.hack//Crimson Mirage

Log-in Three <start>


“As most of you know by now, three of our students died of unknown causes. Christopher Larson, Andrew Patterson, and Ryan Smith were very bright young men. Let’s have a moment of silence in respect for those of us who are not here with us today…”


The PA clicked off and many of the students bowed their heads. 

Carrie gripped her pencil in her fist, staring blankly down at the paper on her desk – the trigonometric figures swimming before her in a mass of sines, cosines, and tangents. 

A girl in the back of the class – Carrie was pretty sure it was Andrew’s girlfriend – was crying softly until one of her friends helped her out of her seat and into the hall.

I can’t believe they died… Carrie thought, rubbing at her left arm absently. It still hurt from when she knocked it into her beside table. 

Carrie snapped out of her reverie when the young man behind her jabbed her in the side. Gasping, she looked at him over her shoulder. 

He was holding a crumpled piece of paper out to her – trying to hide it from the teacher’s view. 

Taking the paper, Carrie furrowed her brow and mouthed ‘Who?’

The young man jerked his head to the side. 

Aaron – the young man who controlled Audra’s sim in The World – was leaning over his desk, drawing useless doodles on his paper. His scruffy, dirty blonde hair was hanging over his face, hiding his ice-blue eyes.

Carrie narrowed her green eyes behind her half-frame glasses. What does he want? she thought and turned back around. She hid the paper under her desk and smoothed it out.

Aaron’s sloppy handwriting didn’t improve much on the crumpled paper. 

What happened back there? 

Do you have any idea why they died? 


The young woman pushed some of her long brown hair behind her ear and fished her pen out of her backpack. Pulling the lid off with her teeth, Carrie scrawled a reply on the paper. 

I didn’t have anything to do with it…

If that’s what you’re wondering. 


As Carrie folded the letter back up, she noticed that the announcements had finished and the speaker was wishing the school a good day. 

The young woman was waiting until the teacher’s back was turned before she twisted around and tossed the letter onto Aaron’s desk – the young man only to the left and back one desk.  

He smoothed the paper out on his desk and read over it. Pursing his lips – his eyes still partly covered by his bangs – Aaron wrote on the paper and tossed it back to Carrie. 

The young woman looked up from her homework as the crumpled piece of paper landed on her desk. 

Sighing, Carrie opened it up – then quickly hid it under her binder when the teacher walked past collecting the homework. 

I wasn’t saying that you did, Carrie. 

I just figured you might know why.

I just lost three of my best friends. 
I just want to know why they had to die…

Carrie twisted around and looked at Aaron over her shoulder. 


The young man’s sharp blue eyes were staring right at her. She was startled to see him looking at her – but she was even more startled to see that his eyes weren’t as cold as they usually were. 


She licked her lips and looked back at the paper. Picking her pen back up, Carrie wrote a reply.

I understand it must be hard on you, Aaron,

but I can’t tell you why Ryan, Andrew, and Chris

died. I don’t like the idea any more than you do.


Carrie tossed the letter back to Aaron when the teacher was entering some information into the grade book. 


The young woman turned back towards the front of the classroom and waited.


Aaron slammed his hands down on his desk and pushed himself over his desk towards Carrie. “No, you don’t understand, Carrie!” he hissed, his eyes resorting back to their cold state. His right fist clenched the letter tightly. 


Carrie twisted around to stare at Aaron over the rims of her glasses. “I don’t know any more than you do – maybe even less ‘cause I’m not an administrator. All I know was that Jonathan caught me hacking and challenged Crimson Mirage to a fight. He brought two parties to go against us. We did what we had to in order to not lose.” Her green eyes flashed with anger. “What you need to do is calm down and—”


“I can’t calm down!” Aaron snapped back, his voice getting louder. 


“Aaron! Carrie!” the teacher interrupted. “I would prefer if you kept your lover’s spat until after my class.” The teacher’s eyes looked from Carrie to Aaron – and her gaze fell upon the letter clenched in his fist.


Narrowing her eyes, the teacher strode down the aisle and stopped in front of Aaron’s desk. Snatching the letter, the teacher unfolded it and read over it – walking back towards the front of the classroom. 


“I want to see you two after class.” She looked at each of them in turn, then tossed the letter onto her desk. “Now, to continue on with our trigonometric identities…” 

~*~


“I want you two to tell me the meaning of this letter.” 


Aaron and Carrie exchanged looks – standing in front of the teacher’s desk. 


