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Death hung in the air of the formless expanse between the mortal plane and what comes after. A place that once existed in silence echoed the cacophony of the souls clinging to the veil between life and death as they had all once clung to their last breath in the mortal realm. The cacophony was a symphony of dissonant voices, some wailing in despair, some howling in regret, and still others humming in peace. All were waiting their turn as they floated through the void.

A cloaked figure herded the souls with her scythe, eyes aglow as she scanned the void, guiding the souls with practiced efficiency. A soft humming could barely be heard over the chaos and confusion as the cloaked figure strutted through the expanse. Despite the heavy workload, the goddess of death enjoyed her time here, bringing order to the chaos and confusion.

Suddenly, a chirping sang out, mechanical and almost out of place. The cloaked figure removed her hood, white color returning to her once obsidian sclerae, and pulled a cell phone from a pouch. The nature of absence in the void sent a chill over newly exposed skin, yet somehow the device brought warmth to her fingers. Her mortal brother insisted she get one so they could stay in touch. Amused by the device, she unlocked the screen and read the message, a smile curling across her face.

“So it begins…” she murmured, thrilled that her brother’s best friend finally confirmed that the letter was sent. The thought that it would give her brother a reason to stay with her and her wards excited her. She knew little about this mortal custom known as college aside from the occasional spike in souls to shepherd because of a thing they call “Rush Week,” but it was important to them, so it was important to her.

The scythe shuddered in confusion at the sudden pause.

“Easy, uncle,” the Reaper said, putting the device back in her pouch, gripping the scythe once more, “It’s nothing to worry over. Just a notification of sorts. Let’s finish up here, because I have somewhere to be.”

Understanding passed from the scythe to the Reaper, an eager energy thrumming. Without knowing exactly what was to transpire outside of the void, even the entity in the scythe was eager for the Reaper to finish her work.

Working in tandem, the Reaper and her scythe sped up the soul herding as she had important things to do off the clock, like congratulating her mortal brother.

Earlier that day on the mortal plane in Benson City, two figures stood in front of the town post office, a letter with a college application floated down into the mailbox.

“Okay, I put it in,” Benimaru sighed in relief, voice tinged with a hint of anxiety. He spent hours checking the content, format, and font on the application he had just dropped in the mail. It was a painstaking process, but Benimaru was sure it was perfect. It had to be perfect.

“Ah, finally…” Aaron replied, though Benimaru’s face twisted with second thoughts. The change in Beni’s expression didn’t get past Aaron. He proofread that application for Benimaru repeatedly, assuring him that it was fine. It looked even more immaculate than when they downloaded it with the headers from the university.

“Maybe I should pull it out.” Benimaru’s brows furrowed as he reached for the mailbox again. Maybe the application was too perfect. Maybe they’d think he was a try-hard. Maybe…

“Don’t you dare, Beni,” Aaron said, a warning in his voice as he grabbed his shorter friend. The swipe was quick, Aaron’s arm easily wrapping around Beni’s waist and yanking him away before Beni could reach back inside the mailbox.

“Aaron, let go!” Benimaru yelped as Aaron threw Benimaru over his shoulder like a rag doll. Benimaru was so lost in thought for some reason he thought he’d be able to outmaneuver Aaron in grabbing his college application. If he built up the nerve to do this on his own, perhaps he’d be digging his application out of the box instead of watching the blue tower that was currently twisting his stomach shrink as Aaron walked away.

The taller, brawnier Aaron had always been able to overpower him, which tended to frustrate Benimaru. It’s not that Aaron necessarily used this power for nefarious purposes. Quite the opposite. Aaron was probably the only person Benimaru didn’t go through great lengths to slip away from. He was just upset because he felt maybe this letter would hit admissions and they’d reject him because perhaps Times New Roman sized-12 was out of fashion for college applications.

“Put me down, Aaron! I have to get that letter!” Anxiety caused Benimaru’s heart to race. He was sure every excuse he had was all in his head. It didn’t make the scenarios swirling in his mind any less stressful.

“No, no, Beni. There’s no doubt that you’re getting in, and I’m not about to let you get into a fight with another mailman. Just let the letter go.” Aaron squeezed Beni reassuringly as he headed toward his apartment. It was a nice day out, and Aaron figured they’d need air before he holed them up in his apartment for the rest of the day.

“Well, he wouldn’t return the application to Benson,” Benimaru exclaimed, shifting himself in a feeble effort to put eyes on the back of Aaron’s head.

