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“Leya, hurry up!” Roxs tapped her foot impatiently as she stood outside her friend’s two story house. 

Chad, Leya’s younger brother, was standing in the doorway and staring blankly at Roxs and her twin. “You two don’t look alike,” he stated simply. 


“Yeah, well, you look a lot like your sister,” Roxs cooed teasingly.

The little boy looked horror-struck. “Don’t say that,” he growled, glaring up at Roxs. 


Carrie sighed and shook her head, sparing a quick glance at her sister and Chad exchanging stupid faces. 

Leya grabbed her brother by the top of his head and pulled him away from the door. “Sorry for taking so long.” She grinned and hopped down the two steps to join Carrie. 


Roxs stuck her tongue out at the little boy closing the door as she turned around. 


Making a face that oddly resembled a puffer-fish, Chad stuck out his tongue as well and shut the door. 


Cackling lightly, Roxs hurried to catch up with Leya and Carrie. “I love teasing your little brother.”


Leya grinned again. “So, we’re going to the library, right?”

Carrie nodded and motioned to the bag that she carried under one arm. “I have a little information on my laptop, but the library database holds a lot more.”

Casting her friend a cunning glance, Leya asked, “Why didn’t you just hack into their database?” 

Roxs and Carrie exchanged glances. “One,” Carrie began slowly, tucking her long brown hair behind her ear, “the library database isn’t available for public viewing outside of the library – meaning I can’t easily get access to it…”


“Not like that has ever stopped you before,” Leya scoffed, rolling her blue eyes. 


“Two,” Carrie continued, “I’ve been temporarily banned from any form of the network because I was caught hacking too often.” 

Leya shook her head and ‘tsk tsk’ed her friend. “Getting careless, I see.” 
Sighing, Carrie shrugged and kept walking. 

The three friends were silent as they walked to the library. 


It was dark by the time they reached the city library – the last of the sun disappearing behind the buildings. 


A cool air rushed over Carrie, Roxs, and Leya as the sliding doors opened to let them in. A few people walked past the three of them as they strode into the large building. 


The room to the right of the front lobby was filled with row after row of computers. Against either of the walls, bookshelves were erected and filled with different novels and other research books. 

“Let’s find somewhere that isn’t too crowded,” Carrie offered, heading towards the back of the room. 


Leya and Roxs chose two computers. “Just what exactly are we doing?” The twin asked her sister. 


Carrie gave an exasperated sigh and set up her laptop on one of the study tables. “We need to do a research paper on an artist and one of his paintings – including how the time period and outside influences affected his art style.” 

The other two girls looked at each other, then back at Carrie. “Any outside influence?” Leya asked with a sly grin. 

Returning the stare with a listless expression that read: “You know what I mean,” Carrie shook her head. “I’m going to go find a book – since we need literary references in our bibliography.” 

Leya and Roxs nodded and began tapping away at the keyboard to find information for their assigned artist – Rembrandt.


Between the rows of books, the muted sounds of the library were even quieter.  Carrie ran her fingers over the spines of the books as she passed them.


Once she found the ‘Red-Rem’ section in the reference books, Carrie began to poor over the titles, looking for an art book on Rembrandt. 

Selecting a title and pulling it from the shelf, Carrie turned around to go back to the table – looking down at the cover of the book. But before she could even take half a step, Carrie collided with someone carrying a large pile of books. 


Stifling a surprised shout, Carrie and the person both stumbled backwards – the person carrying the books struggling to keep the stack from falling. 


Grunting in strained effort, the person tripped over his foot and sent half the books spilling to the floor. 

Carrie’s eyes snapped over to the young man carrying the books as he tried to regain his balance. Her green eyes widened slightly. “What are you doing here, Aaron?”


The young man looked up at the girl he had bumped into. “Carrie?!” Aaron set down his pile and began to pick up the ones he dropped. “I never thought I’d see you here.” 

“A pleasant surprise, I assure you,” she commented dryly, bending down to help Aaron with the books. “You still haven’t told me why you’re here… looking like a square.” 

Aaron choked on a laugh. “You don’t sound like you’re usual self, Carrie. You sound more like—”


“Ruby-Moon, right?” Carrie looked down as she placed another book on top of the pile. “I find myself acting more and more like her every time I play The World,” she replied quietly. 

“I guess it’s understandable. She is you, after all.” Aaron looked at Carrie.


The young woman looked slightly confused. “She is me, but then she isn’t…” Carrie returned Aaron’s stare. “Do you understand?”


He nodded slowly. “It’s like what you said before – last week when you got in the fight with Antony from NV. ‘They’re becoming much closer than you think.’” Aaron rested his arm on the top of the books and turned away from Carrie.

“That is a scary thought…” Carrie’s fingers went to her thigh where she could feel the uneven skin beneath her skirt – a reminder of how real virtual reality was becoming. 


Aaron’s hand reached out for Carrie’s. “Don’t let it consume you.” His fingers curled around hers. 

