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Quest 4 - Amarantus

     “On behalf of the creator of Eternity, who will remain anonymous throughout this entire press conference, I have decided to hold this interview to explain the circumstances behind the hack attack on Eternity.  The two hackers, Klase Leonheart and Clow Lee, were able to hack into the server of Eternity, but not without being noticed.  At the time, another staff member had been monitoring the hack attack. He was aware of the ambitions of the hackers and had supervised their every move.  Why he didn’t prevent the actions of the hackers will remain unspoken of.  However, I assure you that the two hackers are being dealt with right now and the necessary punishments and consequences will be carried out.  We have informed all other game servers and companies to ban the hackers’ ISPs.  The hackers have also been fined a costly amount of $40 000 US each.  We have decided on alternate consequences should they be unable to pay the entire amount.  In addition, the security system for Eternity is being rewritten and revised to ensure that such an attack will not occur again.  At this time, you may begin asking questions…” Natsukawa Minami explained to the thousands of viewers watching the news network.

     Rena walked past the electronic store as she glanced at one of the TVs.  The moderator of Eternity looked familiar to her, but as she looked at her watch, she cleared her mind of that thought and kept walking to school.  Everything that occurred yesterday seemed like a blur to her.  Despite the fact that it had only occurred in Eternity, it seemed like reality to her.  Her body, as well as her mind felt tired and exhausted. Rena sighed as she wondered why the creator of Eternity had to make the game so realistic. While she changed her shoes, Krys and Katsuki suddenly tapped her from behind.  As Rena tiredly turned around, Krys and Katsuki grabbed her by her forearms and dragged her down the hall.

       “Um…hi to you, too…?” Rena remarked, wide-eyed as she was led to the door of Maou-sensei’s classroom.  Rena shook free of Krys and Katsuki’s grasp and asked while rubbing her numb forearms, “What’s going on?”

     Katsuki slid the door open and peeked in.  With an astonished look on her face, she signalled Krys and Rena to look into the classroom.  Confused, Rena stepped forward only to be pulled back so that no one in the classroom would see her.  As she stumbled backwards, Rena grabbed onto the ledge of the door and steadied herself.  Following her friends’ glances, she looked into the room to see the Eternity moderator that had been interviewed by the Japanese Broadcasting Corporation.  She had never thought that a first year would be one of the moderators of Eternity.  As she watched Maou-sensei’s class group around him, her thoughts were interrupted by two students hovering over her.

     “So that’s the guy who gave us our punishments?” the short black haired bishounen exclaimed as his face flustered with anger. “He’s the same age as us; why does he have the right to tell us what to do?!”     “Unfortunately for us, he’s a moderator of Eternity,” the brown haired boy remarked.  With a sigh, he glanced into the room and glared at the group crowding around the moderator.  “If only I had my DUEL CERUBERUS with me, I’d shoot that guy in the neck and end his life right on the spot.”  Krys turned around with disgust and frowned at him.  She began to remark on his thoughts when she suddenly stopped and waved to Sam and Kim behind the two guys.  Katsuki also turned around to greet her two friends, when she noticed the two boys gawking at the moderator.

     “Aren’t you two Klase Leonheart and Clow Lee?” Katsuki asked, tiling her head to a side.  Sam walked up to Katsuki and placed her arm on her shoulder.  Katsuki looked up at Sam and pouted as she gave her a defiant glance.  “What?!  I know who they are, I just wanted to make sure that I got their names --” Katsuki suddenly stopped as she heard a commotion within the classroom.  

     The entire group peeked with wonder into the classroom.  As they glanced in, they saw the moderator being hauled out from the crowd by a girl and boy.  The group quickly stepped back as the two dragged the moderator out of the classroom and into the hallway.  Without noticing the shocked group behind him, the boy chuckled as he looked at the moderator.

     “You look like you were suffocating back there.  Are you alright?” the male remarked with an amused look.  The black haired moderator shot the two an irritated look as he sighed.

