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Chapter 1 – Preparation
There was a time when I wanted little more in life than to lose myself in imaginary game worlds and an endless supply of snacks. I wasn’t sure if much would’ve changed in the last six months if that imp-faced punching bag with wings hadn’t bound me up and dragged me into the Underworld. I still remembered the emotions I’d felt when I first woke up and discovered the 19 other kids my age that were in the same predicament I was. Then the Head Mistress revealed herself for the first time. Knowing what I know now about how powerful she really is, I couldn’t help but to sigh at how ignorant I was. The imp that kidnapped me was kind enough to help wake me up to what was going on by introducing me to the Blue Magic spell Pain—casting it on me until I’d unlocked its Intermediate Rank. He’d gifted me with the same spell that I would use to kill him just a few days later.
The weeks we spent in the Head Mistress’s dungeon seemed like the distant past. So much had happened in such a short period of time. Mistress Nava saw to it that we wouldn’t remain comfortable and drove us into the Underworld’s Dungeon Level. It was only later that we learned that Nava and Lilith were working together to make sure we had no choice but to level up. There was much that I knew the two succubi had left up to chance. They didn’t know that the entire Belly would attack us, or that I would be foolish enough to try to steal Blue Magic from a Primordial Cat. I still wondered whether they expected us to survive Lady Contessa and the Minotaur Captain, or if we were originally intended as sharpening stones to help them hone their servants. 
That was the most frightening thing about everything we’d been through. It was impossible to know what the Head Mistress’s true motives were. The one thing that was clear was that she wouldn’t have gone through the work of bringing us to the Underworld unless she had some convoluted plan. We’d come face to face with some of her pawns. Lady Contessa and Waldemar were only two of them. Mistress Nava, as much as I doubted she considered herself one, was probably also just another piece on Lilith’s grand chessboard. Perhaps the reason the Head Mistress seemed so demented was because she had hundreds, or even thousands of pieces in play. Either that, or she really was schizophrenic. I wasn’t sure either boded well for us. Honestly, I was sure she had some majestic scheme in mind and, whether we lived or died, she’d have multiple schemes for either outcome.
As I focused on revolving mana around my core and extracting the condensed liquid essence from it, I tried to focus my attention on power leveling in as many areas as I could, but it was hard not to get distracted. I needed to level up my Dark Magic as quickly as I could. Hitting the Advanced Rank would give it a huge jump in power. The journey to Grand Master Light Magic would probably take even longer but was even more important. There was also my research into the unknown world of Calamity. And that was only a fraction of what I could focus on. 
My Vampire Form was now at the forefront of what I needed to improve. It was likely even to become my main form over the next several weeks and possibly months. Even if I were in the wrong place at the wrong time, I would cause less of a disturbance as a vampire than I ever would as a human. 
I needed to be in my human form in order to refine mana, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t blend forms, especially with my outer limbs. I spend most of my time with my arms and legs in their Vampire Form, which forced me to always be aware of the danger of Light and Dark Magic’s reaction. The form leveled quick enough that it had minimal effect on my available mana. Keeping it in a partial form gave me plenty of wiggle room to keep it active and continue to work on my Dark Magic.
Even that was only a starting point. I wouldn’t see the true benefits of the Vampire Form until I’d absorbed blood from numerous vampires. That would allow the form to slowly rank up until my Bloodline was purified. Even Shamash, the lich that was contractually obliged to help me on my quest, wasn’t sure what the benefits would be once I reached Trueblood. The Blue Magic Form and becoming a vampire were two different things. My Forms varied compared to the lich’s experience because of my Blue Magic talent. It wasn’t as extreme as my Light Magic’s endurance restoration ability, but there were still distinct differences from the average.
While discussing the Vampire Form, he gave me a warning. “If you weren’t a Light Mage, I’d have you consider seeking out vampire blood to become one of them. It is a painful experience, but it would change your natural alignment to Dark in the process and greatly increase your Dark Magic’s power. But, because of your Light Magic Talent, if you ever ingested enough vampire blood to begin the transformation, instead of changing you, it would kill you. If you were to get captured, vampires rarely try to convert their slaves, but because of your talents they might. I fear if they ever tried, instead of forcing a transformation, they’d turn you into a living Calamity bomb that would kill you and everyone in the immediate area.”
“Don’t drink vampire blood. Got it,” I said, quick to take his advice.
My distractions didn’t spawn from boredom or fear but because Aeris and my friends were in constant danger and there was nothing I could do about it—for now. In one sense, the guys were probably better off than I was. They had each other, and even if they ranked up Sanctuary’s Dungeon Aura to attract even higher level mobs while I was gone, they had a certain amount of control of it. They could switch to different ranks after they unlocked them, and even turn the aura to repel mobs if they so desired. The main danger was that they were at the whim of the Head Mistress. Who could say what she would do while I wasn’t there? I was surprised she hadn’t tried to eat Skyler again when I’d left the first time.
The girls’ situation was even more stressful. If spending most of your waking hours surrounded by succubi and even attending classes with them could be categorized as merely stressful. Even if the creatures they were killing to level up were offered to them on a silver platter, the real monsters were the human-like creatures they had no choice but to interact with.
And then there was Aeris. Even though I thought I understood her thinking, she had agreed to execute the Succubi’s prisoners to increase her level at the quickest rate possible. It couldn’t have a positive influence on her mental health. 
After killing my way through the Vampire Gate I had to spend time refining my mana before continuing, and the delay was like a thorn in my ribs that was being constantly twisted. I knew this had to be done and there was only so much I could do to speed up the process.
It took me just under 10 days to fully refine my mana before I was finally ready.
Elorion
Character Sheet
Level: 5,897
Health Points: 563,716
Current Mana: 28,751,995
Base Mana: 5,750,399
Mana Per Minute: 240,170(4,002.83 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 6,500
Dexterity: 6,174 
Constitution: 5,344
Intelligence: 11,417
Wisdom: 24,017
 
When my base mana increased due to my increase in level, so did my refined mana. That meant that my current mana, or maximum mana after refinement, had a large jump from 25 million to 28,751,995. It was actually taking me longer to refine because there was now more of it. With the increase in total mana, I hoped that I’d be able to clear the next group of vampires and have some refined mana left over. The less mana I used the less time I had to spend refining.
As soon as I’d finished my mana refinement, I found Shamash standing above me with his multi-colored gaze beaming down on my face like the burning rays of the sun. His ghastly grey and black robe never seemed to stay still as it billowed off of his skeletal frame under the power of his mysterious existence. Unless he willed them to materialize, I wasn’t sure if he even had feet, for he was always floating a few inches off the ground. 
“Have you decided how you want to approach your quest?” he said. “Unlock Trueblood with your Vampire Form, master stealth, or seek power to rain destruction on the entire city of Persepolis?”
His level tone while talking about slaughtering an entire city no longer shocked me, but it still made me uncomfortable. “I will begin with unlocking Trueblood and then reassess afterwards,” I replied.
“Very well. There’s an outpost half a day’s journey from here on foot with at most a squad of guards. I had a brief stop there when I was traveling with Lord Darrius. It’s a small mining colony that is mostly managed by slaves. Let’s start there.”
Getting to my feet, I changed to my Vampire Form. “Then let’s go.”
 



Chapter 2 – Dark Magic Progress
My facial features remained the same while I was in my Vampire Form. That was about the only thing that stayed the same. The indwelling glow from my Light Mana infused flesh had been replaced with a pale, obscure complexion. I didn’t look ghastly, or unwell, but the Dark Mana running inside my imitation body gave off no light of its own. The other main difference would only be visible if I smiled or grimaced to show off my new set of canines. 
In the last ten days, my Vampire Form had reached level 31.
Vampire Form
Bloodline: Inferior
Level: 31
Cost: 3,760 Mana Per Second
(376 with buffs)
Strength: +650
Dexterity: +650
Intelligence: +650
Special Abilities: Vampire’s Might, Night Vision, Shadow Step, Bat Form…
 
Next Level:
Cost: 3,720 Mana Per Second (372 with buffs)
+5 Strength
+5 Dexterity
+5 Intelligence
 
I was thankful for the bonus Intelligence, but now that I’d gotten 10,000 in the stat, its benefit was minimal. It was still extra mana that I could tap into, though.
We traveled along the base of a high shelf that was miles long in a cavern that I guessed was two miles from floor to ceiling. As for how large it was from one side to the other, I was at a loss. After briefly discussing it with Shamash, it sounded like the cavern I was in was the size of a small state or country. After we reached its end, it would link up with other caverns just as large, if not larger. This cavern was much darker than I was used to on the Dungeon Level.
With Night Vision, the world filled with greys, reds, and purples, lighting up my surroundings in a similar fashion to my other vision abilities except with its own unique strengths and weaknesses. So this was how a vampire saw the world. Part of me wanted to go back to the Vampire Gate to see how different it looked in this spectrum. Of course, I’d basically torched the place, so it probably lost much of its former glory.
The area was so dark mostly because it was rich in Dark Mana ore. The most interesting thing was that there seemed to be more than one different kind of ore that contained such mana. It enlightened me to how little I knew of the world. I’d honestly thought that there was only one kind of mana-rich ore for each Alignment. If there was more than one type of Dark Ore, then there were probably others I didn’t know about as well. Who knew how many of each Alignment there was? It could be dozens, or even hundreds…
“While we travel, it’s time you begin blending your Dark Aligned Blue Magic with your Dark Magic,” Shamash said from where he was floating at my side. “This will be the first step in the process of getting the most out of your Dark Magic.”
“Okay,” I replied, “but why have you waited until now to tell me?” I’d just spent ten days with only power leveling to keep me busy. Shouldn’t this have been something to focus on days ago?
“The first step is easy. The only thing you’ll have to remember is to keep it active once you’ve blended each spell and have them stabilized. Holding it while we walk should be enough to get you familiar with the principle.”
My eyes widened. There is something that is actually easy in this world? “Okay, what do I do?”
“Cast your Blue Magic version of Shadow Cloak, then cast your Dark Magic version immediately after. Don’t cast it on top of the first spell but cast it as if the first Shadow Cloak wasn’t even there.”
It sounded simple enough. I was in my Vampire Form, so I wasn’t fearful of Dark Magic coming in contact with my skin. Without a second thought, I cast the two spells, one after the other. I stopped in my tracks when I saw how the second spell reacted with the first. I didn’t have to will the two cloaks to blend together. It happened on its own. Not only was it as easy as Shamash said, but the effect was that my Shadow Cloak became thicker and would conceal me at a much greater level.
Thinking back, I had wanted to try something similar after unlocking Dark Magic, but time hadn’t allowed for much experimentation. Power leveling came first and then the Vampire Gate. Giving the lich a look, I could almost sense his smile hidden beneath the shadow of his cloak. “Good,” he said. “Now just hold them in place for a while as we walk.”
It took little effort.
A half an hour later, he broke the stealthy silence between us and told me to drop my Blue Magic Shadow Cloak while trying to sustain it with my Dark Magic.
The first few times I failed, but after a few more tries, I found I had to channel additional Dark Mana for this to work. At first, I thought I was just replacing the two spells cast together with a Dark Magic version that had excess mana channeled to it. In a sense, I wasn’t wrong, but then I looked at the numbers. Neither spell took a lot of mana but all Dark Magic cost me more than every other School of Magic because it was the opposite of my natural Alignment. I noticed the difference immediately. Using my Dark Magic to sustain both spells while cutting mana from the Blue Magic version had an obvious result. It cost 30% less mana to sustain a Shadow Cloak of this quality in any other way. I tried every other possibility to get the same results. Channeling extra mana to either spell was much more costly. Blending the two at the same time also cost more. Shamash had just taught me an easy way to empower my Dark Magic for a fraction of the cost.
You awesome undead magic freak, you! I didn’t dare say what I was thinking out loud.
“Now work on switching between blending the two spells and sustaining the results with Dark Magic. It needs to become second nature,” Shamash said.
I did as he said.
An hour later, we still had approximately another hour until we reached our destination, when Shamash asked me to stop. “It’s time that you prepared yourself.”
“Use everything?” I said, already knowing what he was hinting at.
“Yes. Also, it’s not just guards you’ll be killing. The slaves can’t be left alive.”
I wasn’t surprised, not really, that the lich would make such a request. “I can’t do that,” I replied.
Shamash stopped walking but didn’t turn to look at me. “Why? Because they’re innocent? Who exactly do you think these slaves will be?”
When I didn’t have an answer he kept going. “Vampires don’t use humans for manual labor. Humans are considered among the weakest races until they’ve reached at least level 1,000. It’s then that they become more than just food, but a delicacy. The higher level the prey, the more power they can leech from them. The taste of human is also preferred to many other races.”
What he said made sense. Killing people forced to do manual labor and oppressed was still not something that sat well with me.
He was far from finished. “The slaves will primarily be other vampires. Some of them are criminals of the same family that has enslaved them so that they can work off their offense. If you kill the guards, they will tell their family about you without hesitation to have their sentence shortened or expunged. Vampires of opposing families will do the same. Not only are you a human, but you are a Light Mage—their natural enemy.
“News has probably already spread that the guards at the Vampire Gate were slaughtered. There are only so many explanations as to what could have killed them in such a manner. It was either powerful Fire or Light Magic. The moment it is reported that there is a Light Mage, you will automatically be connected with what happened at the Vampire Gate. As ridiculous as it might sound, the deaths of the Tammaro family guards won’t cause a big stir. There will be an investigation and a general sweep of the area for any enemy race powerhouses. It will end there and only speculation will remain. The same Fire Mage killing some guards at a local mine will direct their suspicions to the most likely scenario. They will think you’re an opposing family with a grudge and not an outside force. But the moment your Light Magic is reported, there will no longer be any doubt and the entire region will come looking.
“I understand your desire to not have to kill more than you might be willing to believe, but, just as Aeris doesn’t have a choice to look for every opportunity to progress, you also don’t have a choice. You will kill the guards. And you will kill the slaves. You will Drain them, loot them, and then burn what is left with fire to cover your tracks the best you can.”
When he mentioned Aeris, it was as if he stabbed me in the gut then continued to beat me upside the head with the flat of a sword. If it was as he said, that the slaves in question were just other vampires, then he was right. I had no choice. If the entire region did come after me, what would happen? If I insisted on not killing and escaped immediately, it was possible we could make it to safety, but how long would we have to wait until we could return to the plan? If Aeris was making sacrifices, then I would do the same. The faster I finished here, the sooner she and the others could put their current situation behind them.
 



Chapter 3 – Mining
I looked down at an open quarry that held over a hundred vampires digging, sorting, and transporting the Dark Ore that was common throughout the area. A few used mining picks, but instead most used magic to blast into the rock. It had to be incredibly durable, for I watched Fire, Ice, Earth, and Nature all manifest into powerful spells before blasting, stabbing, and trying to crush the rock. Each and every one of these vampires was level 2,000 at the least. Many of the prisoners were about the same level I was, between 5,000-6,000. They all wore dirt-stained white pants and shirts without any shoes. The females were no exception.
The guards weren’t much higher in level, but the difference in gear was apparent. Unlike the Tammaro family guards, these six guards weren’t interested in stealth. Their armor was thick and made of a pale blue material I didn’t recognize. They wore no helmets, but against their prisoners, I doubted it would matter. Each guard carried a short black leather scourge that was three to four feet in length. Most of them stood atop four different platforms that looked down at the workers. There was a solo guard on the ground level walking amongst the workers, keeping an eye on them. The last guard, who I assumed was their captain, sat on the fifth and largest platform with a desk and a stack of grey stone plates each the size and shape of a playing card.
I asked Shamash what they were, and he informed me they were mana logs. Also called mana tablets. They were commonly used to store information. These small ones were quite common and could store many books’ worth of data. There were larger ones that could hold a library’s worth of information. They were also easy to use for those with decent mana manipulation. It took only a trace amount of mana to write in them, and to read them was as simple as willing it. He said that if they weren’t destroyed in my attack, taking them might give us some clues on the best places to attack next.
Shamash floated at my side. We both looked down upon the mine while covered in darkness. His Shadow Cloak was better than mine, but I also had the original Blue Magic Invisibility spell that the Head Mistress had taught me, and also the Wind Mirror that Whitfield had given me. I still probably couldn’t outdo the lich, but my ability to stay hidden had certainly gone up a number of levels.
I watched the slaves at the bottom layers of the quarry for quite some time. They had dark steel collars around their necks with a few feet of ethereal mana chains attached to them. The chains disappeared to the naked eye, but there was some magic here that was similar to what Lilith had cast on me and my friends. I didn’t think the vampire guards would need the whips to make the slaves comply. The whips were only for fun.
Shamash didn’t rush me while I prepared myself for what was coming next. It was as if there was a storm brewing inside me, only building in size. I reminded myself of the lich’s words. What he had said was true. The slaves here were all vampires. Their existence was dependent upon leeching the strength of the humanoid races. As much as I acknowledged that they should be my mortal enemies, killing them still didn’t sit right. Seeing these creatures in chains, as evil as they might be, stirred up pity inside of me. But my feelings didn’t change the reality. I had no choice.
After defeating the guards at the Vampire Gate, the scene before me simply didn’t possess the same level of danger. These were monsters that were about the same level that I was. The lich wanted me to give it my all, but in truth, I didn’t even need to use Solar Magic to take care of them. Unless one of them had a Dark Magic talent and the ability to enhance their stats to the same level that I could, they had little chance of surviving. Although that wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. Was I being too arrogant? I wasn’t in the Dungeon Level any longer. It was only a matter of time before I ran into another level-defying freak like Lady Contessa. I had to remember that vampires also received stats from the blood they drank, so each and every one of them would defy their level to a certain extent. But by how much?
Even though I was sure it would take me quite some time to refine my mana again, Shamash was right in the approach I should take. Besides, I needed to experience again what had happened to me when I’d pushed my channeling past the limit. Normal channeling only let me move so much mana at a time, but something incredible had happened when I attacked the Vampire Gate. In my Solar Mage Form, when I had pushed myself past the limit, my body had further transformed until I became one with Solar Mana. Doing so allowed me to channel at a much faster rate. It had seemed almost instant, but I knew that wasn’t exactly the case. I needed to find out what my true limit was, and how quickly I could reach this ultimate Solar state. It had undoubtedly saved me when facing off with the Tammaro family’s guard captain. The more powerful beings I faced, the better understanding I needed so that I had the best chances of survival.
I diverted my eyes from the slaves below. I didn’t even look directly at the vampire guards. It wasn’t like this was the first time that I’d killed sentient beings, or even vampires for that matter. It was the realization that I would have to kill thousands of them before this was over. They were monsters, I understood that, but I was taking the scythe of death and wielding it in judgment against them.
Slipping into Rog Form, I tossed three consecutive Smog bombs at different places along the ridge to hide my presence. Shamash had already retreated, so I was the only one standing over the vampire mine. I didn’t even wait for the ridge to be covered in smoke before switching to my Solar Form. Just as I saw the vampire guard captain look up from his mana tablet, my Artificial Sun began to form over his head. His eyes shot up. Before Smog blocked me from view, I saw tiny wisps of smoke beginning to roll off the skin of his face.
The smoke surrounding me gave way to my channeling and didn’t block my view of the growing orb of light about a hundred feet away. Now that the smoke was in place, it became a hardened shell at my direction. Even though I generally didn’t have much ability to cast Blue Magic spells in my Solar Form, I could still control spells I’d already cast before my transformation.
A series of screams and shouts came in the span of a few breaths. I felt the collision of lesser magic pinging into the wall of smoke I’d created and my Artificial Sun. They were little more than the shocked reactions of those below.
I squelched the doubt inside of me and began to channel my mana to the very limit. The glow of my energized flesh only brightened.
My Artificial Sun had already reached every corner of the quarry, seeping into every crevice. Its size surpassed me in height and was only growing faster.
It took me between 2 to 3 seconds to reach maximum channeling. I sensed no threat as I had when the Tammaro guard captain had tried casting a spell to outdo my own. At the most there were flickers of resistance. They were but lightning bugs bathing in fire.
Pushing past my Solar Form’s limit proved more difficult than I would have ever dreamed. It was like there were shackles of iron clasped on my ankles and wrists that were holding me back. At the Vampire Gate I had been desperate. I’d believed pushing any harder would likely kill me, but I had no choice because a level 20,000 monster was quickly catching up. Now that I knew there was no danger I found the barrier even harder to break than before. Was something wrong?
Much of my muscular system had morphed into particles of light, so flexing just wasn’t the same as in my human form, But I tensed up anyways, pushing and straining to squeeze out every bit of excess mana I could. 
I held that tension as the seconds stretched and I began to doubt. As I feared it was impossible, my chains began to crack. Another second passed before the crack widened. It was a full 8 seconds after I’d first cast Artificial Sun that the shackles holding me back finally shattered under the strain. I felt a surge of energy eat away at the remaining mass of my body as it blended in with the particles of light.
Nearly a third of my mana was already gone when my channeling exploded, and beams of Solar Mana flowed outward.
My Solar Mage Form blinded even me from the impact it had with my Artificial Sun, but I could feel its expansion. Exactly what impact this had below, I just didn’t know.
16,000,000 MP was spent in 3 seconds. With approximately 4,000,000 MP left of my 28,000,000 total, I cut my mana flow. I was already confident the enemy was dead. I felt more than saw the change that happened as my Solar Form reverted back to normal. It was like the powering down of a nuclear reactor as the surge of energy inside of me slowed. It took 3 seconds for my mana to completely stop flowing outward.
I was relieved that I had been able to break my channeling limits at will, but it had taken far too long. If I faced another level 20,000 or higher, I wasn’t convinced I had much of a chance of surviving repeated duels at that level even if I caught them off guard. Eventually, someone would be faster than me.
My wall of smoke had already disintegrated by the time my Artificial Sun dimmed a few seconds later. I then caught a glimpse of the vampires below, or what was left of them. I forced myself to take in the aftermath. The vampire guards’ heads were charred beyond recognition, but it wasn’t until I turned my focus to the slaves that I saw the real horror of what my Solar Magic did to a vampire without the protection of armor. It was like someone had been roasting a chicken, forgot it was in the oven, then went to bed only to wake up and find it scorched until it was shriveled and coal black.
The only vampire that looked to be missing was the guard captain, but I quickly found what happened to him. He’d jumped off his platform and tried to hide underneath it. All that was visible was his lower half, but it looked like he’d died before he could fully submerge himself beneath it. One leg was stretched out and the other was bent beneath him with his rear end sticking up in the air. Smoke rolled out of the folds of his armor all along his legs and waist.
I had done what was necessary. There was no one else to blame. With a deep sigh, I put my doubts behind me. This was what had to be done so there was no use dwelling on it.
There were a number of popups I needed to check, but Shamash appeared beside me as if he’d teleported. He was incredibly fast when he wanted to be.
“We must hurry,” he said. “Remember to change to your Vampire Form before you Drain all of them. Grab the mana tablets and loot the guards. Then, burn them with fire.”
“They’re already burnt,” I said.
“Not just them, but all of it. Destroy their platforms, carts, and chests. Give them no reason to suspect that anything but a Fire Mage did this.”
I nodded that I understood.
Not bothering to use my Incubus form, I jumped from the top of the cliff to land on the guard captain’s platform. Even in my Solar Mage Form, the entire platform shook. It had taken a good forty foot broad jump and a thirty foot fall, so it shouldn’t have surprised me.
I took my Vampire Form and hopped off the platform to land by the guard captain. Leaning down, I touched his back to check if there was anything good in his inventory. I froze as I saw that it was full to the brim. Even the Minotaurs hadn’t been loaded like this. He also had much more room in his inventory than I did, which didn’t make sense. I was familiar with Magic Bags, but this was something else entirely.
“Shamash,” I called out. “You need to see this.”
He flew over and quickly joined me before responding. “What is it?”
“What’s this?”
He reached down and check the man’s inventory. “He’s wearing a storage ring. It increases a person’s inventory space.”
“Okay. So uh, he’s loaded. What should I take?” There were at least a couple hundred items in his inventory not including what he was physically wearing on his person.
“Hmmm. A lot of this won’t do us any good, but…”
 



