[image: image1.jpg]2005 6 8
&!&A‘—








Quest 6 – The Mask of King Salamandos

     Kim lifted her scarf higher to protect her face as sand scratched at her cheeks.  The sand built up on the ruffled edges of the scarf as she gasped for the little pure air that remained around her.  The sandstorm showed no signs of letting up and the eye of the storm had passed moments ago.  Linked by a rope, Kim led Amarantus north in hopes of finding the city of Evermeet.  The small lamp that they bought at Rolante only provided enough light to see 10 steps ahead of them, and they had not been prepared to trudge through a sandstorm.  

     His eyes frantically searching for shelter as Klase squinted through the flying sand to see the edges of an oasis.  He called to Kim, but his voice drowned in the whistling of the wind.  Not knowing what to do, Klase suddenly stopped and loosened his end of the rope, hoping that Kim would feel the small “detachment”.  Kim felt the change in movement and in the weight that she pulled behind her.  Turning around, the marksman was suddenly pulled forward as Katsuki tugged at her.  Klase dragged Amarantus towards the oasis, hoping that it wasn’t just a mirage.

     Within moments, Amarantus reached the edges of the oasis where they threw themselves into the protection of the trees.  Gasping for air, they felt nothing but complete bliss.  William rubbed his eyes to relieve it of the sand that pestered his sight, yet rubbing did little to wash it away.  Getting up, William slowly opened his eyes to see the pool before him.  Walking over to the water, he slid his hands into the pool and cupped the clear cool water.  He splashed the water onto his face and washed the sand away; making certain that he did not defile the water with the sand that traced the edges of his face and body.  He dusted the rest of the sand off his armour and his eyes scrolled around, looking at the oasis.  The rest of Amarantus washed off at the pool and drank some of the water as well.

     “Where are we?” Krys asked as she walked beside William.  “How can this oasis hold an environment like this in the middle of a scorching desert?”

     “I’m not sure --” William answered but suddenly stopped when a light cool breeze blew past them.  “I’m not sure, but I don’t think this oasis is here because the creator felt like putting it here.  Everything in Eternity has some sort of logic behind it since Nat did tell me when we chatted yesterday that the creator tried to make Eternity more than just any game where nothing made sense.”  

     “Maybe there are some clues deeper in the oasis.  Someone probably lives here.  Maybe they’ll be able to tell us where Evermeet is,” Klase suggested as he walked past Amarantus, dusting the remains of sand out of his hair. 

     “We should save first,” Katsuki stated, pointing out to the azure crystal on the west side of the pool.  “We don’t want to have to walk through that storm again,”  

     Kim and Krys quickly followed after Katsuki, placing their hands on the crystal.  A symbol resembling that of a rune drew itself upon the ground and azure wind encircled the girls.  Taking out a small silver device called a SVD, short for Saving Device, they turned their devices on and a small faerie popped up from each SVD.

     “Hello there, my name is Melody.  Would you like to save?” the small faerie asked.  The girls all replied yes to the faeries floating above their SVDs.  The faeries closed their eyes and glowed a faint topaz before disappearing into the rune below them.  The boys followed the girls, and did the same ritual before continuing into the forest.  

     Klase reached out to push the bushes aside, yet suddenly hesitated and withdrew his gauntlet.  Instinct told him not to go any further, yet instinct also told him that he had to keep going.  Clenching his fist, he slowly brushed the bushes over and stepped forward with Amarantus tailing behind him.  He had only taken a few steps when the heads of two spears suddenly connected right under his chin. Klase bent backwards and dropped to his knees as the two spears sliced the tips of his loosely flying hair.  William dipped down and pounced forward, meeting the rods of the spears with his daggers.  Placing the weight of his body on his left foot, the rogue twirled in the air sideways, throwing daggers in every direction.  The attackers jumped out of the way, the daggers only catching the arms of the enemy.  Before William could regain balance, an arrow of ice shot forward, speeding straight for his throat.  Caught off guard, his instincts screamed at him to duck forward against all odds and as soon as he did, the arrow was intercepted by sharp blades that sliced the head off the arrow.

     Katsuki withdrew Kaze no Senritsu and the scarf circled above her before landing gently back into her arms.  She smiled slightly, hearing the click of metal meeting metal behind her.  Flicking her wrist with dexterity, Katsuki shot Kaze no Senritsu straight out and the scarf enclosed on William and Klase.  Controlling the blades and scarf of Kaze no Senritsu with ease, Katsuki caught the other end of ​​​​her weapon which hurled at her, and she stepped aside.  Turning her body, she gathered her strength to her lower body and dipped forward.  Releasing the strength like a spring, Katsuki pulled the two out of the small trail as more arrows shot out from the north, catching the shoulders of the two enwrapped in the conjurer’s Kaze no Senritsu.  Krys noticed the wound on Klase and William and quickly sprinted for them, her small wings flapping backwards against the wind that pushed them southward.  Muttering the mana spell, Heal, a barrier of light suddenly surrounded the two boys and their wounds slowly disappeared.  