     “Sorry about that,” the female remarked with a pleading look.  “We didn’t mean to leave you ‘dying’ in that crowd, but I had to come late since my sister woke up late and I needed to lock the door.  Forgive me, Minami-san --”

     “Minami-san?!” Rena exclaimed, startling everyone who was listening to the conversation.  “You wouldn’t happen to be Natsukawa Minami, would you?”  Nat looked at her with a dazed look as he attempted to remember the name of the girl before him.  Nat buried his eyes in his right hand as he attempted to refresh his memory.  Looking at the group once again, the presence of Sam refreshed his memory.  

     “You guys must be that newbie group from Eternity!” Nat said with a triumphant smile.

     “How’d you know it was us?” Sam asked as she raised her eyebrow in question.  “We’ve never met outside of Eternity before and we didn’t even introduce ourselves.  Plus, Klase and Clow are with us, so it shouldn’t be that obvious that we’re the group from Eternity.”

     “Well, to be honest, I had no idea who you were at first, but then I remembered.  After all, Sam, you’re quite famous among the sport teams.  The girls in the basketball and volleyball team have told us all about your “interesting” actions and stories,” Nat remarked.

     “Wow, you’re famous, Sam,” Kim said with a laugh.  “Who would’ve known that your perverted questions and remarks would get you so far?  Well, since you know who we are, mind introducing us to the two people with you?”

     “Who, these two people? They’re not important,” Nat joked with a smile.  “More importantly, shouldn’t you people get going?  You’re going to be late for class if you stay around here any longer.”  The group looked at their watches and without hesitation, they said goodbye while sprinting off to their own classes.

     “Tell me, Mitsuki, how long do you plan to keep your identity a secret from the public?  The media’s so annoying and nosy, I’m sure they’ll eventually find out,” Nat stated as they walked back into their classroom.

     “I’ve been worried about it as well.  If the media finds out by themselves, I’m sure they’re going to exaggerate the entire situation.  Most likely, they’ll make a huge deal out of the fact that Eternity is ran entirely by young high school students.  It might be better to let the truth out soon, Mitsuki” Atsuma commented as he looked at Mitsuki.  “Besides, if a hacking incidence occurs again, we won’t be able to avoid the pressing questions from the media.”

     “I know I’ve been a nuisance to all of the moderators for not revealing my identity and for asking to keep yours a secret as well, Atsuma, but I just don’t want the pressure of the media on me right now.  If they find out that you’re second in charge of Eternity, they’ll bombard you with questions and invade your personal life.  If only a moderator shows up, the media won’t annoy the person as much.  Don’t worry about it; I’ll eventually let the media know the identity of the creator of Eternity.  Just be patient and put up with the media for a bit more, Nat,” Mitsuki requested.  “All in good time, my friends; all in good time…”

---------------------------------------------------------

     Caught among the busy crowds of Kyoto, Li and William pushed past the rushing people in front of them.  The streets of Kyoto were always busy and overly crowded during rush hour.  After reaching the end of the street, they squeezed out of the crowd and walked down the empty alley, leading to William’s house.  The noise and shuffling of the swarm of people behind them slowly faded, leaving only the sounds of their footsteps echoing in the alley.  After a long moment of utter silence, William finally spoke.

     “Eternity is online again, but are we still going to meet in the same place?  After all, it’s only been a week since the hack attack.  I’m guessing that Rolante is still in ruins and that not all of Eternity has recovered yet.  Did you guys decide on a meeting place yet?” William asked with uncertainty.