Chapter 4 – Different Level of Loot
Besides my Light Magic enhancing scepter and magic bag, I’d rarely put any stock in gear. There were exceptions, but my Light and Blue Magic often far exceeded the benefits of items I found, or I quickly outgrew them. Many items’ bonuses still applied when I used Blue Magic Forms though, so I wasn’t against gear if I could find the right stuff. For example, my scepter had been with me since my first month in the Underworld, but I couldn’t use it as an actual bashing weapon any longer because I’d snap it in two with my current strength. Its rare Light Magic enhancement made it worth keeping around though. I was currently keeping it encased in my bone armor to keep it safe. 
I hoped as I searched through the vampire guard captain’s inventory that there would finally be something I’d care to use. Shamash had made me skip looting the guards at the Vampire Gate, but it seemed that was a rule that I wouldn’t have to follow from now on.
As I was skimming through his full inventory, the first thing that caught my eye was a couple Advanced Dark Magic Monster Cores. I took them without hesitation, but wondered how he’d gotten them. Was it common for vampires to keep some on hand to replenish their mana? I asked Shamash.
“He likely took them as souvenirs from prisoners that died,” he replied. His words sounded in my head instead of him speaking them aloud. “Using Vampire’s Might to devour them wouldn’t have been as big of a boost to him if he hadn’t yet reached its Master Rank, so he may have been saving them. Cores are also highly sought after. He may have been waiting to sell them. Also take the bottles, vials, and cylindrical objects—those are actually money purses.”
Removing one of the dark steel tubes, the lich held it up. On one side there was a slit wide enough to let me see that it was filled with precisely cut coin-shaped black discs. There was a simple spring that pushed them to the top of the cylinder where they could slip out. They looked to be made of Dark Ore. I inquired about them by replying to him through mental speak. It was similar to the way Richard’s communication ability worked so it was easy enough to respond and it wasn’t the first time he had spoken to me this way. I followed his lead and stopped speaking out loud.
“That’s exactly what they are,” Shamash confirmed. “Except they are highly refined to 95% purity and considered a Dark Metal. It’s more difficult than devouring an orb, but you can even use Vampire’s Might to use them for mana if you need to. They are far from the most efficient source though, so doing so is wasteful.” He tossed me the Dark Coin Wallet and reminded me to hurry.
There were 4 of the wallets, but he didn’t take the time to explain how the vampires’ currency worked, or why we should even bother looting it if our only goal was to kill them. 
There were 3 different kinds of bottles, but of the 3 there was one kind that the vampire had 48 of. The other 2 looked to be older and he only had a few bottles of each. I speculated that these were blood tonics that he’d commonly drank.
The vials were even more varied and reminded me a lot of Lydia’s potions. They came in all shapes and sizes, and I counted over 120 of them in total. We were in a hurry, so I didn’t have time to ask what they did. As for the rest of the vampire’s belongings, I was rather disappointed. I took his armor just because I wasn’t sure what it was made of even though I didn’t have the intention of using it. I also took his whip so that I could see if it had any special properties later.
What I didn’t take was his extra clothing or jewelry. At first I thought the rings and pendants would hold magic, but I quickly found out they were normal jewelry. Shamash didn’t think they had any value, so I let them go. It was only the storage ring that the guard captain wore that had any real value.
As soon as I placed the ring on my finger, I could feel that something had changed. The space inside my inventory expanded. Even though my inventory bore some of the weight for me and I had to bear the rest, I normally couldn’t feel much of anything besides its slight pressure. But as my inventory space expanded, I immediately felt some relief from the weight as if it were spread out over a larger surface, making it easier to bear. This change was also subtle. Because of my Strength, it barely affected me. I now had twice the Inventory space. Leaving the guard captain’s corpse, I quickly looted the other guards. I only looted the same types of items, of which there was an abundance. They didn’t have as much wealth as the captain did, but there wasn’t much discrepancy. The remaining guards didn’t possess any jewelry, so that must mean that the captain was either a collector or a diva. Despite the carnage around me, I allowed myself a small grin at the thought. If this was the way things were going to be, little moments of humor would help to keep me sane.
I checked a few of the slaves and found out that all they possessed was a cup in their inventory. It made me wonder if vampires ever ate any physical food, or if they just drank blood. The guards didn’t have any food in their inventories either.
With that out of the way, I changed back into my Vampire Form and cast Vampire’s Might. Only after I’d absorbed the blood from my victims did I also cast Devour to absorb their flesh. This was necessary to match this attack with the attack at the Vampire Gate. Shamash had said that it was a mistake for me to use Devour, but since I had used it during the first attack I needed to also use it here.
Bloodline: Inferior
Next Rank: 1%
 
The only change I noticed with my Vampire Form was that a Next Rank section appeared with 1% right next to it. If I were reading this correctly, it would take me 99 more guard posts like this one to finally reach the next rank. I wanted to slam an imp head against the wall. This was going to take longer than I thought. I couldn’t help but wonder if there were any imp punching bags I could purchase. Poor Zorik. What would he think if he found out about my imp hitting obsession? That imp that had kidnapped me really left a long-lasting impression.
I collected the Lesser and Intermediate Dark Cores from amongst the fallen vampires’ skeletons and placed them in my inventory. Flamethrower ignited from the palm of my hand and scorched their remaining bones. I still didn’t understand why the lich was having me handle things this way, but he seemed to know exactly how they would investigate.
“Won’t they be suspicious of the difference this time?” I said as I worked.
“Yes,” Shamash replied. “But it should only help to reassure them that you are from an opposing vampire family. Even though the Tammaro family is in command of the southern gate, they won’t be the only ones that investigate when it’s attacked. The ruling families will also be involved to confirm it’s not a real threat. Because of the interaction between Solar and Dark Magic, there isn’t any solid evidence left that it was actually Light Magic that was used in the killing. There are many types of Fire Magic. Your low level flame will char rocks and bones, where other types of flame will not. It would take a higher level flame to do what your Solar Magic did. Adding a little charring will make the investigators think that a lesser flame was used this time because they were lower level vampires while also confirming it was Fire Magic.”
That made a little bit more sense.
When I reached the guards, I also set their guard towers ablaze and all the equipment that was capable of burning. I took a few handfuls of the ore that they mined, not because it would be worth much if it wasn’t in mass quantities, but because I was interested in the differences between the kinds of Dark Ore.
We hadn’t been there for a quarter of an hour and we were already leaving with four platforms blazing behind us.
To further persuade myself that what I was doing was necessary, I began to sort through my popups as Invisibility took hold.
The stats I gained from Drain weren’t anything compared to what I received at the Vampire Gate, but it was still a decent boost.
+51 Str
+39 Dex
+99 Int
+85 Wis
 
Including the 203 levels I’d gained, my take was more than decent. It seemed that I had underestimated how many of the one hundred odd vampires were of a higher level than I was.
Elorion
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My mana was quickly recovering, but with only 4,000,000 refined mana left, my current max was around 10,000,000.
“What is the reason you’re having me take the vampires’ currency if I can’t use it?” I said.
“Who said you can’t use it?” The lich let loose one of his creepy chuckles.
“Is there a market run by other races, then?”
“There are, but they will be closely observed by the region’s sovereign guards. What we need is a place where the vampire ruling authority doesn’t reach. There are many black markets in the vampire realm if you know where to look. The one that I’m thinking of also has a leveled coliseum. Spending some time there to hone your skills would be of great benefit.”
I shook my head, unsure what he was getting at. “You want me to kill everyone in a vampire arena?” Why would I need currency if I’m just going to kill everyone?
“No. You are far from being ready to take on the Hallow Amphitheater. There are countless Lord-level vampires there that call it home. They’re used to dealing with people with something to hide, so your Vampire Form won’t be closely scrutinized. We can use it as a base of operations, trade for some items we might need, and you can watch vampire mages fight. Your Light Magic gives you an advantage, but if you get in a true mage duel, you don’t have the experience to handle some of the talented vampires you’ll eventually run into. You can also participate in low end fights to gain experience. The fights are usually to the death, so no one will bat an eye at you Draining them. The biggest problem will be that you won’t be able to use your Light Magic. It’s probably a good idea to not show your Primordial Cat Form either unless you have to. Any Colossal Magic will only attract unwanted attention.”
I wasn’t sure if vampires sweat, but it certainly felt like I was right now while in my Vampire Form. “So if I lose, I die?”
“Yes. But we’ll study your opponents, and you don’t have to take any fights you don’t feel comfortable with. You’ll also be holding back a lot of your strength to focus on offensive and defensive magic. We’ll look for vampires with richer bloodlines to fight, or other monsters that you haven’t faced before.”
“There’ll be other races?”
“Most will be vampires, but a good third of the population is made up of other races. Lord Darius was fond of the place because of its brothels. It’s popular for some of the lesser vampire nobility. It isn’t a small settlement and usually fluctuates between having one and two million people at a time. It’s not just the humanoid, monster, and beast races that you can fight though, but also normal monsters. Some may benefit you because of their essence, but you can as easily sit on the sidelines and take it during the killing blow. It’s the stats from Draining them that you’d be most interested in.”
“Okay, but won’t they be looking for me?”
Unable to give a literal shrug, Shamash floated up a few inches before floating back down. “It will take us a week to fly there. Even if they did hear about the attack on the Vampire Gate, no one there will care unless it affects them.”
“So no more guard posts for now?”
“There are a few places we can hit on the way. We won’t attack anything within a couple hundred miles just to be safe.”
“Great…” I wasn’t sure if I was excited or beginning to seriously question whatever possessed me to sign the lich’s contract.
 



Chapter 5 – Passage of Many Rivers
Shamash led me to another place to hide and recover. It didn’t take a full ten days this time for me to refine my mana since I hadn’t used all of it at the mine. It still took a number of days, so I had time to continue to work on my Dark Magic, Vampire Form, and the slow crawl to Grandmastering Light Magic.
I was given a quick education on the bottles and vials I had taken from the vampire mine. The bottles were blood mixed with other ingredients to improve the taste. Human blood. Shamash gave me the option of Draining them for some extra stats or selling them. The stats would be mediocre at best, and the money could be used to purchase higher quality and quantities of blood of all types. I wasn’t excited about Draining or selling human blood, but, since it would help me kill more vampires, I decided on what seemed like the lesser of two evils and would sell it.
The vials wouldn’t be worth me to use. My Light Magic’s ability to heal and regenerate, they would have a lesser to no effect on me. They were used for fighting off poisons and ailments mostly. Others gave boosts to elemental magic. The ones I had received were for Fire and Earth Magic. I assumed those were the elements the vampires I’d killed had used. Because my Fire and Earth Magic were Blue Magic based, they wouldn’t help me. Some of them were worth more than the bottles of blood though so they were definitely worth selling. 
The lich gave me another job to do as we waited. He scanned through the mana tablets while I began making Dark Mana Orbs in mass. It helped me to progress toward the next Dark Magic Rank but would also give me more currency to buy whatever I wanted at the Hallow Amphitheater. I also made a smaller amount of Light Magic Orbs of all ranks. These I could also sell for an even better profit, but if I tried to sell too many at a time then it would be suspicious. Light Magic creatures were rare as it was, but common enough that their orbs were collected for creating a drug that had similar effects as alcohol on Dark Magic creatures.
Shamash didn’t have to tell me how ridiculously lucky I was to be able to create my own orbs. Mistress-level vampires could hunt them in mass, especially minor ones, so that they would easily be able to make money, but I had it even better. I could literally make as many as I wanted. All it took was mana and time. I obviously wasn’t restricted to minor orbs either. I made a boatload of them because they would allow me to make a lot of purchases without drawing attention to myself. For the larger purchases, I made sure to have plenty of intermediate, advanced, and master orbs as well.
It made me question why I should even bother picking up the bottles of blood and potion vials. The lich’s answer was that it was more efficient. If I collected things I could sell, that was less orbs that I had to make. It would save time, so why not do both?
About a week later, I found myself walking alone toward a two-story guard tower. It was made of dark stone and square in shape, placed directly between two cavern walls that skirted the sides of a passage we needed to take. It wasn’t fancy. The bottom level had a large double wide entrance with the doors pulled back, welcoming all travelers. There was only a single guard that waited to greet those passing through. Inside, I knew there were more guards. We’d counted ten of them in total. In all honesty, it was like a vampire style welcome center on the side of the road that you might run into when traveling throughout the US and arriving in a new state. I imagined all the vampires passing through getting patted down then asking for local attractions.
Where’s the closest fast food joint, or gas station perhaps for some overcooked taquitos? Can’t forget to grab some little tubs of ranch that will make anything taste better…
As we’d scoped the place out, we’d seen more than one group passing through. The guard on duty would greet newcomers, then the group would stop for a time inside before leaving out the back and continuing on. Walking toward the tower from half a mile out, I could see the back entrance was also open, so it wasn’t exactly heavy security.
The guard on duty was level 8,614 and wearing some kind of leather armor covered in dark green fur. Each of the guards wore the same gear and the highest level was 14,200. My best guess was that he was currently on the top floor. It would have been easy enough just to pass through like normal travelers, but that wouldn’t be any fun.
I saw the guard was watching me as I neared. His eyes had a tint of red, which caught my attention. I didn’t remember seeing any other vampires with anything but dark brown or pale blue eyes. I hadn’t exactly been paying close attention to the eyes of the vampires I killed, but this was strange enough to catch my attention. We were out of the Tammaro family’s territory, so it must be a characteristic of the vampires of this region.
As I drew near, the vampire on duty bowed his head without diverting his eyes. Shamash had spent an hour lecturing me on how I should respond, and not respond, to a vampire greeting, especially a vampire guard. I had a tendency to smile when anyone greeted me as a basic courtesy. That would be a huge red flag at the moment. Vampires didn’t smile, wave, or shake hands. They followed a strict order of social rank, even among strangers. If you were of a superior rank, just looking at an inferior vampire was enough to acknowledge them.
He explained in too much detail what I liked to call the game of nods. If a vampire was of a similar social rank as you were, the slightest nod of your head was considered good manners. To nod lower than the person greeting you was considered a bow of subordination and an acknowledgement of your lesser status. If you weren’t sure if your status was lower, then it was the safest course of action to bow lower than the person greeting you.
Ultimately, I didn’t nod at all, but met the guard’s gaze so that he would know that I acknowledged him. This action was like telling them that I was superior to a random tower guard without so many words.
“Welcome to the Passage of Many Rivers, Master,” he said, even bowing slightly at the waist.
There were no visible rivers here, but beyond this chasm path was a place that three rivers intersected, hence the name. I got as close to him as I could before I met his eyes again.
When I did, he continued, “It’s my duty to collect a drop of blood, then you’re welcome to approach the counter with any questions or proceed on your way.”
One of the issues I would soon run into when arriving at the Hallow Amphitheater was that I could rely on Shamash’s magic to help me understand the vampire language, but I couldn’t speak it well enough to pass as a true vampire. I was sure that this guard had already been spelled so that he would be able to understand any language I used, but he’d also realize immediately that I was using a different one. Shamash had begun teaching me and I was already progressing at an incredible rate because of my Intelligence and Wisdom stats, but being able to speak it and speaking it naturally were two different things. Regardless of how I responded, the guard would immediately suspect there was something wrong.
I was only two steps away from him. I dropped my eyes as if considering what he said. Finishing my approach, I looked up at him again. Like the other travelers, I lifted my hand as if to offer it to him so that he could take my blood sample. This was how they kept track of people that traveled from one region to another. It was in a sense blood magic, but the lich had assured me that it couldn’t work like voodoo. They could identify who I was through my blood, but it wouldn’t give them any power over me.
The guard reached out to grab my hand. He had a small black needle in his other that he was about to use to prick my finger. The drop would be placed on a small slip of paper, then enclosed in a case with hundreds of other slips.
If they were to take my blood, it wasn’t vampire would test, even if they took it while I was in my Vampire Form. When it was placed on the paper and lost its connection to my will, it would revert back to my true blood. The secret of what I was would be discovered soon after and all the work we’d done to hide our presence would have been for nothing.
As his hand came in contact with mine, I grinned from ear to ear. I couldn’t help it. Vampires were arrogant and took themselves too seriously. It was difficult for me not to mock them.
The guard seemed to move in slow motion as he looked up to see my expression. I was already transforming into my Solar Mage Form as my foot struck him in the chest and tossed him back. He crashed through the entryway and to the floor near the middle of the room. Not one, but two Artificial Suns shot out from my palms. One slipped through the window of the second floor and the other stopped right above the shocked guard. To his credit, he had removed his sword from his inventory as he flew through the air, but it was already too late.
I’d practiced transforming between Light and Dark Forms to rid myself of the fear of self-implosion. It was a fear that was unfounded considering the rules Blue Magic was based on. If I was practicing partial forms, there was a real danger, but changing from a Dark Form to a Light one, or vice-versa, wasn’t dangerous.
This guard tower had many advantages that a small force could use to fight a larger one if attacked, but against me, it was instead a death trap. Not only was my magic deadly, but it blinded them and took advantage of the enclosed area so that my Light Magic became even more deadly. I spent 15,000,000 MP just to be safe, but it was more than enough.
Before Shamash had rejoined me, I changed back into my Vampire Form and cast Vampire’s Might on the corpse of the guard that had greeted me. I suspected the red tint of his eyes might have been more than just a family characteristic. When his blood filled me, I was happy to see that my guess had been right.
Bloodline: Inferior
Next Rank: 3%
 
Even though I’d Drained over 100 vampires at the mine, my bloodline had only become purer by 1%. But Draining this single vampire had caused my bloodline to increase by 2% on its own. Even though I felt bad that these guards had been stuck in this tower like fried chicken in a bucket, by the time I was done, my Bloodline was much purer.
Next Rank: 9%
 
The problem of there being too much loot for me to carry had only begun at the vampire mine. I now had 41 Dark Coin Wallets and even more Minor Dark Orbs.
Besides more bottles of blood and potion vials, I found a few interesting items on the guards. Not only were most of these vampires at a higher level on average, but they were also of a higher status. I’d still found nothing that I was excited about using though.
The only exception was that each of these vampires had their own storage ring. At first I was excited to try to wear as many of them as I could, even if I had to wear ten rings on a single finger, but I soon found that they didn’t stack. I instead switched out the one the mine guard captain wore for a better one.
I gave Shamash all of the mana tablets I found and scorched the tower with Fire before departing.
For the next two months, we followed the same pattern. I’d hit an out of the way vampire outpost, loot and Drain, then find a place to recover. It might sound like a slow process, but the nine outposts I hit had me progressing at an incredible rate. Some of them were smaller like the guard tower, but others were much larger and included hundreds of vampires. The levels of the Vampires we attacked were less than 10,000 most of the time and at the most 20,000. There were still plenty of 15,000 to 20,000 vampires I killed though. 
Learning my lesson from the vampire tower, I began experimenting with placement of my Artificial Sun and tried to capture the highest level vampires inside. If I’d done the same thing at the Vampire Gate, I wouldn’t have had a close call with the guard captain. I became much more proficient this way and was eventually able to save more and more mana with each attack.
The last guard post resembled a small settlement that was placed at the top of a hill overlooking dozens of miles of open space in every direction. It was surrounded with Dark-steel spikes that were six feet tall making it look like it was a gigantic demon’s crown. I attacked when most of the vampires were inside a large tent at the center of the camp. My Artificial Sun fried those inside without any problem, but I had to chase down a guard who had changed into his Bat Form and fled as soon as I’d begun. Laser dropped him from the sky before he made it far, but I hadn’t expected such cowardice. It was like the guy had been training to run away at the drop of a hat instead of resisting with the others. It was the closest that one of my attacks had come to ending in disaster. The little snot had only been level 4,000 as well.
After the last attack, my level reached 10,013. It was as if Shamash had been planning for me to break 10,000 before we headed to the Hallow Amphitheater. As soon as we’d finished, he took me to a place to recover and informed me that we would be heading there next. I now had what seemed like a colossal amount of mana regeneration. In two months I’d placed almost 20,000 stat points into Wisdom, bringing it to 44,997. That gave me a ridiculous Mana Per Minute of 449,970 or 7,499.5 Per Second. Compared to where I’d begun, it was incredible, but compared to a Mistress-level monster, I wasn’t even halfway there. I’d only reach that level when I had 100,000 in a stat. For comparison’s sake, it was likely that an elder succubus like Mistress Nava had 100,000 in at least two stats. As Shamash had said, looking at level could be deceptive. 10,000 seemed like a large number, but compared to the highest level monsters, if they were level 100 then I’d just reached level 10.
I had also received stats from my many assaults. 
+132 Str
+144 Dex
+401 Int
+315 Wis
 
It was obvious that, even though vampire blood gave me more stats than any of the other creatures I’d ever Drained, the amount I was getting was becoming less and less. Eventually, I wouldn’t receive anything at all.
In the end, my Bloodline had also hit a wall at 32%. I wasn’t sure why it had stopped there, but it was much harder to improve then I ever expected.
When I finally recovered from the final attack, it was time to decide on what buffs I should activate before changing into my Vampire Form. The plan was to transform and remain a vampire for our entire stay in Hallow. I could cast buffs that would apply to my Vampire Form before changing, but not after. Doing so during a fight, or even in public, would make things obvious to any higher level monsters watching. So unless everything went wrong, I wouldn’t have the chance to change things while in the vampire settlement except when I was out of sight.
I was pacing back and forth in my human form. We had found solace in a shallow cave a couple hundred miles from our destination.
Shamash broke it down. “Your physical buffs would be the most cost effective because you can gain the 10,000 stat bonuses, but the point of any fights you take will be to improve your mage dueling. The stats you’ve gained at your level from Vampire’s Might will be on the low side for a vampire of a noble family, but for an average vampire, with help from Devour, your stats are relatively high. The 10,000 bonuses will make it easier for you to take a beating, but also make you stand out with your current bloodline rank. On the other hand, if you place them all in Master Mind Buff, then no one will be able to tell. The choice is yours. You can always revert to your Blue Magic Forms if you need superior physical attack or defense. The problem with your Mind Buff is that you won’t receive any bonuses because you’ve already reached 10,000 in Intelligence and Wisdom, so you’re getting less for the mana. The choice is yours.”
It wasn’t an easy decision to make. To get the Strength and Dexterity bonus, it would only take 38,400 Mana Per Minute, which was something I could easily work with. But the Constitution bonus would cost 153,600 Mana Per Minute. If I was going to focus on casting, then the Con bonus was far more important, but its cost made it almost not worth it. I needed to use my excess Mana Per Minute so that I wouldn’t have to tap into my refined mana too often. If I did, then we’d have to leave Hallow so that I could find a place to change into my human form to refine more, then return. It was something we’d have to do anyways, but the more I did it the longer things would take. I still was unable to shake the feeling I was taking too long.
So the decision I had to make was between safety and speeding things up. There was no perfect answer. In the end, I chose to lean toward having to refine as little as possible. The only buff I allowed myself was 7x Master Mind Buff, which gave me 3,150 extra Intelligence and Wisdom. This would give me an extra 21,900 Mana Per Minute and 1,575,000 MP. This extra mana I couldn’t refine, but it was still a good chunk that I could tap into without having to worry about leaving Hallow.
I couldn’t say if it was the wisest decision or not, but I had people waiting for me. Changing into my Vampire Bat Form, I lifted into the air with Shamash at my side. He flew with me in his Vampire Form, not changing into a bat but floating just as he would in his lich form. His explanation was that he was my master and I was his pupil. Higher level vampires didn’t have to use their bat form to fly, so why would he? Even though Creature Observation no longer had level limits, when I used it on him it still gave me nothing but question marks. It was mostly the same when trying to use Forced Learn. 
You are unable to learn this spell at this time. 
 