     Kim drew her leather mantle back, allowing it to fly relentlessly in the wind. With her left arm, she drew a silver Uzi from its holster, and with a flick of a wrist, she armed the Uzi and cocked it.  Waiting for a cue, once her eye caught the glimpse of a shiny object before her, Kim shot relentlessly forward, her marksmanship instincts guiding her shots.  Curious of who her enemy was, Kim used the barrel of one of her Uzis to flick the clips forward, allowing it too slide against the moist mud.  Once her two Uzis ran empty, she slid on her knees and dropped the empty shells out of her weapons.  The nuzzles of the Uzis pointing down, Kim pressed the guns into the mud, and with the momentum of her sliding, she lifted herself into the air, landing on the edges of the clips which levered them into the Uzis.  Once again pointing her right Uzi at the ground, she spread the weight of her body equally amongst her body as she used the barrel as a center point and she spun clockwise, kicking everything in front of her miles away.  Kim somersaulted into the air and arched her body to quickly drop, with her arms bent and Uzis leading the way.  Her Uzis met the heads of multiple spears, but before the attackers could change their position and strike at her defenceless body, Kim swung her body downwards from its upright position, scoring a direct hit, feet first, into her attackers’ faces.

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

     The rest of Amarantus raced after Kim as she leaped up, arching her body into an upright position, disappearing behind the tall trees of the oasis.  Unable to stop due to their inability to adapt to the moist climate quick enough, they began to skid.  Amarantus slid under the tall trees, sending branches flying in all directions before they skidded to a stop.  Before them was Kim who was leaning on one of the trees, checking her Uzis for any deep scratches.  Turning their heads to the west, they noticed a group of elves tied to a large tree by the rope used to keep Amarantus together in the storm.  

     Pain shot through Krys’s heart as she watched the large tree that held their enemy.  The tree was dying and though she was a faerie, her heart did not ache for just any dying tree.  The tree before her was the Tree of Mana, where healing magic was derived from.  However, she noticed that the branches of this mighty tree were beginning to droop like that of a willow’s and the leaves were turning a bright red, resembling that of a forest fire.  The elves recognized that the player before them was that of the faerie race, and spoke to her in an elven language.  The rest of Amarantus watched Krys and the elves converse, with a confused expression, for they did not realize that players who chose to be of the faerie race were gifted with the ability to use mana as well as understand the lore of other faerie-like races.  When they finished talking, Krys turned to her team mates, and explained to them the situation they had stumbled across.  

     “These elves and humans weren’t trying to harm us.  They were only protecting their city against any enemies that might attack them.  I’m not sure if this is part of the quest or not, but they tell me that ever since King Salamandos’s castle suddenly resurfaced from the ocean of sand in the Glass Desert, more monsters have appeared and their elven city has been attacked countless times.  They say they can’t trust humans either, but since I was a faerie, they reached out to me.  These elves tell me they will let us into their city, and tell of us of King Salamandos and his castle if Kim releases them,” Krys explained with one huge breath.

     “If they’re not trying to kill us, I’m fine with releasing them.”  Kim used her back to push her off the tree and towards the elves and humans.  Taking out a 6mm pistol, she shot the knot of the rope, and the captives fell to the ground from the force of the shot.  As a friendly gesture, she slid the pistol back into its holster and offered her previous prisoners, a hand.  The elves smiled in return and one of them clasped her hand, levering himself back onto his feet.

     The elven archer locked his eyes onto Kim’s, evaluating the human before him.  His emerald eyes darkened as his expression became overrun with deep thought.  The silence that followed was eerie, but no one made a sound for they wished to see what would occur next.  Kim continued to stare at the elf as well, certain that he would soon trust her as he trusted Krys.  She meant no harm in the first place, and only wished to finish this quest as soon as possible so she could rest.  The elf’s loosely tied black hair flew back gently as a small breeze passed by, gathering leaves with it.  Klase noticed the archer’s complexion to be eerily “perfect”.  It was not jealously that overwrought his body, but respect for the elf before him.  The archer was strongly built and though he was an archer, Klase saw the ice cold sword that hung at the elf’s side which pulsed with every breath he took.  This was no unimportant character that was created for the purpose of population, but an NPC that was created for a specific purpose.  A silver chain glistened in the sun which caught Klase’s eye.  Hanging on the broad neck and shoulders of the elf was a silver necklace that resembled that of vines intertwining to enwrap a goddess.  

     After a long uncomfortable period of silence, Kim could no longer hold her serious expression and smiled subconsciously for she noticed how Amarantus was fidgeting, not knowing what to do.  The elf’s stare broke and he smiled as well, his shoulders dropping as he relaxed.  “I sense no evil in your heart and I’m glad to know you’re all friendly folk and not nasty bandits.  My name is Dain and I am the leader of our elven city that is hidden amongst the trees of this oasis.  Please, follow us to our city where you may rest and hear of what you want to hear.”  Dain turned to the northwest, and signalled Amarantus to follow him and the rest on his colleagues.  

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

     After travelling through a confusing and complicated maze of nothing but forest, William soon caught sight of a large wooden building.  Within moments, Amarantus entered through a wooden gate that closed behind them after they entered the city.

     “Welcome to Evermeet, the elven oasis city!” Dain greeted with a friendly smile.  

     “This is Evermeet?!” Klase exclaimed.  “We were looking for this city, but no one told us that it was an elven city or that it was in an oasis.  If it hadn’t been for the sandstorm forcing us to seek for shelter, we would’ve been wandering in the Glass Desert for hours!  I would have probably died ten times over!”