     “Well, Krys told me that we should meet at the tallest building that we can find.  It’s the best spot we can meet at since we have no idea of how the map of Avalar appears now.  Seriously, I don’t see why Klase and Clow would hack into the server.  Did they really think that they could get away with it?” Li asked with a sigh.  As they exited the alley, the two walked along the street until they reached William’s house.  Quietly opening the door, William and Li stealthily entered his house without making a noise.  However, their entry was unsuccessful as William’s two dogs quickly dashed out from the corner and onto the two.  William and Li swiftly dodged to one side, both hitting the wall to their side as the dogs slid uncontrollably.  Laughing out loud, the two guided the dogs into the gated kitchen, before heading up to William’s room.  Closing the door behind them, they quickly prepared the parts needed for the system and within seconds, the two logged onto the server; allowing their minds to drift into Eternity.   

---------------------------------------------------------

     Kim leaned back against the wall as she sighed uncontrollably.  Krys had told her that they should meet under the tallest building in sight, but no one was here.  She knew that she was at the right place.  After all, the grand clock tower standing in the middle of Rolante was taller than all the other buildings by at least 10 metres.  The recreation of Rolante seemed to brighten the city even more.  All of the monuments that had become ruins by Clowse’s relentless attacks were “rebuilt” to look even more outstanding and beautiful.  The shops and inns were busy with customers and the mood of the players showed no signs of any possible negative effects of the hack attack.  Kim sighed again as she looked at the clock standing proudly above her.  

     “Kim!” the frantic faerie yelled out as she pushed through the crowd standing on the bridge.  Not far behind her were the rest of the group.  As they ran up to Kim, Kim glanced to her side and noticed a group of people surrounding the area around the weapons store.  The rest of the group followed her glance and the same question aroused in their minds.

     “I wonder what the commotion is.  Maybe we should go over and look?” Katsuki suggested.  Nodding with agreement, the group headed over to the murmuring crowd of people.  Squeezing through the barrier before them, they were finally able to push through the crowd after what seemed to be ages.  As they looked at the centre of the crowd, they were shocked by the sight before them.

     “Clow and Klase…what are you guys doing?!” William exclaimed with shock.  Not only were they wearing signs over their necks advertising Eternity, Nat, Makubex and Kyouhei were standing behind the two with their weapons drawn.  The evil smirks of the three behind Klase and Clow suddenly changed to friendly smiles as they saw the newbie group squeeze out from the crowd.  Looking at the clock before him, Nat suddenly got up as he slid his sword behind him, laying it neatly in front of his back.
     “Show’s over for now,” Nat announced.  “I hope you enjoyed the show put on by the two wonder hackers and that if you have any complaints about their performances, email me at lazymod@eternity.net.  Remember, all of this contributes to their punishment for hacking into the server of Eternity.  If you have any other great ideas for consequences, please send it to me by email as well.”  The crowd slowly moved away as they chuckled over the wonderful advertisement performed by the two hackers.

     “Wow, I didn’t know you two liked show business,” Li commented sarcastically.  Clow shot Li an angry glare as he reached for his CERUBERUS.  With a flick of his wrist, Kyouhei smoothly twisted his katana in the air and stabbed Clow in arm.  Within seconds, Clow’s image disintegrated, the figure of his body slowly dissolving into the air.  The group watched with a wide-eyed expression at Clow’s death and sudden rebirth.

     “What just happened?” Klase asked with curiosity.  “Didn’t the manual of Eternity say that when a character dies, he loses all of his experience points and inventory and that he would be sent to the entrance of his local server?”  

     “Didn’t you listen to Athena?” Katsuki said with pride.  “See, I broke my habit of not focussing on what that goddess was talking about.  She explained that because of the ‘hack attack’, the creator of Eternity decided to change some of the rules.  In the case that a character dies, his experience points will stay the same, but he’ll lose his inventory.  Also, you’ll be sent to the last place that you saved.  Since, many players perform regrettable actions while they are playing in Eternity; the creator has marked the maps of Eternity with special crystals where you can save.”

     “I knew about the saving part, since Nat explained it to us a few minutes ago.  Why didn’t the creator just tell everyone, rather than programming Athena to do so?  Is he going to make another version of the game with a new manual?” Klase asked in an annoyed voice.

     “First of all, who said the creator’s a guy?” Nat remarked with an irritated tone.  “Also, why would you make another version of the game when you can just distribute a new updated manual?”