Him being my teacher seemed like it would be a reasonable enough excuse. Not everyone had the ability to observe another creature’s level. Looking at the density of a person’s mana was a pretty accurate indicator of strength though. For those that had relied on such things their entire life, they could probably estimate an opponent’s strength as well as I could if not better. Level wasn’t everything after all. My biggest advantage was that I could observe a creature’s stats. It was accurate as long as they weren’t disguising them.
We began the trip to the Hallow Amphitheater flying a hundred feet above the cavern floor. As a 250 lb. bat, I was impressed at how fast I could fly. It wasn’t as fast as in my Incubus Form, but it was much faster than running on foot.
 



Chapter 6 – Hallow
We’d already entered the vast cavern that Hallow was located in when I spotted the outlines of a city on the horizon from quite a distance. This area was mostly flat with valley-like craters covered in alien vegetation. There weren’t any trees to speak of, but purple grass as tall as a man that resembled tentacles grew everywhere. A variety of plants and flowers of all colors speckled the landscape and gave it its alien feel. The distance was deceiving because I wasn’t sure how large this black market settlement was. After flying for miles and seeing the distant image of the city only growing slightly, it seemed I had far underestimated its size. I had assumed it was like a small wild west town with an arena at its center. The closer we got, the more I realized just how wrong I was.
From Shamash’s explanation, this area was much wilder than any of the places we had traveled through so far. If the vampire domain was the size of a large continent, then this wild region was the size of a state—and not a small one. Because we were traveling above the common highway, it was unlikely we would get attacked by monsters, but we still had to keep our eyes open. We weren’t the only people on the road either. Whether it was flying or on foot, there was traffic that spanned for miles in either direction. It was spread out so that no one was rushed and those that were in a hurry could simply go around or fly over everyone else. We weren’t going at full speed, but in my bat form with the vampire-lich at my side, we quickly passed over most of the foot traffic.
Even at our fast pace, we flew for over an hour before we finally arrived. A vampire metropolis filled with buildings that reached four or five stories high stood above all that dared enter, like the capital city of an evil emperor. The buildings were made of polished Dark-ore brick and imposed on all of us lesser creatures.
Shamash and I flew up hundreds of feet in the air to get a good view of the city’s layout. We weren’t the only people with the same idea. There were hundreds of vampires in bat form in the air nearby trying to get their bearings. We could see that the city was circular in shape and revolved around the massive coliseum in its center. I’d imagined they would keep the city dark for its large vampire population, but the streets glowed with purple, red, and orange light. The major streets were so bright that the only comparison I could think of was the Las Vegas Strip which was famous for being covered in innumerable lights. It described it far too well. What do you get when you take Las Vegas, ancient Rome, and the vampire race then mix them together? The Hallow Amphitheater.
“We will first find a place to stay,” Shamash said, his voice sounding in my mind so others couldn’t eavesdrop. “You’ll need a safe place to train and rebuff if necessary. There are a few places here that promise privacy, but we must still be careful. This place thrives on greed. Keeping a low profile is the best way to not tempt the greater beings that lurk here.”
“Understood,” I replied.
Unlike the rest of the settlements I’d seen in the vampire realm, there was no front gate—nor guards—so people could come and go as they pleased. Perhaps using the wild west to describe this place wasn’t entirely wrong…
There was no reason to bother with the road. We flew above the city until we reached the halfway point between the entrance and the coliseum. There was a main road that encircled the entire city at this radius. A few blocks from what I had nicknamed the Las Vampire Strip, the most lit up street in the city, was a building that stood out from the rest. It resembled the Lincoln Memorial with columns surrounding it on all sides, except it was many times larger. Instead of a statue inside, there was a hotel that reached a dozen stories high with statues lining the perimeter of the building’s roof. It was obvious that these were heroes of the coliseum, even if few of them resembled traditional gladiators. There were figures in robes and mage garb, but also those in platemail, scalemail, and every sort of exotic armor. Their weapons varied just as much as their gear did, and a number of them weren’t even vampires—at least not of the human variety. I already knew that elves and dwarves could also become vampires. It wasn’t just the humanoid races that were depicted here, but there were two giants, something that looked like a fairy but was the size of a halfling, a giant serpent with arms, and even a werewolf. And that was just at first glance.
“This is one of the best establishments in the city,” Shamash said through mind-speak. “Coming here might be the same as placing a target on our backs, but it should also cause anyone that might desire to strip us of life and gear to hesitate. Our bloodlines won’t insight fear, but there are numerous vampires with inferior bloodlines that are extremely formidable. With their inability to see my level, and our obvious wealth, it should encourage any were-vultures to keep their distance. The truly powerful players here will still view us as far beneath them.”
Without any objections, I followed his lead and began to descend. When I was twenty feet from the ground, my wings were sucked into my back like a cup of milk through a straw. My Vampire Form took shape as Rog Form’s Body of Smoke formed a hard protective layer to clothe me and my Skeletal Armor took shape over it. My armor was drawn back to its most minimal state to look more like a bone garment and less intimidating. I wore no helmet and had no weapons visible. Although it was possible for people to realize I was a Blue Mage, they would have no way to be certain. Vampires were a lot like humans in that they could have multiple talents. Depending on their family, they might also have easy access to multiple magic veins. Blue Magic was also more common among them because their race was so powerful as a whole. Even if I were a Blue Mage, few people would think that Blue Magic was one of my natural talents.
From ten feet in the air, I dropped, landing softly near the entrance. There were people entering and exiting, but compared to the number crowding the street, the traffic here was light. Shamash touched down next to me and a vampire woman dressed in a sensually tight silk dress bowed her head and said, “Welcome to the Javed Hotel.” She was standing to one side of the entrance and greeting all who approached. I noticed that she even lowered her gaze as she bowed.
I caught myself before I used my normal human greeting. Refocusing my attention on the hotel itself would make it easier not to slip up. From where I stood, the scene took my breath away. The columns were as wide as a small house and shot up hundreds of feet in the air. The sheer amount of Dark-ore used to build these columns had to equal a small mountain. The weight was astronomical—and that didn’t even include the structure of the hotel itself which would have taken an even larger amount of ore. It was like standing at the base of a skyscraper for the first time. I was humbled.
This was only a single building in Hallow and not even the largest one. The coliseum was one hundred of these put together, if not more. I had the impression from Shamash’s description that this was a quickly thrown together settlement that allowed the kinds of shady things that weren’t approved of in vampire society. That wasn’t the case at all. Whoever had built this city had the intention of setting down roots and creating a marvel that would last for thousands of years. There was no way this place could exist in its current state unless it had the backing of vampire nobility.
We walked under the hotel’s entrance, which was over three stories high, and the foyer was even higher. Through my Vampire Form’s Night Vision, the space was filled with lavender light. It was bright enough to draw everyone’s attention to the mural on the ceiling. The night’s sky was depicted with unbelievable realism. It was simple really. There were just images of stars, but each of them glowed with their own light and they varied in color and size.
After seeing the ceiling, the light guided my eyes to the upper walls. They too depicted too-real stars. Then, on the left wall, I saw the greatest light of all. It was a full moon that was far bigger than the true moon on the surface world, but it too was perfectly realistic.
My eyes dropped further and then I saw the main event. Larger than life images of past coliseum champions sat side by side with exquisite cups in their hands. Each of their chairs was like a unique throne designed just for them. I actually spun to see that the walls on all four sides of the foyer were covered in the heroic characters. It was a true hall of champions.
Hearing a haughty snort, I glanced over to see a young vampire walk by dressed in a black suit jacket that seemed to possess its own hum of power. The red in his pupils was much more prominent than I’d ever seen. He didn’t bother to look in my direction again but walked toward the front desk with a disgusted aura.
“Did I make a mistake?” I said to Shamash through mind-speak.
“No,” he replied. “But you can expect vampires, especially those that consider themselves to be noble, to look for every excuse to look down on others. Showing emotion, even surprise, is viewed as the action of lower class beings. Forget that for now. Let’s get settled and then we’ll go shopping. We must space out our purchases so as not to bring us any unnecessary attention, but one of the benefits of a vampire’s fondness for blood is that you can find the blood of countless exotic creatures for sale that would likely take you decades to track down for Draining yourself. We will take full advantage. Come.”
Following in the direction of the self-important vampire, we headed toward the front desk. We didn’t make it two steps before another hostess in her sensual-business silk dress approached us with a tray of wine goblets filled with a dark red liquid. She didn’t meet my eyes, but also bowed her head fully and offered us the tray.
I was about to refuse when Shamash’s voice echoed in my mind. “Take it and Drain it as we walk. It isn’t human blood, but it is uncommon.”
I did as he said, nodding at the lady after she’d lifted her head. It might not have been appropriate, but I didn’t care. I’d worked at a restaurant before and had no doubt that dealing with the arrogance of vampires all day had to be at least as painful as a bite in the neck. Probably worse.
Seeing her swallow and avert her eyes, I immediately recognized that she misinterpreted my intentions.
“Ignore her or she’ll think you want to purchase her for the night,” the lich said.
I spun to look at him. His gaze was forward and completely void of emotion.
I mimicked the arrogant vampire from before and sighed with disgust. “She’s a slave?” I said.
“Perhaps,” he replied. “Some are, and some choose to be here.”
Looking around the room, I made sure to do so in a less animated manner than normal. There were six or seven of the vampire hostesses. They were all beautiful vampires that looked about my age or even a few years younger. It was likely they were much older than I was though. Many of them had serving trays, while others had taken the arm of a guest and were escorting them toward the front desk.
I checked my popup to try to divert my attention.
+10 Str
+8 Dex
+12 Int
 
I had no idea what creature’s blood was used in the drink I’d taken, but such a small amount gave an unbelievable number of stats. Whatever it was, I needed to get my hands on more. I placed my glass on one of the servant girl’s trays and didn’t look at her.
By the time we reached the front desk, the arrogant vampire from before had finished his business and turned to leave. In the short walk from one side of the foyer to the other, my wonder had faded and was replaced with repugnance. The emotion had fled from my face, except for the fire in my eyes.
In truth, this guy was a jerk, but he hadn’t done anything to me to earn such a look. As his conceited gaze met mine, it startled him. He didn’t fidget but froze for a microsecond. It felt like if I had directed my mana in that moment I could have melted him where he stood with nothing but a glance. The more I experienced the oppression of the Underworld, the more I hated it.
The guy recovered a moment later but watched me closely as he made way and walked around me like I was a vicious beast that could pounce at any moment.
“Better,” the lich said.
I was beginning to think that Shamash had the right idea after all. Even if I returned to Lilith sooner rather than later, when I became powerful enough I might have to return to the vampire realm to wipe this place out. If only it was that simple. The people being oppressed here were also vampires. It was my compassion for them that was fueling this desire. Did their evil nature make these feelings wrong?
Shamash took the lead when we reached the front desk. A male vampire in a long coat with a large three layer stacked collar greeted us. I followed the conversation well enough. A room would cost 50 of the dark coins for an hour, or 200 for the night. The alternative would be 5 Minor Dark Orbs for an hour or 20 for a normal stay. I’d hoped that the orbs went further than they did, but since we could use them to pay directly, it was at least convenient. 20 Minor Dark Orbs were really nothing to me. I could make many times that in less than an hour with Core Creation.
At Shamash’s request, I removed an Advanced Dark Orb from my inventory and handed it to the man.
A vampire’s lack of expression made even their smallest reaction stand out, so when the clerk’s eyes widened it was like he’d screamed in surprise. He bowed his head in my direction immediately as if thinking I was some young lord.
So weird…
We didn’t stick around but took a card that looked like a small mana tablet and headed straight to our rooms. There was a staircase that seemed to belong to some ornate castle, but also a wide open space that we used to fly up to the top floor.
When I stepped into our room, it was as if something had knocked me upside the head and forcibly turned off my Night Vision. Instead of the blacks, purples, and reds that seemed to be everywhere in the city, the room was filled with aqua blue, gold, and white. The floor was royal blue with gold designs throughout, and the ceiling was aqua, with gold runes acting as trim where the walls and ceiling met. A glossy ebony table with silver specks that reminded me of marble was placed in the middle of the room. There were cushioned chairs all around it. The other rooms, like our kitchen, restrooms, and bedrooms, were accessible through dark wood doors. There was a fountain of blood on one side of the room that looked like a small waterfall that fell from the ceiling.
I swallowed deeply. It wasn’t just a normal room that we’d purchased, but one of the suites. It was twice the cost of a common room and with the Advanced Orb we’d paid for 25 days upfront.
One Intermediate Core was worth 10 Minor ones, and an Advanced Core was worth 100 Intermediates, or 1,000 Minors. As for a Master Core, that was still something we’d have to look into. Asking too many questions was bound to draw attention, so we’d figure out the higher end exchange rates later.
“Can you feel the energy coming from the walls?” Shamash said.
It took but a moment for me to sense what he meant. “I do.” I reached over and touched the wall. I could even feel the slightest hum, or vibration, coming from the wall.
“It is a spell to give us privacy. I will add a few of my own, but this should provide us the most safety while we’re here.”
“Good.”
My attention was drawn to the room’s extravagance. It was giving me a view into what vampire royalty lived like. The final thing I took in was the blood fountain. Everything else in the room was beautiful to behold, but the fountain gave the entire room a hellish ambience, ruining it for me. 
When Shamash suggested we go, I left without qualm.
Stepping out of the Javed Hotel, I wasn’t surprised when we headed toward the Las Vampire Strip.
The city had numerous qualities to it that I detested, but at the same time, I knew why Shamash had decided to bring me here. It wasn’t just my level and bloodline that needed improving. There was the blood of countless species I needed to Drain to grow as powerful as possible, and just as many Blue Magic Forms that I could acquire. For growth in these two areas, Hallow was precisely what I needed.
 



