
Quest 10 – When Darkness Falls
     “Mitsuki didn’t do anything wrong!” Akina cried aloud, her fingers digging into Kyouhei’s left arm.  “Can’t you let us go?”  Reploid666 stared at the hysterical mage with apathetic eyes.  

     “Humans kill for no justified reason at all.  I’m a virus, designed by humans that have sinned, and nothing more.”
     “You killed innocent bystanders and gamers out of your own will,” Natsukawa stated.  His right arm trembled as he tightly clenched the scabbard of his bastard sword.  The warmain’s glare was met with the reaper’s smirk.
     “Collateral damage,” Reploid666 replied.  The small breeze surrounding the cliff began to pick up as droplets of water encircled the group of players.  Amarantus stood there in silence, watching the event before them unravel like a play performed on stage.  Sudden facts bombarded them in intervals of seconds.  The group of players were staring at death in the face and any ray of hope lied in the hands of a young girl no different than them.

     “Kyouhei,” Kim murmured into the wind, “Who are you?”  The marksman glanced sideways at the weaponsmaster.  He glanced downwards before looking at Kim in the eyes without saying a word.  Knowing that Makubex was Mitsuki, his identity was obvious to Kim.  The shear fact that Eternity was run by mere students was unrealistic.  Had Amarantus known that they were throwing their lives into the care of Mitsuki and Kyouhei, youngsters like themselves, would they have gambled it?  How a simple action such as playing a game could place their life on the line was unfathomable.  How could a simple game lead to the current situation?  What would they do now?

     Natsukawa and Mitsuki watched as Reploid666 lowered his head to gaze at his scythe.  His hair began to whip forward with the sudden gust of wind.  A smirk crawled onto the virus’s face as he caressed the blade of his scythe with his right hand.  The warmain and kensai drowned out the murmured sounds in the background and watched the reaper intently.  His light grey robe shifted backwards and his upper torso suddenly dropped forward.  His smirk disappeared into a murder of crows.
     Mitsuki dashed forward, drawing her two katanas from their sheaths as Natsukawa took a defensive stance.   He drew his bastard sword and clenched his hand around the latch of his shield.  Pointing Chaos and Hope downwards towards the earth, the kensai launched into an air-born somersault.  Simultaneously, Reploid666 dashed forward and slashed down at Mitsuki with his scythe.  The reaper’s eyes narrowed as he withstood the sudden increase of pressure and attempted to escape from the close combat.  The kensai had intercepted his scythe with her katana.  She pushed off the intercepted blades, stretched out her right leg and kicked outwards.  Her boot locked with the reaper’s jaw, but Reploid666 ignored the hit and quickly dropped his weapon.  Mitsuki’s eyes widened at the loss of her weight’s focus point.  Her katanas instinctively crossed in front of her, but the virus had already targeted an opening and he thrust his left arm outward, directly piercing the kensai in the ribcage.  Mitsuki let out a grunt of pain before flying backwards and diving to the left of the virus.
     Reploid666 pulled back the arm of his robe and closed his right fist, his scythe hovered off the ground and glided into his grip.  Although the battle had started, Natsukawa stood like a statue in his defensive stance.  He continued to clench his sword until he could fill the blisters forming on the palm of his hand, but the warmain knew that as long as Amarantus remained in their state of shock, he couldn’t leave them defenceless.  He took a quick glance behind him at Atsuma who was trembling as he comforted Akina who was whimpering in his arms.  The situation was urgent and the fact that Mitsuki was able to attack surprised Natsukawa.  However, judging by the fact that Mitsuki had reacted instantly after the reaper identified himself and his motive, Nat presumed that the kensai hadn’t delved on the information.  Her innate elven hunting instincts must have consumed her and Mitsuki had only concentrated on eliminating the threat.