“Well…?” she pressed.


There was silence from the two teens.


The teacher sighed. “I’m not going to accuse the two of you of the deaths. I just think that if anyone has any information… It would help a lot to the friends and family of Ryan, Andrew, and Chris.” Her eyes looked at the two young adults in turn. 


There was absolute silence from Carrie and Aaron.


Shaking her head, the teacher looked away. “You two may go… but just remember: if either of you find out how those deaths occurred, I want you to tell me right away.”


Aaron and Carrie nodded, and turned away. They grabbed their backpacks off their desks and walked out of the classroom. 


As soon as the door shut behind them, Aaron seized Carrie’s left arm and pushed her back against the wall. 


“What are you doing?” she hissed, wincing as pain shot through her already-sore arm. Carrie tried to wiggle out of his grasp. 


Aaron blocked Carrie’s way by placing his arms on either side of her – his hands pressed against the wall above her head. He lowered face until it was mere inches away from hers.


“Let me go,” Carrie demanded, trying to put as much space between her and Aaron. Her back hit the wall and she felt Aaron’s breath against her neck.


“I’m not going to…” Aaron whispered, his eyes glaring down into Carrie’s.


The young woman’s lip curled in disgust. She raised a hand to shove him away, but Aaron was faster and grabbed her wrist. 


“I didn’t mean it like that…” he hurried to explain. Aaron’s fingers smoothed over Carrie’s wrist and he looked down. 


Carrie cleared her throat nervously. “Then what…?”


Aaron looked up. “I’m not going to forget the fact that it was Crimson Mirage that had killed my followers. Immortal Adversity does not – and will not – forgive you.” Aaron’s hand moved up Carrie’s arm. “We will be watching your every move in The World and we will get to the bottom of this mystery.”


“Oh la la… Amour est au lit l'air…” Jonathan was sauntering down the hall. 


The young Asian’s eyes narrowed when he saw Carrie between Aaron’s arms. “Cajoling the enemy, Aaron?” Jonathan asked with a trace of bitterness. 


Aaron looked at his friend with a startled expression.


Carrie decided to take this opportunity to shove Aaron away from her. She shouldered her backpack and pushed away from the wall – brushing past Aaron.

As she passed Jonathan, the young man stuck his arm out in front of her. “I’m never going to forgive you,” he spat.

The young woman turned to look at Jonathan. “I never expected you to,” she replied calmly. “Now, if you’ll be so kind and move out of my way… s’il vous plaît…” Carrie pushed Jonathan’s arm out of the way with two fingers and continued down the hall. 


The two young men exchanged glances. Once Carrie had turned a corner, Jonathan whirled around and stared at Aaron with wide eyes. “What was that?!” he shouted, waving his arm in the direction that Carrie had just gone. 


“I was just telling her that we’re not going to give up so easily,” Aaron replied simply.


“And something that basicly involved you being so close to her?” Jonathan asked. 


“It was only a… friendly tête-à-tête… one leader to another.” Aaron put his backpack on and began to walk down the hall. 


“Taking that a little too literal, aren’t you?” Jonathan retorted angrily.

Aaron arched an eyebrow, his cold blue eyes staring straight at his friend. “Jealous, are we?” 


Jonathan stuttered, taking a step back. When he finally found his voice again, the young man rolled his eyes and said, “At least I don’t harbor two year old crushes on an enemy!” 


The blonde groaned and shook his head – his bangs covering his face. “One: Carrie is not an enemy because this isn’t war. Two: I haven’t liked her for two years – and I never will like her. Capish?”

Jonathan looked away. “How did you ever manage to become a leader or an admin? You even take orders from an eight year old… At least that bitch Carrie can pull her own weight as a leader…” he muttered under his breath.


Aaron’s blue eyes narrowed in anger. Grabbing one of Jonathan’s arms, he shoved him back against the wall. The two had a quick staring contest before Aaron threw Jonathan down onto the ground. 


“If I ever hear you talking about me or Zoë – or Carrie – like that again, I’ll make sure that The World doesn’t only experience three deaths,” Aaron hissed. He spun around on his heel and left Jonathan lying in the middle of the hall. 

~*~


As Carrie hurried outside the locker-rooms, tying her hair into a messy bun, she turned onto the blacktop and raced over to her class. Their teacher was inspecting the class as they did their warm-up jumping jacks when she realized—


“Oh crap…” She had forgotten the slip in the pocket of her jeans. And it was a wonderful coincidence that the locker-rooms had to be locked now.