Chapter 7 – Vampire Shopping Trip
It would have taken many sleepless weeks to visit every store in the city and to see everything. Shamash had no intention of wasting time. Due to the nature of Hallow it had no government overseeing businesses, so there was nothing keeping sellers from fraud and scamming their clientele. One had to be careful when making any purchase. Those with an experienced eye could find treasure for cheap in the smaller shady establishments if they had the patience. For those with less expertise, and less time to look for such hidden treasures, they could instead give the bigger establishments their business. Of course, doing business with a shop that had earned a good reputation meant that everything would sell at a premium.
As we landed at the entrance to one of the largest establishments that was near the middle of the Strip, I asked the lich if he would hold some orbs and make purchases for me so that I wouldn’t attract unnecessary attention on myself. He outright refused. Nowhere in the contract did it say that he wouldn’t help me in this way, but because it could take the attention off me and put it directly on him, he wouldn’t do it. If he was in his lich form, then it would be different. Everyone knew what was in a lich’s contract, so no one would attack him if they knew what he was. Instead, they would focus on me so that they might have the chance to make a contract with him themselves if they managed to kill me. He was already doing me a favor in this way.
I would’ve let out a slow disappointed breath but feared some vampire might see me and think I was inferior. On second thought, I let myself display a visible cringe. I didn’t like the whole vampire hide-your-facial-expression game, nor vampires themselves, so why not instead have fun with it? If they thought less of me, they might not pay as much attention to my purchases…
There was a vampire walking out of the store that was already looking at me because of my cringe, so I made a point of scrunching up my face in the silliest manner possible.
The guy stiffened, then proceeded to change directions to get away from me as quickly as possible without looking as if he was in a hurry.
“What was that?” Shamash said through mind-speak.
“10 points,” I replied, with a human sized grin.
He looked at me unmoving with perfect vampire posture for a few seconds before responding. “Just don’t offend the clerks or anyone that looks like they could kill you as easily as blowing their nose.”
“Vampires blow their noses?”
“Focus,” he said before heading toward the shop.
It was much more than just some small shop, but closer to the size of a large grocery store. The dark stone stairs climbed to an entrance that was twice overhead with two pillars to either side that were just as tall and held up large orbs. Each large orb looked like it had a tesla coil inside except it was made of Dark Magic lightning and possessed a small dark cloud at its center.
I’d already caught up with Shamash. He noticed what I was looking at. “These orbs are signs used by merchants that deal in the three prime categories of goods: blood, orbs, and gear. The orbs are costly, so normally only the more trustworthy shops that have been around for a while will be able to afford one, let alone two.”
Once inside, I found the place to be laid out more like a mall than a grocery store. It was partitioned into three departments. In the left wing I could see the outer wall was lined with bottles of red, orange, and purple. There was also what looked to be barrels, or kegs, stacked up. This was the blood department.
The right wing was even larger. Its outer wall had shelves of garments and there were mannequins wearing armors of different kinds.
 The middle was the smallest section, but certainly not the least. There were shelves and display stands filled with a variety of mana orbs.
“Why are they displaying orbs?” I directed my thoughts to Shamash.
“Not all orbs are the same even within rank,” he replied. “Because of the unique properties they hold, some Minor Orbs can be worth more than Advanced ones. These unique properties relate to the unique abilities and alignments some creatures have.”
Shamash surprised me by first leading us to the largest department that was filled with gear. It was like walking into a sporting goods store except in the place of baseball bats and golf clubs were swords, maces, axes, and pole weapons of all kinds. Jerseys, helmets, pads, specialty clothing, and sneakers were replaced with various armor pieces and magic garments. In place of exercise equipment were shields and mobile siege equipment.
I’d slowed to browse a stand of helmets when he interrupted me. “Don’t bother with the normal equipment. As a Blue Mage, you have the ability to utilize equipment in a unique way.”
 Normal equipment? The item in front of me looked like a horned Viking helmet that gave a 40% bonus to Constitution. A full helmet with a humanistic faceplate next to it was even more unique. It cast its own forcefield in a 20-foot radius that would slow creatures with a low Strength stat. How exactly was that normal?  
He saw the question mark written all over my face and explained. “In the long term, gear will have a limited affect, but in the short term, it is the quickest way to give you a decent power boost. If you handpick random items, most of them won’t stack together. As an example, if you buy a helmet, bracers, greaves, and a breastplate with a Strength bonus, normally only the most powerful buff will apply. There are exceptions. The most common is to buy item sets that are made to work together. Also, if you are a master blacksmith, you will know the numerous ways items are created and the many techniques used that give items their buffs. With this information, you can hand-select individual pieces that will work together. For most people, all that they can do is try things on until they find items that work together. Come.”
The lighting here was clinical, even if it would have been difficult for a normal human to see well. The purple light was bright and even throughout the room. Through Night Vision everything was incredibly clear so that the items on display were easy to examine. Besides the discrepancy in the items being sold, the only thing that made it feel different than a normal shopping experience in a human mall or department store was the armor-clad guards that were stationed at the entrance and in every department. The faceplates of their armor were fastened and hid most of what they were looking at, but you could feel their eyes as they watched you while you shopped.
We came to a stop in the back of the department where jewelry was being sold. There were rings, necklaces, bracelets, and pendants in mass. Some of them were as simple as bands of metal, and others were intricately crafted pieces of art. I immediately noticed the prices and I did a double take.
As I’d walked through the store, I’d still browsed as we headed toward the back and had seen a number of price tags. The prices weren’t written on paper, but the price floated above each item like mystical runes made from red traces of mana. The helmets I saw spanned between 1,000 Dark Coins and 12,000. If I was only relying on coins, then I would be in trouble. Breastplates started at 3,000 and went up as high as 30,000. Weapons had a similar range. The jewelry, though, was on a whole different level. It started as low as 300, but easily reached up into the 100,000s.
“The smaller the magic item, the more costly it is in general,” the lich said. “Many creatures have different forms as they get to higher levels, so physical armor isn’t always practical. Some armor does accommodate transformations, but advanced forms often have better defensive abilities than the armor can provide. There are higher end armors that are an exception, of course. Jewelry can offer equally good buffs without the difficulties that armor brings.”
“So we are looking for jewelry that will work with my Blue Magic?” I replied.
“If the price is right, but there is an even better option.” He pointed to one end of the display.
At first glance, the items looked like nothing more than pieces of jewelry not yet put together. It wasn’t a bunch of unfaceted rings and pendants though. These were the gemstones and already configured precious materials that could be faceted into jewelry. Their buffs were the same as the already finished pieces.
“Can I help you find something?”
I looked up to find a squinty-eyed vampire behind a counter that doubled as a display case. When we’d walked past the counter he hadn’t been there. As I turned to face him, he slightly bowed his head. It wasn’t a full bow, so he must have a high status here.
I took a quick glance behind him to see numerous items displayed on the wall. What mainly caught my attention were the items’ prices. Not a single piece was less than 100,000 coins.
With a high-pitched tone, Shamash addressed the man. “I am looking for unfaceted gems that give the highest quality Dark, Fire, and Light Magic enhancements.”
At the mention of Light Magic, the vampire associate’s eyes seemed to twitch. He quickly glanced at me, giving me a quick scan, before glancing back.
I wasn’t worried about him finding out that I was a Light Mage and human. Blue Magic hid all of that. If someone came asking, though, they’d likely find out that I was a Blue Mage that had access to Light Magic. Once I began fighting in the arena, I was hoping to keep that as a trump card, but it seemed that might ultimately be impossible.
He didn’t stop at just bringing out one of each item that Shamash was asking for. He first put on a pair of gloves, then unrolled a black leather towel. Beginning with Dark Magic jewels, he laid out a column from greater to lesser. In the next row, he did the same with Fire, then in the last column he laid out the Light Magic ones.
I had to admit that I was surprised to see anything that buffed Light Magic being sold by a vampire merchant, but that was because of my flawed experience from vampire pop culture on the surface world. The Head Mistress had once healed me, so I knew that I should have expected it, but it just seemed odd.
“The bottom row gives 75% buff to their corresponding alignments,” the merchant said, waving his hand over them.
75%—even their low-end stuff was 25% higher than my Light Magic Scepter… 
“The second row is what we consider the gold standard, giving 100% to their alignment. These gems are flawless.” His gloved hand indicated the second row from the bottom.
Most of the jewels in the second row were nearly identical to the bottom row except the jewels were higher quality.
“Now,”—the vampire looked at me, narrowing his already squinty gaze—“to make transformations more comfortable, this third row holds alternatives that have the same benefits as flawless gems, but they aren’t alignment sensitive. They also tend to be more durable. This does make them much pricier though.”
The third row from the bottom didn’t hold gemstones at all, but expertly sculpted metals that were about the same size. I guessed that their designs were what gave them the ability to enhance magic. Arcane Engineering seemed to use many of the same principles as jewelsmithing, but I was far from being able to discern how these advanced pieces worked.
I impressed myself by how well I controlled my reaction to seeing the outlandish prices. Perhaps I was just growing used to being shocked all the time.
The bottom row held what was the closest to what I might call reasonable. The Dark Magic gemstone sold for 16,000 dark coins. The Fire Magic gem was a bit higher at 20,000, but the Light magic one was a full 35,000. I didn’t bother asking why there was such a price difference. Even though they did have Light Magic items to sell, they were certainly rarer than any other alignment-specific items.
The jump in price from the bottom row to the next one just from the 25% enhancement increase was nearly double. The flawless dark gem that gave 100% to Dark Magic was 30,000 dark coins, the fire was 35,000, and the light gem was 60,000. They were cheaper than buying already finished jewelry, but the discount was only 10-20% at most.
Moving to the third row from the bottom, the price doubled again. The dark jewel was 60,000, the fire was 70,000 and the light one was 120,000. That was 25,000 Minor Orbs if I wanted to purchase them, or 25 Advanced ones.
When he pointed out the fourth row, I first looked at the price and saw that the dark jewel was 300,000, the fire jewel was 375,000, and the light jewel was 550,000. My eyes glazed over.
This first row from the top was to show off the best jewels that they had in stock. Looking at their prices, I was thinking they should have a decent increase in enhancement, but I was wrong. The highest percentage was the dark jewel that gave 111% to Dark Magic. The fire jewel gave 108% and the light one gave 106%. The prices didn’t seem to scale at all. The merchant’s explanation was that after an item surpasses 100%, it was already near perfect. Any more than that made it more and more scarce. The premium you pay is mainly because of its rarity.
“We will take the ones that aren’t sensitive to other alignments,” Shamash said without saying a word to me.
“Very good,” Mr. Squinty replied.
I stopped myself from sighing deeply and pulled out 25 Advanced Dark Magic Orbs, handing them to the man.
“I’ll guide you in how to place these in your body later,” the lich said through mind-speak. “You won’t have to bother with your scepter any longer.”
I was anxious because it was obvious from our purchases that they were for a Blue Mage. Beyond that, I was excited—like trying bacon for the first time. These jewels would double my item bonuses to Light Magic. I would need to completely recalculate every Light Magic buff. Fire Magic was the main element I used through my Blue Magic, so it should greatly improve my Incubus, Hell Hound, and possibly even Primordial Cat Forms. A Dark Magic jewel, especially one that wouldn’t cause me to have a cataclysmic reaction between my magic alignments, would literally cut the cost for casting my Dark Magic spells in half. Power leveling it would become even easier.
Why had we limited our purchases to just these three elements though? They had many others for sale. I secretly asked Shamash. His answer was simple. We would save those purchases for later. He planned on getting one of every possible alignment they had in stock but buying them all now would cause too much commotion. I understood this reasoning, but part of me wanted to go up to the counter and pour a thousand Advanced Orbs out to see what kind of reaction I could get out of Mr. Squinty. That would be fun, but I’d also probably end up dead within the next 24 hours, so we’d stick to the plan.
Our shopping had only begun. Next, we went to the mana orb department. It was the smallest section, but that was only because the specialty orbs there didn’t generally sell in bulk. There were glassed off displays in the center of the room, and cubbies along the walls.
The main reasons I might want to purchase these orbs was to study the subtle variations between magics that different creatures might possess. This could further my understanding of alignments and get me closer to Grandmastering Light Magic. I could also use them to power level Vampire’s Might, or Succubi’s Caress, but it would be more efficient for me to just continue creating my own orbs and using them. I wasn’t exactly sure why Shamash was bringing me here.
The lich stopped at the largest display in the middle of the room. There were other displays in that department that had signs advertising that they held cores from different species of monsters, but the floating mana letters above this table were twice as large as the rest of the signs in the room. It read ‘Vampire Cores’.
“One of the reasons I brought you to Hallow was because they sell certain things that are illegal in the rest of the vampire world,” he said. “Vampire cores are one of those many things, as is vampire blood. I want you to pick up a few cores that have different characteristics from the ones that you’ve found so that you have a better range to study.”
“Okay…” I wasn’t convinced it was worth the money. Each of these cores cost three times more than what a normal one was worth. He picked out three of them and had me pay for them.
Before we left, I had to try. Casting Forced Learn on a Gargoyle Core, I found it wasn’t enough to steal its creature essence. It made sense that it wouldn’t work, otherwise I wouldn’t have had to cast it while a monster was in a weakened state and could have just waited until it was dead.
As we walked into the blood department, there was a part of me that wanted to set off an Alpha Bomb and cast Vampire’s Might. Many of the bottles didn’t hold much blood, but there was the blood of literally thousands of creatures that I’d never seen before. Draining the room would easily give me the biggest take of stats in one go that I’d ever had. Probably double it. The gear department was exciting, and the monster cores were interesting, but this department had me salivating. I suppose that meant I was more like a vampire than I might want to admit, but blood represented one thing in my mind—power.
I hadn’t been so tempted since I’d first stepped foot in the Underworld. I caught myself daydreaming about blurting out that I’d take all of it so that Shamash wouldn’t have time to stop me. I had the money. I could just make more orbs. But Shamash wouldn’t have tried to stop me even if I did insist on buying everything in the room. He was my contracted lich, not a real teacher, and certainly not family.
So as to not betray myself, I clenched my jaw and didn’t ask any of the many questions running through my mind.
I caught Shamash staring at me.
“Where do we start?” I said, scrambling to hide my brief moment of insanity.
“It’s common for youngsters new to Hallow to go on a small shopping spree,” his voice sounded in my head. “So browse for a while and make a mental note of some of the more interesting offerings. The most powerful creatures and richest vampire blood they have is behind the counter. I’ll call you over in a few minutes.”
I didn’t delay doing exactly what he said. Starting on the inner wall near the entrance, I began scanning the cubbies there. Flesh-eating Moth, Puss Fly, Fire Wasp, Beaver Spider, and Cliff Roach were among the first couple rows of cubbies. The names didn’t do all of them justice. The outline of what the creature looked like hovered over it with the price. Just like most of the insectoids I’d run into, they were all many times the size of surface insects, ranging from the size of a house cat like the Puss Fly, to the size of full-size SUVs like the Beaver Spider. Out of all the insects I’d seen in my life, the Beaver Spider was the most frightening. Not only was it ginormous, but it had teeth like a beaver and liked to chop up its food into chucks to make it easier to feed to its baby spiders. At least, that’s what my imagination was insisting. It also had evil tilted catlike eyes with dozens of smaller eyes surrounding its main ones.
As if the management was going out of their way to stock the shelves by starting with the things I most hated, snakes made up the next section. Blood Viper, a smaller ten-foot-long snake, was the first on the list. It was blood red and had a third tooth that jutted out of its throat when devouring its prey. This allowed it to drain its victims of blood while it went through the long process of swallowing them. I made myself look through this section even though it made me want to kill something. I didn’t fear snakes and spiders. I just had a natural inclination to slaughter every one of them that dared to show itself in my presence.
The next section was much more to my liking and filled with wyverns. The first thing that caught my attention was how many different varieties of wyverns there were. I counted 203 that they had in stock. There were empty cubbies at the bottom of the shelf, which meant that they were leaving room for more. What made them so diverse was that they weren’t limited to one Alignment, but often had two or even three. Their size was just as diverse. In this variable they resembled the insects.
Lizards were next. Some of them were armored or could breathe fire, poison, and the like out of their mouths. One even had spikes it could launch from its back like a turret.
They had a good representation of almost anything you could imagine. Almost any beast or humanoid could become a were-creature, so a large section of wall was taken up just for them. Because this blood was tainted, they separated it from the blood of non were-creatures.
Moving on to some of the major categories. There were canines, felines, rodents, equus(horses), and many others that fit into the mammal category. Some of these seemed almost too surface-like, but others more mythical.
One of the categories I hadn’t had much experience of within the Underworld were birds. It seemed they were far more common on the Cavern Level. There was the siren, phoenix, and roc for a start. There was even a note that mentioned that the blood of these three mythical creatures wasn’t perfect, and for purer samples to come to the counter in the back.
I didn’t run into any sentient humanoid, beast, or monster blood until closer to this back section. The largest sentient section was of human blood. There wasn’t a single section larger in the entire department. It was also the busiest section. It stung, but I took some time to take it all in.
Human blood was priced depending on the level and alignments of the person the blood had come from. As I was browsing, Shamash explained things from a vampire’s perspective. “Usually, when they drain someone magically or literally the stats a vampire can receive are limited. At first, they receive quite a few, but the more they drink the less they will get until eventually they receive nothing. This is universal except in the case of sentients. That group is made up of humanoids, beasts, and monsters, but also some of the more powerful creatures like dragons, phoenixes, behemoths, primordials, etc. But not all of them possess blood. These legendary creatures can also have sentience. Some are born with it and others developed it over time.
“The exception is that there is never a maximum to the number of stats one can receive from these kinds of creatures. They do follow the same pattern, where you get many stats at first, but that number quickly decreases the more you drink, but it never truly caps out. The reason for this is twofold. First, even though it slows down substantially, the diversity of sentients greatly exceeds normal creatures. Secondly, sentients never stop growing. It may take more human blood, and higher level blood, but one of the reasons vampires are so fond of human blood is because it’s even more diverse than all the others.”
Many things popped up in my head to say, but none of them were appropriate, so instead I said simply, “I understand.”
I got a better idea of the differences between elves and dwarves. They had many similarities with humans, but there were also some minor differences and even major ones.
When it came to the sentient beasts, like the minotaurs, dragonkin and were-sentients, I found myself thinking them less than other sentients. It was mostly because of how they looked. I had the same ideas about some of the monster races. I wanted to sit down and talk with each to get to know the differences, but if I were in my human form, would any of them even dare? Perhaps that was the very thing that made us different—better. If it wasn’t intellect, and looks didn’t matter, then our ethics were really the only things separating us. That and our natural tendencies. But didn’t having sentience, at least in the way the word was being used, mean that we had the ability to use our minds to control our base instincts and choose to be different? Was it really only humanoids that thought this way?
After I’d made my way around the room, Shamash called me over to the counter near the back. An attendant was there waiting with him. This guy was the first vampire I’d met that had the creep factor I’d seen often in movies. His eyes were overly wide and unblinking. I wanted to blow in his face to see if it caused a reaction. Instead, I nodded to him in greeting.
“Have you decided?” the man said.
“Go ahead and list twenty of the better ones you saw,” the lich said using mind-speak.
I had wrestled back and forth for a while as to whether I should focus on rarer blood types or the most potent ones that would give me the best stats. I chose the best stats for starters. If we were here for a while, I should be able to get the rarer ones later. Right now, I needed the stats for my up and coming fights.
“Azure Drake, Cobblestone Serpent, Lynx, Phoenix, Roc, Pit Rodent…” I listed some of the top creatures from each category. Each of these had a listed cost of 4,000 to 6,000.
“And how many bodies of each?” the man replied.
Shamash’s voice quickly followed where only I could hear. “When purchasing blood, you aren’t buying the bottle on display. The amount you want is measured out and prepared after you make your order. It’s measured in bodies. That’s human bodies. The normal person has about one and a half gallons. So the price is for one and a half gallons of each of the blood types on display.”
“We’ll take three of each,” the lich responded for me. “We’ll also take three bodies of quarter-blood vampire.”
The man inclined his head, as if hearing the request for vampire blood was disturbing, but then he glanced at me and looked me up and down before agreeing that it would be done.
I don’t feel judged at all…
Quarter-blood meant that a fourth of it was Trueblood. A single body cost almost as much as the rest of the blood I purchased combined. It was 115,000 dark coins… The best blood they carried was Half-blood. It seemed buying Trueblood wasn’t possible. At least not in the common sense.
“This should be enough to get you to the next Bloodline Rank,” Shamash said where only I could hear. “We will return to the apartment to allow you to Drain your purchases, then head to the arena. Before your first fight, over the next couple weeks you will be living in the arena watching every fight you can. Your biggest weakness is lack of experience. As a Blue Mage, your ability to handle various scenarios is much greater than the average person at your level. But it’s what you don’t know that will get you killed. It’s time for that to change.”
It only took a few minutes before another vampire arrived pushing a cart with numerous metal cylinders that were about the size of a take-along thermos. I was glad I hadn’t tried Draining the room. I would have gotten kicked out before I knew any better. It seemed in the back somewhere there were probably many metric tons’ worth of blood in storage. If I was going to go Drain-crazy then I needed to find my way into one of those storage rooms.
As we left, I saw many expressionless pairs of eyes watching us go. I wondered how many of them wanted to kill me.
 



Chapter 8 – Hallow Coliseum
I’d thought I’d grown used to being shocked, but as I stepped foot into the Hallow Coliseum for the first time it felt like someone had taken a hammer to my head, which had turned into a skull-sized bell. The sports arenas on the surface held their own glory that couldn’t be denied, but they were designed for the weak senses of human spectators. They held tens of thousands of people. Hallow Amphitheater held over a million just in the general seating of its stands. The stage was more than a mile in length with a matching width. That was during main events, but now, as normal business was taking place, the entire floor of the arena had been rolled back like a scroll to reveal dozens of smaller arenas with their own seating and stages. Not only were there multiple smaller arenas, but they had been designed so that the outer arenas were lower in elevation than those of the inner ring, with a single arena towering above the rest at the center. It was like a pyramid made up of small coliseums. It took little imagination to figure out that the fights that took place in the outer ring were lesser fights and the closer you got to the middle, the bigger deal the fight was.
The seating in these smaller arenas was limited, but if you weren’t lucky enough to get your own seat, there were other options. The primary one was flying space. There was a forcefield that acted like a see-through net that spectators could fly above or even sit upon. These flying areas were sectioned off so that those in the general seating, or the small arena seating, still had a clear line of sight. I could only guess how many it would hold during a main event, but during its normal day to day business, it could hold millions. What was even more incredible was that the seating in most of the small arenas was packed and even a quarter of the general stands were filled with people. As for flying-only room, it was like an ominous cloud of vampires blotted out the sky.
Ever since I’d entered the Underworld, I’d seen many things that I’d considered impossible for most of my life. The reality of magic was only the beginning. The undead were real, so were succubi, vampires, and even legendary monsters like dragons, phoenixes, and werewolves. If it weren’t for my growth in power, I wasn’t sure my brain would have survived so many mind-blowing experiences. Despite all of that, those seemed like very small things compared to what lay before me now. I was a surface-size insect in a world of giants. I spotted countless existences amongst the crowd that could end me with but a look. My mission had never seemed impossible before. It would only be a matter of time before I completed it. But now… I knew just how unlikely my survival was. Having a long term approach was the only road to take. There was no hope in anything else.
I was in a daze as I followed Shamash toward the entrance to the flying-only space above the small arenas.
“Lift your chin,” Shamash reminded me through mind-speak. “Even if you choose not to follow vampire decorum, you must show no weakness, or you will be eaten alive.”
I obeyed but found no words to respond.
Just an hour ago I had Drained a large amount of power-rich blood and was feeling incredible on the way here. How quickly things could change… The number of new stats I’d received had made my purchases worth every orb. In truth, it felt like I’d stolen them, since I could literally create my own money with little time or effort.
+378 Str
+446 Dex
+341 Con
+212 Int
+227 Wis
 
With every increase of Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution, my ability to buff these stats to their 10,000 bonuses was getting cheaper and cheaper. Constitution was the most important at the moment since it was easily the most expensive to buff, and also was more important to improve my survivability. I’d made notes as to what mobs gave me what kinds of stat improvements and would focus on Constitution next.
I couldn’t overlook the increase in mind stats either. The 212 Intelligence gave me an extra 100,000 base mana and 500,000 once I’d refined it all. It would take a while to complete that process, but not too long. While watching the battles of the Hallow Amphitheater I’d continue the refining process.
Those were all good overall improvements, but the most obvious difference came from surgically implanting the enhancement jewels I’d bought into my upper abdomen. It wasn’t as bloody as it might sound. The idea was far worse than the reality. As a Blue Mage, I actually had the ability to manipulate my human body in a way I’d never dared consider. Shamash had only hinted at this in the past.
Back in our hotel room, I was directed to open a hole in my stomach. The very concept was mad, but as I tried following the lich’s instructions, I found the process far too easy. My skin hadn’t broken, but literally willingly parted at my command. The next part of making sure the jewels were placed a few inches from each other and at least three inches from my Mana Core was more strange than difficult.
After closing up the skin and muscle of my stomach, a whole new world of possibilities opened up for me. My Light Magic Buffs were 50% more powerful than before and my Dark and Fire Magic had doubled in power. It seemed like it was a long time since I’d used In the Buff to enhance all of my stats, but it was now well worth the cost. For 76,800 Mana Per Minute, I buffed everything by 4,800 to give me the 10,000 stat bonuses that I’d been missing. I was no longer limited to Advanced Ascendancy for a few minutes at a time. It was now mine for as long as I wanted it.
Light Magic Synergy
As a being who is already one with the Light, your body’s progression is funneled through its Light Magic nature. Aspects of your Solar Mage and Light Surgeon True Forms have merged with your physical body, giving you greater access to their abilities.
All Solar Mage and Light Surgeon abilities have doubled in strength while in your Ascended Human Form.
Their limitations do not apply.
 
Even if I couldn’t take full advantage of this synergy in my Vampire Form, it still greatly improved my Light Magic if I needed access to it. If there was an emergency, I could always switch to my human form and gain its full advantage.
The list of changes was all encompassing, forcing me to reexamine everything and also recalculate the buffs I’d use when going into my fights in the arena.
Advanced Ascendancy
Your mind and body have reached full maturity.
Permanent In The Buff
+1,000 Strength
+1,000 Dexterity
+1,000 Constitution
No mana cost
Note: These are in addition to past Ascendancy buffs.
 
Permanent Regeneration
+3,000 HP Per Second
+2,000 Endurance Per Second
No mana cost
Note: Unlike Permanent In The Buff, this is your total HP and Endurance Regeneration Per Second gained from your ascendancy.
 
Variable Physicality
Every one of your physical skills and synergies have merged together and taken on Light Magic characteristics.
 
You will now receive +400 HP per point of Constitution. 
 
You are now able to Focus your body’s makeup on Life and Solar aspects of Light Magic at will.
 
The most obvious jump in my stats was my HP. Instead of +100 HP per point of Constitution it was now +500. I’d gone from 500,000 to over 5,000,000. I’d thought it would allow me to breathe easy, but now I wasn’t so sure. The 80% improvement to Strength and Dexterity couldn’t be overstated either. Shamash said that I should now be on equal footing with a Trueblood vampire of my level when casting, but if I compared my physical stats to theirs, only the very best of them would stand on equal footing with me.
Not to be forgotten, I’d finally ranked up my Vampire Form’s Bloodline.
Vampire Form
Bloodline: Minor 
Next Rank: 13%
Level: 46
Cost: 3,160 Mana Per Second
(316 with buffs)
Strength: +770
Dexterity: +770
Intelligence: +770
Special Abilities: Vampire’s Might, Night Vision, Shadow Step, Bat Form…
 
Next Level:
Cost: 3,120 Mana Per Second (312 with buffs)
+6 Strength
+6 Dexterity
+6 Intelligence
 
To be honest, it wasn’t a large jump in power compared to everything else. The only real obvious change was that the additional stats I received per level went from +5 to +6. At the form’s level of 46, it didn’t make too big of a difference, since the form itself leveled separately from its Bloodline rank. Once it reached 100, it would make a bigger difference. If the stats per level continued to increase with each Bloodline rank, then eventually it would be one of my top forms. Shamash promised new abilities would also come with the higher ranks. I’d just be happy to be able to stop flying around as a giant bat when it was necessary to fly.
There was no denying that I’d just had an enormous jump in combat prowess. My stats seemed monstrous, but I still couldn’t help but feel small when standing in the midst of the Hallow Amphitheater.
Character Sheet
Level: 10,013
Health Points: 5,771,816
Current Mana: 30,111,995
Base Mana: 8,855,500
Mana Per Minute: 500,240(8,337.33 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 13,641
Dexterity: 13,381 
Constitution: 11,485
Intelligence: 17,711
Wisdom: 50,024
 
With In the Buff only costing 76,800 Mana Per Minute, I would still have 423,440 MPM available at all times not including the 18,960 MPM it cost to keep my Vampire Form active and hide my Light Magic signature. 
The 404,480 MPM wasn’t the only thing I had to work with now though. Since my MP enhancement came from my Light Mana Buffs, technically it was mana I could refine, but if I ever dropped my buffs then that refined mana would dissipate into nothing. So I could work on refining the 2,743,101 MP I’d received from my buffs or keep it as a reservoir that I could tap into without having to worry about constantly refining.
I decided to not refine this new MP, so that I’d have 404,480 MPM and 2,743,101 MP to use for my fights. Then if I needed to tap into my 30,000,000 refined mana in an emergency, I could.
We stopped near the middle of the arena and touched down on the forcefield. This allowed me to change back to my Vampire Form and not have to hang out as a bat.
“Stay here for today,” Shamash voiced in my head. “Take in as much as you can and don’t look down on those that you could easily defeat. You must learn to defend as well as attack. During your first couple fights, I want you to defeat three of your opponents’ moves before you go on the offensive. And when you do, I don’t want you winning your matches with overwhelming force, but well-placed spells.”
“What happened to giving everything?” I replied, holding back a well-deserved eye roll.
“For a child, winning requires everything. It’s time for you to grow up.”
I could tell from his tone that he didn’t mean it as a critique, but that it was the simple reality. I had to admit that after razing a number of vampire outposts to the ground, he was right. Just knowing what I knew now, I could make easy work of the Vampire Gate if everything went the same way. All that that would require was simple spell placement.
“You’re leaving?” I said.
“I’m going to gather information about your possible opponents, among other things. Killing is allowed in the arena, but it isn’t always a good idea. I’ll do what I can to make sure you don’t accidently kill some noble whose family will come looking for you. There are also tournaments held every so often, which provide rewards that are superior to anything you’d ever win in normal matches. Don’t worry. There is nothing we’ve done so far that should draw the attention of any real trouble. Even if we had, if they were to attack you here, even Mistress Nava would have difficulty making it out of here alive. 10,000 guards stand ready to deal with anyone stupid enough to disrupt the harmony of the Hallow Amphitheater. To many, this is a house of worship. It may be a cult of death, but strict adherence is expected from every visitor.”
“That makes me feel a lot better, thanks.” I said, my sarcasm as thick as dried bacon grease.
“If it makes you feel better, I can arrive here within three seconds from anywhere in the city. Mind-speak isn’t as secure when using it for long distance communication, but if you’re calling for help, that doesn’t matter. Now get to work.”
Without another word, he spun around and shot toward the entrance.
I was suddenly alone—a human surrounded by tens of thousands of vampires in a temple dedicated to violence and death. I could either freak out, which was probably the most reasonable response, or do as he said. Funneling mana to my eyes, I turned my full attention to the battles below. Right now, I might be little more than a snack to the predators around me, but given enough time, I’d feed on this place and eventually surpass them—one bite at a time.
 