     “Aren’t you lucky that the sandstorm came about then?” a young elven lady remarked as she walked up towards them.  Her ruffled blond hair streaked with chestnut strands, tailed behind her, landing below her waist with every other step she took.  She wore the apparel of a mage, yet her robe was marked with elven characteristics.  Carrying a wooden staff carved with precision, the wind that encircled her seemed unnatural, as if the wind was a barrier created from her staff.  Klase and William stared at the beauty in awe, her complexion seemed almost perfect.  On the other hand, all the elves looked the same, from the shape of their faces to the proportion of their eyes to their ears; every line and edge of their body was shaped to perfection.  Perhaps it was from genetics or from the magic that resided within them, but many believed that the elves lived a longer life span and had a more “perfect” body due to their completely natural diet and because they were near the end of their evolution. 

     Brushing her hair back to relieve her sight of the few strands that flew before her now and then, she looked up at Amarantus with her crystal blue eyes that glimmered in the sun.  Strands of her hair loosely tangled with her sharp ear and the rest intertwined with a silver necklace that she wore which was an exact replicate of Dain’s necklace.  She stood beside Dain and nuzzled her nose against his in greeting.

     “Nothing in Eternity is coincidental my dear.  If my mate is the one who brought you to our city, you all must play a significant role in the future of Evermeet, and the future of mana.  I know this all must sound confusing to you all, but you will understand what I mean soon enough.  My name is Freya and I am second in rank to Dain in this city.  He is my mate and together, we have led this city to the paradise it is now.  Don’t mistaken what I say, though the creator of Eternity has helped create this oasis, it was the elves themselves who created this city,” Freya explained.  

     “Are you saying that though the creator of Eternity watches and controls this world, every being that he created can think and act for themselves?” William asked with curiosity.

     “If you are to create life, you are to expect that they shan’t be your slaves, but your colleagues and family.  The creator does not expect us to follow every single direction that ‘he’ gives, but to fulfil our duty when the creator asks us to do something.  It is almost twilight now my dear, please rest at our inn if you have the time to spare in Eternity,” Freya stated.

     “We all have until the following day to finish off this quest of ours, so we’ll take up on your offer, and rest at the inn,” Krys replied.

     “Very well then, good night to you all, and when you awake tomorrow, come to our house at the northern end of this city so we can speak of this quest of yours as I am sure it relates to the problems we have been experiencing lately.”  Freya and Dain nodded goodbye, and headed back to their house, but not before telling two other elves to guide Amarantus to the city’s inn.  Amarantus rested in the hot springs which restored their health and magic before finally changing into the provided robes and closing their eyes for a night’s sleep.

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

    Katsuki’s eyes flickered for a few moments as she woke up.  Yawning and stretching her arms, she rubbed her eyes and pulled her blanket over her head to block the blinding morning sun.  It was the first time she had tried to sleep in Eternity and though her sleep was peaceful, her awake was at the other end of the spectrum.  Finally fully awake, she pulled her blanket aside, grabbed her conjurer’s attire, and stood behind the screen provided for her to dress into her apparel.  Wrapping Kaze no Senritsu around her waist, Katsuki went back to her bed and folded her blanket, tidying up her space before walking out of the room where the rest of Amarantus slept soundly.  

     She greeted the inn-keeper as she left the inn and wandered around Evermeet, staring in awe at the elven city.  Everything in the village was natural and nothing that was seen within Evermeet was disruptive towards the environment.  Compared to the desert storm surrounding the oasis, Evermeet was a utopia – a paradise. As she walked past the elven item store, she came to see Dain and Freya strolling around the market, hand in hand.  Katsuki smiled to herself as she looked at the perfectly drawn couple and waved to them before running towards the two.  Freya and Dain smiled back and greeted the conjurer with warmth as if they were childhood friends.  

     “I take it that you liked your sleep at our inn?” Dain asked as he noticed Katsuki’s good mood.  Katsuki nodded in agreement, but then sighed as she explained that she had awoken too early and there was nothing to do.

     “Well, since you’re a conjurer, there might be something just for you,” Freya remarked.  “Go to the northwest end of Evermeet and walk into the ruins.  Once you enter the ruins, you will have entered another plane in which Odin resides.  However, you will not notice the exchange of planes and all will seem the same.  Once you have walked far enough, you will eventually come upon a portal which does not open unless you are a conjurer of pure heart.  Step through the portal and you will see what is in store for you there.  Have faith in me when I tell you that you will not exit the ruins empty-handed, but beware, once you enter the ruins, don’t ever look back.”

     Unsure of how else to spend her time until the others awoke, Katsuki thanked Freya for the information and walked over to the northwest end of the city.  It seemed unnatural for there to be ruins of a church in the elven city, but after what Freya told her, Katsuki knew better than to think that Evermeet was just any ordinary city.  She stepped over the jagged rocks and entered the ruins.  To either of her sides were broken statues of gods and goddesses, most noticeably the statue of Odin who died in the battle of the Aesir against the giants, led by Loki.  She continued to walk; the sight of only ruins seemed endless.  Every second seemed like an hour for Katsuki, and the silence and emptiness made her more uncomfortable.  As if to ease her mind, she heard a comforting child’s voice behind her, and she turned around with relief in her eyes.

     The relief soon turned into fear and shock as the voice that comforted her came from a monster that resembled a human child.  It looked at the conjurer with its large green eyes that swirled with brown liquid – a malicious smile on its face.  Long black wet hair hung from its head and wrapped around its small body.  The monster had neither hands nor feet, but webbed limbs instead.  