      The reaper turned his head and watched the struggling kensai rise to her feet.  Mitsuki looked up and gawked as Reploid666 disappeared and reappeared directly in front of her.  He raised his scythe and slashed downwards, but Mitsuki regained her mobility in time to dive to the reaper’s right. The kensai reached for the dagger latched to the leather strip around her left thigh before she hit the ground and with a flick of her left wrist, Mitsuki sent the dagger flying at her enemy.   The reaper fell to one knee as the dagger pierced the back of his knee cap.  Mitsuki dug one of her katanas into the earth and slid to a stop before pulling it back out and regaining her posture.
     Her gasps of air were cut short by the sight of dark feathers materializing around the reaper’s right arm.  Reploid666 twisted his upper torso to his right and thrust the feathers at the kensai.  Mitsuki took another gasp of air before she raised her katanas in a defensive stance.  Her eyes dropped and her sight blurred for a split second.  A sly smirk crept onto the face of the reaper, but the expression was short lived when he noticed his feathers had been deflected.  His eyes caught the source of the nullification and he glowered at the conjurer who threaded Kaze no Senritsu in her hands before whipping it in his direction.  The reaper felt the spikes of the scarf slightly puncture his neck as he bent backwards to dodge the full assault of the weapon.  The rest of Amarantus watched the conjurer in awe, but Katsuki was unaware of the stares behind her.   She dashed forward and concentrated on the water droplets that continued to dance in the wind.  Katsuki kissed her ring, Akira, before skidding to a stop and allowing Akira to slip off her finger.  She closed her eyes and her hands cupped an invisible ball in front of her.  The gusts of wind surrounded the conjurer and her hair whipped wildly in all directions.  As the droplets of water merged into a whirlpool enclosing Akira, Katsuki’s eyes suddenly shot open as she summoned the water deity.
     “With this, may the oath be sealed.  From the depths of the element of water, I summon the lady of the lake, Laura!” 

     The goddess arose from the whirlpool of water and with a motion of her hands, Laura took control of the lake surrounding the cliff.  Mitsuki quickly bolted back behind Katsuki as a tsunami crashed onto the edge of the cliff, causing the earth below the players to tremble and quake.  The reaper scowled as he wrenched the dagger out of his leg and threw it onto the ground.  The water goddess raised her right arm and with a flick of her wrist, the goddess invoked a massive barrage of whirlpools, dragging the reaper into the thrashing water.  Laura soon dissipated, but the storm raged on.

     “My dream, it was a premonition.  Everything’s coming true,” Katsuki stated.  “Something’s terribly wrong.  It’s not over yet, something’s going to happen.”  Amarantus looked at the conjurer who was clenching her scarf.  Li shook his head and drew his sword.

     “We can’t just stand here and squander our lives like this,” the technique fighter said as he walked up beside the conjurer.  With an overhead spin, he pulled his sword in front of him and positioned himself for an attack.  “In your dream, what happened?”
     “I saw Hero and Echo. I’m not too sure, but I think that the sight of the goddess and the nymph meant punishment.  That’s already come true; the reaper is here to ‘punish’ those who stand in his creator’s path.  In my dream, I saw a panda turn into Death, and that’s already happened.  All that’s left is a bolt of lightning that’ll blast us into oblivion.”
          ---------------------------------------------------------------

     Krys frantically reattempted to call her friends, but her efforts were to no prevail.  For some odd reason, none of her friends had been unable to log off of Eternity and their bodies were still in a coma-like state.  Her head throbbed in pain and after pacing, she finally sat down on the couch and burrowed her head in her hands.  Mrs. Carlson walked into the room with a grim face.  Although the morning was graced with clear skies, Mother Nature had taken a turn for the worst, and a severe thunderstorm warning was under effect in Kyoto.  
     “It’s only raining right now.”  Mrs. Carlson placed her left hand on her daughter’s shoulder as she patted Krys’s hair.  “I’m sure your friends will be fine.”  Krys smiled weakly back at her mother and turned on the TV to check up on the weather.  Her mouth dropped open as she saw the news on the situation of Eternity.

     “According to the authorities at Konaki, a hacker had entered the mainframe of the role-playing game Eternity, causing panic to all gamers as the hacker prevented gamers from logging off of the game.  Recent findings report that there are at least 20 citizens of Kyoto who are trapped within the virtual reality game and many others throughout all of Japan.  The authorities at Konaki assure the public that the hacker will be dealt with and that their best personnel are helping the unnamed creator of the game pinpoint and fix the source of the error.”  Krys clutched her shirt tightly as she listened to the news.  She had logged off only a second before the rest of Amarantus and they were now stuck in Eternity.  Krys watched as the news anchor used her index to push her hearing piece closer to her ear.

