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Chapter 1 Wedding Preparations

Alex walked onto the set. He was glowing. His former show had gone down in flames, but he hoped this next one would be better. It was bad enough that someone had been murdered, but at least he wasn’t the one responsible. Nor was Alara or Oliver responsible for the murder. It certainly helped with ratings that now they were together and moving on with their lives after being betrayed by both their best friends.

Alex smiled at everyone around him. The camera people were in place.

His smile widened when he saw Alara. “Alara, are you ready?”

Alara smiled and nodded. “This time things will work out.”

“Of course they will.” Someone handed Alex a microphone and he turned to the camera. “Hello and welcome to the very first episode of Say, I do.” As many of you may already know, Alara was stood up at the altar by her ex-fiancé who is now in jail for murder. Alara is now engaged to Oliver and they are currently in the middle of wedding plans. Let’s see how both are doing now.”

Alex stepped over to Alara who was busy looking at wedding dresses. “Alara, you are glowing. Are you truly happy now?”

Alara smiled at Alex and at the camera. “Yes, Alex, I am happy. I finally found the right person for me and we’re getting married. I almost can’t believe it’s happened.”

“So, how far along are the wedding plans?”

“Well, we need clothes and rings. We’ve already got our vows.”

Alex nodded. “Sounds good. Anything else you want to share?”

Alara nodded. “Just one more thing. It’s going to be a triple wedding.”

Alex smiled at the camera. “That’s right. Here are two more brides. This is Jaema and this is Zeta.”

Jaema smiled. “Hello, everyone. I know exactly how Alara feels. I, too, have finally found the right one for me and I’m so happy.”

Zeta smiled. “Hello, everyone. I’m happy too that I’m getting married. I never thought it would happen to me. I thought I was destined to be alone.”

Jaema shook her head. “Then you met Julian.”

Zeta nodded. “I know. I didn’t expect to meet someone like he. I’m glad we’re getting married.”

Alex turned to the camera with a big smile. “And this is why I continue to do these shows. Look how happy these brides are.”

The director shouted, “Cut.”

The camera crew stopped filming and went to the other side of the store where the grooms were. The brides continued to look at dresses.

Alex took one last look at them. “I do hope this goes well. A triple wedding is rare and I do hope it goes off without any trouble.”

Alara said, “As do we all.”

Alex nodded and walked over to the other side of the store where the grooms were. The camera people got into position. The director cued Alex.

“And hello again. I’m now with the grooms. Here’s Oliver.” Alex walked over to Oliver. “How do you feel now that you get to marry Alara?”

Oliver beamed. “It feels wonderful. I never thought I’d get a chance with her. I thought Lucien would have her, but he was a fool to treat her the way he did.”

Alex nodded. “And now she’s your fiancée. So, how do you like a triple wedding?”

Oliver chuckled. “Sounds like fun. It does feel like good support when going into the unknown.”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “You’re going into the unknown?”

Oliver nodded. “I’ve not been married before. I don’t know what to expect. I’ve seen what my ex-best friend Lucien did with women and I don’t want to be like that at all. It’s good to see others treat their partners as I treat Alara.”

Alex said, “Let’s meet the others. Here were have Zelda, who is assuming the role of groom and Julian.”

Zelda said, “Hello, I’m happy to be here. I’m glad I can wear a tux instead of a dress. I know my bride Jaema won’t mind.” She waved to Jaema across the room.

Jaema smiled and waved back.

Julian said, “Hello, everyone. I get to marry the lovely Zeta.” He winked at Zeta.

Zeta laughed on the other side of the room. Jaema and Alara smiled.

“And cut!”

The whole crew laughed.

The director smiled. “That was great everyone. We’ll shoot more later after you’ve picked out your outfits.”

Alex handed his microphone to a prop person and turned Oliver. “So, how does this show feel to you so far?”

Oliver raised an eyebrow. “Better than the last one. I can openly talk about my feelings for Alara without feeling guilty. Or worry that I might threatened her.”

Alex nodded. “Good. Alara seems much happier this time.”

Oliver smiled. “That’s what I hope for.”

Julian said, “I hope I can keep Zeta happy too.”

Oliver and Julian each looked at their brides.

Oliver said, “Sometimes that takes more time than we wish, but Alara is worth the wait.”