     “You are to never look back in this plane, never to look back at the gods and goddesses that have died.  You mean to defy Ragnarok and create evil and treachery once again.  All that defies Ragnarok shall suffer an eternal life of stone among the divinity!”  The monster lashed out at Katsuki and if it was not for her body’s own intuitive instincts, she would not have been able to dodge the monster’s attack. However, she was unable to regain her balance and fell to the floor.  Her fingers stumbled to release Kaze no Senritsu, but she could not stop her hands from shaking.  The monster smiled a vicious grin, his body slowly changing into that of a basilisk.  The lizard’s tale lashed out, its sharp carnivorous teeth unable to fit in his mouth.  Katsuki finally released Kaze no Senritsu and whipped it at the mythical creature, but with one gaze at the scarf, Kaze no Senritsu turned into stone and fell to the floor.  With no weapon in her hand, and no element near her to help her conjure up a summoning, Katsuki closed her eyes waiting for her inevitable fate.

     Moments after she closed her eyes, she heard the vibration of a string and then the sound of an arrow penetrating flesh and meeting bone.  She opened her eyes to understand the situation, and saw the basilisk before her fall to its side, an arrow through his head.  Still in shock, Katsuki only awoke after she felt a soft animal nuzzle itself against her cheek.  She turned around, and whispered in awe at the beautiful Pegasus before her.  Katsuki reached out to pet the divine mythological creature’s face and the Pegasus neighed in response.  The beautiful pure white creature walked over to the stoned Kaze no Senritsu, and with a flap of its wings, the weapon returned to normal.  The conjurer circled it around her waist again and embraced the Pegasus in gratitude of what it had done for her.

     “It seems like she’s taken a liking to you,” a voice remarked from behind the Pegasus.  “Alsvida normally doesn’t trust people too well, but I guess she can sense the naivety and innocence deep within you.  Please, take that as a compliment and not as a bad remark.”  

     Katsuki looked at the elf before her and noticed the elven bow slung across the left side of his hips.

     “Thanks for saving me back there.  I should’ve saved back at Evermeet, but I totally forgot.”  For some reason, Katsuki could not take her eyes off the elf before her.  She decided that all elves were captivating due to their “perfected” forms, but there was also something different about him.  His perfect yet imperfect form was what caught her eye.  His long chestnut hair fell to his broad shoulders and tangled with his ears, but it did not remind her of how Freya’s hair fell on hers.  The archer’s chestnut eyes twinkled as he realized that she was trying to make out his identity.

     “I’m a half-elf, the child of an elven father and human mother.  My name is Kira and I live by the composite bow.  Does my appearance interest you that much?”  Katsuki blushed at the statement.  

     “I was just curious, that’s all.  Um…who are you, and why are you here?  Freya told me that these ruins were for conjurers,” Katsuki said.

     “I’m not sure, but I was suddenly attracted to the ruins.  I’ve always been interested in such, but the pull to this place was stronger than normal – perhaps because there was someone special within,” Kira replied naturally. Katsuki glanced away as he said it, and he secretly chuckled to himself when he saw her reaction.

     Katsuki changed the subject and petted the Pegasus again.

     “Her name is Alsvida?  It’s a beautiful name. Did you name her?”

     “Yes, I named her and I’m glad you like the name, I think it fits well for such a beautiful creature.  She’s named after Alsvid, the swift horse of Sol who was the Norse goddess of the sun.  Everything in the elven village is derived from Norse mythology.  In fact, this plane that we are in is Valhalla, the realm in which the souls of the dead soldiers that the Valkyries have collected reside.”  The two began to talk as Kira offered Katsuki the chance to ride on the white Pegasus.  Trotting along with the archer, Kira led Alsvida and Katsuki further north of Valhalla as the two continued to talk.  Speaking and being beside Kira warmed Katsuki’s heart, and she felt safe and fearless with him.  He gave her an emotion she could not describe, and this emotion made her think only of him.  They eventually reached a portal and Katsuki reluctantly stepped off the Pegasus.  The two said their goodbyes and Katsuki thanked him for his company before she walked alone to the portal.  

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

     As Katsuki entered the portal, she was suddenly blinded by white light.  When she was able to open her eyes again, the conjurer was mesmerized by the scenery before her.  It was so beautiful and harmonic – a complete and utter paradise.  She walked forward towards the river, and watched the clear water flow through the river and into a small pond.  Dipping her right hand into the water, a cool sensation overwrought her body, and she closed her eyes in comfort.  Behind her, she heard the sounds of footsteps and deep in her heart, she wished it to be Kira, though she could not comprehend this desire.  Katsuki opened her eyes to see a young man behind her too beautiful even for an elf to compare.  

     “You have entered Asgard, which isn’t easy my dear.  I am the only one left in this world, and I see all.  You have no purpose here except for the fact that the elf Freya told you of this plane, correct?” the young man asked.

     “Correct, but she told me I would not leave empty-handed either…”

     “And in that phrase, she speaks the complete truth.  I am Balder, the only remaining Aesir after Ragnarok.  I was originally killed by Loki, but resurrected after the final battle cleansed the world of evil and treachery.  Here in this harmonic world of mine, I offer conjurers, pets who will aid them along the way.  Would you be interested in my offer, young conjurer?”  Katsuki nodded a yes and with that, Balder whistled and an entire group of creatures appeared before her.  