Chapter 9 – Bloody Rumble
There was little delay between matches on each of the stages below. At any one time there were multiple fights going on. I could either focus on the smallest details of individual fights, or, with Mana Sight’s help, examine many fights at once.
The closest one was a corner arena that was also the one directly beneath me. It was too far away for Forced Learn to work, but Creature Observation worked just fine. On one side was a young vampire in dull black chainmail. He was in the 6,000s with a stat emphasis on Intelligence. His opponent was a female dwarf that had her chestnut hair braided down her back and wore a blue ankle-length dress. She seemed completely out of place. Her level was just over 5,800 with her stats spread evenly between Constitution, Intelligence, and Wisdom. As the first female dwarf I’d seen, I was able to confirm that there was at least one female dwarf that didn’t have a beard. She had a round face and a short stocky build.
No one seemed to find her presence odd, which led me to rescan the contestants and audience. I’d known that vampires only made up approximately 80% of Hallow’s population, but I’d thought the others would be limited to monster and beast races with maybe some dark elves thrown in. I had to look for them, but I spotted pockets of dwarves in the stands that were watching the girl fight. There were even some odd dwarves watching fights in other arenas, who didn’t look like they were involved with her.
 The male vampire struck first. He didn’t bother moving from his side of the arena a couple hundred feet away. He threw out both hands, and I watched dark magic erupt from him. He smirked. What began as a stream built up until it became an enormous wave that crashed toward the dwarf.
It was a smart strategy for the vampire to use Dark Magic with such a wide range attack. With the dwarf’s Light Magic nature, if she came in contact with it there was no way she wouldn’t take damage. It was likely she would die. The reaction between the two magics would finish her long before she’d drown in the magic waves. 
She remained unmoving as the tidal wave sped toward her, leaving no room for escape. She didn’t seem bothered.
When the wave reached the halfway point between them, I noticed that her right fist was glowing with green light. It glowed brighter with every moment that passed. As the wave neared, its speed increased. With less than fifty feet before it engulfed her, she tossed the light she held to the ground like she was throwing scraps to the birds. 
A brilliant green gem hit the ground. It sparkled momentarily, before exploding. In the next instant, a tree sprouted, shooting up with its own radiant light.
The girl stepped forward and placed her hand on the tree’s trunk. Branches grew from the trunk from top to bottom at lightning’s pace, creating a wall to brace against the deadly wave.
I wasn’t sure if her defense would be enough, when the wall of branches suddenly changed directions from growing out to wrapping around her, creating a small round room with her safely in its center.
Resisting my urge to go down and help, I watched as the wave finally struck. Its face crashed against her defense and began to eat away at the tree’s bark like fire.  After a few breaths of time, I watched as her defense held up without a drop of Dark Magic seeping through.
The vampire had a smug look as he watched his handiwork, and was preparing to cast another spell when a small sprout appeared in front of him, growing rapidly at his feet. It became the size of a small bush in an instant with a single flower as its crown. The moment he noticed it, a mist sprayed toward him, creating a pale green cloud.
Jumping back, the vampire dodged the mist while summoning something to block the way. His spell didn’t have time to form. Instead he tensed up, cringing. He’d jumped into a second cloud from another bush that had sprouted up behind him. Dark Magic jumped out of his body to create a protective aura, but it was already too late. There weren’t just two of the poison flowers, but half a dozen of them had surrounded him and quickly filled the entire area with the green cloud. The mist worked like a corrosive, dissolving his aura. Soon, his skin started to melt, and he let out a scream.
In the next instant, the mist was blown back by an outside force and a much more powerful vampire touched down next to the dying youth. The man was over level 30,000. With a flick of his finger, a Dark mist fell upon the melting vampire, and his flesh began to reform at a visible pace. Without looking at the youth’s opponent, the elder vampire scooped up the defeated youth and flew off to the stands.
An announcer that sat at the middle of the arena called the match for the dwarven girl.
So it seemed that killing your opponent wasn’t always an option.
There were another couple of fights I kept track of at the same time. In one, two level 7,000 vampires faced off. It was a Fire Mage against another Dark Mage. It was noteworthy because the two vampires were so well matched. The fight with the dwarf had only taken two moves. This one had already gone over twenty and neither vampire seemed to have the upper hand. Fire and Dark Magic weren’t an obvious good match, but where Dark possessed superior force, the Fire Mage countered it by compressing his fire into projectiles a tad larger than baseballs. These fireballs canceled out the bolts of dark lightning. Because the Fire Mage had to use more mana to compress his attacks, I thought he’d end up running out of mana first, even if it would take hours if they continued at their current rate. They both had over 10,000 Intelligence, so it wasn’t going to be over anytime soon.
The Fire Mage suddenly sent out a volley of five fireballs. The Dark Mage met these attacks easily enough with his own bolts, but a sixth fireball, twice as large as the rest, followed behind the first five. As he blocked the enlarged fireball, it exploded in blinding light. The Fire Mage had been waiting for this. Dozens of fireballs flew out from his palms during the explosion. They took many different paths from all different directions. Once he started the barrage, he didn’t stop. All that the Dark Mage could do was react.
A full minute later, the Fire Mage finally stopped the assault and the explosions ceased. The Dark Mage’s form was slowly revealed. Standing beneath a radiant purple shroud, he had a trail of blood coming from his nose and the corner of his lips. His skin had darkened as if he’d been covered in an obsidian shell. He took a step forward, and the shell cracked. His aura seemed to be sucked back into his body the moment before he erupted in power. A beam of dark lightning as thick as my thigh sped toward the Fire Mage like a vicious beast.
The Fire Mage had enough time to meet the attack with his own stream of fire, but his barrage of fireballs a moment before must have exhausted him. The beam of dark lightning punched through his counter like it wasn’t even there. He jumped to the side to dodge the attack, which saved his life, but he was too late to completely dodge it. His arm disintegrated in the blast.
No one came to protect him, but both vampires stopped attacking and the loser deeply bowed his head before turning to return to the stands. The winner let him go and the announcer called the fight. The loser had an older vampire in the stands that stood to meet him. Instead of healing him, he offered the youth a seat and watched as the Fire Mage used Dark Magic to begin healing himself.
I knew how painful it was to regrow limbs. Especially if Dark Magic weren’t his main alignment, it would take him even longer to make himself whole, which would prolong the pain.
Another pair of vampires were going at it that were closer to my level—just over 10,000. One was a male Ice Mage and the other was a female Lightning Mage. The Ice Mage began by encasing himself in a tomb of ice and summoning his spells to condense outside of his defensive husk. It was a smart move. The ice of an Ice Mage doesn’t contain the impurities that allow water to conduct electricity, so it completely lacks all conductivity.
The Lighting Mage shook her head. Was she giving up, or looking down on her opponent? At first, I couldn’t tell. Electricity began to crackle in her delicate palms, before covering her hands like gloves and spreading over her shapely scalemail vest to the rest of her body. She flashed to the side to dodge two incoming shards, then halved the distance between them in a blink. A globe-sized orb of electricity shot out to hover above the head of the Ice Mage. Lightning rained down in a constant torrent.
It didn’t seem to pierce through the Ice Mage’s defense, but the outside of the ice shroud developed a wet sheen. It was starting to melt.
The Ice Mage sped his attack, sending hundreds of Ice Shards piercing forward. With less space between them than before, it would make it difficult for her to dodge.
“My magic is your natural weakness,” the man spoke up. “There’s no reason to extend this fight longer than necessary. There’s no dishonor in forfeiting when you know you’re defeated.”
To dodge the massive number of Ice Shards, she’d begun running toward the Ice Mage’s flank and called out, “Are you able to jump with all that ice on your head?”
Ignoring her, he replied, “I warned you.” 
Rolling her eyes, she countered. “Look down.” She’d already cast her hand out and was drilling excessive amounts of Lightning into the ground where he stood.
At a closer look, it seemed the orb that rained lightning down on the Ice Mage wasn’t aimed at his outer defense, but at the same place on the ground she was now attacking. It was charred and nearly molten.
The torrent of Ice Shards stopped a moment later. The female Lightning Mage turned around and walked away. The ice was still surrounding him when the announcer called the match. An elder came and fetched the Ice Mage, having to tear the youth out of his own defense. He was unconscious, but alive. She’d literally melted his lower defense out from under him before giving him a bit of electroshock therapy. 
It immediately struck me as odd that none of them were killing each other. The more fights I watched, the more it seemed that Shamash had made a mistake. Not only were most of them not to the death, but none of them were. There were some close calls, but there was always someone there to help when any serious damage was done. What was going on?
With the lich gone and not coming back for a while, I further resolved myself to take in as much as I could. There were few melee fighters that dared to fight. But there were a few exceptions. A battleaxe-wielding orc that was level 12,000 had the ability to send out razor sharp arcs of energy with every swing of his ax. They worked both defensively and offensively. He wasn’t terribly quick on his feet, but he could move his two-handed axe with remarkable speed.
Another obvious observation was that most of the contestants were between level 5,000 and 20,000.
There was only one evident vampire Blue Mage. He didn’t have any Shapeshifting Forms from what I could tell, but easily won his fight by utilizing a combination of five different elements.
The most eye-catching fight of the day wasn’t due to the skill of either of its participants, but the personality of a female dark elf. The moment she stepped foot in the arena, she addressed her opponent on the other side of the arena’s stage. “Hey there.”
As the vampire turned to her, the show began.
Having the vampire’s full attention, she licked her lips. In contrast to the emotionless gaze common to vampires, she looked at him with interest and hunger. It seemed she either wanted him or wanted to eat him.
His response was respectfully stoic, but it was obvious that her act had an immediate effect on him.
“If you plan on giving up and proposing to me later, it will require many gifts for me to consider you,” she said, preparing him like a slab of meat. “Don’t be stingy.” 
He should have never opened his mouth and kept focused on the fight at hand.
“Who’s going to propose to you?” he retorted. “A filthy elf.”
Giving him a knowing grin, she replied, “Isn’t preparing your food half the fun?”
“What are you insinuating?”
“Did someone take out your monster core or something? I guess it doesn’t matter that you’re an idiot as long as you have enough money and a pretty face.”
She’d gone on to win a completely one-sided victory that was filled with an endless supply of flirtatious taunts throughout the match. She was talented in Water and Earth Magic, but also Dark. At the level of 14,000, she would have easily walked over him even without mocking him the entire way. As someone that wasn’t a fan of the vampires in general, I enjoyed the change in pace.
Between the lower level fighters and higher ones, even if the range of participants were just between levels 5,000 and 20,000, the difference was substantial. The more I watched, the clearer the power difference became. Level 5,000 was high enough for any of the participants to have 10,000 in two different stats, so only those that placed their sole focus in one stat would lack the stat bonuses. By level 10,000 it was possible for someone to have the stat bonuses in every stat. Most of the participants didn’t dare do this because it would hurt them in the long run, but there were some that did. They had a large advantage over those that were dual or single stat focused at this level. My biggest advantage was that through my Light Magic Buffs I had all the stat bonuses while not having to use my stat points. I had the stats of a single focus combatant and a multi focused one. 
Stat bonuses weren’t always enough, though. There were some talents that broke every rule. Lady Contessa for instance would’ve been able to slap most of the level 5,000s around while being half their level and could’ve possibly even defeated some at level 10,000.
By the time Shamash returned, my mind was fully saturated with the common strategies and alignment versus alignment strengths and weaknesses to be found in the Hallow Amphitheater. It had been approximately a day since the lich had left me to myself.
I was going to mention the lack of killing, but he beat me to it. Standing up from where I was perched on the forcefield, I didn’t face his vampire form directly but continued to watch the fighting below.
“Our luck is good,” he began. His voice echoed in my mind. “A tournament will be held a week from now, so Hallow is filled with young nobles at the moment. Killing is not permitted, but the rewards will easily make up for it. You’ve already gotten a feel for how these matches are run and where they draw the line between victory and defeat?”
“I have,” I replied.
“Good. This is a preliminary tournament for a much larger one held during the Festival of Parmida. The nobles that will show up to this preliminary will be mostly locals, so there will be few Truebloods, but during the main festival that will be different. The maximum level for the tournament is 20,000 and the beginning stages will split up the contestants further by level. This will be good experience, so I signed you up. You will participate in the preliminary, but there will be too many exceptional people here during the main tournament. Thankfully, the rewards for winning the lesser tournament are worth the effort.”
“What are they?”
“The top ten participants all receive prizes. They will have you choose between magic gear and rare blood. The main prize, though, is the fresh corpse of a level 30,000 Leviathan. It could only be considered a young adult, but they are beasts on the same level as dragons, and even a young one will hold hundreds of bodies of blood. The blood itself is worth nearly as much as all the blood in the shop we visited, and its scales and skeleton are also worth a small fortune to blacksmiths and alchemists.”
“What’s the prize for the main tournament?”
At first, he didn’t respond. He seemed to be considering whether to even tell me or not. A few minutes later, he replied, “A Master Dark Orb, an Obsidian Steel Sword, and a body of Trueblood.”
My eyes went wide before I remembered to remain stone-faced and made the correction. “Is a body of Trueblood enough to make a difference?”
“It could cut the amount of blood you need to become Trueblooded in half, if not more.” 
Cut it in half? That could save us months… “Is it not worth it?”
“I don’t know. The danger is great. If you make a single mistake while the wrong person is watching… There will likely be a number of people in Hallow at Mistress Nava’s level during the festival. There’s no need to make a decision now. Let’s get a closer look at your competition.”
 



Chapter 10 – The Competition
Being amongst a crowd of vampires was even more intimate when I sat in one of the smaller arenas. I could feel the breath of the man behind me, except instead of looking at me like a piece of steak, he was completely transfixed by the fight below. It was hard to focus, but I’d already had to deal with the same problem while watching from the forcefield above. Shamash had brought me to watch the fight of one of the most promising competitors I’d face in the preliminary tournament. He was Parth of the family of Gul.
Parth was the oldest son of an extremely wealthy merchant family that made their livelihood growing and selling alchemy ingredients. They weren’t Truebloods but had power similar to that of lesser royalty because of their wealth.
He stood ready on one side of the arena facing his opponent like a haughty playboy. His long-sleeved shirt looked to be made from silk and was so well fitted that it hid the armor beneath it almost perfectly. It was black with intricate purple designs that faintly resembled flowers or some kind of flowing plant. His face was long and thin, making him look more delicate than intimidating. At level 14,000, he wasn’t to be underestimated.
“Even with their vast wealth, Gul has only been able to provide enough blood for him to reach quarter-blood—hence his reason for participating,” Shamash said through mind-speak. “It just goes to show how difficult pure Trueblood is to procure. He will also be one of your strongest opponents. It’s appropriate that he’s the only other Blue Mage you’ll face on my list. You’ve never had the opportunity to study your opponents. Its effect on your fighting has been positive but also there’s negative. Killing often takes less control and creativity. Your tendency to want to preserve mana and finish a fight with as much remaining as possible has been a boon to your effectiveness. I know you’re in a hurry to return home but use this time wisely. You may never get another chance like this.”
The announcer called out for the fight to begin. A long guardless dagger appeared in Parth’s hand which he held like a baton. 
His opponent lunged forward with his redwood staff. A phantom black flame covered in red fire spewed across the hardpacked earth. It wasn’t as compressed as the fireballs I’d seen the day before, but this fire moved differently than any fire I’d ever seen.
“This is new to you?” Shamash said.
“Yes,” I replied, narrowing my eyes to try to get as much out of Mana Sight as possible.
As the flames reached Parth, he barely moved a muscle and only lifted his arm. With a flick of his wrist, using his dagger like a wand, a jet of water shot toward the center of the flames, breaking up the attack and sending the fragments flying in all directions. The fire that hit the ground crackled and caused the packed earth to pop and burst, creating a small trench in front of him.
“The Fire Mage has joined two magics,” the lich explained. “It’s generally referred to as Dark Fire. As you can guess, it’s a combination of Dark and Fire Magics. It’s very rare naturally, but not in this environment where everyone has been training their entire lives. Most of these vampires are not much older than you are, but even those raised in lesser families reach level 5,000 in their first ten to fifteen years of life. For royal bloodlines, it’s at least twice that, and that is without ever going adventuring. Their education is far greater than yours.”
A dozen Ice Bolts flew toward the Fire Mage. It was obviously a probing attack, but a jet of Water, this one much more compressed than the first, fired off behind the Ice Bolts heading directly for the Fire Mage’s chest. My angle wasn’t great, but it seemed to be hidden behind an Ice Bolt flying along the same path.
As the Ice Bolts reached their destination, the Fire Mage spun his staff counterclockwise with both hands, creating a Dark Fire vortex. It was twice his height in diameter, easily devouring each of the Ice Bolts.
He dropped his Dark Fire shield, only to come face to face with the most vicious water gun attack I’d ever seen. Dark Fire blazed to life down the shaft of his staff as he tried to block the Water with the staff itself. The only thing that saved him was that he shifted his body at the same time he moved to deflect. Even though his staff partially intercepted the attack, it hardly slowed it down as the Water jet jabbed right into the meat of his shoulder. It wouldn’t have been enough to kill him, but the Fire Mage’s red scale armor only slowed it down. Water dripped down his elbow mixed with blood.
“The kid using Dark Fire is using a superior magic and much more power,” Shamash said. “But, as you can tell, against a skilled duelist it makes little difference. Let’s hope this kid can extend the fight long enough for you to get an idea how Parth fights.”
The Fire Mage was starting to realize the reality of the situation and pounded his staff into the ground. It erupted with an aura of fire three times the size as before. Taking it up in two hands, he pointed it at Parth as if it were a flamethrower and released a massive swell of mana. Dark Fire filled the space between them in seconds, setting the ground off like a thousand bags of warming popcorn kernels as the flames swept over it.
Parth remained unmoving except for another flick of his wrist. An orb of Water appeared before him and started to expand. In moments it was the size of a small house.
The Dark Fire reached the Water and the massive ball burst, falling to the ground then washing outwards like a tidal wave. With a wave of his dagger, the merchant’s son commanded a sheet of water into being. It rose up between him and the flames that snuck through his main defense. He came out completely unscathed.
Sending out another dozen Ice Bolts, he continued with no sign of slowing.
The Fire Mage was ready with another vortex of Dark Fire, but this time he left the defense up for a few seconds longer in the case of a hidden attack. To be extra safe he also jumped to the side.
There were no more surprises during the rest of the fight. Parth was using far less mana and ultimately wore his opponent down until he forfeited the match.
“Too easy,” Shamash said under his breath. “Consider carefully how you would beat him—without your forms. He should be a good challenge for you.”
When Parth returned to the stands, there was a small group of other competitors waiting for him. Unlike the other fighters, there was no senior watching in case he needed help. I mentioned this to the lich.
He responded, “That’s because the announcer is part of the Gul family. They have a large influence here. Do you see the vampire Parth is sitting next to now wearing the black cloak? That is Manu Shah. He will also be one of your main opponents. He’s a talented Dark Mage and, well, take a look for yourself.”
Using Creature Observation, I immediately saw what he meant. It didn’t explicitly tell me he was a Trueblood, but looking at his stats compared to his level of 16,000, it was pretty obvious. Not only did he have 10,000 in every stat, but his Intelligence was only 20,000 away from the 100,000 bonus. I asked to be sure.
“You are correct. He is the son of a noble of a neighboring territory and has great hopes of placing in the top five in the main tournament of the Festival of Parmida. When you fight him, you must not hold anything back.”
“Only the top five?” I replied.
“Yes. He is favorited to win the preliminary, but the main tournament will have many Trueblood participants.”
The next fight Shamash took me to watch had a familiar face. It was the dwarf girl who was talented in Nature Magic and used the poison plants to defeat her last opponent.
“Her name is Lusa. You could also consider her royalty from the Egotak Clan, but dwarf and vampire culture are very different. You’ll also notice that her level is among the lowest competing.” He was right. It was only in the 5,800s. “But don’t let that fool you. Dwarves, like vampires, have an alternate progression system. It’s not as crude as drinking blood, but because of the rich Earth Mana running through their veins, when they take in minerals, it strengthens their bodies and magic proficiencies in certain Alignments.”
I was hoping that she would lose, or at least get banged up, so that I could use Forced Learn. When I’d tried to steal Sanctuary’s guest dwarf Ujurak’s essence, he was never beat up enough, or drunk enough, for it to work even with tens of thousands of mana. Dwarves had crazy natural Constitution and every point put into the stat gave them more benefits than it would for other races.
She faced off against a melee specialist—a vampire with sword and shield. He ran at her with impressive speed, but her tree was already twice her height before he reached her. Jumping in the air, he hoped to soar over the tree and quickly engage her, but the tree’s branches grew rapidly, reaching toward him and plucking him from the air. She didn’t even have a clear line of sight but somehow she knew exactly where he’d be. He whacked away at the branches, easily severing them, but more and more grabbed hold until he was stuck there. He gave up when he lost the ability to breathe.
“That was fast,” I said with a sigh.
Shamash nodded in minimalistic vampire fashion. “Yes. Dwarves’ biggest advantage is that their best warriors’ strength is difficult to judge. There are rules for such things, so you can rest assured that she’s no more powerful than a level 20,000 vampire. The best way for you to gauge is to watch the pulses of her mana with Mana Sight while she’s fighting. Even the density of the mana in her bloodstream isn’t a good indicator of her ability.”
I wasn’t surprised to see that the next person on the lich’s list was the dark elf I’d seen teasing her opponent before defeating him.
“Eshana Dara is well known in Hallow as a competitor even outside of tournaments,” the lich explained. “You probably would’ve had to face her even if there wasn’t one going on. She is like most of the other non-vampire races here and has a strong backing. She is also one of the most promising talents of Andheree Raat. It is a large kingdom to the east and has trading terms with the vampire realm. They aren’t exactly friendly or hostile.”
As with Lusa’s fight, Eshana quickly finished her opponent, but not without first embarrassing him.
The best line of the match was, “If you grovel, I’ll lend you a pair of my socks…” 
I noted that she also had a powerful person waiting for her in the stands. More than one. The dark elves took up a whole section when she fought. There were at least fifty of them. Most were young and below level 20,000, but there were a few 40,000 to 50,000s among them.
We went to one final arena, but Shamash surprised me with what he said next. “The last competitor to look out for isn’t fighting again before the tournament. I believe you saw him fight before. He’s an orc with a large double bladed battleaxe. He is Gansuk of the Meathook Horde.”
I gave Shamash a look to make sure he wasn’t trying to be funny. “That’s really the name of his Horde?”
He didn’t bother looking at me. “It is. They deal in livestock, so it’s more of a practical name than you might realize.”
“Okay. Why are we here to watch this match if he isn’t here?” I was hoping this would be an opportunity to steal a new form. I already had Dark Elf and Vampire. As I thought back, I hadn’t seen any of the non-vampire races lose. It seemed that no outside race would come here unless they were confident in winning.
“It’s your turn. Remember to defend against five moves before attacking.”
“I thought you said three.”
“Five is better. When it’s time for you to attack, try to only use as much mana as you need, and don’t kill anyone. The vampire you’re facing doesn’t have much of a backing, but it will bring unnecessary attention to yourself.”
“You’re serious? I’m fighting now?” I half stood up.
“It’s better to have your first fight now, instead of once the tournament starts. That way if you get excited and use too much mana, you won’t have to worry about any angry royals trying to hunt you down.”
Coming to my feet, I looked down and saw the vampire I’d be facing. With a quick observation, I saw that he was level 18,000. “His level…”
“He’s only a top 10 talent. It’s the ones I’ve already mentioned that you have to worry about. Oh, and if you get hurt, don’t go crazy, transform, and rip him apart. That’s about it, now get down there.”
I suddenly found it very easy to stare forward blankly like a good vampire should. One step after another, I headed down from the stands.
 



