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“Tiger claw!” Ruby shouted, starting off the battle with a low-tech Skill that damaged three of the approaching sims – Jonathan, Chris, and Andrew. 

Jonathan tried to cast a healing spell, but Seluwen was faster and cast a silence spell over his party. 

“Smart thinking!” Nekoda shouted as she sprinted towards the second party, consisting of Geoff, Raul, and Ryan. “Saber dance!” she cried, aiming her attack at Raul. 


The Blade-Master managed to counter some of the attack, but he ended up taking some damage. 

By now, Jonathan had gotten over his initial shock of having a silence spell and began to use potions. He used an antidote on himself to cure the silence spell. “Vak smash!” 


“Rue Zot!” Nekoda shouted, whipping around and hitting Chris in the side with her blades. 


Pillars of ice rose from the ground, knocking Chris off his feet and sending his long-arm flying. 


The young man’s sim began to flash red. “Jona—”


“La Rep—”

Before either Jonathan or Chris could finish their sentences, Ruby-Moon attacked. “Juk Zot!” she cried, aiming her attack at Chris. 


Even though her slashing blades missed the sim, the tree branches that rose beneath him finished off the rest of his HP.
With a parting look of shock, Chris’ sim dissolved in a cloud of data particles. 


“One down, five to go!” Ruby shouted over her shoulder to her sister. 


Nekoda laughed. “How ‘ya doin’ over there, Lu?” 

The wavemaster dodged a clumsy attack from Raul’s blade. “Just fine!” she called back. “Rai Kruz!” 

Bolts of lightning shot from the end of Seluwen’s staff.


Raul shouted in pain and struggled to get a healing potion. 

Geoff was about to cast Repth, but Ruby acted first. The Twin Blade activated a ‘Lovers’ scroll at the occupied Heavy Axe-man. 

The charmed sim picked up his large axe and began to attack his friends. 


“What in the world are you doing?” Jonathan exclaimed, dodging an attack from Geoff’s axe. 

“I—I don’t know!!” he shouted, stumbling forward and swinging his axe in front of him. “She used a charm spell and you know my tolerance is low for those kind of effects!” 

“Aaargh!!”


Jonathan and Geoff – who was now charging after Andrew – looked at where the cry was coming from in time to see Raul’s sim explode into a cloud of data. 


“Two down!” Seluwen shouted happily. 


“Lu! Ruby!” Nekoda cried, stumbling backwards after Ryan struck her with Thunder Coil. Her face was scared and her silver eyes were wide. The young woman’s fallen sim was flashing red. 


Jonathan stepped forward. “Ryan, go help Andrew with Geoff. Give him a remedy or something.” He turned his sim’s yellow eyes to Nekoda. “I’ll take care of the brat.” 

The Ryan’s tattooed sim nodded and sprinted where Andrew was using his Wavemaster staff to fend off Geoff’s axe. By now, Raul had healed himself and was struggling to his feet. 


Jonathan approached Nekoda with deliberate slowness and raised his heavy blade above his head. “You destroyed two of my party members!” he called through clenched teeth. “It’s only fair that I take one of your own!” 


Even though the Heavy Blade was staring at Nekoda, his words were directed at her sister, Ruby. 


“Nekoda!” Seluwen and Ruby cried at the same time. 
The red-headed Twin Blade dashed towards where Jonathan was towering over her sister. “Ap do!” Ruby shouted, using the new skill from her Time Headband. 


“Vak Smash!” Jonathan roared. 


Nekoda screamed and raised her blades above her head – waiting for the blow to fall. 

“Repth!” Seluwen yelled, casting a healing spell on Nekoda. 


The quivering Twin Blade could feel her HP streaming back in as the Wavemaster’s spell took effect. She opened one eye, then both. “Ruby!”


Ruby-Moon was down on one knee and gripping her left arm. Her sim was flashing red in rapid intervals.

Growling, Jonathan lashed out his foot at Ruby’s head.


Still enhanced by the speed spell, the Twin Blade ducked her head and dodged to the side – using the rest of her momentum to roll into a defensive crouch. 