     “I don’t know, maybe the creator’s an idiot --” Klase argued back.

     “Why don’t we just stop this argument; it’s pointless,” Sam interrupted as she sighed.  “More importantly, why are you guys advertising for Eternity?  No, wait, a better question to ask would be why are you guys are in Eternity.  After hacking into the game, did you really think that you could play the game undisturbed like everyone else?”

     “Did you really think that we wanted to advertise for this stupid game?!” Clow exclaimed as he slammed his fist against the wall behind him.  “We’re only first year students, there’s no way that we can afford to pay $40 000 US!  Since we can’t pay the fine, we need to work for Eternity!  That damn creator couldn’t think of anything else, could he?”

     “You brought it onto yourself,” Kyouhei stated in a matter-of-fact tone.  “If you hadn’t hacked into the server in the first place, then you wouldn’t have had to do any of this at all.”

     “You’re not even a moderator, so you shouldn’t be talking,” Klase said as he ripped off his sign. “Besides, we paid $5000 US each already, and that’s already killing us.  The damage that we did wasn’t that much; it wasn’t worth $80 000 US!”

     “You should’ve thought of that before you hacked into the server,” Makubex stated as she stepped into the conversation.  “I wouldn’t talk to Kyouhei like that either.  He might not be a moderator, but if he pulls a few strings, you’re in big trouble.  If you don’t want to go around advertising for Eternity, then you’ll have to think of another way to compensate for what you’ve done.  However, the fact that you need to work for Eternity until you’ve worked off $80 000 US hasn’t changed.  Think of it in an optimistic way, you only have $70 000 US left.  Also, don’t say that the damage isn’t worth $80 000 US.  Due to the hack attack, the sales for Eternity dropped since the people’s trust wavered on the security of Eternity.”

     “Well, who told the staff member who was watching us to not stop us,” Clow said in a monophonic voice.  Makubex flushed with anger as she shot a glare at him.  “Fine, so maybe it is our fault.  I get the money part, but what’s with the banning us from all other games.  That’s just unfair!”

     “If you can prove that you’re worthy of playing games, then we’ll inform the other companies that you’re on the ‘safe list’,” Nat explained after keeping quiet for quite some time.  “If you two can show that you can abide by the rules, play with others and have good sportsmanship, then we’ll lift the ban.”  

     Nat glanced around while they were talking, searching for an inspiration.  As his eyes scrolled through the crowds of Eternity, his gaze landed on the newbie group before him.  Smiling to himself, Nat closed his eyes as he planned out the rest of the punishment for the two hackers.  After a while of silence, Nat suddenly spoke as he looked at the newbie group with pleading eyes.

     “Okay, I’ve decided on how Klase and Clow can prove themselves ‘worthy’.  You two are to complete two major quests that do not have a listed level.  The quests should involve finding treasure or valuable artefacts.  Complete the quests and return the retrieved treasure to me, Makubex or Kyouhei.  I’ll inform the other moderators of this ‘punishment’ so that you can finish the quest without any trouble from the staff of Eternity,” Nat explained.  He glanced at Makubex and Kyouhei to ensure that they agreed to and liked his idea.  Makubex nodded in agreement as she saluted him for thinking up an interesting consequence for the two hackers.  “However, part of the original plan for you two was to force you to advertise for Eternity within the game and to lower your stats.  Compared to starting players, the stats of you two have been cut in half.  In other words, you’re weaker than a player who has just started Eternity.  I have no intention of removing this part of the punishment; however, to ensure that you finish the quests, I’m going to ask that this newbie group accompany you.”

     “You want us to accompany these two?” Kim questioned like Nat was mad, as she looked at Klase and Clow.  “Why do we have to be stuck with these two?  After all, I’d rather not have two hackers following me around when I’m doing a quest.”