Chapter 11 – Don’t Kill Him
“Zerin the Nameless!” the announcer called.
My opponent had already been introduced, so this last declaration had me legitimately confused.
I heard Shamash’s voice in my head. “I took liberty of giving you a name. Zerin means golden, which seems appropriate, and nameless just means you haven’t given the family you belong to. This could be because you don’t belong to one and are a wayfarer, or simply want to keep your family name secret. With me backing you, people will assume it’s the latter. Either way, you’re up.”
Don’t kill him. Don’t kill him. Don’t kill him.
I made my way down the dark stone stairs and entered by taking a second flight that hugged the wall and headed straight to the packed earth of the arena floor. The ground was nearly as hard as rock, with less give than I expected. I’d entered near the middle of the arena, so I headed to the side opposite my competitor.
Once standing in place, I ramped Mana Sight up to full power, letting time slow so that my nerves could calm. Since entering the Underworld, I’d been in countless battles. That wasn’t what bothered me. I was surrounded by enemies and the person I was facing off against was level 18,000. I didn’t even know what alignment he specialized in.
With my buffs, I had the stats equivalent to level 21,000, so I wasn’t completely outclassed. Also, because the vampire didn’t come from a high backing, the extra stats he had from his blood diet still made them less than mine at approximately 20,000. His mana pool, thanks to his 85,000 Intelligence, was many times larger than my own. Defeating him would not be easy. Especially since I was limiting the amount of mana I was wanting to use. Trying to limit myself to using 404,480 MPM and 2,743,101 MP for my fights might be a ridiculous notion. I’d thought I’d be fighting people more my numerical level.
Five moves. Shamash wanted me to block five moves before I started attacking. All that this guy had to do was throw all of his mana into a single large attack and I’d be forced to tap into my refined mana reserves. It was very possible he could overwhelm me.
My opponent didn’t have the best gear, which was obvious even to a novice like myself. He wore black chainmail over bulky padding. His helmet looked more like a hood, and his lower body was covered with paints and unarmored completely.
I faced off with him in my Vampire Form and figure-hugging bone armor. I guessed I looked as poor as the vampire across from me.
Looking to the stands, I scanned to see if anyone bothered to show up. It surprised me to see the stands full and I quickly noticed Eshana. Her entire section of dark elves was here to watch me.
Why is she here?
My eyes scanned more of the stands to find the orc Gansuk and the dwarf Lusa watching as well. The only ones I didn’t see were the vampires Shamash had mentioned. It seemed a level 10,000 going up against an 18,000 was enough to rouse suspicion amongst those planning on competing in the coming tournament. For some reason this helped me calm down. It was starting to feel like an actual competition instead of me against the vampire race.
My opponent didn’t like the fact that I was looking elsewhere, so he took the opportunity to attack. He was a pure mage, so he stayed put, lifting an object in his right hand. It was like an amulet of sorts that was made to fit in the palm. As I saw its orange color, I already knew what was coming.
A ball of fire that was too wide for my arms to reach around flew at me with incredible force. Not only was it highly compressed, but it was much larger than the fireballs the Dark Fire Mage was forming earlier.
I took note of the density of the attack and its size, then considered the numerous ways I could handle it. Because of my Forms, my fighting style was usually quite physical. The exception was usually when I used large spells with a lot of mana behind them. Against lesser monsters, I tended to play around a little bit more as well. I needed to decide now exactly what kind of fighting style I was going to use while in Hallow. Yes, using minimalistic spells from multiple Alignments was required for my training, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t move a little. It felt wrong not to take advantage of my physical stats. 
As fast as this fireball was, I could easily dodge it, but that wouldn’t count as blocking one of the five attacks I had to before attacking myself. My training was to use magic to defend, but could I blend physical and magic? The easiest way would be to change to my Crimson Incubus or Primordial Cat Forms. I’d then be immune to his flames and only have to worry about their concussive nature. In all honestly, unless he used a massive amount of mana, I’d be completely immune to anything he threw at me.
I’d been in my head long enough. It was time to choose.
With my newly enhanced Fire buff that doubled my fire’s strength, I’d test it first—fire against fire.
A ball of fire appeared before me and began to grow. I watched its aura compared to the incoming fireball and compressed it until they matched. With his already three-quarters of the way here, I sent mine flying. It was a little smaller than his, but I figured the compression should be the same.
Mine punched into the center of his, causing them both to explode. My Skeletal Armor ballooned with mana, growing until Skeleton Titan’s Defense took form. Besides a few chips, I weather the firestorm just fine.
There was a bit of a murmur from the audience, but nothing too loud.
I had to stop myself from immediately attacking. One down.
He wasn’t happy to see that I’d blocked his fire attack with one of my own. Grabbing ahold of his wrist with the other hand, he braced against his mana’s flow as he summoned an even larger fireball.
I quickly calculated how much mana the fireball had cost me. It was far less than I thought it would at only a few thousand MP. It may have only been a probing attack, but considering his mana pool, it was rather pathetic. The other competitors I’d observed had used a higher percentage. Perhaps he was underestimating me because of my level?
It may have been partially against the rules that the lich had given me, but there was something I had to try. Summoning my tail, I began to compress Fire Mana to the extreme to mimic my Crimson Incubus Impenetrable Skin. It was only the end of my tail that was compressed. It was like the dual-edged blade of a claymore and its root was like the skeleton of a giant snake.
When the fireball arrived, I slashed down with my tail, splitting the attack in two from top to bottom. Each half flew past me on either side and exploded against the wall a good twenty feet behind me. I felt the blast scorch the outer inch of my armor, but with a little mana funneled to it, it quickly restored itself.
I’d been circulating my mana, preparing to heal my vampire self with Dark Magic, but it had worked as I hoped it would. I wasn’t truly defeating his attacks, only diverting the force behind them so that they exploded at a safe distance.
Two attacks down, three to go.
I looked toward Shamash to see if my method had his approval and I saw that everyone around him was stunned. Did I do something wrong?
It should no longer be a surprise to anyone that I was a Blue Mage.
The vampire fighting me was done playing. It seemed I’d embarrassed him. There was no build-up as he began firing off fireballs like a vampire gatling gun. They were smaller, but no less compressed than his first or second assault.
Does this count as one or a thousand attacks?
Any probing was over. He began to use a serious amount of mana.
I cast Time Crawl. My perception sped up so much that it felt like time had stopped. It would only last for ten seconds, but it gave me the chance to examine the attack and his technique. It was a shame that I still had to defend. If I wanted to truly take my training seriously, I’d consider this a single attack and not a bunch of them.
Using ice or bone to create a protective shelter would work for defense, but both could shatter and turn to projectiles under the explosions then injure me. It wasn’t the most elegant way to deflect the attacks either. I might as well just take my Crimson Incubus Form if I was going to depend upon blocking them.
I smiled broadly. No one watching saw it below my Skeleton Helmet.
It wasn’t possible for me to summon as many fireballs as quickly as my opponent at the same level. He was obviously a talented Fire Mage and I was not. But I didn’t have to be.
A glowing purple orb began growing in my hand. Its surface quivered because of the energy it contained. I held on to it as it grew, channeling over ten thousand MP into it over a few breaths of time.
As the barrage of fireballs arrived, I jumped dozens of feet into the air, dodging the first round of attacks. I needed a better angle.
The Fire Mage responded by shifting his aim. His firing off of fireballs still hadn’t ceased.
Countless mini-explosions went off against the wall behind me. At some point a forcefield had gone up to protect any spectators. It didn’t even flicker beneath the small explosions.
My Alpha Bomb finally reached the desired strength. Alpha was an Alignment neutral spell that contained the most natural amount of force of all magics. I released it. It took no time to build up speed but shot toward the ground at the center of the arena like a purple meteor. Any of the small fireballs that got in its path disappeared with a crackle. They were like lightning bugs to a speeding truck.
Touching the arena floor, the purple orb popped. An eruption of force was sent out in all directions, swallowing up the fireballs.
Some slipped through, but it was only a couple, so I forced their explosions with a few swipes of my tail.
In the next moment, the force of my Alpha Bomb reached me, forcing me back toward the arena’s forcefield.
Oops. 
My Crimson Incubus wings sprouted from my back before I collided with the invisible wall of energy. I saved myself some embarrassment. That was a close one.
As the explosion cleared, I first saw the pond-sized crater my Alpha Bomb had created. Also, the firestorm had stopped. I had to search for my opponent. He had been pushed back to the wall but looked mostly unharmed. His hand was stretched out before him as if he’d used it to defend against the force that blew him back.
Double oops.
Three down.
The silence from our last exchange had disappeared. The audience was loudly speculating about the alignment I’d use next. There were many mentions of neutral magic and my wings. Flying wasn’t uncommon for vampires, but it usually required their Bat Form or a high enough level to use mana to propel oneself into the air. I was using neither.
“He’s more of a dragon than a man…” I heard one of the louder spectators say.
I’d have to worry about them later. I felt the flames as much as saw them. My opponent summoned a torrent of fire that surrounded him like the walls of a fortress. He was no longer holding anything back.
“Elorion!” the lich yelled at me through mind-speak. “Training is over. Stop holding back. He’s going to try to kill you.”
No kidding. It was sweet of the lich to be so worried about me.
Heat began to build up inside me as my Crimson Incubus Form took shape. My physical stats grew even wilder with an additional 100% of my base Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution added, plus another 1,000 to each. What could a little Fire Mage do to me?
My wings ripped through the air, launching me toward him. I covered the space between us before he could blink. I dove through his wall of flame and touched down a few feet away.
Much of my skeletal armor had disintegrated under the heat of his flames. I faced him as a red demon.
He faltered seeing me but tried to bring his palmed amulet between us to fend me off. To his astonishment, he couldn’t move his arm. I held his wrist firmly in my grasp as an adult held back a child who was throwing a tantrum.
Lifting my palm to his face, I watched his eyes go wide. There was nothing he could do. Mud Slinger went off, briefly drowning him in gallons of mud. Taking a single step back, I tossed him across the arena—softly so as not to cause too much damage. He landed on the other side of the crater, rolling to a stop. When it came to physical stats, he was nowhere near my match. Normally, his magic talent would’ve made up for it, but Shamash had wisely picked a Fire Mage for my first fight.
I didn’t bother to even give my opponent a second look. My Vampire Form returned, as did my form-fitting skeletal armor.
“Was that too much?” I said, contacting Shamash.
“You did what you had to do,” he replied. “Now the others will just be more wary of you.”
As I walked back toward the stands, my victory was announced, and I glanced at the audience to get a feel for my performance. There was no cheering and the murmurs had returned. What exactly did it mean? When I reached the stands, I finally got a better idea how I was being perceived. As I walked up the stairs toward my seat, every vampire I passed gave me the slightest nod. Even the high level ones.
I sat down next to Shamash, wanting to swallow, but forcing myself not to. I didn’t look at him and he didn’t look at me.
“What’s next?” I said after a few minutes.
“That’s up to you,” he said aloud. “Would you prefer to fight some more, or wait until the preliminaries?”
My first thought was that it would be wiser to wait. That way my competition would see less of my abilities, but that wasn’t what I wanted. “I’ll fight. Reassess depending on how much mana I have, then decide again. I’d like to get as many fights in before the tournament as I can.”
“Then I’ll set up the next one.” He rose to his feet to leave.
I didn’t stop him.
The next fight had already started below. I scanned the stands again to find the faces of the competitors Shamash had pointed out to see if they were still here. I found the dwarf Lusa quickly, and Gansuk. Then my eyes fell upon the dark elf Eshana. She was staring right at me. As our eyes met, she gave me a brazen smile.
Ignoring vampire decorum, I smiled right back.



Chapter 12 – Victory Tokens
The next few days turned into a mix of competition and spectating in my downtime. If I could have fought more, I would have preferred it, but there weren’t a lot of people that were willing to fight me. It wasn’t strictly because they feared me, although for those below level 15,000 that seemed to be the case. Many of the competitors were also being stingy. Any fight that might force them to bring out their finishing moves before the tournament they turned down. At least, that’s what we heard in general conversation. As for the competitors he’d pointed out, none of them were takers.
Compared to my first fight, the following ones were both easier and more difficult. No one else went all out so I stuck to my Vampire Form. That also meant that I had to handle each fight strictly with magic.
Another almost-level-20,000 vampire stood opposite me in the arena wearing obsidian-black platemail. The moment the announcer issued the command to fight, Dark Magic static started to crackle across his armor from head to toe. A Dark Mage?
I’d been wanting to test my Dark Magic after implanting the dark gem into my body. Even though it was my First Alignment, I still looked upon it as one of my weaknesses. Against a talented Dark Mage, I knew there wasn’t any hope of outdoing them. This was a perfect chance to see how I measured up.
A bolt of Dark Lightning sped toward me. It reached from one side of the arena to the other—something that my Dark Magic would have difficulty doing in its lightning form.
In response, I summoned my own Dark Magic except I compressed it into a beam that was easier to control. I was under no illusion that even in its compressed state it would block the coming attack without a good deal of mana channeled to it. As a test, I didn’t hold back, but still watched my mana to make sure I didn’t put myself into a position where I’d have to tap into my refined mana reserves. 
My beam was only half the size of the Dark Mage’s lightning. I narrowed my eyes and turned up Mana Sight to full power. As time seemed to slow, I watched the collision of the two magics. Mine stopped the lightning it directly faced, and even pushed it back, but Dark Lightning was unruly. The half of the electric bolts that didn’t face off with my beam simply slithered past it and crept toward me at a frightening pace.
There was something I’d been wanting to try, but I wasn’t exactly excited about putting myself in a vulnerable position. Since it was only an opening move and I’d already blocked half of it, I decided it was as good a time as any. The entirety of my skin began to change at once. Just like the Dark version of Incubus Form I’d learned from Zorik, mana began to bond with my skin and compressed into a solid state. Unlike Incubus Form, instead of turning pitch black, my skin took on a warm purple tone. It would have been cheaper to cast Incubus Form itself, but that wouldn’t help my Dark Magic advance. My form cost approximately 30,000 mana per minute with Impenetrable Skin and stat bonuses included, but just creating my own version through Dark Magic cost closer to 90,000 MPM without those bonuses.
What was left of his attack clawed into my palm and chewed up my arm to dig into my chest. It stung along the path his lightning took. Looking down, I saw the attack had burned through my bone armor but left my skin undamaged. It wasn’t cheap, but I didn’t mind walking around as a purple person all day to help advance my Dark Magic and enhance my defense.
Seeing his attack thwarted, the Dark Mage didn’t betray any reaction, and began to cast again. 
A giant Dark Magic hand began to take form over his head. It grew in size and slowly lost its ethereal appearance. It was like a living shadow with a purple glow. Once it was as large as he was, the hand curled into a fist and punched toward me. It had hundreds of feet to travel but was nearly as fast as his Dark Lightning.
I summoned an Alpha Bomb and channeled as much mana into it as I could the moment before his attack arrived. I was pushing my luck, but I let it go when his attack was no more than fifty feet away. 
My Alpha Bomb was much smaller, but it contained more force.
I had to jump to the side as my Alpha Bomb exploded on contact. Mana swept out in all directions, but it was less intense than remaining where I was, so I moved.
I leaned forward, easily weathering the explosion with my strength.
Two of his attacks had been defeated. There were three to go.
Soon, I was met with surprise. My Alpha Bomb had blown the giant hand back and even destroyed a large chunk of its knuckles, but they quickly reformed, and it flew toward me once again.
There was a form that came to mind that I hadn’t used often, but it had an ability that seemed appropriate. I didn’t fully transform into my Rock Giant Form and restricted it to my right arm.
Boulder Throw was an ability that was just as it sounded. It took little mana to summon a literal rock boulder that I then placed in front of me.
The Dark Magic fist pounded into it. At first, the rock shook and was pushed toward me, but cracks began to show before it burst into pieces. There was nothing special about this rock itself, so it only had its natural hardness and durability.
I had already jumped away and wound up, readying to throw a second boulder.
The Dark Mage saw my new location but before he could adjust his aim I’d already let loose.
Catch!
The boulder flew toward the magic mitt, smashing into it from the side. It easily knocked it back but didn’t do much damage. It had little more than its weight going for it.
Since my competitor was relying on line of sight to direct his magic fist, I quickly set up a wall of boulders so that he couldn’t see me.
He didn’t hesitate to send the fist flying up to hover momentarily above the first boulder before smashing down. It easily turned the rock to rubble, but it gave me enough time to prepare.
Had I defended against five attacks yet? His fist was bashing three of my boulders one after another, so it was close enough.
I pinpointed the Dark Mage and his second magic hand that was positioned in front of him. Forming another boulder, I channeled a bit of mana into it before sending it flying. Immediately after, another Alpha Bomb began taking shape. I spent a few seconds flooding it with excess mana. Watching the trajectory of my boulder, I continued channeling until it began to fall toward my opponent. Alpha soared.
My opponent didn’t seem worried. Instead of summoning additional defense, the fist that had been crushing the boulders I’d placed between us opened up. There was a quick surge of power in its palm and five fingertips. Dark Lightning shot out in my direction from the six points of concentrated power.
I readied to move, but then stopped myself. Skeleton Titan’s Defense swelled in thickness. As the bolts of Dark Lightning neared, Dark Mana rushed out of me and fully saturated my bone armor. An aura of mana appeared as the bolts of lightning tore into me. They ripped through my aura but met resistance as they reached my armor. Much of the lightning snaked over my armor’s surface, spreading out and losing much of its force. There was too much of it to fully be defused. Two of the bolts missed entirely, but the four that hit me jabbed into my armor like crooked knives. My body shook, but my hardened skin held up.
A man-sized boulder smacked into the vampire’s defensive magic hand and was stopped in its tracks. It cracked into three or four large pieces. An instant later, my Alpha Bomb collided with the rubble and purple light filled the arena.
While he was dealing with the explosion, I turned toward his magic hand that was on my side of the arena. It had stopped moving as he reacted to my attack. It wasn’t the fist itself I was interested in, but the mana streaming through the air behind it that was funneling mana into it and carrying the Dark Mage’s will.
Taking a few quick strides to its flank, I sent a channel of flames billowing out to intercept the mana. It wasn’t visible, or solid like the hand itself, but I was easily able to see it with Mana Sight. Even my Vampire Form’s Night Vision made the stream of Dark Mana visible. I’d grown biased toward my Blue Magic sight enhancement though, so I used it ninety-nine percent of the time.
It was not easy to cut the hand off from its mana source, but by turning up Flamethrower I was soon overwhelming the Dark Mana flow and the magic hand began to lose substance.
I wasn’t so focused on my little experiment that I missed the Dark Mage reappearing from behind the explosion of rock and force. His defensive hand had been ripped to shreds and some shrapnel had left some dings and gaps in his armor, but he was still standing.
His gaze darkened when he saw I was cutting him off from his spell.
My tail plunged into the fading hand and I cast Succubi’s Caress. The remaining Dark Mana was sucked up and absorbed, giving me a good deal of excess mana to play with.
The vampire had his hand up in the air as if he were about to cast again but dropped it a moment later.
“I yield,” he announced.
There were a few gasps from the stands, but mostly it wasn’t a big surprise to see him give up.
I gave him a slight nod to thank him for the fight, then left for the stands.
“You’ve now earned a total of 55 Victory Tokens,” Shamash said as I took a seat next to him. “Besides the prizes won in the preliminary tournament, I was able to confirm that the Victory Tokens you’ll gain for each fight will be earned at a much higher rate.”
Nodding that I understood, I took the mana tablet the mission office had given me after my first win out of my inventory. It was a catalog that listed the items you could exchange Victory Tokens, or VT, for. Unlike the shop the lich had taken me to, this catalog wasn’t limited to vampire specialty items. There were precious minerals for dwarf victors for example. Of course, to get the best items, it would take thousands of points. You could even exchange points for things like expensive hotels, massages, and Alignment-sensitive socks.
What I was most interested in were the rare blood types, but even a body of only uncommon blood started at 100 VT. The best ones neared 1,000 and vampire blood ranged from 1,500 all the way up to 10,000 for a single body of Trueblood. If it weren’t for my ability to create orbs, it would take years, perhaps decades, to save up enough points.
Without backing of some kind, if I had to rely on my winnings to survive, it cost a minimum of 1 VT for a low end place to stay. It was 10 VT a night to stay in a place that was safe enough that I wouldn’t feel that I was having to watch my back the entire time. Just room and board could cost 100 VT a night for the higher end establishments.
At 10 VT a night, it would be difficult for a competitor, even one that fought daily, to earn more than what it cost for a place to stay. The reason was because of how competitors were ranked and VT was awarded. Generally, there were four ranks: Amateur, Warrior, Master, and Grandmaster. Each of these rankings were also broken up into three classes: Bronze, Silver, and Gold. Your ranking was decided based on your level and record. Everyone’s initial ranking was given based on their level alone. Amateur was given to those between level 5,000 and 10,000. Warrior between 10,001 and 30,000. Master between 30,001 and 60,000. Finally, Grandmasters began at 60,001 and had no cap.
These were broken down even more based on the class within ranks. For my first fight I was given the rank of Warrior Bronze. Also, I was only awarded 5 VT for my victory since it was considered a trial. Of course, after I defeated my Warrior Silver opponent, I was ranked up to Warrior Silver and now received 10 VT for each of my fights. So all I needed was 1,000 fights and I could get a body of Trueblood. If it was only that simple. 
I was already having problems finding people willing to fight me and a lot of the higher class fights were put on hold until after the tournament. A few of the competitors were considered Warrior Gold though because of their fighting records, like Eshana the dark elf that fought here all the time. Defeating her would earn me 20 VT in a normal fight, but during the competition it would be more. We still didn’t know how much the rewards would go up, though.
Fighting those in the Master rank was also asking for trouble. Those that were Master Bronze only had 100,000 in a single stat. Silver could have 100,000 in two of them, and Gold could have it in three. Because vampires could gain extra stats from draining blood, there were some old monsters that had stayed Master Gold for centuries to keep the upper hand on their competition. For each victory they gained 100 VT, so why not? Many of these three stat monsters had agreements not to fight each other. Why would they?
“That was your last fight before the competition begins,” the lich reminded me. “Take some time to get your mind right, watch some fights, relax, or whatever you need to do. You’ve made a lot of progress in meeting magic with magic. For the preliminaries, I want you to defend against two attacks, before attacking yourself. Same rules, but if you feel the spells they’re channeling are becoming dangerous, then do whatever you need to do to win. Also, Shapeshifting is no longer off limits.”
“Are we going to make any more purchases before the tournament?” I replied.
“I don’t think that would be wise. Another shopping spree after the competition will be a good excuse to make another set of large purchases. There will be more eyes on you if you win, but some of those will be people that wish to earn your favor. Unless something happens, it should increase your safety for a time.”
 