If he weren’t in anxiety mode, Benimaru would remember his arm didn’t quite fit in the mailbox’s opening, despite his slight frame. He had to wait for the mailman to open it for them to sort and ship the mail. He did ask nicely for it back, and identified his name and address in the return section accurately. The mailman just looked between the hundreds of letters he slid in his bag to carry inside the facility to Benimaru and denied the request, citing some regulations Benimaru stopped listening to because his heart thundered in his ears, much like it was doing in the present. The only thing that seemed to cut through this tension back then and right now was the sound of Aaron’s voice.

Aaron said, “I can just see the headlines now, BENSON COMMUNITY COLLEGE VALEDICTORIAN ARRESTED FOR ASSAULTING A MAIL CARRIER TO STEAL BACK HIS OWN COLLEGE APPLICATION.” Aaron moved his hand through the air for emphasis on the headline.

The two were finishing their time at Benson Community College, finally able to put in for Benimaru’s dream school, Vermillion University, now that their basics were out of the way.

When they graduated high school, Benimaru’s sister and Aaron had to convince the mailman and the United States Postal Service that it was Benimaru’s letter and that he was basically harmless, so pressing charges was unnecessary.

Aaron did not think they’d talk their way out of the same problem happening again two years later.

“First of all, that’s a long headline, and second of all, it was my letter,” Benimaru muttered, crossing his arms as he dangled over Aaron’s shoulder.

“Beni, robbing a mailman is a felony. Once it’s stamped, it belongs to the postal service. Now quit struggling. You know you can’t get away from me,” Aaron reprimanded, giving Benimaru a gentle squeeze.

Aaron often had to stop Benimaru from running away from opportunities to put himself out there or self-destruct, like he did when he tried to go through the mail carrier’s bag to get his applications back.

Benimaru gave up and went limp over Aaron’s shoulder, lamenting, “If I don’t get in, I’ll have to move out of town, change my identity…”

Aaron shook his head as Benimaru continued to mutter, It took me three hours to finish my app and drop it in the mail. Beni has had his application done for a year. I can’t count the number of times I’ve had to watch him stand in front of that mailbox anxiously clutching his letter. Aaron sighed. I just can’t figure out why he has so little confidence in himself. He came out of the womb at the top of the class.

“Honestly, Beni, after all this time, I still don’t understand why you get so nervous. If you can’t get into Vermillion, what hope does an idiot like me have of getting in?” Aaron was waving at people they were passing on the street. The people in Benson City were largely unbothered by the two men’s antics, some even nodding knowingly as Aaron made his way away from the post office.

Aaron knew Benimaru Chiba-Obsidian since they were preteens. Aaron had stopped a bully from stealing Benimaru’s homework. At that time, Aaron wasn’t much larger than Benimaru, but he was scrappier. Intimidating somehow. After Aaron got done with that bully, the rest tended to leave Benimaru alone. Aaron called himself the brawn to Beni’s brain back then.

“You’re not an idiot,” Benimaru said as he struggled to turn around, “I don’t understand why you keep saying stuff like that. You’re just as smart as I am!”

Aaron Smith was always a picture of confidence, even on the day he and Benimaru met. After so many years of having problems in school, Benimaru was glad to have a friend who tried to understand him.

Aaron let out a heavy exhale. He knew his self-deprecating behavior frustrated Beni. I’m only smart because I started following your example. Otherwise, I’d be some fuck up in juvie, I’m sure. You literally saved me from self-destruction, and that is why I’m saving you…

After Benimaru got over his initial suspicion of Aaron helping him out just to steal his homework, he started helping Aaron with his homework. The other young man always listened intently when Benimaru gave explanations. Aaron had always been amazed by Benimaru, even back then.

Aaron smirked as an idea struck him to help Benimaru forget about the letter. He flipped Beni around and started carrying him in a bridal hold.

“Aaron!” Beni shouted in surprise, clinging to Aaron.

Aaron just winked at him and whispered, “I’m glad you don’t see me that way!”

“You’re amazing. How could I think anything else?” Benimaru murmured through his hands before he groaned when he peeked around the area, “The girls from our class are taking pictures again.”

As they moved several blocks away from the mailbox and back into the busy downtown area, it didn’t go unnoticed that Aaron was carrying Benimaru. Somehow, the “Beni and Aaron” fan club—somehow still active after high school—squealed and snapped photos as the two men walked by, the crowd growing as they went.

Aaron nonchalantly replied, “Oh, they are, are they?”

“How could you not notice!” Benimaru yelled, uncovering his face.

He cradled Beni closer, stopping just shy of kissing range, “Well, let’s give them something to talk about on our fan page.”