     “Nat’s not forcing you to accompany the two as they do the quests.  You did help us during the hack attack and we’re all grateful for that,” Kyouhei explained with a reassuring smile.  “Just a reminder, by doing these quests, you’ll get stronger and level up as well.  Besides, I’m sure Nat needs someone to watch over these two hackers.  We haven’t established a ‘bond of trust’ yet.  If you all don’t want to do the quests with these two, we completely understand.”  Nat nodded in agreement.  Kyouhei then glanced at Makubex for support.  Makubex sighed and thought for a moment.

     “How’s this, we’ll make a deal then.  If you guys accompany Klase and Clow and they end up doing a good job, you’ll be automatically levelled up to novice players and your reputations will be increased to 16 or otherwise known as ‘popular’.  Also, you’ll be able to buy any weapon, armour or spell of your choice, free of charge.  Your abilities, such as strength and dexterity will be increased by one.  I’m sure Nat will be able to make all of these possible for you.”  Nat looked at Makubex with an amused expression before turning to the newbie group and agreeing with Makubex.  Without hesitation, everyone in the group agreed at once to help Klase and Clow.  After all, the offer was too good to turn down.  

     “If we can successfully finish these quests with the necessary ‘requirements’, will the fine be dropped?” Klase questioned with hopeful eyes.

     “No, the fine still has to be paid.  You’ll have to work for Eternity or Konaki to pay off your debts. However, we’ll be easier on you and you won’t be banned from other games and or servers.” Klase’s expression fell into despair as he sulked.  He wondered how long it would take to before he could work off his share of $35 000.

     “But aren’t the quests usually really long and difficult?” Li asked.  “I mean, isn’t there a shortcut or a way that we can finish these quests in a shorter period of time?”

     “If you’re going to be lazy, then there is a way to save time.  You can sign up for two different quests and split yourselves into two groups.  Sign up for each quest with the same group name.  Since the hack attack, the game has been modified quite a bit.  Beside the blank in which you’re supposed to type your name or group’s name, there’s a cerulean arrow.  Scroll to the arrow and click on it.  Another screen will open up with additional options.  One of the options is to work on multiple quests in multiple groups but agree to share the benefits of the quests as long as the other group or groups successfully finishes the quest.  This option only works if you are all from one original group.  You register your group at the inn, on the second level.  To remove yourself from a group, you return to the same place as well.  This way, you can finish the two major missions in a shorter period of time,” Makubex explained.  Right as she finished, the grand clock chimed and Makubex and Kyouhei realized that they had to leave.

     “Sorry,” Kyouhei apologized, “But I’m afraid we have to leave now.  We’ll see you all later then.”  Makubex and Kyouhei waved goodbye to the group and Nat and within seconds, they logged off.  Nat looked at the time and suddenly remembered that he still had to attend to other urgent matters in the city of Trademeet.  As he fidgeted with a device on his wrist, he said goodbye to the group and transported away, leaving the newbie group alone in Rolante.

---------------------------------------------------------

     Standing in the raging winds of Rolante, Katsuki finally broke the silence.

     “I think Makubex’s idea is pretty neat.  We’ll be able to save a lot of time,” Katsuki stated as she looked at the group.  “What do you guys think?”

     “The sooner we get this over with, the better,” Clow answered.

     “Well, first of all, we need a name for our group,” Sam suggested.  “There’s no point in thinking of anything else if we don’t register as an entire group first.”

     “How about the name 4 by 4?” Katsuki proposed.  “It sounds cool.”

     “But it’s not like we’re only 4 people or 16 people.  Any other ideas for a group name?”  Everyone looked around them, searching for an inspiration.  As Rena glanced around her, her eyes landed on the batch of amaranthine growing near the weapon shop.

     “What about the name Amarantus?” Rena suggested.  “It sounds alright.”

     “What does Amarantus mean?” Klase questioned as he looked at Rena with a confused expression on his face.   “It sounds like another language to me.”