    “I know not much of you, but of what I know, I will judge.  I have various creatures here of power and strength, but that is not what you need.  What you need is a pet that is cunning with amazing dexterity which is why I suggest for you to take one of Odin’s ravens with you.  This raven has been through countless struggles and can help one see farther than their own sight.  The raven’s name is Munin, meaning memory.  For your convenience, Munin can shapeshift to any being; after all, conjurers use the element of surprise,” Balder said with a smile as he handed the black raven to Katsuki.  Katsuki gently stroked the raven, and then looked up to show her gratitude to the god, but Balder had disappeared.  The conjurer looked to her left and saw a huge tree which oddly reminded her of Balder.  She walked up to the tree and leaned her head on its trunk, whispering thank you.  

     Munin lifted off and flew towards the open field where a portal formed.  The conjurer quickly ran over to Munin and stepped through the portal.  Once she stepped back in the plane and realm of Valhalla, Katsuki called Kira’s name.  She waited for a while, but no one responded.  She had only met him a few moments ago, but his disappearance pierced her heart, like a small thorn that prickled someone who tried to pick a wild rose.  Katsuki looked at Munin, and smiled at it apologetically.  She didn’t quite like ravens that much, but felt guilty for needing Munin to transform to another form in the future.  She walked through Valhalla again and this time, she remembered very well not to look back no matter what the circumstance.  As she walked back to Evermeet, Katsuki tried to decide what to ask Munin to shapeshift into.  Reading his new mistress’s mind, Munin suddenly transformed into the form of a puppy.  Katsuki shrugged and cuddled Munin for taking on a cute form. She exited Valhalla, and entered the ruins in Evermeet.  Stepping out of the ruins, Katsuki saw Amarantus walking over to Freya and Dain’s house.

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

     Still yawning, Klase walked up the stairs and knocked on the door.  He waited awhile, long enough for Katsuki to rejoin the group, before Freya opened the door and let Amarantus in.  The elven maiden led the group to the den where they were offered tea and breakfast.  After Amarantus indulged themselves with the food, Klase drank up his tea and sat up.  

     “We’re here on a quest to retrieve the mask of the King Salamandos.  We were told that the mask is in his former castle somewhere in the Glass Desert, but we weren’t told the specifics.  What’s actually going on here?” Klase asked Dain.

     “King Salamandos was once the king of the Glass Desert and according to historical documentation, he was a highly respected king.  Not only did all humans respect him, but the elves and other faerie folk did as well, for he was a caring human who loved nature and all living things.  During his reign, the Tree of Mana – where all healing magic is originated – bloomed with magnificence.  However, his fate was like that of any mortal and he passed away.  In his place, his brother, King Ares, took over the throne.  His reign did not last long as his fiery and war-loving personality was too much to bear.  He died attempting to enter the treasure room of King Salamandos, which is said to have secrets which only his mask can unravel.  This is said to only be a myth, but a few days ago, the lost castle of King Salamandos resurrected from the sand and ever since, the Tree of Mana has been dying and more monsters have appeared,” Dain explained with a depressed look on his face.  All faeries were one with nature and if the Tree of Mana was dying, they would feel it in their hearts as well.

     “Then you can just leave it to us,” Klase remarked as he drew his weapon from his scabbard.  “We’ll finish our quest and solve your problems too, no sweat.”  William tossed a dagger into the air, throwing Klase’s sword off balance before he caught his dagger again.

     “I don’t know, Klase.  When you’re not even at level one with a crappy inventory, I don’t think you can really do much,” William remarked with a smirk.  Klase glared at him and got up on his feet.

     “Once we finish this quest, I’ll go back to normal and then you’ll see how wicked my skills are.”  The girls looked at Klase and sighed before getting up and walking to the door.  Freya walked over to them, dressed in desert attire.  She explained that she would lead them to King Salamando’s castle, but that was the most she could do to help them on their quest since she was a NPC.  

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

     The sandstorm had died out the night before and the sky was clear.  Regardless, Amarantus still felt tortured in the Glass Desert as the sun baked them.  What was only a half an hour in walking seemed like hours to the group, and they thought they would die before reaching the dead castle of King Salamandos.  Katsuki spotted the castle first, thanks to the help of Munin, though no one in Amarantus asked her about her new pet.  Freya led them to a secret entrance in the castle before saying goodbye and wishing them the best of luck.  

     They had only walked a few steps when Krys unknowingly stepped on a switch that triggered the many traps that lined the only hallway to the heart of the castle.  As if to get ready to dodge the traps, William and Klase stretched their muscles.  Krys sighed aloud and walked past the two boys.  She flicked out her forearm from her sleeve, her hand holding a pile of pink faerie dust.  Krys arched her back slightly forward as she slowly flapped her faerie wings to create a slight breeze.  Murmuring in a faerie language, the pink dust fluttered across the hallway, disarming all the traps and dangers that awaited them.  

     “Why go through all that difficulty of fighting?” Krys remarked, beaming a victorious smile.  The faerie led the way through the hallway as she stepped over the mummies and other undead that had been previously waiting in the dark for Amarantus.  Everything had been disabled due to Krys’s faerie dust and in the place of the dust was now life; nature.  Vines began to grow on the walls and where there were once cracks filled with sand, there were now flowers in its place.