Julian nodded. “I know what you mean. I was so focused on my work that I didn’t even think about trying to meet anyone. Then I met Zeta while on assignment. That shocked me.”

Oliver said, “I hear that can happen.”

Zelda said, “We both became concerned it might compromise his ability to do his job. Zeta was a suspect when we met her.”

Oliver said, “Oh? Zeta was a suspect? I take it she was innocent the whole time.”

Julian smiled. “Fortunately, yes. She had a ghostwriting gig from the victim. And that was just business they had between them.”

Zelda said, “I remember that. She certainly doesn’t pretend to be something she’s not. She’s genuine and that’s why we’re friends now.”

Oliver said, “I can’t complain about the book she wrote about your last assignment. I think she got me and Alara down real well. It’s refreshing when someone sees you as you are rather than what they want you to be.”

Julian said, “That’s why I love her so much.”

Zelda said, “That’s why I respect her so much and don’t mind sharing her land.”

Oliver blinked. “Zeta owns land?”

Julian answered, “She owns the property we all live on. She owns her own tiny house and Zelda had another built there with Zeta’s permission.”

Oliver smiled. “Zeta is quite generous.”

Zelda said, “She is. That’s also why I tend to get protective of her.”

Julian said, “Yes, you are protective. You chewed me out when you thought it was possible Zeta could be pregnant.”

Oliver chuckled. “Any plans on having kids?”

Julian answered, “I don’t know if she wants any.”

Oliver nodded. “I know what you mean. It hasn’t come up yet. I know I haven’t thought much about it either. Sooner or later, we should talk about it. I don’t want to disappoint Alara.”

Julian nodded. “That’s a good idea. I suppose you could just tell her you’re not sure and haven’t thought about it, and you’re open to hearing what she thinks.”

Oliver said, “Julian, I think that’s a great idea.”

Julian asked, “Zel, do you want to have kids?”

Zelda chuckled. “I don’t want to be pregnant. I haven’t asked Jaema about that. Perhaps it’s a good idea to talk about it now that we’re getting married.”

Oliver said, “Well, good luck with that.”

They went back to selecting outfits. Camera people recorded them picking out clothes and then trying them on. Alex didn’t use the microphone much at this point. He was waiting for all six people to find their perfect outfits before announcing anything else for the show.

Everyone took their time, and by the end of the day, they had all found the outfits. Each couple went together in a beautiful way. So, then it was time to get back to talking about why they chose their outfits.

Zelda picked a feminine tux that went well with Jaema’s dress. Julian picked a white tux to go with Zeta’s white dress. Oliver picked a blue tux to go with Alara’s blue dress. They all made a wonderful display. When the episode aired, many people watching were teary eyed. All in all this first episode was rated higher than previous show Oliver and Alara were on.

Many people dreamed of their ideal weddings whether they had a partner to marry or not. They were pleasant dreams.


Chapter 2 Virtual Game

Josephine loved playing computer games. She was quiet and graceful in real life and virtual reality. After she would finish games, she would feel great for a little while and then she would have to find another to spend her hours on. She was self employed and could test and review games for money.

It was a life she never dreamed of when she was younger, but she fell into that life as an adult. She first found the gigs through her first friends. She blinked. She found a message addressed to her gaming persona asking if she would be interested in testing out and reviewing a first person shooter game.

She read the blurb and the instructions. She smiled to herself. She liked these gigs and best of all she didn’t have to reveal her full legal name or where she lived. The money was sent to her account and everything was fine. She accepted the gig and posted to her social media about it.

Then she started playing the game. She enjoyed it as she had so many before it. It wasn’t too hard to play. Nor was it hard to understand the object or even the point of the game. First thing she noticed was she wasn’t the only player. She smiled. Games tended to get more interesting when others were playing. It gave games some uncertainly.

It was the kind of uncertainly Josephine loved to deal with. Others made different choices. Some were predictable and others were what made the games more fun to play. She smiled as she learned the other players’ names. She wrote down the names and made notes after each interaction. It was how she played with others.

Her alter ego in every game was named Starlight. As Starlight, she was a dark skinned elf with dark hair and dark eyes. Josephine, on the other hand, was a dark haired and light skinned elf. She knew there was something funny with either her DNA or something that had happened when she was a baby. Either way, there was a difference in what was predicted by her DNA and how she actually appeared.

