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Red Rage of the Twins



“It’s enthralling really,” he said, leaving his daydream and his looming concern behind with great difficulty. 
“What is?” Julia asked, throwing her arms out to help her balance while she struggled to cross a narrow patch with nothing to brace herself. 
“Here we are, walking across this network of life, I mean, what are we really afraid of? We can see deep into the heart of the- whatever-” He pointed to the star within. “But really we’re only inches away from its surface. I can just reach down and touch it if I wanted to.”
“Don’t!” she warned as she reached the base of a tree and wiped her glistening forehead with the back of her arm. 
“I wasn’t going to,” he assured her, throwing his hands up. 
It was challenging to climb around the base of the tree, so he placed his right hand on the trunk to steady himself. If only he could be as nimble as his Aunts Mary and Margret had been in his imagination. 
He reached for Julia when she held out a hand for him, more than pleased to be connecting with her once again. When he leaped forward, he discovered there was little room between them. 
She smiled bashfully back at him as she found herself sandwiched between him and the tree. 
Donny promptly remembered the caribou and the danger that their distraction had caused them. Pushing off the trunk, he increased the distance between them. “Thanks,” he muttered, dipping his head and moving on reluctantly. 
Julia caught her breath, lingering for a bit when he continued on. She let her head rest against the tree before twisting her neck to observe the young man she had brought with her. He was handsome, but that wasn’t all that made him attractive. He was also kind, honest and considerate as well as rational, direct and loyal. He was so different from Dorian. There was no manipulation, no mind games and no bullying. One look into his wintery blue eyes made her trust him implicitly. 
She carried on. Passing him, she rounded the other side of a tree trunk to take the lead once again. 
He didn’t mind following. In fact, it improved the view considerably. 
Without warning, a tiny, cobalt light the size of a pencil eraser, a fire tick, soundlessly zipped passed him. It curved up ahead, circling back to him and diving toward his kneecaps. He jerked out of the way, but the bug only pursued him further. Only a moment went by when another bug appeared, then another and another. Soon Donny was surrounded by a swarm of the pesky, little devils. 
Donny swatted at them madly, and they began flickering in unison. Finally, he managed to smack one of them and cried out in alarm as an electrical current rushed through him. He straightened, his muscles paralyzed. He fell, slamming onto the thick surface of the pink, glowing gel before slowly sinking in. 
Julia spun at the sound of his shriek. “Donny!” she cried out, but he was unresponsive. Not only had he hit his head on impact, but the pressure of the goo was pressing against him on all sides while he sank. It was too late. He was a fly in molasses. “Donny, hang on!” she bellowed as she darted toward him. 
Donny flipped his lids open in time to see her urgently kneel nearest to him and stretch her arm to length. He took in his situation and hyperventilating swiftly set in. His left arm was still free, but there was no way he could reach her. Still, they had to try. Extending his fingers to the max, he was able to graze hers by the time he was submerged up to his chest. 
“Don’t panic! Don’t panic!” She hollered as the swamp began to bubble here and there. Steam rose. The temperature was elevating. She pulled her orange out of her pocket and stared at it horror-stricken.
“Julia,” he gasped between purpling lips, his face turning a scarlet red. “It’s too- thick. I can’t- breathe.” 
She watched the jelly come to the level of his neck. “Don’t- I- we’re coming to- just- hold on!” Though her magic was limited, there were still a vast number of things she could try if only she could think of them, but her mind was a blank slate under pressure.
Suddenly, a tree burst into an inferno in the distance, throwing Julia off guard. The tall wood crumbled, and another instantly sprang up in its place. 
“Jeese-o-peas!” she shouted as another turned to flames slightly closer and a shockwave of heat forced her hair straight back and her eyes closed.
Donny was now completely immersed.
Julia didn’t have a plan, but she knew her friend was gradually sinking toward the star’s boiling core. Without completely thinking it through, she flopped onto the gel with a thud just above Donny. Ignoring her freshly bruised elbows and left knee, she started scratching the surface, quickly deducing that she couldn’t claw or swim her way to him. He was so close and yet excruciatingly unattainable. Descending at the same speed just overhead, she squeezed her orange desperately while she was sluggishly lowered into the muck. Finally, the broken surface knitted itself back into a calm and smooth blanket and the two were engulfed. 
It wasn’t long until her heart was pounding in her chest, and her lungs were screaming for air. Her vision blurred in the translucent sludge, but she could still make out Donny’s figure. 
The temperature intensified as the core brightened and the liquid thinned. The two sank faster, their limbs flailing about to no avail. 
Donny latched onto a root close to him as mild currents of bubbles lifted his hair.
Somehow, either by Danny slowing down or Julia sinking faster, the gap between them closed and their fingers touched.  By fateful destiny, their hands finally linked. Unfortunately, fate could not breathe life back into their lungs as the lack of oxygen darkened their vision.
Yet neither was ready to die. Nevertheless, the mere desire to survive was not enough. 