“Three down!” Nekoda shouted, using Seluwen as a lever to help herself to her feet. The silver-haired Twin Bladed and Wavemaster watched as Geoff sent Andrew’s sim’s data scattering. 


“How dare you, Crimson Mirage?!” Jonathan demanded. He hefted his sword and charged at Ruby-Moon.


“Easily,” she spat, smirking. Ruby pushed herself off with a strong force. 

The young woman caught Jonathan’s blade between the two of her own. 


“I got a special surprise for you, you cocky bastard,” Ruby growled. She gathered all her strength into her arms, then shoved Jonathan down. Her sim froze for a moment as she changed equipment. “Summon Goblin!!” Ruby cried, raising one fan-like blade in the air. 


A giant yellow goblin appeared in the air – a gong’s clash reverberating over the field theme. However, before the goblin could strike down Jonathan, a single bolt of lightning appeared from nowhere and destroyed the goblin’s data. 


Ruby froze as something sharp pricked the back of her neck.


“Well well well… what do we have here?” a drawling voice asked. The sharp tip of a weapon dug deeper into the back of Ruby’s neck. 

The Twin Blade’s head began to swim and her vision blurred as the new arrival kept the tip of his weapon in her pressure point. She swallowed and licked her lips. “Good afternoon, Audra…” 

The sharp object was removed from the back of Ruby’s neck. “Hello to you too, Ruby-Moon.” There was a slight pause. “Zoë, be a nice little administrator and say hello.” 

There was a short, if not heavy, sigh. “Good evening members of Crimson Mirage, members of Immortal Adversity’s Followers,” a sharp, childish voice replied curtly. 


“La Repth!” Seluwen murmured, curing the members of her party. 


Ruby – her sim no longer flashing – turned around slowly. A tall Wavemaster stood behind her – navy hair pulled back in a loose pony-tail. His black cloak swirled around his ankles as he strode forward. 

A short little girl – a beret set at an angle on her head and clasping a dual-blade Long-Arm weapon behind her back – walked side by side with the Wavemaster. 


Audra smiled at Ruby and Jonathan. “Tell me, Mr. Lyn, what exactly is going on here?” A trace of annoyance was carried in his calm voice. 


Jonathan’s yellow eyes widened, then looked away from Audra’s piercing gaze. “N-nothing, Lord Audra…” 

“Hmm… and nothing consists of an illegal player match – a very uneven match – on a corrupted field?” 

“N-no, sir,” Jonathan replied, looking down at his feet. 


Audra’s silver eyes – ringed in blood red – widened in shock and a perfect blue eyebrow arched in confusion. “No? Then if you’re not doing ‘nothing’… what are you doing?”


Caught in Audra’s trap, all Jonathan could do was bore holes into his shoes with his yellow eyes.


“That’s what I thought,” the Wavemaster replied tersely. He turned towards Ruby. “Miss Moon, it has come to my attention that you were caught hacking into The World’s system again. Is this true?” 

Ruby opened her mouth to reply when two events happened at once. 


Seluwen’s voice was the first to shout out. “Rue Rom!” A tornado of water swirled from the Wavemaster’s outstretched staff. 

“Vak Kruz!” Zoë snapped, twirling her long-arm in a quick pattern. 

Audra whipped around, his silver eyes narrowing in anger. Pushing Zoë to the side, he stomped towards Seluwen and Nekoda. “What was that supposed to be?” he asked in a strained and almost immature voice. “Attacking me with my back turned?!” 

The young man’s sim extended his arm that was clenching his staff and shoved Seluwen backwards. She squeaked and held her arms up in front of her for defense. 


“Audra…” Zoë warned, rubbing her forehead irritably with one hand. 


“Leave her alone!” Nekoda shouted, hitting Audra’s arm with a fist. 


The navy-haired Wavemaster shook the Twin Blade off his arm. 


Distressed, Nekoda turned towards her twin. “Ruby!”


“We can’t return to the field!” Ruby shouted, her gold eyes looking at something above her head that only she could see and pursing her lips. “We’re still in Battle Mode!” 


“Well, do something!” Nekoda shouted, returning her attention to Audra. 


Ruby snorted and snapped the fan-like blades closed. Sheathing her blades, she closed her eyes and her sim froze. 