It was a puzzle to her and no one knew the answer. She knew that much because she had looked and asked. The experts weren’t sure what had caused the difference. So, she decided to live with it and create her virtual avatars with darker skin. She knew it helped to hide her real identity.

Josephine had once discovered a dark family secret. One her own family had tried to hide from her and themselves. Most of the family was in denial about the secret. But she knew the truth. Her family had had a bad habit of hurting others with their schemes. She knew she descended from some petty tyrants and others who had started wars.

Thinking about those things made her sigh. Many of those people tended to have dark hair and fair skin. So, she found solace in virtual reality and virtual games. Her Starlight persona gave her a buffer between that dark secret and herself. It allowed her to earn the money she needed to survive without her family.

As she played the new game, a message pinged her. She finished what she was doing and stopped playing the game for now. It was a message from Moonlight. She wasn’t sure who Moonlight was in real life, but she knew he always gave her good leads which meant decent pay. He was one friend who hadn’t disappeared.

She blinked as she read the message.

Dear Starlight,

I know how much you love games. I just found out about the latest game called The One. There’s something off about it in the code. I know you wouldn’t necessarily see it when you’re playing it, but bad things have happened to some who have already started playing. I hope you have a good firewall to protect you. I hate for something bad to happen to you.

If you do play, let me know what you notice. You see more than most gamers ever do.

Moonlight

Starlight blinked again. She knew Moonlight was her friend and did his best to respect her. They did work together on games he would code. She thought about her recent game play on The One. She hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary yet. But she knew if Moonlight was concerned, she should be too. She had worked with him long enough to know he was a real person who programmed games. They had a good working relationship and he didn’t seem to react to the beauty many found in her avatar.

She always wondered if he knew the irony of how people tend to make themselves look in virtual reality compared to how they looked in real life. She checked her recording of her game play and watched it.

Her eyes widened. There was something off. She blinked and rewound and watched again. The other players didn’t disappear after they died. Usually in games when someone lost their lives, they’d just disappeared afterwards. After a certain time period, they could log back into the game and pick up where they had left off with more lives.

But this was far creepier. She saw someone who hadn’t been injured in the game that just collapsed for no apparent reason. Then she checked if she could stop playing. She gasped when she saw the terms stating she couldn’t leave the game now. She was in and the only way out was to play or die.

She sent the clip with a note back to Moonlight.

Alessandro sighed. He was worried about Starlight. He knew how much she loved playing games, but knew next to nothing about code. They met when he was working on his first game. Without her feedback, it wouldn’t have become the hit that it was. From that point on, he contacted her whenever he was working on another game.

He never worried about paying her because he had the money. Her reviews helped to sell the games he created. He blinked when he saw her reply.

Dear Moonlight,

I see what you mean now. I almost didn’t notice when I started playing. The other players don’t disappear when they die and then are able to come back later. Their avatars collapse and just stay where they are. It’s weird and creepy especially when they didn’t get hit by anyone inside the game. What does it mean?

Also, I checked the terms and conditions to see if I could stop playing and leave the game. It turns out that I can’t. The only way out for me is to keep playing. Well, there is something about dying that could help me get out of the game, but I don’t plan on doing that.

Starlight

Alessandro gasped. “No, Starlight. Please don’t die. I need you.” He stood up and walked over to the window. “I love you and now I may never get to tell you that.”

He sighed. He looked out over the city from his small apartment. He thought for a while. He wasn’t sure how long he was thinking before it hit him. He turned from the window and walked back to his desk. He had several computers and other devices on it. He quickly went back to the code of The One game.

He blinked. Then he saw it. The code was stealing information from the players’ computers. He knew he would have to report this to the police. It was the only way he knew he could keep Starlight and others alive. He kept digging and soon found out something he knew she wouldn’t want anyone to know.

He now knew who Starlight was in real life and where she lived. He sighed. He made a note of her information. He also got the information on the other players. He wrote up a thorough report and sent it off to the police. It was the least he could do.

Then he made plans to check on Starlight in real life. She lived in Tigerwood as did he. He also knew the neighborhood well. He blinked when he checked over her address again. She lived in the same apartment building. His eyes widened as he realized that they had seen each other on occasion.

She looked very much like her avatar except that her skin was fair in real life. She was still an elf as he was. Her avatar was an elf too. He blinked. He had chosen to appear as a gnome in virtual reality. He picked it because he was short in real life and he coded games something most people were in the dark about.
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