     “We have just received news, that five students who had been stuck in Eternity have just been rushed to the emergency room.  The mother of one of the students, who was a nurse, had checked up on her son when she noticed that her son’s heart rate had decreased incredibly.  As she called for the paramedics, the news of the event caught on and it was discovered that four other students in the same apartment building, was in a similar condition.”  There was a long pause as the news anchor made a thoughtful expression.  She nodded as she listened through her earpiece and eventually looked back up at the camera with saddened eyes.  “The authorities have just declared that all five students have passed away.  Details on the reasons behind their deaths are still unknown.”  

     Krys gasped in disbelief.  Her hands covered her mouth as she shivered in trepidation.  She jumped at the sudden roar of thunder outside.  What would happen to her friends?
          ---------------------------------------------------------------

     Mitsuki thrust her katana into the ground as she dropped her weight on the sword.  Her left hand lightly brushed her ribcage area and she inspected the dripping blood.  When Reploid666 had pierced her ribcage, the skin and flesh of his hand and forearm had disappeared, leaving only bone.  The kensai was sure that when the reaper had pierced her and fractured her ribcage, he had released a type of anaesthetic into her body.  The dose was most likely very little as the numbing effect was slow, but she could feel her body slowing down.

     Rena glanced over at the kensai as she slouched over her katana.  The cleric walked over to Mitsuki and bent down to look her in the face.  

     “Mitsuki, are you alright?”  Mitsuki looked back at the cleric and gave her a weak smile.  Her smile disappeared as she looked at the cleric and slightly bowed her head.  Katsuki joined the two as she looked over the cliff in paranoia.  Mitsuki shifted her head and gazed at the conjurer.

     “Sorry for lying,” Mitsuki said casually in a soft tone.  The cleric and conjurer both smiled back and nodded in acknowledgement.  The identities of Kyouhei and Makubex weren’t of grave importance at the moment.
     “Reploid666 is a virus,” William stated as he twirled two daggers in his hands.  “He couldn’t have been killed by that water attack, even if he was simulated to seem like a NPC.  Where is –“  William instinctively sidestepped and shifting his weight to his right foot, he thrust into a twirl and slashed at the person behind him with his two daggers.  The rogue kicked off the enemy and somersaulted into the air before landing a distance from the attacker.  Reploid666 stumbled backwards but quickly regained his balance as he stood up straight and smiled.

     “You know it’s futile, so why do you continue to fight?  I can’t promise it’ll be quick and painless, but teens are desperately deprived of sleep nowadays, so I’m only delivering what you need,” the virus commented sadistically. 
     The reaper suddenly lunged forward, but his thrust was cut short by two bullets locking into his shoulder blades.  There was a loud shatter, but the two marksmen continued their barrage of bullets which accurately pierced the major joints in the reaper’s body.  The smell of gunpowder drifted throughout the raging wind, but the dust left by the barrage continued to be a strong barrier, blocking the sight of the reaper from Amarantus.  The guns of the marksmen stayed cocked in position; their stare did not waver.  As the dust eventually dissipated, the eyes of the players widened in disbelief.  The reaper remained standing and with every passing second, his wounds healed showing no remnant of injury.  Reploid666 smiled with a grunt and cracked his neck.  He lifted his scythe, licked his lips, and dashed towards the two marksmen.  The virus lifted his weapon and brought down his scythe on the Uzis and magnums of Kim and Clow, slicing the metal to scrap.  Reploid666 sidestepped and quickly changed the direction of his attack as he bypassed the stunned marksmen and focussed on the diminished kensai.
     The reaper lowered and bent his right arm before placing his elbow adjacent to his waist.  