She was about to turn back anyway when the teacher called out to her. “Ah, Miss Carrie! How nice of you to join us today.”

Oh great.

Like any other teacher, he had little trust in those students who said, ‘I forgot my pass, I’ll give it to you later.’

She bit her lower lip, enforcing a prominent smile as she dragged her feet over to the class—who had stopped their exercise and were now focusing their attention straight upon her. “I’m sorry, Mr. Ryles, but, you see, I…”

“We were held back after class.”

She jumped and peered over her shoulder as Aaron brushed past her, running his hand through his defiant hair and holding up a crinkled white paper.

“And why is that?” the teacher asked quite humorously, taking the paper from Aaron’s hand and attempting to pull it apart without tearing it.

“Passing notes,” Aaron replied curtly, and as Carrie slowly approached him from behind, he distinctly added, “Isn’t that right, Carrie?”

She hesitated. “Y-…yes.”

“Hm.” The instructor eyed the paper, having quite a bit of difficulty reading it. “Well, get on your numbers.”

“Yes, sir!” Aaron replied enthusiastically as he strolled over to the other side of the class.

Carrie raised an eyebrow at him as she took her number before her sister. “Never forgive me, hm?” she murmured to herself and her face fell into that of skepticism.

As they began stretches, Roxs inconspicuously scooted herself closer to her sister and whispered when the teacher wasn’t looking, “What happened?”

Carrie leaned back. “I’m still trying to figure out if we were threatened or not, considering who said it.”

Roxs looked at her sister, puzzled. “Aaron threatened you?”

“I told you I’m still trying to figure it…out…” Her eyes had lifted to the subject of the conversation, and he happened to be talking quite casually with Leya. “He’s…strange, in so many words.”

Roxs replied with a simple, “Hm,” for she really had nothing else to say—or to ask and actually get an answer out of her sister.

As soon as the stretches were over with, the students clustered together into their teams for soccer and Mr. Ryles read who was to go against who.

“And…” he finished, “team four will be playing team six.”

Carrie sighed heavily, starting out across the soccer field as Leya trailed at her side. Roxs had been assigned to a different team—Aaron’s in fact.

And it seemed today was the day for Carrie’s team to be pitched against Aaron’s team. Carrie wasn’t too bad at the sport of soccer, but she at least knew it was one of Aaron’s favorites. After two years of having the same PE class, she knew more about him than she really wanted.

Her glassy eyes tossed around the field as she glanced from opposing player to opposing player. No one of real talent, with one exception. Mr. Ryles had probably planned it that way, so the teams were set relatively even.

It wasn’t too long after before the teams had set their lazy positions and begun the game. She and Leya took defense, and Carrie wasn’t a bit surprised to see Aaron already with the ball and trotting down the length of the field with it.

She readied herself, determined for some reason to snatch the ball away and escape with it. Yet, before she could so much as take a step forward, Leya had beat her to the blonde and was fighting for the ball.

Carrie sighed a bit, her adrenaline dropping. As she watched him, she realized how he had been so quick on changing: all he had done was thrown on his PE shirt and escaped with his baggy pants as sweats.

Cheater…she thought.

Somehow Leya had managed to kick the ball clear out of Aaron’s reach and was beaming in her victory.

Carrie snorted. It was easy to see Aaron had purposely let that slip. 
Either way, the game continued and the ball was caught near the middle of the small field. Aaron remained where he was, crossing his arms and staring down the field.

She wished he would just leave.

“I told you I could do it,” Leya accused, breathing heavily. “See?”

Carrie passed a quick sideways glance of curiosity to her blonde friend, standing next to the self-proclaimed blonde enemy.

“I guess so,” he admitted lightly. “Gotta keep an eye out for those overlooked ones, huh?”

“Yeah, and you better watch out otherwise I’ll get you next time too.”

He laughed.

Carrie couldn’t help but gape at the two from the across the field. Was he flirting with her? Here he had practically threatened her and her team, and now he was flirting with her friend! 
He must be doing it purposely just to spite her.

Yes, that was it. That was exactly it.

“Car, watch out!” she heard Leya call.

Carrie snapped back to attention as the ball flew towards her. With a squeal and a quick duck, she managed to avoid a head-on collision with the speeding soccer ball. Her heart thumped against her chest as she eased herself into a straight posture. She twisted around to see the ball rolling off and the goalie chasing after.

“Carrie, I told you to wear your glasses at PE!” Roxs yelled, running up to her.