The crowd of girls grew. Some squealed in delight, others swooned. It was like being stalked by the paparazzi.

“Quit encouraging them!” Benimaru’s face felt hot as he turned away.

I would have thought they’d take that page down once we graduated high school. Beni rolled his eyes as he thought, I understand Aaron, but why on earth am I included in this? Maybe if I cut my hair…

“Don’t you even think about cutting your hair because of some dumb social media page,” Aaron glanced down at him.

Beni flinched under Aaron’s icy stare. Not only can he toss me around like a rag doll, but he can also read my mind.

“Anyway, we’re going to graduate from community college and move out of town. Let’s let them get their last looks before we leave,” Aaron whispered with a glint in his eye.

“I’m not sure I like that look on your face right now,” Benimaru laughed nervously.

Aaron posed for more pictures, much to Beni’s chagrin. He turned his back, looking over his shoulder and winking, getting Beni’s face in the shot. Benimaru tried hiding his face to no avail. Then Aaron turned to the front, pressing his cheek against Beni’s.

“Why are you enjoying this?” Benimaru grimaced.

Aaron glanced down at the pouting Ben, and a devious idea crossed his mind. He pretended to almost drop Beni, causing Beni to wrap his arms around Aaron’s neck.

“Aaron!” Benimaru looked at the ground in horror.

He roared with laughter, “You always do that! You should know I’d never let you fall. I think you actually like holding onto me.”

Benimaru gave up and buried his face in Aaron’s shoulder. Why does he like teasing me like this?

“You know I rarely get pictures with you otherwise,” Aaron’s tone got a little serious.

“Yeah, because I’m not photogenic at all. Not sure why you’d want pictures with me,” Beni muttered into Aaron’s shoulder.

Beni always avoided photos. He already felt plain and almost feminine when he looked in a mirror. Why commemorate it forever in a photo?

“Beni!” Aaron lifted Benimaru’s chin, “How can you say that?”

“Oh my god… Aaron is holding Beni with one arm,” one girl squealed as the furious picture-taking continued.

“Aaron never held me like that when we were together,” one girl pouted.

“If you start getting jealous of Beni, you’re going to lose your rank in our fan club,” another girl reprimanded.

“I wish I could carry Beni around like that…”

“I know! He’s so adorable.”

Ugh… there’s that word again… “You know how Aaron…” Beni grumbled.

Aaron sighed, “Oh, Beni. Despite how you may feel about yourself, I think you’re pretty damn adorable and so do your fans apparently…”

“See! Adorable! You used the word adorable!” Beni exclaimed.

“What’s wrong with being adorable?” Aaron was taken aback.

“How many men do you refer to as adorable?” Beni yelled, “You know what! Don’t answer that.”

“Come on, Beni! You know I only mean that you’re cute—hey!”

“Aaron,” Beni grabbed Aaron’s face in both hands, “for the love of god, just put me back up on your shoulder.”

Aaron was pouting when he murmured, “But Beni!”

“No buts, put me back. I am done with these shenanigans for today.”

“Okay! Okay, I’ll stop teasing you, but I mean it, Beni, you look good in pictures.”

Aaron put Beni back over his shoulder and waved their fan club away so Beni could sulk in peace. The girls gave a collective “awe,” and dispersed.

* * *

Aaron and Beni continued up the road, passing the quaint shops leading up to Aaron’s apartment. The boutiques and coffee shops gave the area a sophisticated feel. A complete one-eighty from how Aaron grew up. Benson City was split by railroad tracks, and before intervention from Benimaru’s family, Aaron spent most of his life on the wrong side of them.

He was shaken out of his reverie by a familiar face. Aaron greeted an elderly woman as they passed her on the street, “Good afternoon, Mrs. Wilson!”

“Good afternoon, Aaron and Beni. My, you boys get even more handsome by the day,” Mrs. Wilson replied.

“You flatter me, Mrs. Wilson,” Aaron said with a charming smile.

Beni managed a shy, “Good afternoon, Mrs. Wilson.”

“I take it by the way you’re carrying Beni home, he finally put his application in the mail,” Mrs. Wilson sounded hopeful. Mrs. Wilson was their fifth-grade teacher, and was more than happy to rearrange her seating chart when she saw putting Benimaru and Aaron together actually helped Aaron sit still. The two were good for each other. Even as they grew up and Aaron leaned more towards athletics and Benimaru towards the arts, the differences in their interests didn’t dampen the bond between the two young men. The only people prouder of the two than Mrs. Wilson were likely Benimaru’s parents.