Carrie tried to pull her hand away, but Aaron held on. “That sounds threatening coming from you,” she snapped. “I thought you didn’t care what happened to Crimson Mirage.”


“That doesn’t mean I don’t care what happens to you,” Aaron whispered into her ear. 

“If The World is affecting us here in real life, you are going to have to chose if you care or not, because Ruby-Moon and I are one.” Carrie tried to rise to her feet, but Aaron wouldn’t let her. 

His piercing blue eyes stared straight into hers. “I choose you’re safety above anything else, Carrie, and don’t ever forget that.” Aaron’s face was dangerously close to hers. 


“Oh! Aaron! It’s great to see you here!” Leya stood a little ways away from where the two were on the ground, her hands locked behind her back. 

Aaron and Carrie jerked apart – the girl blushing madly. Rising brusquely to her feet, Carrie brushed roughly past Leya and Aaron.


The young man scooped up the book that Carrie had dropped. “Wait!” 
Leya grabbed onto his arm and looked up at him with her pleading eyes. “Please… Don’t go after her.”

Aaron furrowed  his brow and looked down at Leya. “What?”

The girl seemed to be searching for words. “There’s one thing you have to understand about Carrie. She’s different from a lot of girls – you can’t win her over by turning on your charm.” 

“And I take it that you’re one of those kinds of girls who go for charm?” Aaron asked, rather darkly. 


Leya flushed slightly. “That’s another case,” she replied with a small smile. 


Aaron sighed and handed Leya the book that Carrie had dropped. “I need to get back to work.”


Slowly, Leya’s grip slacked from Aaron’s arm. She took the book from his hand. 


Turning away from the girl, Aaron picked up the books that he had been carrying. “I’ll see you at school tomorrow,” he said in parting, disappearing behind a bookshelf. 

Leya bit her lower lip, looking down at the book in her hand. “Right…” she said, slapping it against her palm as she went to join Roxs and Carrie at the computers. 

~*~


Séad sighed and brushed her bangs out of her eyes – watching dully as a Goil Menhir fell on its side and disappeared. 

Once the obstacle was out of her way, the long-arm strode down the hall towards the last door in the dungeon – where on the other side lay the Gott Statue and, if the rumors were correct, a really rare item. 


The stone door slid back as Séad approached it. She narrowed her green eyes and peered into the dark depths of the small room.


Two torches were the only source of light, spilling their small pools across the feet of the Gott Statue. 


Séad slowly stepped into the room. There should have been more light – the dungeon usually responds automatically to someone entering the room and a glow from the bowl beneath the Statue, but the only source was from the beacon’s flickering weakly. 


The sim’s steps were measured with deliberate slowness as she approached the chest at the base of the Statue. 


Lifting her weapon, Séad tapped it twice on the lid of the chest. With a small shudder, the lid popped open and fell back.


A light mist seeped over the lip of the chest. Swirling briefly around her ankles, the mist rose up around Séad in a chilling embrace. 

Waving her hand in front of her face, the girl leaned over and reached into the chest. Her fingers scraped against the bare bottom of the empty chest. 


Séad withdrew her hand quickly and stared at the chest – now half concealed in mist. 


Something’s not right…

The dungeon theme had stopped playing for a few suspenseful seconds.  When it started up again, it was a series of low chords and rumbling drums. 

Dangerous shivers traced up and down Séad’s spine. I have to get out of here… She turned around and was about to run but there was a figure in front of her. 


The candle light reflected dully off the sharp blade of a scythe. “I want to thank you, my Emerald Princess, for releasing me from my prison.” 

Séad’s mouth moved wordlessly and she stumbled backwards. She swung her weapon forward into an offensive position. 


Two red coals burned where there should have been eyes as the figure stepped closer. He was wearing a mask – half white and half black. Where the mouth should have been were two swirls. A red line stretched across the mask, and two red lines under each eye formed a triangle resting on top of a small circle of the opposite color. 

His long hair was tied back in a thin braid. He wore thick boots and had a heavy silver chain fastened to his belt. One hand rested on his hip – the other gripping the brushed steel of his scythe. 

Séad narrowed her light green eyes and her body slipped into a defensive stance. “Who are you?”


The mysterious sim raised one arm in a half-hearted shrug. “I don’t think who is the right question.” 

“Dare I ask… what are you?” Séad began hesitantly. 


The figure’s face showed no emotion through the mask, but the red eyes flared and his voice was sarcastic. “You can call me an anomaly of this system. Merely a figment of your imagination. Data.” The heavy boots thudded against the stone floor – adding to the rhythm of the dungeon theme. His chain clinked faintly with every step he took. 


Séad sidestepped away from the approaching sim – careful to avoid the bowl that was beneath the still-hovering Gott Statue. “Why did you come out now? Plenty of other players have come to this dungeon and Statue before – why do you choose to appear now?”


“Simple,” the dark sim replied, his hand smoothing an invisible wrinkle from his crimson trench coat. “I sensed something about you that I didn’t in all the other players that have come here before you. You have something that I want – that I can use for my advantage.” 

