art said, bringing his claws to the back of his head. He looked at a panicking Rasmus and smiled a smile looked less than encouraging on him. “Don’t worry, mate, I’ll get them. Might take a little bit of time, though.”
Rasmus nodded, planning in his head what to do if it was a lie.
“But for now,” The other said. Two sets of “hands” hit him hard on the back and pushed him over a ledge he hadn’t seen.
“Down you go!” Art said merrily.
Rasmus rolled, hitting his face on the sharp rocks as he did. The air left him when he finally landed, which was kind of a relief. Art had told him that he would get used to it, but he severely doubted that he ever would. Well, that wouldn’t really be necessary, would it? He was getting out of there one way or another.
Scrabbling to his feet, he scanned the area. It looked kind of like a pit mixed with a field, desolate and claustrophobic. It was somehow even darker in here, and he let his eyes adjust to the lack of light.
“Okay, let’s run through this,” He thought. “I’m alive, but I’m in the land of the dead, apparently trapped by a bunch of ‘dead’ dead.” His eyes traveled around, trying to find the area that the other two had mentioned. What had they called it? The Adeio? He dropped his eyes. He’d deal with that part later. “I can get out if I can get through them, the kingdom of the dead, and what ever the heck is on the cliffs. And to do so, I killed my best friends. Alright. Alright, this is insane.”
Silence was broken by a heavy footstep. Rasmus started, hitting his head on the cliff wall dangerously close to him. A boy’s head moved into his sight. He was sullen and pale and looked about 16.
Somehow, Rasmus had assumed he was alone. It was kind of a silly thing to think when he actually thought about it. This was where everyone living was “dumped”, and they’d said that they’d had a lot of them lately, hadn’t they? He realized the boy was speaking.
“Another one, eh?” He asked. His voice was hoarse and weak as if he wasn’t used to talking.
“Um, yeah,” Rasmus said. “Where are the others?”
“Humans are complex,” The boy said, looking philosophical as he spoke. “In them is both hope, and violence. They all thought they could get out, or at least make the best of this as they could. But position was a bit of a problem, of course. Power, even when it doesn’t mean anything, is tempting. It can also corrupt, no matter if you have it or not. All in all, it was quite a struggle. Quite a bloody struggle, indeed.”
“Umm…” He didn’t like him. Rational or not, he seriously did not like this kid. “So, you’re saying they killed each other for control?”
The boy looked annoyed. “In Layman’s Terms, yes.”
Silence hung between them, and Rasmus slumped on the cliff behind him, ignoring the sore pain on his back as the points on it dug into him. He let his eyes droop closed as he tried to estimate how long it would take before his friends would arrive. Would they be angry with him? Well, he was dragging them into a hellish nightmarish world. So, they might be a tad bit peeved.
A new fear gripped him. What if they wouldn’t work with him? Worse, what if there were complications when they came down? Surely not every operation could be smooth. He thought again of the way the strings had bit into him and felt his blood grow cold. It would be so easy for one of them to jerk too hard, push the razor sharp edges down into their wrists, cutting the skin, slicing the veins, stealing the blood away from them…
“I heard what the aprax told you.” The words jerked him out of his thoughts. He’d forgotten about the boy’s existence, and for a second, what the aprax had said. “That there’s a way out.” The boy was staring at him when he opened his eyes, obviously waiting for some type of answer.
“Um, yeah,” Rasmus said awkwardly. His eyes moved off of the boy’s as he tried to think of an appropriate answer.
“Do you know how long I’ve been in here?” He said, suddenly.
“Uh, no.” Rasmus tried to move back as the boy took a step closer to him.
“Three months,” The boy told him without having to be asked. “I’ve been stuck in this Hell for three months.”
They stared at each other for a couple of minutes, Rasmus feeling the remaining energy in the teenager before him.
Without a word, the boy turned. Feeling some strange morbid curiosity, Rasmus followed him, knowing where he was headed without asking. They walked in silence through what was a mostly repetitive landscape, time not seeming to pass. The sky above them had a dripping of dark gray running through it that slowly curved downwards like a paint brush until it hit a solid block. The haze was a red gray and though it was still, there was no way to imagine that it wasn’t full of something life threatening.
Rasmus stopped moving and, seeing this, so did the boy.
“Aren’t you coming?” He asked, raising an eyebrow.
“What do you expect to do in there?” Rasmus blurted out as he watched the air ripple over the entrance.
“You’ve heard what’s supposed to be in there,” The boy guessed, and Rasmus nodded. “I don’t believe it. The aprax, he told you that you’d need to come through here, correct?” Again, Rasmus nodded. “If there were really bloodthirsty monsters in there, wouldn’t he have mentioned it? The kingdom is supposed to be your problem isn’t it?”
“You were really listening, weren’t you?” He joked weakly.
“You’re staying here then,” The boy said, sounding kind of disappointed. He turned away, then seemed to think better of it. “I’m Markus, by the way.”
“Rasmus.”
Markus smiled slightly and turned back to the Adeio. “I’ll come back for you if you want,” He said told him.
“Thanks.” Somehow he knew that there was no way that he would be coming back. He steadied his gaze towards the veil that Markus was walking into, not breathing. Markus reached out his hand, and slowly pushed it through. As his hand reached in, meeting no resistance, a grin broke onto his face. He half ran into it, and Rasmus was filled with relief.
He moved forward slightly, watching for any signs of Markus. Maybe he wouldn’t have to wait for Len and Nora after all. Something made him hesitate, and he froze. Maybe it was guilt for considering leaving his friends behind, or maybe it was something else, but he knew that he wasn’t going anywhere.
He put his foot down slowly, and turned away.
A shriek pierced the air.
Yet again, he found himself moving without telling himself to. He was running, running back to where they had dumped him. The shriek still echoing in his ears, he dropped down to a sitting position and caught his breath, an almost unbearable activity.
“Oi! Breather!”
His head jerked up, and he saw the two apraxes above him, this time accompanied with two figures that looked almost like dolls in size, compared to the hugeness of the two men.
“You’re back,” he breathed.
“Has anyone ever told you how good you are at stating the obvious?” The man asked, pushing an obviously still slightly unconscious Nora towards him. He’d only talked to her a few times with his webcam, and while he could easily recognize her in a crowd, her face here before him didn’t look familiar to him. She looked clouded and confused, her expression lax, blood red hair wild. Her skin was even paler than usual, quite a feat. Her eyes were open, but she was obviously either still asleep or in shock. He’d put his money on both.
She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt with a thinnish looking jacket, and had obviously been out, using the day to her advantage. She had a silver chain around her neck with a dark blue gem attached, and was wearing a ring that looked a lot like the mage’s ring she had worn in their games. It was the color of white silver with intricate black-charred looking engravings in little spirals and shapes. The top twisted around, overlapping little wedges, and in the middle was a gem that matched the one on her necklace.
His fingers reached out to her instinctively, and softly felt for her pulse. He could feel it immediately, pumping fast and hard.
A smile broke onto his face.
“Yes, she’s alive,” The man said, sounding annoyed.
“Hey,” Rasmus spoke suddenly, relief making him feel giddy. “I thought you weren’t coming back here. Have a soft spot for me?”
The man sputtered at the pure cheek of his words, and his nonexistent eyes sloped downwards sharply. He was clearly doing what he could to glare.
“He’ll never admit it,” Art told him, elbowing the man in the ribs. “Likes to pretend he hates everything. Don’tcha Reg?”
Rasmus smiled, then turned his attention to Len, who was standing, slightly slumped, in the dark.
“We didn’t wake them up all the way,” Art told him. “We thought you might want to explain all this to them.” He leaned close to Len’s face, and peered at it. “Looks like they’re waking up, too. Well, bye, mate!”
“Wait!” Rasmus called to him. “What you told me. About… about how to get out?”
“Yes, yes,” Art prompted him, rolling his claws in a “wrap it up” type gesture.
“This boy,” He said, throat now a little thick. “Markus. He went through, and... Well, I think he died.”
“Oh, that’ll happen,” Art said, unconcerned.
“But- but how am I supposed to get through?!”