“He sure did! Now we’re going to hole up in my apartment until the mailman leaves town,” Aaron laughed.

Aaron would not make the same mistake twice. He and Beni would stay at his apartment until the mailman left town. There’s no way Beni would travel three hours to get a letter back, and even if he tried, Aaron wouldn’t let him out of his sight long enough to do it.

“That’s wonderful!” Mrs. Wilson clapped her hands together. “And how is your sister doing, Beni?”

“She’s mostly been working, but she drops by every once in a while,” Beni tried to look as proper as possible, draped over someone else’s shoulder.

“That girl works so much. I hope she takes the time to smell the flowers,” Mrs. Wilson said.

“Oh, she definitely finds time to smell the flowers. I’m not sure where she finds it, though.” Beni shook his head.

“Oh, my. Tell her I said hello when you see her. You boys have a good time! I must be off to the market, and Beni, don’t go stalking the mailman again,” Mrs. Wilson waved as she continued down the street.

Beni covered his face and groaned. It may not have been in the newspaper, but the town was just small enough that everyone and their dog seemed to know about the incident.

Aaron still could not get used to the fact that he was walking toward the best part of town. He thought to himself, It’s like a whirlwind when Beni’s sister comes to town. Despite my objections, she came to my house to pick me up for our high school graduation party and declared, “These living conditions are unsuitable for our Aaron. He’s moving out!” Then, just like that, she bought an apartment, and her roommates moved my stuff out while we were at the party. I have no idea how she bought an apartment so fast. I guess I’m lucky she did, though. Kinda hard to study in a dark closet, let alone treat cigarette burns, Aaron glanced from an old scar peeking out of his sleeve, giving Beni’s leg a grounding squeeze, he shook the thoughts of that place away. Who knows if I would have graduated from community college, let alone applied to the most prestigious school in the country.

It wasn’t long before they made their way up the Chevron walkway that led to the high-rise apartments. The clean white exterior gave the place a fresh feel, especially with the glass railing on the balconies glinting in the sunlight.

Aaron punched in his door code to get into the foyer and headed up the stairs to the fifth floor. It always astonished Beni how Aaron could walk up five flights of stairs, let alone while carrying him. Aaron never took the elevator.

It was always so quiet at this time of day, except for Aaron’s steps ringing out on the tile floor. The rich aroma of a home-cooked meal filled the hallway, which was unusual since the rooms were well-ventilated. Both Beni and Aaron’s stomachs started growling.

They followed the smell to Aaron’s door, which was ajar. Aaron was sure he had locked the door before they set out for the mailbox.

“Aaron, were you expecting someone?” Beni peered around Aaron’s back.

Aaron’s mind raced. Few people had a key to the apartment or knew the code to get into the building. The door didn’t look broken into, but Aaron couldn’t think of who would just barge in when he wasn’t home. Did someone hijack a key from one of Aaron’s ex-girlfriends? Was it an angry boyfriend of a fan of the Beni and Aaron fan page? Aaron couldn’t pinpoint who could be in there, but he could feel Beni’s heart pounding.

Nothing to do but remain calm, Aaron thought, glancing from the door to Benimaru on his shoulder. I’ll need to conserve energy if I have to bolt while carrying Beni.

“I don’t think so…” Aaron approached the door, acting cool as a cucumber. At least as cool as a cucumber can be with some rando camped out in its apartment.

“Do you think maybe we should call the police?” Beni started shivering.

“I’ll leave that to you when the time comes for that, Beni. Let’s see what’s going on first,” Aaron whispered.

Beni nodded as he shifted around to grab his phone, which somehow stayed in his hoodie pocket. He held onto the phone and braced himself on Aaron, “Okay. I got it,” he whispered.

Aaron nodded as he pushed the door open.
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“Who’s in here?” Aaron called out as he scanned the room.

Since there was a wall that separated the kitchen from the front door, it was hard to see into the kitchen from the entryway. However, the sliding glass door on the balcony was cracked, and Aaron distinctly remembered making his bed that morning. The other way the apartment was in disarray from where Aaron left it was that there was food boiling in the kitchen, and the washer and dryer were running.

“That’s strange.” Aaron shifted from one foot to the other, keys still in hand.

The place was still in great condition for someone who was robbing the place or trying to cause harm. Robbers and angry ex-girlfriends don’t cook or do laundry.

“I don’t remember you doing laundry,” Beni said as he trembled, tugging at his hoodie sleeves, “or you leaving your lights on… and then there’s the stove.”