     “Amarantus is a Latin word and is where the name of that flower, amaranthine, is derived from.  Amaranthine means eternal beauty and Amarantus means never withering or eternal.”

     “Then let’s just name our group Amarantus then,” Sam said as she looked at the clock.  “Oh shoot, I need to get going soon, let’s register our group a.s.a.p.”

     Amarantus rushed to the inn of Rolante as they burst through the door.  Colliding into other players, the group dashed up the stairs to the second level and ran into the room labelled, “Registration”.

     “Good day to you,” the virtual clerk greeted.  “Welcome to the registration desk at the inn of Rolante.  May I help you?”

     “We’d like to register as a group under the name Amarantus please,” Krys said as she tried to catch her breath.  The virtual host smiled and nodded as the words of Krys processed in her program.  She lifted her hand above the desk and with a quick swift, a paper titled ‘group registration’, appeared.

     “Please fill in your group name and group members in the blanks.”  Each person quickly signed their name and passed it to the next member until the paper circulated around to everyone.  Writing his group name at the top of the paper, William handed the paper back to the clerk who in turn, placed the paper into a drawer of her desk. 

     “Thank you for registering at the inn of Rolante.  In you have any questions or would like to change the information registered for your group, feel free to come back any time.” 

    Thanking the clerk, Amarantus walked down the stairs and exited the inn.  When they finally reached the bulletin board with the quest postings, Kim took out the mini device from her inventory and strapped it onto her hand.  As she moved her hand from left to right, the device scanned the bulletin board and a blue screen popped up.  

     “Which two quests should we choose?” Li questioned as his eyes scanned the screen displayed by the device.

     “Nat said that they had to be major quests that didn’t have a listed level,” Klase explained.  Searching the screen for two suitable quests, Katsuki and Sam’s eyes both landed on two different quests.

     “Here’s a good quest,” Katsuki said aloud as she jumped up and down with excitement.

     “I found a good quest too,” Sam said with a calmer expression.

     “Which quests did you two find?” Kim asked as she looked at the two.  

     “The one with the title ‘Retrieve the lost mask of King Salamandos’,” Katsuki pointed out.  “Nat did say that we’d have to give an artefact to him.”

     “The quest called ‘Lost treasure of Iceville’ sounds promising,” Sam commented.  

     “We should register for both quests before they’re taken,” Kim remarked.  Rena opened her inventory bag and searched for her scanner.  Taking it out of her inventory, she strapped the metal chains around her hand and scanned the bulletin board.  While Kim clicked on the quest of the lost mask, Rena entered the number listed on the notice for the quest of Iceville.

     “How are we going to decide on the groups and which group will do which quest?” Krys asked with uncertainty.  William looked around and saw blades of grass growing out from a crack in the trail.  

     “Let’s draw for it,” William suggested as he walked over to the crack and pulled out the blades of grass.  Breaking them all into different sizes, he held the grass loosely in his hand as he evened out the height of the blades.  “The five people that pull out the tallest blades will go on the quest of the lost mask and the other four people will go on the quest of Iceville.”  Everyone walked over to William and pulled out a blade lightly, ensuring that the strand of grass wouldn’t break into a smaller piece.  After they all pulled out a blade, everyone held their strand up high to compare the heights.

     “It’s decided then.  Klase, Katsuki, Krys, Kim and I will go on the quest of the lost mask and Clow, Li, Sam and Rena will register for the quest of Iceville.”  Everyone nodded in agreement as they registered for their quests.  

     “I guess it’s decided then,” Sam said as she looked at the clock frantically.  “We’ll start the quests tomorrow then.  After all, it’d be Saturday so we won’t have school after that.  If one of us finishes their quest before the other group, message them and let them know.  We’ll meet at the fountain the day after everyone is done their quest and then look for Nat.  I really need to get going or my dad’s going to be angry.”

     “Okay then, we’ll see each other later then,” Katsuki remarked.  With that, Amarantus logged off of Eternity, as they waited for a new day to arise, marking the start of their journey.