Donny’s numb fingers were unaware that he and Julia were no longer touching. He didn’t know he had released the root. He couldn’t tell they were suspended, caught on the edge of the coursing bubbles that boiled upward. 
The burning sap on the tree trunks sizzled when the pockets of gas erupted on the surface. Conditions of the swamp were unfavorable for all but the extremophiles. 
Suddenly, Donny’s shoe was snared by the current. He began rising, bumping into Julia along the way. He tried with all his might to wrap his arms around her, but his limbs weren’t compliant. Still she rose with him.
Julia was the first to breach the surface. She heaved for air. Before she could completely catch her breath, she began pulling Donny up. Splashing through the hot gel and choking from the smoke, she leaned themselves against a spiraling root. Climbing was a challenge with her new onset of fatigue, but the tepid swamp left her no other choice. She grappled Donny’s shirt and yanked him up, saving him, in the nick of time, from a surge of scalding bubbles. 
Heat blasted her. She covered her head and turned away, but it didn’t help. The entire swamp was transforming. Trees continued to explode. They burst into flames, fracturing and crumbling all over the face of the star. Yet the cycle continued, for each exploding tree was replaced by another tree springing up in its place.  
So this was it: the red rage of the twins. This is what the fox had tried to warn them about. 
She began shaking Donny until she realized that he was breathing. Coming to, she watched him rub his aching head with a groan. He was alive. 
Relief flooded her, but it was fleeting. Once he managed to prop himself up, she let go of his shirt and gasped. Her hands were empty. Her orange was gone. She had dropped it long before the sweltering waters had spat them out of the swamp.  
Donny coughed and wafted the surrounding inferno, but nothing could have been more pointless in this unnatural and scalding fire storm. 
“Quick,” he shouted to her over the snapping branches that increased the numbers of fire ticks, “Use your magic!”
“I can’t,” she arose and called back down to him, revealing her empty hands. “I don’t have the power.”
Donny struggled to his feet, ignoring the fire ticks. “Just- call it back to you like you did before in the last world, you know… when it was a bridge.” 
Wood detonated nearby, knocking the teens against the tree behind them. They almost toppled into the vat of cooking soup, but they somehow succeeded in clumsily clinging to the roots for dear life. Flames engulfed the canopy overhead as the sparks caught the drier timber. 
“Julia!” he yelled as he helped her straighten. “There’s no time for doubt.”
“I know! I know! I’m sorry,” she wailed, slapping her hands onto her temples, “but I really can’t do it-”
A rickety, ginger rowboat unexpectedly shot out from beneath the surface and fluctuated under the pressure of the venting bubbles.
“Perfect!” he said in approval. He leaned forward and hooked the boat with his foot and grunted from the heat of the steam. Julia stood still and could only stare at it in awe with her mouth agape. “Aren’t you coming?” he asked, straddling the edge of the boat.
“Um…Yeah,” she replied, more shocked and confused than ever. Putting a shaky hand on Donny’s shoulder, she tripped and fell in, landing on the distressed wood of a bowed seat and a half rusted oar. 
Donny pushed off from the tree and dropped himself into the boat as well. Wasting no time, he mounted an oar but was surprised to see Julia nervously biting the tip of her thumb while she inspected their surroundings. 
“What is it?” he asked. 
“We can’t exactly row our way out of here.”
“We can sure try,” he retorted, sitting beside his oar, sweat drizzling down his forehead. 
Julia’s labored breathing intensified and an unsolicited shiver ran down her weary frame.
Donny grabbed the other paddle and put it in place. He could tell she needed a break, but she silently interjected, taking the oar from him and moving into position. 
With a mirrored nod, each started rowing with haste. Slowly, they began inching away from the tree, but their lack of unity made it difficult to get far.
“I think it’s working,” she said with unreasonable hope.
“Don’t talk. Just focus!” he snapped.
Together they fought to progress until they started to pick up speed and crashed into a tree root not far from where they began. 
Wiping the rust from his freshly scraped forearm, Donny sat back up. “Julia, give this boat a motor,” he demanded irritably. 
“I can’t,” she confessed, her wide lenses glistening from stress. “I didn’t exactly have an energy drink today!”
“Just do it!” he shot back.
“Alright,” she replied and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she turned to Donny and asked, “Can you see it?”
He rocked the boat as he leaned over the edge of the stern. “No,” he replied frantically.
“Look again,” she instructed with darting eyes. “It’s small, but it’s there.”
Donny squinted urgently. “Now I see it.” His brows furrowed. The motor hadn’t been there before. This wasn’t something he should have missed. “How…Never mind,” he conceded as he reached out and yanked the pull start. The rowboat’s little engine roared angrily, and Julia and Donny both jerked back as the boat took off in a hurry.
Julia propped herself up in time to spot Donny haul his upper body back into the vessel. When he was out of danger, she climbed up to the bow to see where they were going. 