“This Markus. Did he go in with weapons?” Rasmus shook his head. “How about a battle plan?” Again, he shook his head. “Was he convinced that there was nothing in the Adeio?” He nodded. “That’s what I thought. Just don’t be as stupid as that bloke, okay? The silentes are as real as you, me, and your half conscious little friends over there. Of course, you already know that, though, don’t you?” He laughed a deep laugh, and turned again.
“So, I just need weapons and the knowledge they exist?” Rasmus asked.
“Yep. Well, that and some courage between those skinny legs of yours. Oh, and a weapon. But that part won’t be hard.”
“How do you know all this?” Rasmus asked in awe.
“If you spent as much time here courting around spirits as me, you’d understand,” He told him, his sharp glistening teeth pulling into another smile.
As the two men walked away, he heard Nora groan. Gaze dropping, he saw her eyes flicker open. She sat up sharply, then moaned, holding her side. He could see the exact moment when she realized that something was going on on her face.
“Ra—Rasmus?!” Her words were colored with the accent he always seemed to forget she had. Her eyes were huge as she stared at him, mouth open, jaw dropped.“What are you doing here?!” Her eyes moved slowly to scan her surroundings. “What- what am I doing here? Where is here?!”
He opened his mouth to try his best to answer her questions, but shut it immediately, seeing Len sit up.
“Len’s here too??? What the hell is going on here?!”
Len’s head spun around at lightning speed, jaw dropping when he saw Nora and Rasmus.
“Wha-wha…” He seemed speechless. Rasmus took this opportunity to take a good look at him. Unlike with Nora, he and Len had talked a lot through their webcams, and so he wasn’t surprised that he was easily familiar with most of his features. His hair was still the same long charcoal black, cut off below his ears, styled similarly to his own, and his eyes, though huge and confused, were the same green as they had looked through his screen, tilted upwards just slightly. As he stood taking a few dazed steps forward, it was obvious that he was about two inches shorter than he was. After all this time, all the things they had shared, he was finally getting to meet him. Even with all the strangeness around him, he couldn’t stop himself from feeling just how he would the if their first meeting had been on more normal circumstances.
Face erupting into a huge grin, he grabbed Len, forcing him into a lung crushingly strong hug. Before anymore questions could get out of anyone’s mouths, he grabbed Nora again, and added her into the hug. Though she was still too confused and scattered to even be in reality, Len hugged him back with equal force.
“Nice to finally see you, Rasmus!” He said, his expression making his words seem genuinely true. “Though I’d like to know just what the fuck is going on here.”
“Uh, if I tell you, you might not be so happy to see me,” Rasmus told him, putting one hand on the back of his neck, feeling his face warm a little bit.
“Just get it over with, rock star,” Nora advised him, arm hooked behind her back, where she was obviously clenching and unclenching her fist like mad.
“Well,” He thought of how to begin. “my best friend is dead and it is completely and utterly my fault.” He could see their mouths open to deny it, but he held up a hand to stop them. “No, that’s a fact. I was supposed to die, and something made him save me. And apparently accidents happen, and I was pulled down here because I’m not supposed to be able to breathe right now. And now I’m trapped here. Unless I can escape somehow- which I know I can’t so on my own. So I brought you down. Because you’re really the best friends I’ve ever had, and I’m a selfish annoying prick.”
“I…see,” Nora said, and she looked like she really did. “So, where are we exactly?”
“The Underworld.”
“Great. Yeah, I’ve always wanted to go to the Underworld. Thanks Rasmus, this’ll be a great day trip.”
“I’m really sorry. I mean really sorry. I didn’t know what else I could do, so… It was stupid, I guess.” It wasn’t until he was finished apologizing that he realized that she really believed him, as mental as it sounded.
“The... The Underworld,” Len spoke, staring at Rasmus as if he wasn’t real, as if he had just transformed into something else, or turned into saw dust.
“Yes, actually,” He said slowly. “The far side right now, to be exact.”
“Far side.”
“It’s where they dump the mortals they bring down by mistake.”
“You sure do know a lot about this,” Len said, some of the shock seeming to wear off him a little bit.
“Well,” Rasmus said. “I ask a lot of questions.” He turned his head to ask if Nora had any more questions, and could see her walking away, towards the Adeio.
“Nora!” He yelled after her.
She stopped just short of the red gray shroud and turned, looking impatient.
“Yeah?”
“You’re going to die.”
“Well that’s nice to know. Any particular way?”
“By zombie souls if you go into that,” Rasmus said, pointing to it.
“Oh. Cool.” Her legs swept out as far as it could go in the opposite direction, and pulled the other leg and the rest of her body over with it.
They were quiet for a second. He guessed that it hadn’t really sunk in for Len yet, Len who liked to know all the details he could. Nora was staring at him, too, and it hit him for the first time that, while Nora was best friends with Len, too, they too had never met.
“Well… this is a nice way to finally meet face to face, eh?”
“Dramatic as I’d expect from you,” Nora agreed.
“Hey, I don’t try for drama, I’m just amazing.”
“Cool story, bro,” Len said, rolling his eyes teasingly. “needs more dragons. Speaking of dragons-“ His face looked more excited. “are there any here?”
“Absolutely no idea what so ever.”
“I bet there are. It’s what every good Underworld should have.”
“Because you’re suddenly the master.”
“Oh, it’s not sudden,” Len told him matter of factly. “I’ve been for a while. I just choose not to flaunt it.”
They had sat there talking for what must have been hours. Somehow the thrill of being together was outweighing the fear of mingling with the dead.
The smooth silence around them rippled as Nora snorted with laughter.
“I remember coming back to that,” She said, still laughing. “Not exactly what you expect to see when you wake up.”
“Yeah, well, we were bored,” Rasmus said.
“And we’re manly adventuring men,” Len added.
“Remind me to never leave you guys alone again,” She teased. “Especially if you’re bored.”
Their laughter faded after a bit, leaving them all in a silence that felt solid.
“I think it’s time to do what we always do before a quest,” Rasmus said after awhile. The other two looked at him. “Plan.”
“You kind of still have to tell me what we’re planning to do,” Nora complained.
“Escape.”
“Helpful and specific. Very nice, Rasmus.”
“I don’t really know that much either, just what Art told me.”
“Art?”
“Uh, do you remember those things that brought you here?”
“Kind of,” She said slowly, eyes narrowing with suspicion.
“Well, the one that was holding Len told me how to get out.”
“What? Why?”
“Because I’m extremely likable?”
“No, that can’t be it,” Len interjected. “He must be gay.”
“Do sexualities even exist here?”
He could tell the other two were starting to ponder it. “No, no, none of that!” He said loudly. “We have less interesting but more important things to think about, okay?”
“Oh. Oh, right,” Nora said, in a daze. She shook her head slightly. “Plans. Plans, escape, plans, Art.”
“Anyway,” Rasmus said loudly. “I generally know how to get out of here thanks to him, gay or not.”
“And that is?”
“Through the Adeio, through the kingdom, and to the cliffs.”
“Three questions,” Len said. “What’s an Adeio, what kingdom, and how do you expect us to get to the cliffs?”
Rasmus pointed at the Adeio that he had forgotten they hadn’t moved away from. “Answer one: that.”
“The one with the zombie souls,” Nora added, sounding slightly amused.
“Uh, apparently,” Rasmus responded, not finding it as funny, seeing as he’d half witnessed someone dying there.
“Answer two?” Len prompted him.
“The kingdom of the dead. Or, something like that. It’s supposedly where the dead that are actually supposed to be dead are taken.”
“And you plan to just waltz through it?”
“For now? Yes. Hopefully we can brainstorm on that plan later…”
“And the cliffs,” Nora reminded him. “How are we getting there?”
He was quiet for a second as he tried and failed to come up with a good answer. “No idea. Pass through the Adeio, pass through the kingdom, then we wing it, I suppose.”
“And what happens after we die?”
“Shut up, nobody’s dying,” Len said. “Except maybe the people who get in our way. But, well, they’re already dead, aren’t they?”
“Call it dead or call it whatever you want, but there’s no way that all this is going to work with all of us getting out alive- especially if we don’t plan what to do out in the rogue outerlands.”
“Who said they were rogue?”
“I did. And that’s more than enough.”
Len rolled his eyes.