     Amarantus explored every room and hallway that opened up to them, but all of them led to dead ends.  The hope of finding the mask of King Salamandos before the next sunrise was fading fast, and Amarantus was getting tired.  Just when they were about to give up, Munin urged Katsuki to keep walking, telling her telepathically that his mistress’s goal was only a small walk away.  Katsuki continued to walk and soon came upon a room with a large golden statue of what seemed to be King Salamandos.  The conjurer ran back to where the rest of Amarantus had stopped to rest and told them of her discovery.  They ran into the room and explored the chamber to every depth.  Amarantus discovered 4 hidden pathways north of the statue, 2 on either side.  Katsuki asked Munin to search the statue for any clues or secrets, and still in its dog form, he climbed the statue and found a fragment of a mask on the King’s eye.  

     “This is only a piece of the mask though,” Kim remarked with annoyance for they had walked for hours only to find a fragment.  “Where is the rest of the mask?”

     “If this map and quest is similar to all other RPGs, then the rest of the mask should be in one of those hidden pathways,” Klase said.

     “But we don’t have time to search every hallway, it’s almost twilight!” Krys exclaimed, using her faerie instincts to see outside of the castle.  

     “Let’s split up then,” Katsuki suggested.  “We’ll be able to cover more ground like that.  Since there are 5 of us, William and Klase will explore the far right pathway, Krys the one right of the statue, Kim left of the statue, and I’ll explore the far left pathway.  Let’s meet up at this statue when we’re done.  If you need help, holler as loud as you can.”

     “Wait,” Klase said with anger in his voice.  “Why do I have to be ‘accompanied’?!”

     “You are a very feeble person until you finish this quest.  So, you need to be protected 24/7…” William remarked as he heaved a sigh.  With that Amarantus split up and walked down the separate pathways leading into darkness.

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

     Kim walked down the pathway until she saw that light no longer reached the tunnel anymore.  She shot the metal around one of the torches, and caught it before it fell to the now damp floor.  The marksman cocked her Uzi in case of an attack and held it in her right hand while her left hand was occupied with the torch.  She continued to walk through the dark narrow path until her keen marksman’s sight allowed her to see a glimpse of something moving back and forth.  Kim quickly caught full sight of the creature and she locked it in her Uzi’s sight.  Throwing the torch in front of her, she blasted a shot at the torch which in turn exploded and a shower of fire rained on the creature.  Kim soon came to see that the creature was a giant cobra snake with red eyes.  The creature was unharmed by fire and seemed to bask in it instead.  Kim fired with precise accuracy at the head and heart of the snake, but the metal only bounced off its skin and back at her.  The hallway turned dark as the fire disappeared and the snake finally began its move, its eyes glowing a deeper red.  Suddenly, Kim discovered its weakness and she quickly grasped another Uzi from its holster behind her hip.  With a flick of a wrist she cocked the Uzi and spun both of her weapons to a 45° angle upwards.  She shot relentlessly at the stone ceiling and did not stop until she saw a ray of light beam down on the snake that could not move due to the blinding dust.  The snake hissed as it turned into stone. Behind the snake was an altar, and on the altar, was another fragment of the mask.

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

     Krys cautiously walked through the hallway that was lit with torches.  She could not comprehend why, but the fire seemed to grin at her, as if it would engulf her any minute now.  She kept walking until she walked right into an invisible wall.  She tried to walk around or fly above the wall, but she could not pass it no matter what direction she tried.  She knew she would be unable to knock down or break the wall, so she stood there furiously, breathing harder and harder, until she came up with an idea.  Krys walked back a few steps and stood in the middle of the hallway, trying to stand completely still.  It took some time until she felt a slight cool breeze come from the west wall.  Frantically, the faerie searched the wall for an opening, and to her surprise a part of the west wall that seemed to stand there wasn’t physically there.  She decided to trust her instincts instead of her visual sense, not allowing for any illusions to deceive her.  After flying through a maze in the west wall, an opening appeared that led to an altar with a small fragment of the mask.

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

     Klase and William walked through the passage until they came upon a small room with a broken bridge that led to an altar floating on a platform in the middle of the chamber.  The two tried to look for another way to reach the platform and the altar that held a golden fragment, but there was no other way to it.  The two boys shrugged, and walked onto the half wooden bridge when they suddenly heard a deep voice speak to them.  

     “In life, intelligence and common sense always defeat brawn and pure strength; that was a lesson taught to all by King Salamandos. If you wish to retrieve the fragment of his mask, you must first solve the 3 riddles which create the Bifrost Bridge that leads to the altar.  Beware, if you answer any riddle incorrectly, the bridge will give way and you shall fall into the abyss.”  The two continued to walk until they reached the last plank of the wooden bridge.

     “This bridge has fallen and has now ended in death.  Call forth the name of this bridge to create the first fragment of the Bifrost Bridge.  What is the name of this bridge?” a different mystical voice asked aloud.  The two thought awhile before answering, whispering to each other of the answer that came to their mind first.  After a while of deciding, William swallowed his hesitation and spoke their answer.

     “Life is our answer, for all life must end through death.”

     The beginnings of the bridge began to unravel before stopping one third of the way.  The two boys were about to move when the mystical voice spoke to them again.  

      “One never travels alone for this is always with you.  Call forth the companion that strays with you eternally.  It passes in front of you, is always behind you, but can never be controlled.  It travels with you, you travel through it, and yet, it still leaves you behind.”

     “Time is our answer,” Klase said aloud, remembering this riddle from a quiz he once did.  “Time is with you and you travel through it.  At the same time, it does leave you behind. It is the present, the future and the past.” 