Donny didn’t need detailed instructions. He saw what she was doing. He reached over and caught the rudder to steer. Upon seeing a tree burst into flames up ahead, Julia gasped, ducked, and threw up her arm while wooden shrapnel was hurled into the boat and surrounding waters. Donny thrust the handle of the rudder to the left to make the boat turn sharply as their velocity extinguished the embers melting on his sleeve. The bow lifted, and ripples fanned out from the stern.
With the network of life so intricately placed, making contact with the roots was inevitable. Finally, the two were forced to slow as they came upon a dead end in the labyrinth. 
Donny killed the engine and turned the rudder. Coasting until the side of the vessel knocked up against the boundaries of their prison, he scanned the surrounding area. His sights instantly latched onto an oblong, bright yellow object deep within the semitransparent swamp. The mysterious thing floated upward in the distance until a whip of its paddle tail rotated it around. 
Julia’s eyes bulged in spite of the rising steam. She too spied the croc and watched as its lapis globes emerged alone. They flashed silver, reflecting off of every surface before glowing, navy irises zoomed in on a new prey.
“Hurry!” Julia sputtered to her companion. “Get that motor running again!” 
He frantically reached for the pull start while she clumsily took up a defensive position with an oar. The skiff roared to life once more, tossing her back against the curved seat and bruising her wrist. 
Donny helped pull her up, but he couldn’t abandon the rudder for long. He returned in time to narrowly avoid a tree, but the overcorrection led them straight for the yellow crocodile, its corn flaked scales practically wiggling with anticipation. He cranked the handle hard to the right before they reached the predator. 
Julia was flung up against the side during the skiff’s hairpin turn, leaving only a matter of inches between her and the abruptly widening cavern of teeth before her. She screamed. The beast snapped his jaws shut, but the rowboat was too fast. The croc missed and furiously thrashed around, whipping its tail in the deadly waters. 
Suddenly, it dove out of the muck using its paddle tail. It lunged for them, snaking over the vessel as if it were an agile shark. Its jaws opened wide, again exposing the dark and hollow, cave-like features within. Jagged stalagmites and stalactites framed the mouth and bore entrance to its spotted, shadow-covered tongue, a fate from which no targeted prey had ever escaped. 
Julia froze as it soared overhead.
Donny rapidly shoved her out of the way, knocking the wind out of her as they fell.
The predator’s jaws snapped shut. It missed the teens and instead clipped the side edge of the rowboat. It twisted and wrenched its teeth free of the shattered wood, tilting the boat as it flopped back into the water. Debris eddied on the side of the skiff while the crocodile rounded back.
Donny jumped back to the stern and grabbed the handle of the rudder. Julia stumbled to the front to guide them. The boat was fast. It sped through the open gape like a rabid skunk in a maze, but the vibrant yellow creature was faster. It cut through the swamp like a roaring tsunami, leaving tall fanning waves in its wake.  
The surrounding timber rocked and banged into one another as they all passed by.
“Donny, watch out!” Julia warned, covering her head with her hands. The web of roots trapped them, and there was no way to course correct with their current speed. All he could do was aim them between the trunks and pray they didn’t smash the boat too badly. 
Surely the advancing croc would take advantage of their continued misfortune. 
Feeling the upturned bow grate roots with a jolt, Donny ducked. He was tossed like a flapjack, his ribs landing on the broken edge of the boat and his feet dangling out of it. 
Julia clamped her hands onto his to prevent him from falling. He aggressively scraped the side of the vessel with his boots trying to get in before the crocodile snared him. He ignored his screaming ribs as she pulled him over the saw-toothed surface. 
Suddenly, Donny was jerked back before he could clear the line of fire. The croc had leaped over the roots behind them and clasped onto his boot. 
Julia too was torn closer to the side of the slanting boat as he was ripped downward. For the first time she saw that they were no longer in the water. Steam whirled behind the rowboat, and the air thinned as they rose in the sky up towards the burnt canopy.
She clung to her friend desperately, her face reddening and her hair whipping in the wind. 
Eventually, the predator begrudgingly released its catch and toppled back into the swamp with a splash.
Donny managed to climb back into the rowboat, sprawling himself along the bottom. He heaved for breath and massaged his aching ribs while he inspected his shredded boot. 
“Are you alright?” Julia asked nervously biting her lower lip.
“Fine,” he breathed, letting his shoulders unclench and his lids close for the moment. “Talk about a boat launch,” he said with a chuckle. “Good work on making it fly.”
“Um,” she began as she hesitantly took his position at the stern, “I didn’t do that.”
He gazed up at her in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“That wasn’t my magic,” she half explained. She meant to say more, but the path ahead shifted her attention. “Donny,” she said, squaring her shoulders and pointing a shaky finger directly in front of them. “Look.”
Donny popped up swiftly to peer over the edge. Then he cradled his body against the side in disappointment.
“We’re not out of the woods yet,” she uttered, taking in their newest setback.  