“He never said we weren’t going to plan, stupid,” He said, nudging her softly in the ribs. “just that it isn’t planned yet. Nobody’s trying to wildly wander out into the big bad cliffs. Well, actually-”
“I don’t know about you guys,” Nora interrupted loudly. “but I’m just about ready to get out of this wasteland.”
“Right now?” Rasmus asked.
“What, did you want to spend Christmas here?”
“I’m with Nora,” Len said. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Guys,” Rasmus said, frustrated. “I actually witnessed somebody die in there. It’s not like roleplaying, there’s no more lives, no saves. We have no control over any of this. Do you understand?”
They both nodded silently.
“Alright, then let’s try to plan this out. Those things, the silentes, they kill, and I’m guessing not all that rarely. If we go in prepared for them, we may have a chance.”
“Defeating a horde of zombie souls with sheer belief. Sounds legit.”
“Shut up, Len. Anyway, we’ve battled together many times, men. Let this battle be as successful as the ones we share from our pasts!”
“Hear hear!” Nora shouted.
“Alright you dorks, pep talks about being ferocious warriors won’t really bring us much closer to getting back to the mortal world. Though I’d just like to say, when I die, I think I’m perfectly happy with what I’ll be getting into.”
“As long as there’s dragons,” Rasmus interjected.
“As long as there’s dragons,” He agreed.
“As great as that is to know,” Nora said. “I’d rather not think about death, seeing as ours seem to be getting nearer than any of us expected.”
“I always wanted to die young,” Len disagreed. “Much better than dying all dignified and respectable. I want to die a punk rocker.”
“Then you’d actually have to become a punk rocker…”
“Eh, not the point.”
“We really need some focus here,” Rasmus said, shaking his head.
“Yeah, agreed,” Nora said. “Planning?”
“Planning.”
“Okay, I understand how being prepared is supposed to help us loads, but don’t we need to fight them?”
“Well, yeah. But Len knows some martial arts- “ He cut off to glare at Len, knowing something about being racist was sure to come out. Len opened his mouth, then cut off after seeing the look on his face, and bust out laughing. “Anyway, I’m pretty good at sparring, and you know how much I love mourning stars.”
“So I’m the only one that can’t do anything…”
“You can to.”
“Oh yeah? Then what?”
“I don’t know. What are you good at other than being a spastic Australian girl?”
“Cooking, writing, video games, tearing people apart emotionally. You know, the usual. Oh, and I rock on guitar. And I can play a mean game of darts. You know what? Let’s just leave it as ‘I’m awesome’. We good with that? Alright, we’re good.”
“Well, we’ll figure something out. You do a lot with your hands, and I know personally that you know a lot about vulnerability.”
“Bow and arrow?” Len suggested.
“Nah,” Rasmus said. “that takes a lot more practice than it seems.”
“Wait,” Nora said suddenly. “Where are we supposed to be getting weapons, any way?”
“I was told that wouldn’t be a problem.”
“Well right now it kind of looks like a problem.”
“Maybe they’re in the Adeio?”
“And you just want to assume that? I say we look around first.”
“Has anyone ever told you that you’re really bossy?” Rasmus complained jokingly.
“Has anyone ever told you that you’re really good at only thinking things half through?”
“Ouch.”
They walked, searching the area for just about anything that could be used to bruise, brain, or injure. It seemed a lot larger than it had when he’d gotten there, every time he suspected the end, another stretch of desert like land came into view.
“I vote,” Len announced. “that Nora’s idea was incredibly bad and we should have taken Rasmus’.”
“Wait, what was my plan again?” Rasmus asked.
“To take the lazy way out and simply assume, my good man,” Len said. “Frankly, I much prefer assuming and learning by trial and error than trekking through a desert in search of items that don’t exist. Unless I’m on my computer. That is the one and only exception.”
“All for heading back?” Rasmus threw his hand in the air with enough force to half pull it out of the socket. Len flopped his arm into the air, then glared at Nora, who sighed.
“Fine, have it your way,” Nora said. “It’s not like I wouldn’t have died anyway.”
They turned to head back, and were surprised to realize that they could see the Adeio.
“What the…”
“That’s impossible! It’s glitching on us!”
“It can’t glitch, Nora.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know. But still, this isn’t right! We walked so far away! What’s it doing being right there?!”
“I guess since we weren’t coming to it, it came to us?” Len volunteered.
“That’s disturbing on so many levels…”
“Uh, I guess we have no choice then.”
They stood, inert, none of them really wanting to go in.
“Ladies first?” Len suggested.
“Go right ahead,” Nora told him smoothly, pushing him. He half tripped, falling straight into it.
Wide eyed, she stared at where he had been.
“I… guess I’m stronger than I thought,” She said slowly. “That’s a plus for fighting at least.” She then promptly ran into the rip.
Finding himself suddenly alone, Rasmus followed on her heels.
Len was standing there, apparently trying to get back out.
“So, uh, bad news and good news,” He said, hand on the back of his neck embarrassedly. “Good, I’m alive. Yay. Bad, well, we can’t get out of here.”
Rasmus could feel his heart speed up, and took a huge gulp of stale air. His hand pressed the solid, no longer rippling, wall of red. It didn’t budge. It was like a vortex of metal dust. Like Len had said, they were trapped.
“It won’t open at this side,” Nora said, seeing that they were starting to freak out. “That makes perfect sense. I mean, if this side opened, then the silentes would be running into the far side, wouldn’t they? But the other end is probably a whole different deal, eh? I’m sure once we get through this place, we’ll be able to get through the other side. Oh, and more good news.”
“What?” Len asked.
“I found the weapons.” She pointed a pile a little ways away.
Approaching it, everything seemed to be touched by something red that shared a sickening resemblance to dried blood. Rasmus bent to grab a sword and came up with a hand.
“Well, I guess we know why all this is here.” He chucked the hand away from the pile, only caring about the present at the moment.”
“Choose your weapon,” Len said with a smile on his face as he dug through the pile, pulling out a slightly rusted blade. “Oooh!” He squealed with excitement and ran to a pile farther in. “Oh. My. Dear. Lord.”
they turned to see him holding up a beautiful silver longsword, words engraved on the smooth blade. As came to inspect the prize, they could see that blood was lining the engraving.
“Oh, nice,” He said, seeing something near the middle of the pile and digging for it. He came up with a giant mourning star. “This place really gets me.”
“This isn’t bad,” Len said with a grin on his lips and eyes.
“What am I using?” Nora asked, eying the pile.
“Reach into the mystery pile,” Len instructed her. She did as he said, coming up with a mace.
“Um, no.”
Reaching in again, she pulled out a sword. She tried it for a second, then shrugged, and threw it back in.
“Wait a minute.” Her face lit up as she dropped to her knees, grabbing something. In one hand was a long dagger, in the other a small sword. They looked like the belonged to the same set, sharing the same black handle with gold rims, and white silver blades.
“I’ve never been this happy in my life,” She whispered, absorbing her new weapons with her eyes.
“Think you can use it?” Rasmus asked.
She scoffed, swinging the blade up, fast, cutting through the air. “Do you know how much I used to sword fight with my brothers?”
“Maybe you should have mentioned that before we racked our brains trying to get you a good weapon.”
She shrugged. “It slips the mind.”
“Especially if you don’t have one,” Len muttered.
She whacked him on the back of the head with the handle of the sword.
“Hey, hey,” He said, rubbing where she had hit him, with his hand. “Save the violence for the monsters.”
“Where are they, anyway?” Nora asked, scanning the area with her eyes.
“Probably farther in,” Rasmus guessed. “But don’t let your guard down.”
“So, um, ready?” Nora asked. “Are we going in now?”
“Everyone has their new weapon firmly in their hands?” He asked, checking them with him eyes. “Alright then. Let’s make a line.”
They stood shoulder to shoulder with Nora in the middle, Rasmus to her left and Len on her right. Slowly, they moved forward, eyes swiveling in every direction, searching for the things they knew had to be near. Something moved in the darkness ahead, and Len jumped.
Rasmus could see Nora position her dagger and sword as she peered into the dark. He tensed and bounced the handle a bit, the weight of his mourning star feeling comforting.
The silence was dense and dark. Nobody moved, nobody breathed. Time was irrelevant, and though it passed, they couldn’t start to wonder how much had.
“Well, I guess we’re good,” Len said, breaking the silence. He smiled, and took a step forward.