     “He’s casting a spell!” Mitsuki warned aloud, shifting her weight to her right arm.  Klase leaped directly in front of the charging reaper as Sam drew an ebony arrow, targeting the reaper’s right arm.  His lips murmuring a spell, Reploid666, pivoted his foot, easily dodging the blade of the great sword, before sidestepping to evade the piercing arrow.  Rena watched the reaper smile as a dark orb formed in the palm of his hand; her world went black.
     Rena buried her panic deep within her and tightened her grip on Hikari.  She called for the heavenly forces and was answered by a white light omitting from the staff, ripping through the darkness like daybreak. Opening her eyes, the cleric let out a gasp as she watched the scythe lower onto the back of Mitsuki’s neck.
     The entire cliff faded out and static pierced the ears of the fighters.  In the blink of an eye, the scenery rematerialized and silence replaced the static.  Reploid666 regained his wits in time to watch Mitsuki push off her katana, pivot her right arm and flip vertically into the air.  Her feet kicked out, scoring a direct hit on the virus’s face as she blocked the scythe with Hope using her left hand.  With an overhand spin, Mitsuki repositioned her katana and slashed down on the scythe, overpowering Reploid666. The kensai somersaulted to her right and pulled Chaos out of the ground, sending clumps of earth into the reaper’s face.  Still air-born, Mitsuki cringed at the pain in her ear as the static re-emerged, before falling onto the cliff.  She gasped abruptly, at the pain piercing her back, silently cursing the anaesthetic that caused her movements to be sluggish, but failed to overshadow the pain.  The entire scenery began to fade in and out of darkness and a loud but distant roar echoed with the dark.  The kensai concentrated on the location of the reaper, but her search was to no prevail.

     Katsuki’s looked up at Mitsuki as a bad premonition came to her.  She cried out to the kensai, but her voice disappeared with the scenery.  Atsuma noticed the frantic conjurer and redirected his attention to the kensai who remained immobile lying on her back.  Akina’s eye caught the direction of the weaponsmaster’s stare.  Her grip loosened on her fiancée.  Havoc and confusion filled the minds of all the players.  A streak of light appeared in the dark, followed by an abrupt roar.  Atsuma bolted past Amarantus towards Mitsuki.  The kensai lifted her eyelids to see a flash of silver light, reflecting an image of a devious grin.  Her eyes dilated.  A streak of blood shot outwards from her wounds, covering the grin in the shadows.  Amarantus watched Mitsuki’s back arch upwards from the laceration as blood squirted out from her abdomen.  The reaper emerged from the shadows, grinning triumphantly.  The world of Eternity was engulfed by the darkness, leaving Amarantus and their friends drifting in static.  Atsuma skid to a stop and dropped to one knee.  Supporting her back with his left arm, he lifted her off the ground and repositioned her in a sitting position.  As the rest of characters rushed towards the injured kensai, a bolt of lightning suddenly shot down, silencing everything.  

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

     The invisible plane supporting the group shattered and they were thrust into a descent at a remarkable speed.

     “What’s going on?” Li shouted, struggling to keep his eyes open.

     “I don’t know!” Nat replied, attaching his shield to his back and sliding his sword back into its sheath.  “Sheath your swords.  I don’t know what’s going on, but we have to stick together.  Hold on to each other and don’t let go!”  The group quickly following the advice of the warmain and grabbed hold of the people closest to them.  Although the effect was far from weightlessness, the difficulty of purposeful mobility was near impossible.  Clow struggled to grab a hold of Akina’s hand, but sudden change in the direction of descent, distanced the mage further from the group.  
     “I’ve got a good hold on you.”  Atsuma turned his attention away from the mage to see a conscious kensai nodding at her cousin.  “Grab Akina’s hand and pull her towards Sam.  She’s the other closest person here.”  Atsuma nodded and struggled against the intense downwards force which continued to distance himself from his fiancée.  He stretched his right hand out and closed his eyes, attempting to reach further.  Feeling the touch of his fingertips on hers, Akina concentrated on clutching onto Atsuma’s outstretched arm.  After what seemed like an eternity, the mage clamped onto his arm as Atsuma swung her downwards towards the archer.  

     Mitsuki unsuccessfully attempted to grab a hold of Rena who had formed a group with William and Klase.  Rena smiled victoriously, feeling the fleeting touch of Mitsuki’s finger tips.  The kensai stretched further, but her fingers recoiled.  A sudden outburst of pain in her upper torso caused her to jolt, but the torment was short lived.  Her body was completely numb and began to shut down.  Her grip on Atsuma weakened and in a matter of seconds, Mitsuki drifted away from the three disjunctions of the group.  All the players were blinded by a bright light which ripped the darkness apart, before each group was thrust in a different direction. 