     The rest of the Bifrost Bridge unravelled until it touched the edge of the floating platform.  However, though the bridge was short, it could not be walked on until a path was created.  William picked up a stone and threw it at the bridge.  The stone passed through it, as if the bridge was of spiritual being and not materialistic.

     “This bridge is not stable and not yet complete.  Tell me the most difficult step of the path and the bridge shall hold.  Is it the first, the current or the last?”  The two boys looked at each other and discussed their answers again.

     “It could be the first, because the first step is always entering into the unknown,” Klase stated.

     “But the last step is the end of the journey which usually symbolizes death, the most difficult event to accept in life,” William argued back.  The two looked at each other, thinking to themselves that the current riddle was the hardest of them all.  Suddenly, they realized what the answer was.  In unison, the two spoke of the answer aloud.

     “The current step is our answer because it alone is of our choice.”

     “The current step can be our first, or it can be our last,” Klase explained.

     “The other two were only abstract ideas, only the current is of our choice to choose and shape,” William ended off.  A solid path formed in the middle of the Bifrost Bridge and the two walked over to the altar, where the fragment of the mask lay.

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

     Munin shapeshifted back into his raven form as he led Katsuki through the pathway, ensuring that there were no dangers up ahead.  Suddenly, he darted to the right and flew through the east wall.  Katsuki dashed forward to catch up with him as he led her to a chamber with 4 runes that created a cross and a wooden sign in the middle.  The words were almost worn away, but Katsuki could still make out the lettering engraved on the soft ancient wood.

     “Death is always at one’s back as all returns to the earth that it came from.  The fire of life gives light and is always at the births to come.  The tears of a mourning woman flow to the sunset.  The wind blows forth from where Skoll first chases after Sol…” Katsuki read aloud.  She pondered upon this riddle for quite some time, fiddling with her ring, Akira.  She stared at Akira until she felt an arrow shoot past her.  Katsuki followed the arrow’s path to see that the arrow of fire landed on the northern rune of the chamber.  She suddenly understood the meaning of the riddle and was glad that she was a conjurer.  Standing before the northern ruin, she cupped Akira in the presence of the fire surrounding the arrow and recited the spell.

     “With this, may the oath be sealed.  From the depths of the element of fire, I summon the divinity of the phoenix, Loki!”

     From the flames of the fire grew the figure of the Norse God, Loki the trickster.  Staring at his mistress, Katsuki murmured to him and asked him to stay at the rune as she summoned the other elemental deities.  Using the earth that had gathered on her robe from the entrance hallway, the wind from the air she breathed out, and the water from her lips, the conjurer conjured up the other 3 elemental deities.  She placed Laura, the lady of the lake at the rune to the west; Gaia, the mother of the earth at the rune to the south; and Sylph, the kin of the wind at the rune to the east.  The floor began to rumble and an altar rose from behind the wooden sign.  Katsuki called all of the spirits back and she walked over to the altar, where the last of the fragments was held.
---------------------------------------------------------------

     Amarantus returned to the statue a half an hour later and in front of golden ruler frozen in time, the group reassembled the mask of King Salamandos.  Once the mask was resurrected, the statue suddenly shone a golden beam of light at it and a doorway opened up directly behind the statue.  Amarantus entered the new doorway to find themselves behind a fire dragon.  The mystical creature did not notice the group behind it.  Amarantus stepped back out and pondered on what to do.  Even if they could defeat the dragon, which they couldn’t, the chamber would still be a dead end as the entire room was closed off with metal.  Krys looked at the mask in Klase’s hand, and told him to wear it.  Obligingly, the assassin wore the mask and Amarantus once again walked through the door.  However, though the rest of Amarantus saw no difference in the room, Klase noticed a small teleportation rune to their right.  Signaling his teammates to follow him, Klase led Amarantus to the rune where they were suddenly engulfed in a blinding light that teleported them to another chamber.

     When Amarantus opened their eyes, they saw themselves in a chamber of natural beauty.  Flowers of all sorts lined the walls and a waterfall created the chamber’s own pool and streams which danced along the beautiful marble architecture that filled the chamber.  In the middle of the room was a large marble statue of an elven maiden whose smile warmed the hearts of all who laid eyes on her.  In front of the statue was a young maiden who cupped an iris in her hand and using her fingers, gently tore its stem, bringing the flower to her lips.  The young maiden had long thin brown hair that lined her face and body.  Her skin was as pale as the moon, and though the white dress she wore did nothing to add to the tone of her skin, it outlined the curves of her body and emphasized the beauty before Amarantus.

     The maiden opened her eyes and she twirled the iris with her fingers.  The waterfall was the only thing that broke the silence between Amarantus and her.

     “Don’t you think flowers are quite beautiful and elegant? Gentle and pure, they bloom with the innocence of spring and wither with the death of autumn,” she said with a soft melodic voice.  The maiden wrapped her fingers around the iris tighter and crushed the flower, its petals floating through the air.  “But flowers aren’t things meant to be admired.  So easily broken, don’t you think they are things to be crushed?”  She turned her head towards Amarantus, her pale grey eyes mesmerizing the group as a malicious smile formed across her face.

     “Now then, my innocent blooming flowers, are you ready to be broken?”  Her hair slowly rose from her back and tussled with the ravaging wind.  She brought her left hand to her eye level and flexed her fingers before grasping the air around her palm.