It happened fast. The shape was gone, just a terrible black blur, as it lunged on to the unsuspecting boy. He raised his hand in fear before it got to him, flailing it wildly, his mind not working fast enough.
The thing, whatever it was, froze, crumpling to the ground.
Nora pulled her dagger out of it, a look of utter disgust on her face. The blade was coated with ash or dust, slightly darker than the color of the Adeio itself.
Rasmus kneeled and picked up the thing, more ash raining from it. Spreading it with both hands, it was clear that it was a ragged bit of cloth, some kind of shirt, maybe.
“What the... They aren’t real.” He turned to the sound of metal clashing against something.
“Oh, they’re real alright,” Len said, rubbing his sword on his jacket to clean it. “And they don’t like being hit by big pointy swords.”
“They’re animated cloth,” Rasmus said, holding up the remains of the first silente.
“Wrong,” Len said, taking the cloth in his hand. “This is just the only thing that isn’t completely and utterly dead. That one-” He pointed to the pile of ash with his thumb. “had a face. And one hell of a face, really. Creepy little thing… But I think they disintegrate. And that you play too many video games.”
Rasmus dropped the cloth to the ground.
"Says the boy with the number one high score in Pacman."
"Hey, Pacman isn't a video game. It's a harsh look on our America."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"Uh, I don't know."
"Hey guys," Nora interrupted "Monsters approaching? Anyone?"
"Oh, right."
Len jumped into action, thrusting his sword into the charging silente, while Nora plunged her dagger into another's back.
"Continue on?" Rasmus suggested.
"Continue on," Len agreed.
They walked spread apart more than before, weapons out and guards most certainly up.
“Have you noticed how they seem scatter about?” Rasmus asked while walking.
“What do you mean?” Nora asked.
“I mean the way that they attack,” Rasmus explained. “It’s like they come in pairs.”
“Well that makes things easier,” Len said. “Nora and I can fight, and you can just stand there being pretty.”
“Nah,” Nora said. “I think it’ll probably change. I mean, I get that there’s three of us, and we’re ‘well prepared’, but if it were this easy, more people would have been able to get through. Don’t you think?”
“Yeah, I guess,” Rasmus replied. “So we enjoy this while it lasts?”
“I guess so,” Nora said, sticking her sword through a silente that was racing towards her.
Rasmus swung his mourning star high, watching the disfigured huddles lunge towards his group. The points of his weapon cracked through the air and through the cloth, a satisfying hit. Next to him, he could see Len cleaning his sword of the remains of the one he had just ended.
“Are you going to keep doing that?” He asked, amused. “It is going to get more on it.”
“It’s called proper sword care,” Len said, sniffing. “Don’t come crying to me when your weapon’s dull and mines sharp and beautiful.”
“I’ll have to resist.”
Before they could really start walking, Nora put her arm out to stop them.
“You know how you said we should enjoy them coming in pairs while it lasts?” She asked, not turning to look at them.
“Yeah,” Rasmus answered.
“Well, I think that’s down the drain now.”
The boys followed her gaze and faltered. In the distance was a wave of silentes, looking like an ocean of death.
“Why do you always have to be right?” He groaned.
“Sorry, it’s what comes with being perfect in every way.”
Rasmus took a deep breath, steadying himself. Whatever was about to happen, it wouldn’t be pretty. He could hear Markus’ scream echo in his head. Funny how the death of a boy he’d hardly known could scar him so much, so deep.
“Ready?” He asked, gripping his mourning star tightly, feeling his knuckles pale with the strain.
“No,” Len said. “But I’d rather run in like a lunatic than wait a week for that to happen.”
“When am I not ready to kill things?” Nora stated.
“Then I say we charge.”
“Run with sharp weapons. Gotcha.”
He counted to three under breath, then his legs exploded forward, pulling his body through the air. The others followed his lead, Len already swinging wildly.
They broke through the surface of them, the gleaming metal of their weapons paving the way. They seem to have surprised the group, who were slower to react than expected.
Rasmus spun, the mace whacking through the surrounding area, crushing what was in its path. he didn’t pause to check on the other’s, the now understanding silentes coming quick and plenty. He brought his arms up and slammed them down, the heavy points falling hitting all that they could. As she stretched his muscles, he forgot for a moment that this was real, that he was really himself. It was hard not to think of all the role playing games he’d played, both action and written. His characters had always been a combination of skill, wits, and strength, strength the real priority. As he’d watched the character, he’d always yearned to be able to accomplish what he knew his character could, no matter how pathetic, how sad it that yearning was. To think that now he was doing what he’d always wanted to able to do, it was mind occupying. Which was the reason he really couldn’t think about it at the moment.
“Stay with it,” He thought to himself. “Just play the game.”
It felt great to be able to break though the swarming of the dead, something that he knew most people would never know. For the first time, he brought his attention to Len and Nora. He found Nora quickly, taking care of the spirits with hardly any problem. He scanned the area for Len, and found him farther up, paving the way through.
“Len!” He shouted, not knowing why until Len turned to look at him. Nora turned with him, and their eyes all met. At that instant, he knew that they all knew exactly what to do. Nora nodded, sharply, confirming it.
They turned, Rasmus bringing his weapon up, Len down, and Nora simply slicing the flesh still in front of her, and ran. The air felt colder as it passed through and around their bodies. Rasmus swung his mace behind him, feeling it make contact with something that seemed much closer than he would’ve liked.
The edge of the sea of lunging bodies was in his sight, and he sped up, leaping when he could, legs stretching to their full lengths. He whipped the spiked ball around him, surprised, in the back of his mind, just how much control he had over it. He moved his gaze to see how Len and Nora were doing, then brought his attention back to the creatures in front of him, turning his face frontwards again. He jumped as he found a face in front of him, eyeless, in a different way then the two apraxes, and lipless, ragged skin pulled together in a sloppy line, as if someone had tried to sow the mouths shut and got lazy. Instinct won over logic in the split second he stared into it, and his fist made contact with that gruesome face, then broke past it, an explosion of red ash thrown into the air around him.
His jaw dropped and he stared in awe for a second at the ash that remained, coating his knuckles. Then he pulled himself together, and charged again. He was closer than before, and he knew that Len was most likely already out. When he’d checked, he’d been so close. He knew why, of course, Len was so much better at this than any of them, but he refused to believe it. Strange to think that with all that was going on, his ability to learn combat moves perfectly from YouTube tutorials was the thing that was unbelievable to him. It just felt like those perfect cuts and the way he moved his sword were something that a warrior knew, and only he. But Len was that kind of person on the inside, and he had that kind of obsessive brain that wouldn’t let him give up if he wanted something. It was something that Rasmus had always kind of envied about him since they met, even before they had become close.
He rose his head again and could see the last line of them running towards him. He knew it wasn’t the end, but it was close enough for know. He thrust his mourning star up and over, the weapon swiping through their bodies almost effortlessly. The others ran to him, and he lunged towards the openness in front of him, pausing only to send the mace through a couple that were getting too close.
He ran feeling their bodies press against him, and didn’t stop even when he no longer could. He finally stopped, hands on his knees, panting, when two ran at him from the distance. Almost lazily, he thrust the mourning star towards them, exploding one and knock the other to the ground. Seeing it was still alive, but stuck, he jumped on it, landing hard with both feet. If the silentes were attacking in small groups again, that meant that he had to be far enough away from the army of them. Finally catching his breath, he turned to see his friends farther away than he’d thought they’d be. Nora had her arms crossed, and he knew she was probably rolling her eyes, and Len just looked kind of amused. He felt a small wave of embarrassment turn onto him.
“Drama queen!” Nora shouted. Dropping her arms, she half ran, half bounced to him, Len following with long strides.
“Big bad silentes scare you?” She asked, stifling a laugh.
“Oh, be nice,” Len told her. “Those without my amazing skill have the right to be a little scared.”
“Yes, because you’re the master of absolutely everything, right?” He said sarcastically.
“Yup,” Len replied. “Except for escalators. Those things freak me out. I mean, what it your clothes got stuck in it? What if you fell and your hair got stuck in it?” He shook a little in disgust and fear. “I’ll stick with stairs.”
“I’ll stick with killing and getting out of this god forsaken hole,” Nora said. “Let’s keep moving.”