Giving a scoffing laugh, Séad darted to the side – trying to get closer to the door. “I’m not going to let you get near me. I don’t know who you are or what you want.”


The man extended a hand. “I already answered your question as to who – perhaps that isn’t the correct word – I am. What I want is quite easy to comprehend: Power.” He clenched his hand into a fist. “And you are going to help me!”

“Tell me your name.” Séad lashed out with her weapon. 

Spinning his weapon above his head, the sim slammed his scythe’s pole against Séad’s. “Call me Kaleo.”


The female sim pulled her weapon back and danced out of the way as Kaleo swung at her again. 


Séad made another dash for the door, but the man behind her snatched his chain and twirled it in the air. Before she could take another step, the cold grip of the metal chain wrapped around her ankle. 

Kaleo pulled sharply and Séad crashed onto the ground. 


“Vak Rom!” she shouted, swinging her weapon around. A cyclone of fire shot from the tip of her blade. 


The figure scoffed lightly. “Rue Zot.” 


A wall of ice rose from the ground and blocked the fire tornado.

The young woman kicked the chain off her ankle. She dashed forward – the tip of her weapon pointed at Kaleo. 

He stepped out of the way at the last moment and swung his scythe up at her stomach. 


Séad slid to a stop and reversed her attack, using her staff to block Kaleo’s scythe, then jabbed back at him with the sharp butt of her weapon. 

Spinning out of the way, the mysterious sim used his scythe to knock Séad to the floor – kicking her weapon out of her reach. 


Gasping, she lunged towards her weapon, but Kaleo used Gan Zot before she could get too far. 


Tendrils of earth rose from the stone floor and slammed Séad back against the wall. 


Her sim flashed red – a warning that she was dangerously low on health. Kaleo leaned in close – his masked face inches away from hers. “No… wouldn’t do for me to kill you now…” He reached out his hand and stroked her chin. 


“Get away from her!”


Kaleo looked up, then sprung backwards as a large blade bit the stone right where he had been standing. 


“Leo…” Séad gasped, taking a deep breath as the tendrils of earth withdrew from her body. 


The Heavy Blade dropped down at her feet. “Séad… Here, drink this.” The young man held out a Potion to the Long-arm. His gloved hand ran over her head as she emptied the contents of the Potion into her mouth. 

Once he was sure Séad was okay, Leo rose angrily to his feet. “Don’t ever touch her…” he warned darkly, hefting his Heavy Blade from the floor and into an offensive position – ready to spring forward. 


“Seems we have a territorial knight here to save the princess…” Kaleo mocked lightly. 

“Shut up,” Leo threatened, sprinting forward and swinging his sword above his head. 


Kaleo smirked and easily parried the attack with his scythe. He whipped out his chain and used it to knock the weapon from Leo’s hand. 

He dropped down to avoid a swing from the scythe. Leo swung his leg around in a kick – trying to knock the opposing sim off his feet. 


Jumping back, Kaleo used the chain again and wrapped it around the Heavy Blade’s neck. “No one is going to take my princess from me.” The man tightened the chain-noose. 


“Stop!” Séad suddenly screamed, using her weapon to help her rise to her feet. “Kaleo – leave Leo alone!” She scrambled to the young man’s side, dropping down onto one knee next to him. 


“And if I do? Surely you don’t expect me to let my princess be rescued by some knight…” Kaleo stepped closer to the pair on the ground. 

Instinctively, Leo reached out and put one arm around Séad in a protective embrace. He ignored the sharp tug of the chain around his neck. 


Séad hesitated, caught unaware by the young man’s arm around her shoulders. “Kaleo…” she started softly, “you have my member address… I wish to talk to you later.”

Leo’s arm tightened around her shoulders. “Séad…” he whispered in a warning tone. 


“Until then, I want you to leave Leo and me alone,” the girl continued. “Also, don’t show yourself to any other players.” She turned her head and looked right into the figure’s glowing red eyes. “This is all I ask of you.”

Much to Leo’s surprise, Kaleo bowed. “Of course, Princess. You’ll hear from me soon.” He returned Séad’s angry glare with calm eyes. The mysterious sim faded into the darkness. 

Séad pulled away from Leo’s arms – embarrassed. She scooped up Leo’s weapon and handed it to him. 


Taking it from her hand, Leo used it as a lever to rise to his feet. “Are you alright?”


She nodded slowly, not meeting his eyes. 


Leo reached out his ungloved hand and touched the young woman’s cheek. “Séad…?” 

Séad pulled away again. “I have to go…” she gasped, turning around and heading towards the door. 


He dashed after and grabbed onto her hand. Turning her around, Leo looked into her wide eyes. “Séad, what’s wrong?”


Her lips were slightly parted. “He knows… Kaleo knows about me…” Black bands seeped from the hand that Leo grasped. 

“Séad, don’t—!” Leo began, but the young woman’s sim vanished from the dungeon. 
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