“Oh no you don’t!” Jonathan growled. He struggled to get to his feet and lifted his blade to shoulder level. Giving a small grunt of exertion, Jonathan swung his large blade at Ruby’s still form. 

The red head’s sim snapped back to life and dropped to her knees. “Dek do!” Ruby said, aiming a closed fan-like blade at Jonathan’s chest. 


The Heavy-Blade automatically slowed, the blade still swinging – only now in slow motion. 


“Ruby!!” Nekoda shouted again, alarm and annoyance tainting her voice. “Hur—aie!!” 

Audra had shoved Nekoda to the ground. “Zoë!” 


The small Long-Arm sighed and rolled her eyes. “Knock it off, Audra.” 

“But she tried to attack me when my back was turned!!” Audra whined, pointing at Seluwen with a gloved hand. 

“So?” 

Audra made a noise – something between a groan and a whine and Zoë rolled her eyes again. 


Seluwen managed to duck out from between Audra’s arms. She stumbled over to where Nekoda was laying and helped her friend to her feet. 


Ruby’s sim was frozen again. It sprang back to life as soon as Audra made a noise of anger when he noticed Seluwen had escaped and saw a random Chaos Gate that suddenly appeared in the middle of the field.  

Zoë muttered a comment about following orders from an idiot. 

“Immortal Adversity!” Audra demanded, regaining his composure. 


The three remaining members – Geoff, who’s charm spell had faded, Raul, and Jonathan – gathered together.


Ruby darted towards Seluwen and Nekoda. “Run! Go towards the gate!” She cast Ap Do three times.

“Hey, hey! I didn’t say you could leave!” Audra shouted in rage. He began to sprint after the three members of Crimson Mirage – casting Ap Do upon himself to increase his own speed. 


Audra crouched down, then pushed himself off the ground with a mighty kick of his legs. The Wavemaster did a flying tackle, knocking Nekoda to the ground.


“AIE!!” Nekoda screamed, throwing her hands in front of her to break her fall and protect her face. She wiggled and squirmed in Audra’s grasp. “Lemme go you big lump!!”


Audra let his grip slacken. “L—lump?!” he gasped, aghast.

Digging her fingers into the uneven ground and pulled herself free. Scrambling to her feet, Nekoda raced towards the rotating Chaos Gate – where Ruby was standing. 


Making sure her twin had passed through the portal, Ruby leapt through and closed the Gate before Audra could reach it.

~*~


Carrie rolled over in her bed, slamming her palm down on the radio’s snooze button. The battle in the afternoon the day before had taken a lot out of her. 


Her head was throbbing and her left arm was aching – and Carrie really couldn’t tell why. Maybe I bumped into something when I was sleeping…

The young woman peered at her bedside table with blurry eyes. Sure enough, her pile of books tilted and the stuffed animal she had sitting on top of the books lay on the floor. 


The headache must have been from the exertion yesterday and the hacking… Carrie told herself. 

Just as she was slipping back off into sleep, the phone in her room began to ring and the radio came back on – the news reporter talking about some incident about a teenager and violent video games… 


Groaning, Carrie knocked her phone off the bedside table – along with her books – onto the floor. She rolled over and buried her face in her pillow – reaching out with one hand to try and find the snooze button.


“Carrie?!” Roxs called, running into her sister’s room. 


“Nnnngh….” 

“Wake up!!” Roxs pounced onto her sister’s bed. “That was Leya on the phone.” She leaned over and pushed Carrie’s hand out of the way and tried to turn the radio on.


“Noooooooo…” Carrie groaned, covering her ears.

“Listen to it!” the blue-eyed twin shouted, forcing her sister’s hands down. 


“… The cause of death is believed to be internal bleeding. However, doctors and officials are unsure how the bleeding began – since each of these three victims were healthy young men. They were found dead late last night in front of their computers, the words ‘GAME OVER’ on their screen…”


The report went on, but Carrie wasn’t listening. She was staring blindly at the ceiling, an uninvited tear falling from the corner of her eye. 


“They’re dead, Carrie… Chris, Andrew, and Ryan are dead…” Roxs’ blue eyes were wide with fear and remorse. “We killed them…”
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