Chapter 13 – Opening Ceremony
If I’d thought the Hallow Coliseum had been crowded before, I’d been dead wrong. It was as if the tide had come in and with the rising water level came thousands upon thousands of people to fill in the gaps in the sky. Every seat was filled in the smaller arenas and over half the seats were filled in the outer one. As one of the competitors, I was in the first row in the central arena at the peak of the pyramid of arenas. The opening ceremony was happening here. There were many familiar faces including some of the competitors Shamash had warned me about as well as some of the opponents I’d already faced.
My seat had been assigned and the lich sat directly behind me. Only competitors were in the front row. There were hundreds. I was undefeated, so I was on the outskirts of those vampires with higher levels of Trueblood. Not all of them were undefeated, but because of their relations, they still were allowed to sit close to the heart of the vampire assembly. At the heart was the vampire nobility. Manu Shah and Parth Gul were among the central figures, if not the central figures of the younger generation.
I tried to ignore the obvious segregation of seating based on perceived worth, but it was grating. It was like a bunch of really petty junior high psychopaths were broken up into their own cliques. Seated next to the vampire congregation was a much smaller group of dark elves with Eshana Dara as its only competitor. There was a smaller number of people in her group, but many of them would be at least Master Ranked fighters if they decided to participate outside of the preliminaries.
Almost twice the number of orcs sat next to them, and the dwarves had an even larger group next in line. Then came a number of other races with only a few people to represent them. I recognized the minotaurs and a few others. It was one of the first times I got a good look at the dragonkin. There was a single competitor with his master sitting behind him. He had the head of a lizard with the snout of a crocodile and the muscular body of an orc. The intelligence behind their eyes spoke to them being much more than simple creatures.
After a few hours of waiting, a tall and nobly dressed vampire that looked much like a professor in his well-fitted suit jacket and polished shoes walked out toward the middle of the arena. He looked out of place walking across the cement-colored packed dirt. Stopping, he faced the core group of vampires and gave a nod a little deeper than the normal greeting. Then he slowly spun and took in the rest of the competitors and raised his voice. “Welcome, combatants!”
A pillar of mana shot up from him as he spoke. To cause such a pillar took an immense amount of mana. A massive phantom image of the man’s head was projected above so that the spectators in the stands of the lower level arenas could see. It was similar to the projection of Khun above his mana orb pedestal in Sanctuary except this projection was the size of a battleship.
This announcer was not normal. When I tried Creature Observation, the information it gave me was all scrambled, so somehow he was hiding his true power.
He was sure to spend an equal amount of time acknowledging all parties that had come as he spun to face them. Even if the spectators were segregated, he seemed to emphasize that in the arena, things were different.
As he spoke again, his voice boomed from the giant phantom so that everyone in and above the coliseum could hear. “Holding the preliminaries for the Festival of Parmida has become a tradition for the Hallow Amphitheater where we get the chance to see the promise of the younger generation. It is our honor to prepare such a stage to help propel the winners to future glory!
“The Festival of Parmida is held once every decade, and the Hallow Amphitheater has produced many champions in the last thousand years. But, despite many top ten finishes, it has been over a century since a champion has risen from the ranks of our fair city. Therefore, to encourage you to greatness, the rewards for the preliminary have been enhanced. The top ten finishers will not only win spots in the main tournament, but also Victory Tokens based on the place that you finish. For those that place sixth through tenth, a minimum of 1,000 tokens will be awarded to you. If you place in the top five, the higher your placement is, the higher your reward.” 
The speaker paused before continuing at a slower pace. “Fifth place will receive 2,000 tokens. Fourth place will receive 3,000. Third will receive 5,000. Second will receive 7,000, and the champion will receive the coveted 10,000.” He’d stopped spinning to face the core of the vampire crowd.
There was no question as to why. The coveted prize for all young vampires was to get their hands on as much Trueblood as possible. With 10,000 VT one could purchase a full body of the stuff. It was something that wasn’t even available in the normal market. For a vampire’s bloodline to move up a minor rank wasn’t a large jump in power, but a body of Trueblood would allow a vampire to jump up many minor ranks giving them a massive boost. It wasn’t enough to become a Trueblood, but to become half-blooded wouldn’t be abnormal. If one already had a few bloodline ranks, then it would go even higher.
The only vampires this prize wouldn’t appeal to were those that were already Trueblooded vampires. But because the prize was given in VT, it would still be an enormous boon to them. They could buy dozens of bodies of blood from rare creatures they’d never drained before. Such an opportunity would also grant them a large boost in power.
The explanation continued. “Not only will the top ten receive such prizes, but the tokens earned for each round will increase. There are 453 participants, so there will be eight rounds. For the first round, all tokens won will be doubled for every victory. 10 additional tokens will be added to the reward for a victory in each round following that and the finals will award 100 tokens. In addition to the top ten bonus rewards, there are a maximum of 450 tokens ready for the taking if you remain undefeated.”
I heard Shamash’s voice sound in my head. “This is perfect for you. If you win, you’ll be able to obtain Trueblood without participating in the main tournament. We’ll have to be extra careful when we leave, but that’s something we can manage.”
I responded in the affirmative, but how could I not also seriously consider the main festival’s championship prize of Trueblood as well? With both prizes together, my goal of raising my Vampire Form’s bloodline to Trueblood would almost be guaranteed. The purer the blood source was, the more impact it would have.
The announcer’s speech continued for another fifteen minutes detailing the rules of the competition. Chief of all was that killing your opponent purposely was forbidden, but accidents were bound to happen.
The first round was held in the outer and middle arenas only. The competitors with the best records had fights held in the middle level of the great pyramid of arenas. The outer arena was for newcomers and the unknown.
My first fight was to be one of the early ones. I wouldn’t get a chance to watch any before it was my time to go, so we headed to the middle arena that I was assigned to. I wasn’t exactly well known in Hallow, but I had enough of a record to gain a spot in the middle arena. My opponent was a vampire with a similar record. At level 12,000 he was much lower than most of the other competitors I had faced. I wouldn’t underestimate him though. His record was a far better indicator of his ability than his level.
Besides its placement on the middle level of the coliseum, there was no difference from the lower level arenas. I faced my opponent as we waited for the announcer to herald the start of the match. Looking around the stands, I found I had a stalker. Eshana Dara, the dark elf, was here with about a quarter of the group she’d been sitting with during the opening ceremony. Of course, my competitor also had a record, so she could be here to watch his performance as well.
The movement of my opponent caught my attention. He turned and fully bowed his head as a sign of respect to a vampire of higher rank than himself. I looked over to see it was Manu Shah. I didn’t even acknowledge him. It seemed my opponent was one of the vampires that was closer with the core group.
Manu Shah even responded with a slight nod.
The obnoxious side of me made a point to look up toward the dark elves. I knew what Eshana’s true intentions were as her eyes met mine and she gave me another of her smirks. She was trying to play games with me as she did with all of her competition. At least her intentions were clear. Even if she was just as likely to kill me as the vampires if she knew what I was, I felt far more comfortable with her than the vampires. Might as well just mess with everyone since my goal was to defeat all of them. 
Aeris was always on my mind, so I rejected the idea of flirting outright. Instead, I turned from her to my opponent then back to her and made an exaggerated shrug.
The action had the desired reaction, for she laughed aloud above the noise of the other spectators.
When I turned back to my opponent, he was glaring at me.
I grinned back at him and his glare became strained. He didn’t seem to know how to take my response.
I shook my head with a sigh. Messing with these nobles who took themselves so seriously was too easy.
The announcer soon addressed us, and finally, the fight began.
A lance of blue crystal appeared in my competitor’s hand. The next moment, he was sprinting toward me with his arms dragging behind him like a cloak. His armor was a mix of scalemail and chain, with shiny black scales knit tightly over his chest, and chainmail skirting down and hugging his waist.
I’d not expected him to be a melee fighter, but his Dexterity and Strength were 10,000, even if it was his Intelligence that was his main focus. Still, the goal was the same. I needed to block two attacks with magic, then I was free to let loose.
He couldn’t hide the buildup of mana in his spear from Mana Sight. It was as if he was building momentum to launch one grand attack to end the fight with the first strike. I could justify not waiting to attack, but I didn’t think I’d need to go all out.
Because there were other competitors watching, I wanted to limit what magic and forms I used in the first couple rounds of the tournament if possible. Two of the people Shamash had warned me about were watching in person, and I was sure any new tricks I brought out would be reported back to the other contestants that mattered.
Though I preferred to begin with one of my lesser forms, I’d already show my Crimson Incubus Form, so I’d start with it.
He was like a stampeding bull except scrawny and in need of sunlight. 
With a pop of my neck as my form took shape, I gathered mana into my right hand and prepared to meet him. He didn’t give me much time to prepare, displaying the full speed gained from his physical stats.
He grabbed his lance with both hands and lunged as the pent up Ice Mana burst from his spear.
The ground ruptured as I charged. My wings offered their help in propelling me to full speed. We were still a good ten feet away when our attacks erupted, colliding between us. 
The explosive and devouring nature of my Fire Magic with help from the Fire enhancement jewel gave me an edge, but his Ice Magic enhanced by his lance had its own advantages because of its weight and solidity.
Fire and Ice were certainly elemental opposites, but their reaction to one another wasn’t as explosive as Dark and Light. They instead had the tendency to neutralize one another’s strengths.
With a swat of my hand, the point of his lance was diverted wide, and instead of skewering me with his physical attack, we were suddenly face to face. There was an opportunity to end it. All I had to do was grab him, but I had one more attack to block with magic before I was free to take such advantage.
Instead, I gave him my best demonic grin to fit my Incubus features.
He responded by pivoting his body and driving the blunt end of his lance toward my head. His reflexes were good…
A single beat of my wings took me well out of reach, and Fire Breather, one of my rarely used Fire Incubus abilities, shot flames out of my mouth to cover him.
Did that count?
Spinning to face me where I hovered in the air, his mana surged into his lance. He thought he’d won an advantage.
Unbeknownst to him, I was incredibly agile in the air, but I wasn’t planning on flying off. I channeled mana into a fireball in my palm and compressed it as much as possible.
When he lunged again, I was ready. Frigid energy shot from the tip of his weapon and I threw my ball of condensed fire to meet his lance. My fireball was quickly drowned under his magic, only to then explode.
I touched down and waited for the mana to clear to find I’d pushed him back, but he was also uninjured.
That counted as two.
He recovered his lance and struck again with less mana than his first two attacks.
Sadly, he had no way to check my stats to see what changes had taken place when I’d transformed, and despite him having 10,000 Dexterity, mine was nearly 70% greater than his. 
With my wings tucked tightly against my back, I danced forward and past his lance. Enrage ignited and a great wave of heat swept out from me like a fearsome aura.
As I appeared beside him, he swung his weapon like a poleaxe. My wing extended a couple of feet, blocking it easily.
He reversed course to strike me with the pole of his lance, but he was losing strength in the sweltering heat.
Rolling my hand into a fist, I threw what looked like an overhand right, but instead of aiming for him, I brought my forearm down on the pole of his weapon as if to snap it in two.
It was solid and not meant to be flexible, but under the impact it began to bend. Before it cracked, his grip gave out first, and the weapon was driven to the ground.
He was standing there suddenly emptyhanded, but he didn’t freeze. Kicking out with a front kick, he hoped to force some distance between us, but I just stood there. His leg was jarred as if he’d just kicked a stone wall. That didn’t stop his fist from flying toward my face.
I slapped his hand away then dipped to the side and threw a hook at his exposed ribs, causing a sharp crack.
He crumbled.
The audience seemed like they were unsure what had happened so any applause was halfhearted.
My vampire form took shape a moment later and my skeletal armor reformed itself to fit me. With another glance in Eshana’s direction, I gave another exaggerated shrug, then turned and walked away. This time she didn’t smile back.
 



Chapter 14 – Vampire House Party
I’d only used the excess mana available to me, so I had nothing to worry about and was already recovered from my last fight. As Shamash and I were leaving the arena to go watch my competition, a short vampire in a plain black robe cut us off.
Fully bowing his head to show the upmost respect, he said, “Apologies, young victor. My master has bid me to deliver this invitation. Please accept it from my hand.”
He held out a small mana tablet.
I hesitated.
“Take it,” Shamash insisted where only I could hear.
So I did.
The servant bowed a second time, then hurried off.
“Let’s leave before reading it,” the lich added. “You don’t have another fight until tomorrow, but let’s return to our lodgings now.”
As soon as we entered our hotel room, Shamash spun and reached out his hand. I gave him the mana tablet. After a few moments of scanning it, he handed it back. I scanned it myself.
It was written in a vampiric language which I could only piece together a few words of here and there.
Shamash broke it down. “This is an ancient language used by the current vampire nobility and preferred by the royal family, but not used by the common populace. Such languages change with the political landscape, but this current royal family has been in power for the last 2,000 years so it’s used commonly enough by the nobility even in this region that is on the outskirts of the vampires’ realm. In summary, it’s an invitation to a dinner party. Manu Shah’s dinner party. All vampire competitors of notable bloodline will be attending.”
“Why am I being invited?” I said, full of skepticism.
“There are the obvious reasons. You’ve showed considerable talent and, believe it or not, your bloodline isn’t a terrible one in the city of Hallow. As a newcomer, you’ve gained the attention of those in power and they want to see where your loyalties lie.”
I wasn’t surprised that this Manu Shah wanted to investigate me, but I hadn’t expected to be invited to eat with him. It meant mingling with vampires. My inexperience with vampire etiquette would become grossly obvious. I could continue with my impetuous manner but acting that way in the context of competition was far different than blatantly disrespecting the local vampire nobility in their own home. I’d already been pushing my luck. To push any harder might gain me some powerful enemies. Manu Shah’s strength could be said to reside in his family and connections—not solely in his own power.
“Are we going to reject his invitation?” I said, hoping that was the case.
In his vampire form, Shamash was able to shake his head like a normal creature without his entire body shaking with it. “This is not the type of invitation you have the backing to reject. It will be considered an intended slight if you do. Vampires do not reject the invitations of the nobility, even in Hallow. If you do, the next one will come with a knife to your throat and it won’t be your competitors asking. Suffice it to say, you have little choice unless you want to leave Hallow now.”
“Couldn’t they have waited until after the preliminaries? So we’re leaving?”
“I’d suggest you accept.”
“Seriously?” I walked past him further into the room. The lich wasn’t holding me against my will, but with him standing in front of me with the entrance wall just a few feet from my back, I needed some space. I soon walked past the blood fountain that acted as the room’s defining feature. Stopping, I turned and stared at it, watching the blood bubble at its base as if it was just a normal decoration. If I did go, I’d have to drink and eat as a vampire did to keep up appearances. I didn’t know how I could stomach it.
“Currently, the danger is minimal. They are likely inviting you because you show promise. You could also have a mysterious backer that they want to unveil. They will tread carefully, unless you blatantly offend them, and even treat you as a potential ally so as not to offend your master. Even if they conclude you have no such backing, they will try to recruit you, or bribe you to lose the competition. The preliminary tournament’s victory is likely important to this Manu Shah, so his terms might be well worth hearing. As long as you show up, such offers are much easier to reject—usually. Give them the illusion of respect, and you’ll be in a much better position.”
As I listened to Shamash’s explanation, I had to admit I couldn’t find anything wrong with his assessment. It was probably just as he said. I still didn’t know how I could stomach attending a vampire dinner party, not to mention the vampires themselves. It wasn’t easy to forget that these creatures enjoyed sucking the life out of mankind. “Okay, but I don’t know how I’ll be able to… handle everything.”
“We will just have to work a little on your backstory to give you sufficient excuses. You’re lucky to have a lich at your side.”
 
***
 
The lich had warned me that this “dinner party” wasn’t going to be a small event, but as I arrived at the front entrance to the party’s location, I realized I was just one of hundreds of vampires attending. The building was a small skyscraper built on prime real estate near the Hallow Amphitheater. It was like a dark-steeled blade that reached twenty stories high with a spiked crown snuggly fitted on its pointy end where it reached towards the sky. If there was ever a building that might looked like it belonged to a vampiric corporation, this was it.
We’d stopped at a shop to purchase a fitted suit so that I didn’t show up wearing nothing but my skeletal armor. It was surprisingly similar to suits of the modern world, but with some large differences. The jackets were tight and stopped short at the bottom of my ribs instead of my hips, but the buttons of my jacket reached down toward my belt line. Such a style was only practical if the wearer had a perfect physique. Though not as obvious because it was under the jacket, the undershirt was a seamless black. It was snug along every inch of my chest, back, and stomach. The pants were also custom fit and the only part of the outfit that wasn’t uncomfortably tight. I felt like a mix between a gymnast and a bullfighter.
Since I had the money, I could at least guarantee my clothing wouldn’t automatically be a cause for embarrassment. Such things had never concerned me in the past, but if it would help me blend into a mob of vampires, then, oh joy… 
We’d walked to the location since flying would have been difficult with my current garb. The distance wasn’t more than a twenty minute walk and we could return to the hotel in less than a minute if necessary.
I was on my best behavior as I waited with Shamash among the sea of partygoers. It became a game of watching for backstabbers while pretending you could care less. It made me wonder if vampires developed super peripheral vision.
Making it to the door, I saw a seven foot vampire guard in tight leather with armor obviously hidden beneath his jacket. The man asked for my invitation, so I handed him the mana tablet. He returned it a moment later, then waved us in.
We entered a large greeting hall with pearl white tiles, making the place glaringly different from what I’d come to expect. It was here where the participants departed from their escorts to enter the hallway on the right. Shamash had already warned me this would happen, so I wasn’t surprised.
Words didn’t pass between us, but I delayed long enough to see that the escorts entered a hall opposite the one I was about to take. Most of these escorts doubled as bodyguards. Was I the only one uncomfortable with this?
Shamash had said he’d be hunting for information while I should just try to not stand out.
I heard names being announced before I’d reached the end of the hall. Traffic was slowing. It was a few minutes before it was my turn in line. As if I was some medieval person of note, I didn’t have to give my name, for the man that introduced me already knew who I was.
“Zerin the Nameless!”
The strangest thing was that as I walked into what could only be described as a ballroom, no one looked at me. There were more than a dozen rectangular tables on the right side of the room that were lined up in rows with only a few of the seats filled even though most of the guests were already here. A literal dancefloor was being used for dozens of groups of vampires to converse on. It took up over three fourths of the room. It separated the guest seating from a long table at the head of the room where I saw Manu Shah with Parth Gul sitting at his side. Why did this dinner party remind me of an uber traditional wedding?
Pearl white tiles continued into the ballroom, which was needed since the walls were polished black granite with specks of gold. My eyes were pulled by the light to glance up at a chandelier that spanned from one side of the ceiling to the other. It may have actually been many chandeliers tied together with long strands of crystal, but there were so many of them that it made it hard to tell. The head of the room was the brightest, with the part of the chandelier that hung the lowest, creating the illusion that the entire room elevated toward those sitting there.
Despite the cold reception, I found there was one person for whom that wasn’t the case. A teenage-looking vampire lady appeared in front of me with one of the few bright smiles I’d seen since entering Hallow. She wore a gown that was made of nothing but thousands of small black beads. Controlling my gaze despite my curiosity, I looked her in the eye and gave her a medium bow of my head.
“Welcome, Zerin, to the Shah estate,” she said, showing the utmost respect. “I’m your escort, Damsa. Please, come with me.”
She was a servant… I already knew what came next. She led me up to the head of the room where another line had formed. When my turn came, I stood in front of Manu Shah and his group of noble friends and did the customary bow. He bowed back to a lesser extent, and that was that. There were no words that passed between us. It was only some weird ritual that forced me to acknowledge my social ranking as I arrived at his residence.
As I was led away by Damsa thinking it was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever done, a girl at the end of the table caught my attention. It wasn’t her beauty that drew me in, for every single vampire girl I’d seen was attractive. The clothing she wore and her body language were completely different from the typical vampire. A shawl of bright blue animal scales sat across her shoulders and instead of ignoring me like the rest of the people at the head table, she glared back at me. In many ways she seemed hostile, but I gave her a slight nod anyways and an encouraging smile. She seemed like she wanted to be there even less than I did.
Damsa directed my attention as she walked me across the dancefloor and toward the guest seating. She nodded toward different guests and told me their names and social rankings as we walked. Even though it would’ve probably seemed degrading for any vampire that frequented Hallow’s upper society, I happily accepted the information. I really didn’t care who these people were, but the more she talked, the less I had to.
I kept my eyes open and met anyone’s greeting with one of my own as we waded through the throng of overdressed adolescent vampires that thought far too highly of themselves. When we got to the guest seating, I sat at one of the back tables that was empty. Damsa asked if I wanted anything to eat, and I said no before thanking her for showing me around.
I sat there, hoping that there would be some vampire breakdancing, or anything that might take the place of the uncomfortable waiting. 
Eventually, I knew I’d be called to a backroom to discuss whatever it was that had gained me access to such a party. I really had no interest mingling and didn’t care if I was just the weird guy that sat in the back talking to no one.
An hour later, the tables were starting to fill as people brought their conversations to a place where they could better relax and eat. Everyone was polite enough to sit at every table except for mine. I almost thought I’d get away with not having to talk to anyone, when some guy in a loose purple blouse sat down next to me. He wasn’t even across from me, but on the same side of the table as I was as.
“Not eating, huh?” he said.
I glanced at him while not turning my head. “No,” I replied.
“Are you also afraid of the hidden bill?”
I narrowed my eyes and looked at him.
He actually laughed at my response. “I’m the same. You never know what nobles will want for letting you dine at their fancy tables.”
Seeing as he was being less socially acceptable than I was, I allowed myself a small snicker. “I’m actually a beast-feeder.” This was one part of the backstory Shamash and I had decided on.
“Oh, nameless and uncivilized.” He smiled widely. “I’m Sai. I don’t know how you only drink beast and monster blood, personally. I find it hard not to eat everything.” He said it in a jovial manner.
“I’m Zerin,” I replied. Getting a good look at him, his clothing clashed with the current fashion and even showed signs of wear. If it wasn’t already obvious enough, he definitely wasn’t part of the nobility.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Zerin,” he said with an exaggerated bow. “So what crime did you commit to be dragged here? Anything interesting?”
Finding a vampire who was likeminded in any fashion at all allowed me to loosen up far more than I’d expected. “I suspect not. I won my fight in the preliminaries.”
“Incitement! What defiance! It’s only right that they flay you alive and poke you all over with a firm-bristled brush.” He paused before shrugging. “I’m actually here for the same crime. I think.”
“You think?”
“It could also be because I winked at his sister. She smacked me hard enough that I thought she’d let me off, but…”
“Was it worth it?”
“The wink, yes. Winning, probably not. I’ve only been here for an hour and it’s already noxiously dull.”
I asked him about his fight and a common factor became clear after hearing his story. He’d beaten one of Manu Shah’s friends just as I had.
Talking was easy with Sai, and I soon found out why. He had grown up here in Hallow, but as a commoner outside of the noble circles. He was intimately familiar with vampire airs, but only went by them when he absolutely had to. He’d only recently returned after a stint in the military. As a common Hallow resident, he was required to do two years of guard duty. He’d enjoyed the fight training, so he’d been competing in small-time fights ever since. This was his first big tournament. It sounded like he was not too bad.
Thankfully, he was the kind of guy that liked to talk. He was exactly what I needed to keep my head from exploding for the rest of the party. I was getting plenty of looks from other guests, but straddling the line between too odd for polite company but unoffensive was perfectly fine with me.
Without any announcement, Manu Shah left the head table through a side exit.
“The interrogations have begun,” Sai joked. “It will probably be another hour before he gets to us, but it’s inevitable now.”
“What do you think his real purpose is?” I wondered aloud.
“Besides giving us lashings?” Sai chuckled. “Honestly, I don’t know. My guess is that he’ll try to pull us into his family’s outer ranks. For a small but oh-so-generous gift, he’ll expect undying loyalty for all eternity. The outer ranks are really just employees that don’t get paid anything, with hopes of becoming a part of the inner family. At least once you make it to the inner family you’ll be given a monthly stipend for the chores they’ll have you do.”
He wasn’t wrong about it taking a while for Manu to get to us. Eventually, Sai began talking about the other guests and any rumors he’d heard. I was never a fan of gossip, but in this scenario the more I knew, the safer I would be.
After a while, I asked about the girl who wore the blue shawl at the head table. Her hair was just as black as the average vampire in this region, but it was pulled back, lacking any of the braids or hairpins that seemed to be in style.
“You don’t know her?” Sai said, surprised. “She’s also a beast-feeder and a princess of the Tir. Her name is Jale. You know better than I do that beast-feeders aren’t always on good terms with their neighbors but Hallow handles things differently than most of the world. It’s one of its few virtues.”
“I see…”
Just as I was about to say more, Damsa appeared with her kind smile. I noticed she didn’t look Sai in the eye, but still bowed to him. “Forgive the intrusion. Zerin, Master Manu Shah would like to meet with you.”
“It seems your sentencing will happen before mine,” Sai said, patting my shoulder. “It was nice knowing you.”
“Same,” I replied, before addressing Damsa. “Take me away.”
The look she gave me made me feel as if I’d done something inappropriate.
I gave her a secret grin, as if to tell her I knew what I was doing.
As she led me toward the side exit Manu had used, she leaned closer and whispered a warning. “Sai Darvish does not have a good standing and is considered by many to be a scoundrel.”
“Thank you, Damsa. I’m sure you’re right.” I didn’t tell her that that was why I liked him.
I glanced at Jale, the beast-feeder princess, as we passed by. Once again, she was quick to meet my eye with a challenging glare. That’s when I noticed her eyes were different. Instead of a tinge of red, hers were purple.
A few moments later, Damsa stopped at the exit and waved me through.
Sai had helped me ignore my nerves over the past couple hours, but for this meeting I’d be alone.
 