“See, that was a completely irrelevant comment,” Len complained as they continued on. “You need to learn some people skills.”
“You need to learn how not to be a wuss.”
“Your face has to learn how not to be a wuss!”
“My face is better than yours, it learned that ages ago.”
“Both your faces should shut up,” Rasmus cut in. “I think we’re reaching the last stretch.” the space ahead was once again filled with silentes.
“Already?” Nora asked. “Where did all the loose rebel monsters go?”
“Maybe you scared them off with your arguing.”
“We’re just too cool for them, Len. They knew that they couldn’t compete.” She grinned, elbowing him playfully.
“Apparently they didn’t get the memo,” Rasmus said, nodding to the four that were breaking away from the distant army.
Len threw his sword up into the air, the dim light flashing off of it’s still shining blade. As the silentes approached, he sliced them in half with ease, almost as if it were a dance.
“Are you a samurai?” Rasmus asked, bashing one in the face with his mourning star.
“Well actually-”
Nora let out a little shriek, and both boys turned to her. Somehow she had managed to distance herself from them- and more silentes were charging at them. The ashes of a couple were at her feet, but now she stood, looking panicked, and Rasmus realized that she had dropped her sword.
She stabbed one with her dagger, but, hand shaking, dropped that, too.
Almost too fast to see, Len ran to her, sword out and forward. Her eyes were wide and scared, the attacks still coming. Rasmus watched in shock, still fending off the few coming at him, as one of them reached out it’s hands to her. Fear mixed with anger as the foul looking fingers brushed against her clothing. In a flash, she kicked where it’s groin should have been, and it fell, bursting into dust before it hit the ground. More advanced on her, but now Len was there, sword in hand, slicing them down the middle, and decapitating them with one swift movement. Using Len’s fighting as a distraction, she swooped down to grab both weapons clumsily in her hands. Fear leaving and starting to become replaced by adrenaline, she gripped them easier, and began in on the creatures.
“Thanks, man,” She said as she stabbed the silentes, hard.
“No problem,” Len breathed raggedly. “Just remind me to never get you angry. I’d rather you not use that fighting technique on me...”
Rasmus had managed to make his way closer to them, but the silentes were still separating them, a harsh wave of malice. His hands moved towards the beings, wiping them out wherever the hard metal came down. But it didn’t seem like enough.
As they surrounded him and he began to lose sight of anything but their black bodies streaked with sooty red, his heart sped with the panic that was gripping him. He tried to shove it away. He’d never been the greatest in hard situations or thinking on his feet, but he knew that the real secret was not letting any of it really get to him. Too bad that seemed kind of impossible at the moment. He tried to breathe, get in enough air to puff him up and make him feel like more than what he knew he was- a skinny tall eighteen year old who happened to know how to wield a weapon. Gripping the mourning star he so relied on, tightly, knuckles turning white, he smashed through them. The bodies fell, as he knew they would, turning into that disgusting dark red ash, but even as they fell, more advanced in on him, instantly covering any light or hope that might have gotten to him in the other’s absence. Again he swung, feeling his weapon almost like an extension of his body, go through the silentes as they ran to him. More came, sensing somehow that he was near to defenseless. Every time one of them fell, they were replaced by two more, running at him from afar. He knew it was hopeless, that he couldn’t defeat all them by himself, and that Nora and Len wouldn’t be able to make it to him to help.
Too proud to lay down and give up, he kept breaking them down, his mourning star starting to look a strange reddish color from the ash it was collecting. The motion was useless, pointless in every way, but still, somehow it was comforting, feeling like he was really doing something. The mace slowed as he spun it on it’s chain, his strength starting to leave him. Less and less were turning into ash, and more solid bodies were at him, reaching and pressing themselves onto him. The hands, fingernail-less and oddly pointy, fought to his head, the pushing him down as they reached it. He could feel himself being dragged down, and a hopeless despair in his chest told him that there was nothing he could try to do to try and stop it. At least Nora and Len could get away, they wouldn’t be stupid enough to try to come for him, seeing how far long he was already. He clenched his eyes shut, knowing that if this was going to happen, he didn’t want to have to see it. The hands covered him, and he felt them searching his body as if for the best place to strike. Claw like fingers brushed against his wrist, then stopped. He waited, knowing that it had found what it wanted, and held his breath.
Time passed slow in his mind, each second of horrible waiting an hour long. He counted silently, but stopped when it’s been three minutes. Whatever was going on, it couldn’t what he was expecting. Silence in his brain from confusion, only now could he hear the movement in the air, the soft sigh of fabric falling. His eyes opened tentatively, waiting to understand the picture in his head.
His jaw dropped. The silentes were no longer the only thing he could see. Before him, was a girl, his rescuer. No weapon on her, she was simply punching and kicking them all away- and it was working. What they had done in desperation, she seemed to have perfected. He realized he was staring, dumbfoundedly at her, and lifted his weapon again, taking care of those trying to close in on them. The two of them together, both destroying the destroyers, were taking them out much faster than he had. The sea of black and red seemed now to simply be a haphazardly placed group of puddles. They waded through them, attacking when they had to. Rasmus turned, seeing Len and Nora staring over, obviously having seen what was going. As they did, one came up behind Len arm slithering towards him. Rasmus stopped, about to try to warn him, but the the girl doubled back for him, noticing he’d stopped running, and grabbed his hand to pull him along. He let himself be dragged, but turned another time, relieved to see Len chopping the threat away.
He ran with her, unsure of where they were going, through safe spots, through silentes, never finding another sea, never stopping. Finally they reached somewhere that seemed different, that light was starting to flow into again. She stopped, seeming satisfied, and he stared, wide eyed, around at his surroundings.
“Where are we?” He asked in awe.
“The Adeio,” The girl answered. Her voice was almost emotionless, but that seemed to be from the words. Her voice was slightly melodic, even in those two dull words.
“No,” He said, slightly confused with her response. “I know that. I meant, where are we right now?” He spread his arms around the area, gesturing to the spot that seemed entirely safe.
“Oh,” She sounded surprised. “We’re at the end. You’re trying to get out, right?”
“Well of course... Aren’t you?”
She threw her gaze to floor, looking embarrassed. “Yes,” She answered quietly.
He looked at her, realizing that this was the first time that he would be able to see her, not moving. Her hair was waist length and white- not blond, not gray, but a pure white. Her features were delicate, big gray eyes, petite nose, and a small mouth. But the lips were peculiar, jagged and angular scars going through her, making bloody Vs. He stared, trying to understand, make every part of her fit into a puzzle. She was small, not so much short, but small, and though she didn’t look like a fighter, he had already seen her defeat a horde of monsters with her bare hands. The cuts on her lips weren’t sloppy, they were precise and perfect, and is somebody, a perfectionist, had done it to her. And she was pale, as if she hadn’t had sunlight in a very long time.
“How long have you been in here?” He asked, and saw her jump, apparently too far into her own head to have remembered he was there.
“I... I don’t know,” She answered, looking worried, big eyes getting bigger. She really seemed terrified.
“You don’t know?”
“It’s been a long time,” She explained.
“Are you okay?” He asked, voice turning softer. “You’re trembling.”
“I just really don’t want to be in here any longer,” She said. “I’m not usually this jumpy or sensitive.” He words sounded a little bitter in his ears. “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry? For what?” He asked. “With out you I would have died, no doubt about it.”
She didn’t speak, knowing it was true.
Footsteps broke into their slightly uneasy silence, and he whipped around, to find Len and Nora, trying to catch their breath.
“Hey!” He exclaimed, grinning. He felt guilty, but he’d kind of forgotten them as he spoke with the girl.
“Hey!” Nora mocked. “Thanks for leaving us!”
“I would’ve came back if I could have,” He said apologetically, guilt rising.
“Yeah, I know,” She said with a smile. Nora was like that, you could never be sure if she was serious when she acted angry with you, though she almost never was. “Me and Len are big kids, we can take care of ourselves.”
Len had moved to the girl as Nora was speaking.
“That was really awesome,” He told her. “How did you learn to fight like that?”
“My dad,” She answered, sounding less unsure and scared as she talked about fighting. “And being in this place so long. You kind of had to learn how.”
“We need to get you a weapon” Len said, impressed by her.