     Amarantus suddenly fell on their knees as they gasped for air.  The woman seemed to be squeezing their lungs, cutting off their air.  Every moment that passed seemed to kill them and their hp slowly drained.  The maiden laughed bitterly as she continued on with the game, torturing Amarantus before leaving them off to die in Eternity.  William’s hand shook within his gloves as he reached for his dagger.  While the woman laughed and was distracted, he gathered up all of his strength and threw the dagger with precision, scraping the maiden’s pale face.  A small wound formed on her cheekbone and her bitter laugh became the venting of anger.  She released Amarantus from their pain and sprinted for William, turning the iris petals on the ground to a longsword with the characteristics of earth.  

     Once Amarantus was able to stand up again, they tried to defend William and Katsuki as she began to conjure up Loki.  However, the woman saw through their plan with ease, and vines shot out from the sword hurling Krys, Kim and Klase into the water behind her.  With an underhand spin, she held her longsword close to her breast and dashed for Katsuki.  Katsuki had just been able to create a spark when she suddenly saw the maiden rushing for her.  The conjurer tried to continue to concentrate on her spell and behind her; William split stepped to his right and flicked two daggers at the maiden who dodged every one.  She placed her weight on her right foot and pushed off on her left, sending herself flying in William’s direction.   The woman used the vines of her sword to lever her higher and farther with greater speed before she somersaulted downwards and laid her sword flat in her hands, diving for the rogue.  William attempted to dodge the attack but was constricted by more vines which came up from underground.  The deadly maiden slashed at William, aiming for his pulmonary artery, but he was able to dodge some of the attack by flicking a dagger upwards before the sword contacted with his neck.  The attacker kicked off of the rogue’s chest and aimed for Katsuki while Krys quickly rushed over to William’s side to heal him.  

     Katsuki was just able to recite the last of her words when the maiden’s sword struck out to strike at Akira.  Katsuki used Kaze no Senritsu to block off the attack but the sword soon sliced the scarf in half and the blade once again struck outwards, aiming for the conjurer.  Loki had yet to completely form and Katsuki was vulnerable to the attacker.  Suddenly, a beam of white rushed past Katsuki, knocking the maiden into the fountain.  The beam began to slow down and two figures appeared in its place.  Riding of Alsvida’s back, Kira unlatched his elven bow and drew an arrow of fire from the quiver on his back.  Without warning, the half-elf suddenly fired his arrows, one after another as if he had an infinite supply of them.  The maiden was able to dodge many of his arrows with her high leveled skill, but at least a couple were able to meet their mark, piercing her skin and flesh.  Kira leaped off Alsvida as the Pegasus flew straight for the woman.  Alsvida straightened her wings and increased her speed, swiftly cutting the unsuspecting maiden with her feathered wings.  Kira followed through with his attack as the pale woman fell to the floor.  The half-elven archer unsheathed his two elven swords and slashed two deep wounds into the maiden’s torso before he landed on his feet.  The maiden waved her injured hand and a portal of fire ripped through the air.

     “How disgraceful that I was defeated by a half-elf and a group of amateurs.  Do not celebrate victoriously, for you are far from defeating me.  The day shall come when you shall shudder in fear from hearing the name, Loveless!” the maiden scorned aloud before disappearing in her rift of fire.

     Kira and Alsvida quickly ran over to Katsuki and asked if she was alright.  Katsuki blushed as she thanked him for saving her yet again, and the two stood in silence until the rest of Amarantus joined them.  They were all thankful of the half-elf for saving them, and though no one quite knew who Kira was, the grouping seemed like a heartwarming reunion.  

     “According to prophesy, King Salamandos treasured this room the most for he had originally built it for his loved one.  It was not finished in time for his lover to see the chamber as she passed away at a young age.  However, the King still valued this room and thus, he decided to hide his treasure room within this chamber, and the opening to the hidden room can only be seen through the eyes of the king.  I’d help you find it, but I must take my leave now as I have stayed in Eternity for too long,” Kira explained as he murmured into Alsvida’s ear.  Amarantus said goodbye to Kira and he walked towards the teleportation rune.  Kim turned around to look at Katsuki and see her blushing like a beet.  She was about to ask Katsuki why she was blushing, but was stopped short when Klase suddenly found the hidden room.  The conjurer immediately realized her surroundings and quickly walked towards Amarantus, still blushing as she remembered the words that Kira whispered in her ear as he passed by her on his way to the rune.

     “I hope we meet again, but if fate is not kind enough to grant my wish, then I shall create my own miracle.  Nothing is impossible and thus, this, I promise you, my maiden.”
---------------------------------------------------------------

     She lifted her hand to cover her eyes as she dropped to her knees.  She couldn’t believe what she heard; she couldn’t accept what she just learned and yet, she had no choice but to accept it.  It pained her heart to know that she couldn’t deny reality. The truth hurt worse than a thousand needles stabbing her heart.  She half-heartedly smiled to herself as the distant memory of that bitter-salty taste resurfaced.  A chaotic wind suddenly blew and her long unravelled hair covered her face, shielding her emotions.  She loathed this feeling; this uncontrollable feeling that was born purely from her heart; this feeling that she continued to drown in.  Her arms shaking, she brought her hands to her neck and clasped it, feeling as if nothing could quench her thirst for her unreachable desires; for her broken wishes.  Looking up into the moonlit sky, she held her hands high into the air, as if to grasp the moon.  Alone in her lost haven, her melancholia, she murmured his name ever so softly to the endless sky and whispered to Mani a phrase that broke her heart…

Shin ai wa amakarai…