Aaron put Beni down to investigate, still ready to grab the shorter man and run if needed. They moved with light steps so their shoes didn’t tap along the hardwood floor as they moved further into Aaron’s apartment.

Beni looked around and noticed something stirring in his bed against the wall opposite the kitchen nook, just inside the door. Leaning forward, he inspected the heap. There was shuffling, and a foot poked out from under the covers.

“Aaron,” Beni murmured slowly, giving Aaron side-eye, “There’s someone in your bed. Were you expecting company?”

“Hmm, not that I can think of,” Aaron hummed, stroking his chin, “I’m positive I cleared the day for you. Making sure that letter gets in the mail is more important than… well, anything else right now.”

Beni paused, caught off guard as he peered up at Aaron. That was nice of Aaron—I think. Though he probably forgot about a date or something. If it’s not Laurelie he’s standing up, it’s fine. She hates me.

“I’m not sure who’s in here. Sorry if I forgot we were supposed to fuck or something, but it’s overkill to break into my apartment,” Aaron announced, crossing his arms as in an attempt to get whoever was in his bed to explain themselves.

“Well, that would certainly be awkward since you’re like a little brother to me,” a woman with frazzled long black hair sat up, her obsidian eyes getting oriented to the room.

“Alex?” Aaron exclaimed as he uncrossed his arms, jaw dropped.

I wouldn’t have guessed—it’s a three-hour drive from here, and she’s always working. I’m going to guess by the smell in the kitchen that Tensei is with her, Aaron wondered if maybe that’s who was in his kitchen, glancing in that direction.

Aaron’s thoughts were interrupted by Beni’s sigh.

“Um… Alex, where are your clothes?” Benimaru scolded, wondering why his sister felt so comfortable wearing next to nothing, any and everywhere.

“Oh, good! You’re wearing underwear this time,” Aaron chuckled, posture relaxing, smile painting his face.

“This time?” Beni exclaimed, eyes wide.

“That hasn’t happened since it was explained to me that it’s not appropriate to wait around naked for laundry,” Alex explained as she smoothed her hair and slid out of bed, “but it’s perfectly okay for Tensei and Tetsu to run around shirtless.”

“I’m just teasing you, Alex!” Aaron patted her back sympathetically, “I know it’s a dumb societal norm, but it is what it is….”

Beni sighed and shrugged it off as a cultural norm for wherever she and Pops were from. Pops describes his birthplace as brilliant and lush, so Benimaru guessed southern Europe. Alex’s birthplace sounded way up north, where the light barely reached. Both places lacked the concept of shame, so no need for modesty. Clothes are for boredom or diplomacy, not necessity.

When done pouting, Alex hugged Beni and Aaron. Her expression fell when her face was out of their view. She wished she could spend more time with her mortal brothers. Their lives were a blink of an eye compared to hers. I don’t want to miss anything. Souls don’t guide themselves to the afterlife, though. Ugh…

“So—what’s with the swimwear?” Benimaru pointed out, looking everywhere but at his half-dressed sister.

Alex blinked before looking herself over.“I must have been really tired to make this mix-up,” Alex giggled, “So, Tensei, when were you going to tell me this was a bikini top?” This is appropriate for the pool, but not waiting for laundry. Noted.

A tall, lean man with a smile that could sell water to a fish appeared around the kitchen island, wearing just an apron. His demeanor was always cool, never missing a beat.

“Your bra is in the dryer. It seems you forgot our incident went down your cleavage as well. Fortunately, you’re always prepared for the pool,” Tenseiga reminded while stirring something.

“Tensei!” Beni covered his face, flushing. If anyone could be defined as being too comfortable in their skin, it’s Tensei.

“So, why are you all basically naked, exactly?” Aaron wondered as he looked from Alex to Tensei, who stepped away from the kitchen, “Not that this is unusual for you two.”

“Funny story,” Tensei explained matter-of-factly as he made eye contact with Aaron and Beni in turn, “We had an accident with some rowdy kids and ice cream on our way here. So I put our clothes in the wash! You know Alexandria—she has to stop for ice cream, and the park was packed today.”

“Okay, but where are YOUR underwear?” Beni demanded through his fingers as he shifted his weight to his other foot.

Tensei laughed heartily, waving his stirring spoon, “I don’t wear those things.”

“What do you mean you don’t wear those things?” Beni was caught off guard by Tenseiga’s admission.

Tenseiga gave his usual fox-like smile, cocking his head back, “Why wear them? Getting them off of myself wastes time. I much prefer taking my time getting them off someone else.”

“Ah—I see,” Beni muttered, glancing away, “Silly question.”
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