“I’m good with my hands,” She said, awkwardly smiling.
Nora stepped over, seeming to want to put herself into the conversation.
“What’s your name?” She asked, smiling, though obviously not completely taken with her.
“Iso,” She said, a little smile playing at her lips. The name suited her well, looking like winter and ice personified.
“Nora,” Nora told her.
“I saw you kick that guy.”
Nora turned a little red. “Oh, that .”
“You can really think on your feet,” Iso said to her. “I don’t think any of them would have been able to get you.”
Nora grinned. “Yeah,” She teased. “Only the boys have to worry about that.”
“Hey, hey,” Len said. “I think I’m pretty good with a sword.”
“Oh, you are,” Iso praised him. “That’s the reason that I didn’t let him go help you, I knew you’d be alright.”
“So,” Rasmus said. “I’m the only one that sucks.”
Iso turned a little paler, looking horrified.
“Well, you’re the one who said it,” Len joked.
“You- I didn’t mean- they outnumbered you!” She sounded miserable.
“I’m just kidding,” He told her.
“Oh,” She mumbled, embarrassed. “I haven’t been around people in a while.”
“Socially awkward?” Len asked with a grin. “You’ll fit right in.”
Iso stared over to what seemed like the end of the Adeio, the gateway to freedom.
“Are you ready to go?” Rasmus asked, voice gentle again. Though she had claimed that she wasn’t always as nervous and terrified, she seemed pretty fragile, at least at the moment.
She turned her face to look at Nora and Len who both seemed to be anxious to get out of the place, then nodded. Though she had acted like the end was mere seconds away, she started walking as if she was getting ready for a long journey. Following this example, the others followed, not particularly surprised when they hadn’t reached their destination after ten minutes of walking. What did surprise them, though, was that there was no more attacks.
After so much silence, Rasmus turned, having worked up the courage to ask what he had been dying to.
“So,” He said, his voice sounding loud in his own ears. “How much do you know about the silentes?”
“Enough,” She answered vaguely.
“Oh.” He left it at that for a second. “Do you know.... Do you know what would have happened if they got me?”
He’d been wondering since he’d had time to think. Death was the obvious answer, but how? He’d gone between racking his brains and trying to avoid the subject in his mind.
Slowly, she nodded. She looked as if talking about it was the last thing that she wanted to do. He stared at her, imploring with his eyes. She glanced at him and sighed, looking away.
“They tried to grab your wrist,” She said shakily, half asking. “They would have taken their fingers, claws, things, and.... They would have ripped your wrist open. Your blood would mix with their skin, and- And you’d become one of them.”
“I’d become a silente?” His eyes were wide, and he felt so disgusted and emotional that he wanted to puke.
“Either that or die,” She replied in a whisper. Her feet moved quicker, as if she could distance herself from the conversation they had just had.
Rasmus felt his body grow colder, and his heart dis an odd jerk like it was checking to see if it was still beating. He had been so close to something worse than death. He had been so close to being red ash in a mindless body. His body shook, blurring his vision slightly. He hated to lose control, but he felt uncomfortably close.
Again, there was silence. They walked, minds fixed on their goals, legs moving mechanically nearer to it. It felt like they had been walking for at least a half hour. A half hour without attack.
“We’re almost there,” Iso said, breaking this silence with her announcement.
Len drifted towards Rasmus, hanging back a little bit.
“So, what the plan?” He asked.
“Plan?”
Nora turned, hearing this, and joined them.
“Do you not have a plan?” She asked eyebrows raised and lecture immanent.
“Um,” Rasmus started weakly. “We get out of here?”
“That was the plan before,” Len pointed out.
“Okay, we get out of here, and see what’s on the other side of this,” Rasmus said.
“And then?”
“And then find and cross the kingdom, I guess.”
“You’re trying to cross the kingdom?” Iso asked, stopping in her tracks to turn and look at them with disbelief.
“Yes,” Rasmus answered shortly.
“But... why?” her terror and unease had seemed to leave her as they walked from the silentes, but now they were back and clear on her face.
“We’re trying to leave,” Nora told her.
“Leave?” She sounded puzzled, as if the idea had never struck her. “You mean, leave the whole Underworld? Go back to your- our world?”
“If we can,” Rasmus told her. “I know how to get out- well, relatively I do.”
“You can get out...” She repeated the words like it would make them more real. She looked up, gray eyes somehow burning. “Will you take me with you?”
Truthfully, as soon as she’d appeared to save him and lead them to safety, he had expected her to join them, but this sudden request for invitation made him feel odd, slightly awkward. She just wanted it so badly. Her hands were twisting in the rag like clothing that she was wearing, staring at them with hope lighting up her face. He had to wonder how long she had really been trapped down here, how long she had been fighting in the Adeio. The chance to escape from it was brightening her.
“Of- of course,” He said, a smile slipping onto his lips as he spoke.
“We wouldn’t leave you,” Nora promised. “This place is a nightmare, and you should definitely be allowed to wake up.”
Iso smiled warmly at them. “I’ve been here a while,” She told them. “I’m sorry if I’ve forgotten how people act. God, that sounded weird... I hope you know what I what I mean..”
“We do.” Nora laughed.
“I’ve been wondering,” Len spoke up. “If you’ve been here so long, why haven’t you left before? You seem to have been here before. You’ve been to the edge, right?”
She lowered her gaze as he asked the question, apparently feeling very awkward. “I haven’t been able to until very recently. It would have been... well, impossible, really.” She shrugged slightly, her words small as her explanations were vague. “And technically, no. I’ve been close, but at that time, I was too weak, not trained enough for any of this. I had to end that.”
“So you trained until you though you could make it through?’ Len asked, respect clear on his face and in his voice. He may not have been the “take your time” guy in most situations, but that didn’t mean he didn’t respect those who could. Self control was a big a part of battle, and something that while he hadn’t completely mastered, knew was important.
“Kind of,” Iso said, shrugging noncommittally. “Though the training was more forced than anything.”
Len and Rasmus nodded, figuring that they could understand her words.
“I think you’ll come in handy,” Nora told her with a smile. “You’re a great fighter. Plus, you’ve been down here longer than any of us have”
“Yeah,” Len said. “Seeing as we all got here around the same time.”
Nora hit him. “You know what I mean. You have more experience. And you probably know more about the Underworld since you’ve spent so much time here.”
“Have you ever been outside the Adeio?” Len asked.
“No,” She told them. “I was in the far side for a little while, but I’ve never been any where close to the kingdom. I’ve heard things, though, all kinds of things.”
“How did you know how to get into the Adeio? From one of the people you heard things from?” Rasmus asked.
She shook her head. “Nobody knew, so nobody told me. But if you’re over there for a long enough time, trust me, you’ll go running into a mysterious deathly looking void.”
“So it was a wild guess?” He asked, kind of shocked.
“It felt like death either way,” She said. “What was the point in staying safe?”
“But didn’t you know about the silentes?” He asked. No sane person would go running into a den of monsters on purpose, would they? But then again, he had no proof that she was sane.
“Yes, and I wasn’t prepared for them.”
“But you survived,” Len said.
She shrugged, suddenly looking kind of sick. “I suppose.”
“Do you know where the cliffs are?” Nora asked, trying to pull the conversation away from things that would upset the girl.
“I’ve seen them,” Iso told the group. “But I wouldn’t know how to get there. Sorry. I don’t know how much help I can be to you.”
“No, you’ll help us,” Nora said. “We’ll get sick of each other eventually, and it’ll be nice seeing another face that we don’t want to punch.”
“And,” Len added. “You are a really good fighter. I wish I had that much skill with my hands. Without a weapon, I’m practically defenseless.”
Iso smiled, looking abashed.
“So are we still planning?” Nora asked.
“Yes,” Rasmus replied. “We kind of have to. We’re close, right?”
Iso nodded, her eyes gaining light. “It’ll only be a few more minutes now.”
“Then I guess we’ll have to take advantage of those few minutes. I don’t think any of us know what’s waiting for us on the other side this, right?” He looked at Iso, who shook her head, white hair flying as she did so. “Well, we’ll face that when we get there, I guess, it’s really the only choice. And thinking positively, let’s say we can get through that easily.”