Carrie swallowed and laughed nervously. “No, I mean, I wasn’t—” as she turned she caught Aaron smirking at her and Leya stifling a bit of a giggle “—thinking…I wasn’t thinking when I got dressed because I was in a hurry. Sorry, Roxs.”

“It’s okay…just remember next time!” Roxs replied, flustered, linking her short silvery-black hair behind her ear.

“Okay!” Carrie replied as her sister stomped off. Then, with one last strained glance, she saw Leya and Aaron had gone back to chatting avidly. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, right?

Ech, but not that close… 

The goalie managed to scoop up the ball. “Carrie! Think you’ll get it this time?” the goalie joked. 

“Haha… very funny Max. Just throw in the ball.”

Max grinned and rolled the ball to Carrie’s feet. 

The young woman trapped the ball with her foot. Using the same foot, she kicked it in front of her with the outside of her shoe and began to jog after it. 

She kept her eyes trained on the people in front of her – knowing that none of her own teammates would want to take it. Carrie kept her mind focused on dodging around the figures in her field of vision. 

“Car!!” Leya shouted. “Behind ‘ya!” 

Carrie used the outside of her foot to kick the ball to the side and spun out of the way. She looked up, her light brown hair falling into her eyes. 

Aaron was standing directly in front of her – his blonde bangs falling in his eyes and a silly grin on his face. “Try to get it past me,” the young man challenged. “Shut up,” Carrie growled. 

“What’s got your panties in a wad?” Aaron asked innocently – looking hurt. “I did manage to get you out of trouble with the PE teacher.” He took a few small steps towards her. 

Carrie dropped into a defensive crouch over the ball, keeping it between her feet. “First,” she began, trying once to juke him, “you threaten Crimson Mirage.” 

Aaron stepped in front of her. “And?” 

“And you’re flirting with Leya!” Carrie dribbled the ball forward and used her shoulder to keep the ball away from Aaron. 

Aaron seemed almost taken back by this comment and was shoved backwards by Carrie’s elbow. 

The young woman started running down the field – dribbling the ball between her feet and dodging around other players. 

When she neared the goal, Carrie looked up for an opening. One of her teammates was raising his hand, jogging forward to get into a better position. 

“Steve!” Carrie shouted, planting her left foot next to the ball and brought her right leg down for the kick. She hooked her shoe – using the part with the laces – under the ball and lifted it off the ground.

The kick didn’t work as well as she had planned – as it had landed at the feet of a girl on the other team. But as that girl flailed and screamed, she managed to kick the ball far enough so Steve could grab it. 

Carrie rubbed her hand over her face and walked back towards the other side of the field. The weak cheers of her teammates as Steve made an easy goal reached her ears. 

She could hear Leya gloating over their team’s goal to Aaron – the young man laughing gently and giving in. 

This is too much… Carrie thought, shaking her head. 

She really didn’t want to keep her enemies close at this rate…

~*~


Roxs and Carrie threw their bags down on the floor. As Roxs hopped into the kitchen, Carrie sauntered into her room. 


Turning on her computer, Carrie spun around and stared at herself in the mirror. Remembering the unused pass in her jeans, the young woman fished it out and tossed it into the trashcan. 


The computer chimed as the desktop opened up. Carrie yawned and sat down on her chair – scooting it closer to the table. 


“I’m making brownies, Car!” Roxs called from the kitchen. 


“Just make sure not to burn them and that you remember the oil,” Carrie called back, slipping her headset over her eyes and double-clicking on the Altimit icon. 


Roxs laughed and Carrie could hear a clattering of pans before the headset took over her sense of hearing. 


A ‘You’ve got mail’ icon flashed on the moment the program loaded. Ignoring that for the moment, Carrie went down to the News section and flipped through the recently added articles. Finding nothing of interest, Carrie clicked on the Mail icon. A new message from C.C. Corporation talking about a memorial service that was going to be held in the Delta server gave her a field to visit when she logged in again. 


A second message was from an address that she didn’t recognize. Carrie selected the e-mail and read through it. 

‘Nitidus Vallum. Topic: Greetings, Ruby-Moon’

‘To: Ruby-Moon – Leader of Crimson Mirage:


‘We – the members of Nitidus Vallum – have heard much of you and Crimson Mirage. We would like it if you meet us at θ Lonely Oblivious Paradise tomorrow at 6:00 PM. We don’t wish to fight. Please be there.



‘—Nitidus Vallum’