“You mean, there’ll be something weaker than zombies?” Nora asked with a snort. “Well, that’ll be a relief I guess.”
“Then we’ll have to find the kingdom,” Len added, continuing the plan. “Do we know what’s in there?”
“Spirits,” Iso replied. “But not like the silentes, they’re practically harmless.”
“Practically,” Nora repeated.
“Well, yes,” Nora said uncomfortable. “Every thing was some type of attack mechanism in them, don’t they? But they’re trusting, and quite mellow. They’re dead, this is there resting place. They wouldn’t do anything unless push really comes to shove.”
“Is that all?” Len asked. “Just spirits?”
“No,” Iso said, eyes in front of her, moving steadily. “It’s a kingdom for a reason, you know.”
“So there’s a king,” Rasmus guessed. “Hades?”
“I suppose,” She replied. “That makes sense, doesn’t it?”
“Do we have to face him?” Nora asked, sounding almost a little hopeful.
“Maybe,” Iso said, fidgeting nervously. “But that would be nothing to hope for. He’s powerful, and not always fair.”
“So, try to avoid him if we can?” Rasmus asked.
“I don’t think there’ll be any reason to go to him,” Iso told them.
The group stopped as the colors started to seep into the atmosphere. Rasmus could feel his heart speed up, for this could only mean one thing.
“We’re here?” Nora and Len mumbled, words mixing into something almost unintelligible.
“I.... I think so,’ Iso replied, sounding unsure, her voice shaking a little.
The gap that separated them from whatever kind of world was out there looked the color of a dawn sky, though Rasmus was unsure if that was because it was, or if it was just the color he hadn’t noticed, reappearing. Now that he thought back, it had been more than dark, it had been totally colorless. Al the time with grays and blacks made the pale colors pop in his eyes. He squinted slightly as he stared at it, imagining what may be waiting for he and his small group.
“So....,” Len broke the silence.
“Are we going?” Nora asked, sounding impatient though her voice had traces of fear in it. No matter how exciting, how anticipated, it was still terrifying to be standing there.
“Lady’s first,” Len said, his eyes glaring at her with revenge in them, though his lips twitched into a teasing smile. His hand moved fast, flying onto her back and slapping her forward. She tumbled, then, finding her balance, glided through the air, stopping just short of the gateway. She spun, catching herself as she reached it, arm floating upwards like wings, one hand going through the breach gently.
Len stared, mouth open and eyes wide.
“Shocked at my skill?” She teased, placing the other hand on her hip. “I’m just plain better than you, dear.”
“Oh, no way,” Len argued. “You’re not getting away with that. You at least saw it coming! I got absolutely no warning what so ever! I was just thrown into a lifeless ditch full of violent zombies!”
“Maybe if you were smarter you’d have seen it coming when I did it,” Nora replied, eyes twinkling with mischief.
“Oh, excuse me,” Len replied, a loose smile falling deeper into his lips with every word he spoke. “I should have realized that your retort would be followed a split second later by being thrown into a mysterious place where I could easily be killed. How horribly foolish of me, I’m terribly sorry.”
“I forgive you, slow witted one,” Nora replied, sticking this tip of her tongue over her top lip and waggling it at him.
Iso watched them with some mix of amusement, concern, and confusion on her face. Understandable for one who hadn’t spent years with the two, online or not, watching them go at it like this, Nora with her sarcasm, and Len with his.... Len-ness. It could get pretty entertaining, but now was not the time, though the stress they were shedding was, of course, quite helpful.
“Aren’t we supposed to be passing through here?” Rasmus interrupted them, suppressing a laugh.
“Yes, yes we are,” Len replied, unabashed. “Nora, I believe you were on your way.”
“After that move,” Nora said, eyes flashing again as she smiled. “I think you should go first. And then keep walking. Alone. Until you hit the kingdom. And then it’ll be safe for the rest of us to start.”
“Like you could survive without my amazing skill,” Len answered, lifting his head up with false arrogance.
“All at once?” Iso suggested to them, biting her lip.
“All at once works,” Rasmus replied. “Doesn’t it guys?”
They mumbled replies and agreements, glaring at each other.
Len moved back to get in line with Rasmus and Iso, but Nora stayed there, looking just a little embarrassed.
“I’m all for this,” She told them. “but, uh, there’s just one teensy little problem.”
“Which is?” Rasmus prompted, seeing nothing wrong with their plan.
“I’m kind of, uh, well, stuck.” She pulled on her hand a bit showing that it was wedged in the outside.
The air erupted with Len’s laughter, and Nora burned red.
“Shut up, Len! I still did way better than you would have!”
He covered his mouth with the back of his hand, gripping the skin with his teeth, and finally managed to shut up. He closed his eyes and breathed, then opened them slowly, one at a time. He stared at her for almost a full minute, then started to crack, wild laughter surrounding them again.
“It’s just so funny!” He stated loudly.
“Come here,” Nora beckoned him, softening her gaze slightly.
He took a step forward, then, as if he had just realized what he was doing, skipped backwards back to where he had been.
“No,” He told her, raising one eyebrow with thought. “you’ll hit me.”
She groaned angrily. “If I wasn’t stuck here-”
“Oh, I know what would happen. But then I wouldn’t be laughing, would I? But I am, because you are. And it’s hilarious.”
Nora, reached out as if that one hand could find and strangle him. He jumped in and out of her reach, enjoying this way too much. She ran at him, but her arm pulled her back, slamming her to the ground and pulling her back behind the gate.
Len sputtered with laughter once again, but stopped quickly, walking over to her, and reaching down to try to pull her back, smile not completely gone.
Her eyes were huge with fear and worry. She had never once looked this defenseless, this young. She was trapped, and she knew it. It almost looked like she was going to start to cry.
Len’s smile disappeared, and he yanked her harder, letting her arm dropped with the “ow” she muttered between her teeth. Now Len looked panicked, and grabbed her again, this time lower, not trying to pull her, but to pick her up. He slipped his hands around her waist, halfway into the gates, and he lifted her quite easily, but failed when he tried to take her closer to him.
“Sorry,” He said, fully sounding apologetic. “I take the full blame for this one.”
“Oh, don’t do that. You taking the blame makes it so much less fun.”
His lips pulled upwards into a half smile. He tried to move his hands back, forgetting, and half dropped her. She went crashing to the ground, and he fell to his knees, trying to catch her again. His head snapped down on his neck, just inches away from her face. They looked up, knowing how awkward the position was.
“Nice to meet you,” Nora said after a second. “Come here often?”
“Oh my-” He started, but his laughter caught him off. He pulled himself backwards a bit, yanking himself forwards in the act, and banging his head with hers.
“Nice.” She spoke the work crisply, sarcasm glazing it.
“Let me just-”
“No,” She denied him.
“No, seriously, if I-” He moved forwards, his hands fully moving in, and his eyes darting around for help.
“Dude- Dude. You’ve helped far too much. You should just keep your body to yourself.”
The fearful and small Nora was gone once again, replaced now by the Nora they knew and counted on. She had been the level headed, though slightly too intense at times, player. The one who could actually form coherent thoughts at times of struggle and stress.
“This isn’t some awful mistake,” She told them calmly. “Seeing as I’m halfway into where we were all trying to get to. I can get out if I just go fully in, but I’ll only do that when you’re all ready, because I’d rather not go into some strange land totally alone. Then again, I’d also rather not be quite this close to Len’s face.”
“Oh, don’t pretend,” Len said, swinging his head to the side, to make his hair flip.
“Masculine,” She noted sarcastically. “So anyway, I can get through pretty easily, and Len can do the same. You guys-” She did her best to nod at Rasmus and Iso. “can pretty much do whatever sees fit.”
“Are you ready to go through?” Rasmus asked after a second.
“If you guys are,” She replied.
Rasmus turned to Iso, who hopping from foot to foot, glancing over her shoulder now and then. Catching him looking, her pale skin turned pink, and she smiled a little apologetic smile.
“Sorry,” She said. “kind of a nervous habit.”
“Perfectly fine,” He assured her with a smile. “Are you ready to go?”
“More than,” She told him, sighing.
“So, if it’s all good with you,” Nora called over. “I’m just going to go. Okay? Okay!”
She clenched her eyes shut, and her mouth fell into a sloppy line of concentration. She pushed her other hand through, anxiety rising, claustrophobia tightening her chest. Lips moving in a silent countdown, she took a breath, and fell backwards, tumbling into a messy somersault, her legs flying out of sight.
Len waited just a second, then followed her through, heart racing. He too had closed his eyes, and as he felt the ground against his back, he let them open again. He didn’t get up or even lift his head as he began to study his surroundings. The sky was close to the color that the gate had been, a dawn or evening looking color of reds and purples, though there was no sun at all. He turned his head and first noticed that he had landed right next to Nora. After that, he looked at the ground he was laying on. It was a gray like the color of concrete that made the sidewalks he had walked so many times, but seemed to be made out of something like sand.
His hands moved, and his fingers gently pressed into the ground, then sunk in from the pressure, proving his guess correct. He was about to push his top forward, when another figure exploded behind him. White hair flying through the air, blocking part of his view, Iso erupted over through the rift. He face looked shocked and hesitant and she stared up and around at the area, as he had done. Her hands gripped one another, reassuring her that she was there, all in one piece.
Behind her came Rasmus, not looking nearly as anxious or awe-filled as any of them did, or felt, and also not as graceful, as he slipped onto the sand with a groan. He lay there for a bit a of time, most of which, Iso looked like she was contemplating laying down with them to rid herself of the awkwardness she clearly felt. He pushed himself back up, and stood again. He looked cautious, wary of the quietness that was around them.
“Made it out in one piece, eh?”
Rasmus spun in the direction of the already familiar voice.
“Art?” He exclaimed, words full of confusion. “What are doing here?!”
“Got fired for that little favor I gave you,” He said, not seeming all that concerned about it. “So now I’m wandering a bit, I suppose, waiting for something else to call me in.”
“Fired?” He repeated slowly. Being aprax wasn’t something that he thought someone could get fired from. It had kind of seemed like something you were born to do. Or maybe a species. Truthfully, he hadn’t known what he thought, but he definitely hadn’t though it was just a job. Well, it seemed to be a more of a career, to be fair, but still. Pulling people’s immortal souls down to their resting places had hardly seemed like it could be compared to something like being a receptionist. Art was looking down at him, so he thought of something else to say. “I thought you weren’t allowed to leave.”
“Well, they won’t let anyone quit,” Art said. “But they have no problem firing the people they think aren’t doing things their way.”
“Did Reg get fired too?” He asked.
“Unsure,” Art replied with a shrug. “But probably. It might take a lot of training to do what I do- did, but we had replacements on the ready. Just the way it works.”
“Um, Rasmus,” Nora said, taking advantage of the pause in conversation. “Who the hell is this?”
“I’m Art,” He replied as if this was all that she needed to know and all he had to say.
“Uh, yes,” Rasmus agreed. “This is Art, he’s the one who told me how to get out of here.”
“Oh, hello there,” Len greeted him, Art’s strange appearance having apparently very little affect on him.
“‘Ello, mate,” Art replied. “I held you when you were dead.” His teeth fit together to make a very creepy version of what could hardly be called a smile. Apparently to smile properly, you needed lips.
Len faltered slightly, the creepiness getting to him a bit, but his lips twitched upwards.
“Uh, that’s nice to know,” He said, slightly amused by the man. “I’m alive now. Care to try again?”
Before he could say anything back, Nora hit Len, slurring words that sounded a lot like “shut the hell up”.
“Are you going to tell us the next step?” Iso’s gentle and slightly weak voice was almost unrecognizable with the force in it that it now had, steady and demanding. Rasmus glanced at her in surprise, and saw her standing, leaning on one leg that was propped in front of her like an easel, one hand at about the the height of her chest, making a sideways “O” as if it were holding something.
“Don’t you know all the steps?” He asked, then squinted at her. “Wait. Who are you? I don’t remember bringing you down here.”
“I didn’t come down with them,” She answered easily. “I’ve been here. And yes, I do know the next, step, I was hoping you would elaborate.”
This new, fierce and confident Iso was a very strange shift that made Rasmus realize that they were bringing a girl around with them that they really didn’t know anything about.
“You’ll be going to the kingdom,” Art answered her slowly, as if she wasn’t understanding him. “There really isn’t much more to explain, is there?”
“How are we getting there?” She asked, exasperated.
“You walk. And then you walk more.”
“Which direction?” Rasmus interrupted her, voice less rough, afraid that her type of questioning would get a very negative response.
“Forward,” The man answered simply. It became apparent that he was messing with them, finding enjoyment in swinging them around.
“Art,” Rasmus said warningly, somehow forgetting that this man wasn’t of his own species, and could probably kill him within a second if he wanted to.
Art laughed. “Oh no, the teenager doesn’t like my answers. I’m shaking.”
“Can you just please help us?” Rasmus asked with a sigh.
“I’ve just been kicked out of my job,” Art said, Shifting his weight to the side so that he was tilted slightly. “I’m bored and I need need entertainment. Would you rob an old man of that?”
“Just how old are you?” Nora asked, head cocked to the right with curiosity.
“Never you mind that,” Art asked with a laugh. “I’m young enough for what I am.”
“You just contradicted yourself,” Len pointed out, arms crossed. “You’re an old man, yet young.”
“Will you just shut it?” Art said with a roll of his nonexistent eyes. It was strange how he could still get the motion across even if he couldn’t really do it. “Is my age really what you want to be discussing right now? Or contradictions? I thought you lot were trying to get past the kingdom. Was I mistaken? Is there something you’d rather discuss, something a bit more interesting?”
Nora stifled a laugh, most likely thinking back to the conversation they’d had about his sexuality.
“Actually-” Len started to say. Rasmus through a hand roughly onto his mouth to stop him.
“No no,” He said. “We’d really just like to know how to get through.”
“I feel like I’m your gateway guardian...” Art complained. “But seriously, just go straight.”
“And when we get in?”
“Hope for the best?”
“Very helpful.”
“I try my best.” He looked up at the sky, and whistled, a strange multi-toned sound through his large and numerous teeth. “I better get out of here. So should you, actually. You picked the worst time possible to not die.”
“I’ll think it through better next time,” Rasmus told him sarcastically.
“What’s so bad with the timing?” Iso asked, no longer confrontational, but voice still confident.
“Let’s just say,” Art said carefully. “If you don’t get out soon, you won’t be getting out at all. The doors are going to be shut in, say, three days?”
“What?” Rasmus exclaimed, eyes growing huge. “Why?”
“The plan’s coming to a close,” Art said with a small shrug.
“What plan?” Len asked, confused. “Our plan? I thought we’d just started.”
“No,” Art replied, exasperated as if he was sick of talking to the dimwitted mortals. “The king’s of course.”
“The king’s plan? What plan? What’s he doing?”
“Well, he certainly isn’t choosing a bride,” Art said with a laugh.
“Not that knowing what he’s not doing isn’t helpful,” Nora said. “but it’s kind of not helpful.”
“So what’s he planning?” Iso asked, head tilted slightly, white hair swaying back and forth, hitting her face gently as it did so. “Something sinister? Something deadly?”
“You’re quite a little pessimist, aren’t you?” Art asked, looking at the quiet and shy girl that seemed to have changed in mere minutes. “Well, it’s something deadly, I’ll tell you that, but you don’t have to worry much.”
“Much,” She repeated, insubordination loud in her voice.
“Well, as long as you’re down here you don’t have to worry,” Art amended
“So we actually have to worry a lot,” Iso guessed, reading between the lines.
“I suppose,” Art shrugged. “That is, if the king succeeds.”
“And you expect him to?” Iso asked, studying the former aprax in front of her.
“Well, you don’t really mess with him,” He said. “Or Hel.” He looked at her hard. “So I think you should probably be heading out of here.”
“Hell?” Rasmus asked, extremely confused.
“Hel,” Art corrected. “The master of the Adeio. She’s the one in charge of all the silentes, and making sure none of them get out. And to her, that means making sure that nothing gets out.”
“So if she sees us-”
“You’re dead for real,” Art finished for him with a nod. “So pip pip, cheerio, get out of my sight.”
He turned away and started to walk. “Oh, and watch out in the cliffs. I wouldn’t want to see any of you get your pretty little faces torn off.”
The group turned to stare at each other as he walked away, laughing.
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