Chapter 15 – Bloody Offer
Manu Shah stood waiting for me, holding a glass goblet with golden trim and filled with blood. His eyes glowed a deep red and he actually smiled in greeting—the gaps between his teeth were dripping with the red liquid. He wore a suit jacket that hugged his chest but was swept back like a cloak and hung down to his ankles. As much as I had mocked his dinner party and the people attending, I immediately felt an aura of power exuding from him which put me on high alert. The aura didn’t seem to carry any hostility, but a suppressive authority.
“Zerin,” he said with an overly deep nod, showing me more respect than he’d ever dare to show in public. I had an odd thought that I was in the presence of an expert salesman, except he was also a psychopath and the product he was peddling was my own life. “I’m delighted to finally make your acquaintance. Please sit.”
With a wave of his hand, he directed me to take a seat on a black leather couch next to him. 
There was one other vampire in the room who Creature Observation told me had to be from an older generation and was approximately level 40,000. He nodded toward me but sat down at the far end of the room as if trying to disengage from the conversation. I was sure his breaking of the no escort policy was a power play.
Placed before me on an obsidian coffee table was a second goblet filled with blood. Manu took a seat on an adjacent couch and leaned back while holding his cup up as if preparing to toast.
“I took the liberty of filling your cup with Rose Serpent Blood,” he said, gesturing for me to take the cup. “I was informed you are a beast-feeder?”
I wasn’t surprised that he’d had someone listening in on my conversation with Sai. “Thank you for the invitation, Master Shah,” I replied, trying to be on my best behavior. “Your sources are correct.”
He was quick to grin. “Splendid.”
I cordially smiled back. I’d play along but couldn’t let myself fall for his cordial act for even a moment. Left with little choice, I took the cup. After hunting in my Werewolf Form with Travis for so long, I had already experienced a few instances of accidentally swallowing monster blood. I wasn’t happy about it, but knowing it wasn’t human blood in my goblet helped. At least I believed I’d be able to stomach it.
Lifting my goblet in the air, I mimicked his toast. He tipped his cup toward me and took a drink. I did the same. The moment the Rose Serpent Blood touched my tongue, I was surprised to find the taste was much milder than I expected. It was similar to a floral flavored green tea with a bit of an iron aftertaste. That was the only thing that hinted it was actually blood at all. 
It was only a sip, so I didn’t receive any bonus stat popups. 
I was determined to stop myself there. What Sai had said about a noble’s delicacies being deceptive was true enough. I’d toast with Manu as was appropriate but would only take it that far. I set my goblet back down on the table.
Manu Shah’s eyes didn’t follow my goblet, but I knew he saw my every move.
“I want to first congratulate you on your undefeated record,” he began. “I’ve only watched one of your fights in person, but I’m impressed with your Incubus Form. Shapeshifting is always a sight to behold.”
I bowed my head in thanks. I’d been able to master the vampires’ language faster than I ever dreamed possible, but I knew that I still spoke at an unnaturally slow cadence when I had to both think of word usage and my responses at the same time. Limiting what I said was purposeful to hopefully not come off as dull-witted. 
As Shamash had suspected, the next question was in reference to my family background. Declaring myself as nameless didn’t necessarily mean that I didn’t have a family backing me. He needed to make sure.
I responded with the answer the lich and I had concocted. “I’m truly nameless. My mother is an outer member of the Tammaro family, and my father was a soldier from the capital. They were together during a stop during his return from a mission to the south and then they never saw each other again. Of course, the Tammaro family didn’t accept me, but allowed my mother to raise me until I was of age. My escort is a nameless mercenary who took me on because of my talent.”
 Manu tilted his head. I could almost see him licking his lips. “This master of yours is wise in choosing you. I’m sure we could find a place for his talents, as well as your own, in the Shah family. We are always looking for those with ability and a hunger to improve themselves. Let me make a proposition. Seeing as you’ve only recently appeared in the Amphitheater and the preliminary tournament has just begun, I’m assuming you’re interested in the Trueblood that’s being offered as the main prize. The color of your eyes attests to the fact that you haven’t stuck strictly to the beast-feeder diet.”
Remembering the color of the Beast-feeder Princess’s eyes, I couldn’t deny what he was saying. Mine carried a tint of red and not the purple that Jale Tir possessed.
He continued, “With your ability, you will likely place high in this contest, but that top spot will be impossibly difficult. Join me and the Shah family. Work for me and I promise you that I will give you the opportunity to earn enough Trueblood to become a noble yourself. Even if you were to win the preliminaries, the prize wouldn’t be enough to grant you such a future. With me as your backer, it will just be a matter of time.”
Time… 
“Master Shah, I will be candid,” I replied with a soft tone and carefully concocted my response to see how far he was willing to go. “Your offer is more than generous, but, as it is with my master, I’ve grown to love the freedom that corresponds with being nameless. You are right that I desire Trueblood, so I admit that I’m tempted, but I’d have to give up my freedom, as well as my mentor. I already know what the free life means to him and he won’t join for anything.”
His reaction remained tactful but lacked the open magnanimity that he showed before. “I will give you a full body of Rose Serpent Blood as a welcoming gift and give you a trial membership as an outer family member if you choose to join us. If you prove yourself, not only will you become a permanent member, but have the opportunity of becoming a part of the inner family once you’ve earned Trueblood status. I can see how freedom without the responsibility of familial attachments might have its appeal, but the resources we possess and the things that we can accomplish together far exceed what is possible on your own.”
The Rose Serpent was an elite beast, so his sign-on bonus wasn’t completely without merit, but compared to Trueblood it was nothing but puddle water. Not only that, it was a trial offer and as an outer family member which didn’t even receive a salary. It was clear that he hoped the benefits of being attached to a noble family would be enough to buy my loyalty alone. Part of me wanted to tell him off, but I continued to be a good little boy just as Shamash insisted.
“Thank you, Master Shah, but even if it may slow my development, my freedom is too important to me at this time to make such a commitment.”
Even though it wasn’t what he wanted to hear, he didn’t seem to be surprised at my answer. I even hoped that he might make another counteroffer and sweeten the deal, but I had a feeling that he’d offered all he was willing to at the moment. I wasn’t wrong.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, coming to his feet. “The offer will remain open as long as you’re in Hallow.” He gave me one last grin, which was more strained than his greeting had been.
Standing up, I bowed and thanked him again. If I did well enough in the preliminaries his deal would likely get better. The older vampire in the room was already next to me, gesturing toward the door. It seemed they were rushing me out now that I’d wasted enough of their time.
As the door to the backroom closed, the vampire escorting me placed his hand on my shoulder. He didn’t stop me but slowed our pace. We were in a hallway between the backroom and ballroom. He spoke as we walked. “The Shah family has a lot riding on the young master’s performance in the preliminary tournament. We’d take it as a personal favor—and even double the offer to two bodies of Rose Serpent Blood if you decide to join us—if when you face off with Master Shah, you allow his talents to shine. Thank you, for your visit.”
The man opened the door to the ballroom and more or less pushed me out in a gentlemanly manner before closing the door behind me. Damsa was there to meet me.
 I’d almost thought they’d forgotten to threaten me, but it looked like Manu wouldn’t dirty his hands by doing it himself, so the older vampire did it for him. If I’d joined them it would be expected of me to let Manu win. They’d have much more leverage then, but now all they could do was warn me and hoped I complied. I suppose the bribe of sweetening the deal would be tempting to a normal nameless vampire, but to me it was worthless. Well, this whole party was nothing but a waste of time.
When I’d finished my meeting, most of the head table had left their seats to mingle or leave altogether. Jale Tir had also disappeared. The best part was it was now safe for me to leave as well. I wanted to cackle like a crazy person just to let out some of my built-up tension, but I continued the unoffensive act.
I didn’t have to go find Shamash. He was waiting in the greeting hall when I arrived, and we left together.


***
 
As soon as we returned to our room, I reported everything that happened to Shamash. “How serious is their threat?”
“That completely depends on how the preliminaries play out,” the lich replied. “If you defeat Manu and he performs well during the fight, then it will be better for you. If you embarrass him, then they will look to kill you and possibly even make a spectacle of it since now they know you’re really nameless. If he is defeated by you and another contestant or two, then you won’t have as much to worry about. Regardless of how it turns out, it will be important for us to leave after we receive your prize.”
“There was also a girl at the party, Jale Tir—”
“The Tir princess?”
“You know her?” 
Shamash dropped his Vampire Form as if needing to relax. “I know of her. The Tirs are one of the most powerful beast-feeder houses and openly antagonistic to the current royal family.”
“Are they a possible ally?”
It had been a while since Shamash had revealed his lich’s colorful mana glare since we’d been spending so much time as vampires. The pressure no longer bothered me. “Just because they don’t feed on humans doesn’t mean they aren’t vampires. They’re strictly beast-feeders, but the reason they don’t feed on humans, or keep humanoid slaves, is because of their belief system. You saw this Jale? You saw her eyes?”
“Yes.”
“Then you’ve seen one of the most obvious differences between beast-feeders and normal vampires. When vampires live on a strict beast only diet, it changes them. They still receive bonus stats in a similar fashion, but the number of stats they can get from draining beasts expands so that they can leech more from a beast species than a normal vampire. Because most beasts give more physical stats than mental, beast-feeders often have stronger bodies and exceptional physical abilities. In most cases, their reason for their diet is a belief it makes them superior to other vampires. There are some that believe it’s also a morally superior position because they don’t feed on sentient creatures.”
After admitting to the last point, Shamash was quiet for a time. He knew that finding out that some vampires had a conscience would bother me, and yet he told me anyway.
What about the part where vampires were all monsters and they unquestionably fed on humans? It was the very point I’d been using to justify my uncompromising attacks on the vampire guard posts.
A few minutes later, he began to explain without my asking. “I didn’t expect the Tir family to send anyone to this event. Jale won’t participate in the preliminary. Her house never does. If they did, then I’d have you forfeit your match with her. She’s likely too strong for you to face unless you used your Light Magic and I don’t think you’d be willing to kill her either.
“Most beast-feeders will kill humans like they’re nothing more than cattle just as normal vampires do. They just sell them to other vampires instead of eating them themselves. Very few actually take the moral argument as significant, and even fewer actually live by it. But there are some. The House of Tir is among them. Your quest to retrieve the item for the Head Mistress is in a territory that doesn’t welcome beast-feeders in the slightest, so this wasn’t something I expected you would have to worry about. As far as our mission goes, we shouldn’t run into any beast-feeders again once we leave Hallow.”
How exactly did that excuse what I’d done? The fact that vampires weren’t all bloodthirsty murderers that viewed humans as food was enough to bring doubt. Were there any vampires I’d killed that didn’t deserve the deadly sunburns I’d given them? And even if they had, how could I possibly go around on a free-for-all killing spree any longer? I shook my head as a side of me wished I’d never found out, because this was going to extend my stay in the vampire realm unless something changed. Killing monsters I could live with, but murder…
I found myself once again facing the fountain of blood that was pouring down like a smooth sheet from the ceiling. Both of my hands were curled into fists and I envisioned hitting the bloody water in the face, but of course water didn’t have a real face to speak of, nor did it feel pain. It was really Shamash I wanted to smack, but I hadn’t come to a point where I was confident enough to smack a lich.
“If Tir never fights, why are they even here?” I finally replied.
“My guess would be that it’s a business matter,” he said. “I saw no sign of a beast-feeder escort, and there was no gossip about their presence in Hallow. Jale was likely attending the party for the same reason you were. The local lord asked, so she was obliged to go. You’ll likely not see her again.”
This party had been lousy in more ways than one. I now had the local nobility threatening me if I didn’t throw my fight against Manu, and I’d learned I couldn’t just go around killing every vampire I saw. I had to rethink everything we had planned. There was one possible direction I could take. If I won the preliminary and main tournament, then I’d receive enough Trueblood that I wouldn’t have to go on any more killing sprees. The dangers of that path were obvious. Without backing it would be like wading through a pool of blood that was filled with vampire sharks. I couldn’t decide if vampire sharks would be any worse than vampires or sharks… Was there not another possibility?
“Does the beast-feeders’ presence not give us any other options?” I said.
“Only if you want to join their house,” he replied, “and if you do, you’ll have to give up becoming Trueblooded. They don’t just reject drinking the blood of humans, but all sentients including other vampires.”
“Then it looks like there is only one choice. I need to win the Festival of Parmida.”
“There are other options,” he said with an uncustomarily gentle tone.
Normally, out of fear and respect I was careful how I spoke to the lich, but after he’d lied to me, I laid on my thickest sarcasm. “Oh? I’m listening…”
 



Chapter 16 – Vampire Comedian
We moved on with the tournament, changing very little because of Manu Shah’s threat. That night after the party, Shamash began instructing me in the second step of how to enhance my Dark Magic with Blue Magic. Casting something simple like a Shadow Cloak that had nearly identical spells in both Schools of Magic was easy, but what about using Blue Magic to enhance manipulated Dark Magic with no similar base spell?
The theory of how to accomplish it was as simple as the first step, but far more difficult in practice. The lich directed me to practice by first forming a ball with my Blue Magic version of Shadow Bolt, then casting the Dark Magic version and immediately trying to blend them in the same physical space. It was like trying to manipulate one spell on top of the other in the exact same way. Only if I got the first part right would the two spells begin blending together and become one.
At first I had been grossed out by the fountain of blood in the greeting room of our apartment, but now I used it as a prop to constantly remind me why I was here. I sat facing it while I practiced the merging of my two magics. If I practiced enough, it would eventually become second nature and I wouldn’t even have to think about it. The benefits were enormous if I could pull it off. The strength of my Dark Magic would jump to another level while at the same time costing substantially less.
Despite having some early success, I found the process completely unnatural. I began by systematizing the way I manipulated each spell. By doing so, I’d quickly develop the magic-memory to cast the enhanced Dark Orb in a fast and consistent way. It was a good first step that I could use as a foundation for other mana manipulation spells, but it was far from the end goal. There was one big problem with systematizing magic in this way. It limited me to only being able to cast spells that I’d practiced. The glory of true mana manipulation was that you were free to use magic however you desired. Your imagination and mana pool were your only limits.
Systematizing the blending of my Blue Magic and Dark was only the beginning. I didn’t move from the same spot all night. Once I reached a proficiency in blending magics and could enhance the Dark Orb at will, I didn’t move on to developing different spells. Instead, I continued practicing the same spell, except when I cast the second step, I’d purposely experiment with manipulating it in a slightly different manner to see how the process failed. I didn’t want to just be able to blend the magics, I needed to know how they interacted in the most intimate way possible.


***
 
My next opponent was a vampire of small stature. He was a dual element Earth and Ice Mage. Even though I’d been practicing my Dark Magic all night, I told Shamash that I was going to forgo his assignment of blocking two spells before attacking in order to make a statement. This vampire wasn’t exactly in Manu Shah’s inner circle, but he was more recognized than I was. Since he was the opponent directly after the meeting, it was only appropriate.
As soon as the match started, he manipulated Earth and Ice to raise a defensive wall out of the ground. It was superior to the Earth defense of the fight I’d watched a few days ago. I’d have to give him props for trying.
Crimson Incubus Form took shape a few seconds into the match. I compressed excess mana into the form until I’d surpassed 10x and didn’t even bother manipulating my skeletal armor to cover my upper torso. Keeping my form active at such a level would quickly drain my mana, but with the bonus to physical stats, it wouldn’t matter.
A cloud of dust exploded under my feet as I launched forward at ridiculous speed. When nearing the Earth-Ice defense, I didn’t slow. Through Mana Sight I could see my opponent behind his defense because of the greater concentration of mana coming from his body and mana core.
I dove into his magic wall with my arm outstretched before me. The rock and ice crumbled like chalk as my hand burst through it and caught ahold of my opponent’s wrist. With a twist of my torso, I threw him up into the air and heard a pop as his arm was pulled out of his shoulder socket.
My wings drove me up and past him, high in the air above the arena.
A number of Ice Shards flew at me even as he twisted and spun. It was impressive that he was able to aim.
I didn’t even try to block, letting his shards jab into my chest. They left bruises but couldn’t pierce my armored skin. As he reached me, he was trying to transform into his Bat Form, but it was already too late. I caught him by the back of the neck and held him out so that he dangled there facing me.
“Yield,” I demanded, not giving him an option.
I felt him try to swallow under the pressure of my grip, so I let go.
“I give up!” he quickly declared.
Turning away, I started to change in midair. As my wings disappeared I began to fall. We were a couple hundred feet in the air, but the distance didn’t matter. I landed with a dip of my knees, then walked toward the stands.
Manu Shah wasn’t here personally, but he would definitely hear about my fight. He’d already seen my Incubus Form before and knew how powerful it could be. I wouldn’t use it every time, but I hoped that hearing about me using it again might cause him to think twice and offer me a better deal. All he had to do was give me a body of Trueblood as a signing bonus and I’d take him up on his offer then figure out how to get the rest that I needed later. Winning wasn’t nearly as important to me as completing the Head Mistress’s mission. I also wasn’t confident in my ability to win the main tournament for the Festival of Parmida.
Taking my seat next to Shamash, I scanned the stands for any of my competition. The dark elf Eshana Dara wasn’t there, which was a little unexpected. Was there another fight going on that would offer better insights?
Before I’d finished scanning the stands, an unannounced person sat down next to me. I found Sai Darvish reclining back with a self-indulgent grin on his face.
“It looks like you survived the Shah dungeon with all your limbs intact,” he said with a chuckle.
“I wouldn’t say you look good, but you made it too…” I replied, grateful to have someone that would lighten the mood—even if he was a vampire. Although now that I knew it was possible for vampires to have some form of conscience, I needed to reevaluate everything. Sai was a good place to start.
“I’ll let that go since you just finished that death-defying fight. Are you sure your head’s okay after knocking it against that guy’s magic wall?”
“I’ve slept on harder pillows.”
 He sat forward, looking at me like I was crazy. “Why in the bloodless hells would you do that?”
I held my laughter to a light chuckle.
“Good fight,” he said, leaning back again against his seat. “Hopefully soon they’ll let you fight more than fainthearted children.”
“Oh? Are you saying you are more than a fainthearted child?”
“I’m a beautiful man with a robust masculinity. All boys admire me, and women fawn after me like drakes to a bull dragon. Even men hope to be close to me in hope that my vigor will inspire them to greatness.”
“So you’re sitting here out of pity because you want to invigorate me?”
“Well, when you put it that way, I’ll go then.” He moved as if he was getting up but started laughing before retaking his seat.
After a few minutes, another fight was getting ready to begin. It got our attention, but neither competitor was very impressive.
“It seems like anyone with some melee ability is walking through the competition,” Sai observed. “That orc Gansuk finished his opponent faster than you did. I finished mine yesterday, but it was about the same as you.”
“I thought you were a Dark Mage,” I replied.
“No. Dark Magic is my talent, but I haven’t had the training most nobles get, so my mana manipulation is sad. I use it mainly to enhance my physical stats then beat people over the head. As a military man, I go for simple and practical.”
It was unexpected to find out that those that were finding the competition easiest were melee fighters. Sai couldn’t be considered a typical melee fighter because he buffed himself in a similar way that I did with my Light Magic, but from my experience with the humans of Sanctuary, melee fighters had a disadvantage compared to magic users of the same level. They also tended to level slower. I imagined that that might change as they reached the 10,000 stat buffs and higher levels, but in Hallow it seemed the opposite. Especially after hearing Shamash say he’d have me forfeit my match if I ever had to face a beast-feeder like Jale Tir who had a greater focus on physical stats because of their diet and its effects on their advancement.
Just as I was letting my mind wander, my eyes settled upon an unexpected spectator. Jale Tir was actually across from us watching the tournament?
She sat among a group of twenty beast-feeder powerhouses. There was only one young man a few seats away that was lower than her level 13,000. The rest I checked quickly and saw the lowest was 40,000 while half of them had magically hidden their levels. All of them wore beast furs or scales as protective clothing. Much of their garb was fitted like armor, so I assumed their clothing acted as such.
Jale wore her blue scaled shawl and a silver scaled vest with matching pants that were both as tight as leather. Even in the well illuminated arena, her eyes seemed to have a violet glow of their own.
After a few moments under my gaze, she glanced up and looked right at me. It was almost like she could feel me observing her.
She didn’t bow her head, even in a superior greeting. Instead she once again gave me her challenging stare.
I hoped that in some way I could earn the beast-feeders’ protection, so if anyone were going to swallow their pride, it would be me. Not that I cared about such things.
I nodded my head as if greeting a superior.
She watched me for another moment, then turned away without so much as a blink.
“Are you thinking about joining up with them?” Sai said, suddenly earnest.
“I’m not sure,” I replied honestly. “Having their protection so I don’t have to worry about Manu without having to give up becoming Trueblooded would be better.”
“If you did join, they’d probably make you leave the competition. Beast-feeders don’t compete in the preliminary.”
I turned to him and asked seriously, “Do you know why they don’t fight?”
“It’s not that they don’t compete ever, just not in the preliminary or in normal events, so it’s been years since a beast-feeder fought in Hallow. I think they believe it’s beneath them. And it’s hard to deny that it probably is. There’s been no announcements made, but Jale Tir may compete in the Festival of Parmida.”
“She doesn’t need to qualify?”
“No. The bigger houses can reserve seats. It’s not just political. The most powerful families have a lot more resources than the smaller noble houses, so their youth always progress much faster. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that in comparison to the larger families, the smaller ones are considered little better than commoners. The different preliminary events are really just held so that the youth from the larger houses have some decent competition and it’s not too lopsided. If Manu Shah were to just place in the top 10 of the Festival of Parmida it would be a big deal for his small house.”
 I heard Shamash’s voice in my head responding to Sai’s assessment. “What he says is true. That is why leaving after the preliminaries is necessary. But, if you were to somehow earn the beast-feeders’ backing, only then would it be safe to continue. Although even then there are some old monsters that will be able to tell that your Vampire Form is just another Blue Magic disguise. If you want to pursue this possibility, there’s one thing that might improve your chances of hiding from them. Using your Ultimate Form where you blend multiple forms at all times may confuse things enough. It’s still a gamble. The more forms you utilize at one time the better it will work. Do you plan on going down this path?”
I looked over at Jale Tir one more time with a sigh. How exactly was I going to pull this off? “Yes. I do.”
“Then tonight we will work on your Ultimate Form and continue your Dark Magic enhancement training.”
A few minutes later, Sai stood up and stretched.
“Heading out?” I said.
“Yes,” he replied. “I have a fight in half an hour in one of the outer arenas.” 
Hearing that, I immediately stood.
“You’re going to watch?”
“What can I say? I have a thing for watching people get bashed over the head.”
“Then I’ll try my best to not disappoint.”
“Shouldn’t be hard. If you lose you could always request them smack you upside the head if they haven’t already.”
“When did you get so funny?”
I was actually hesitant to leave with the Tir family present, but Sai was the closest thing I had to a friend and I also wanted to see how well Dark Magic buffs worked compared to Light Magic ones. It should prove interesting.
 



Chapter 17 – Melee Thunder
The mana filled Sai’s limbs and torso with an increasing density as he buffed himself with Dark Magic. I watched his stats at the same time, but only saw his Intelligence and Wisdom increase. He was obviously buffing his muscular and skeletal systems, so why were his physical stats unaffected?
A sleeveless breastplate of dark steel with red lightning like veins was his only defense. His lower half was just covered in tough fabric that stopped above the knee. Even without his magic enhancing his arms and legs as my Light Magic would, his physique was lean and chiseled.
I watched as his Intelligence and Wisdom jumped up 25% and his 5,000,000 MP gained another 1,255,000.
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He had already brought all of his physical stats past 10,000 and his Dexterity put him on a level where he could compete with anyone at our level with speed. He was one of the rare people that had the 10,000 stat bonus in every stat. No wonder he was doing so well in the competition
I could feel more than see with the naked eye the aura that his buffs gave him. I imagined that snakes of purple electricity were crawling all over the surface of his skin, but there was nothing visible. Through Mana Sight, I knew better. It was impossible for his body to hide his swelling power from me.
In his right hand, Sai held a long sabre that was twice as thick as a katana but had a similar degree of bend to its polished steel blade. He had it leaning against his shoulder as he waited for the match to start. I couldn’t tell what material it was made out of, but it resembled normal steel in almost every way.
His opponent was level 16,000 and a typical Intelligence-focused caster. He didn’t seem impressed with Sai, but, since they were both fighting in the outer arenas, they hadn’t done enough to earn a spot in the more prestigious middle arenas. It made me wonder how much the fight placement had to do with one’s record and politics. Sai had fewer total fights than I did, but as far as I could tell, he had finished all of his opponents quickly.
The announcer called for the fight to begin.
His opponent didn’t hold back from the very beginning. Throwing both hands out in front of him, a massive beam of Dark Magic lightning pierced the air. It would only take a moment to reach him, but Sai stood unmoving.
The attack seemed to hit him head on, but the image of Sai dissipated into nothing. He’d moved so fast that only his afterimage had taken the hit.
Focusing Mana Sight to its max, my eyes caught up with him where he had already halved the distance between him and his opponent. He sprinted forward, rounding his approach so that he’d attack from the flank.
The caster’s own spell took up most of his view, so he didn’t realize Sai had dodged until his attack had faded. He spun to face Sai’s assault. His eyes went wide, and he tossed out a quick bolt of Dark Lightning on reflex.
Sai didn’t wait to completely close the distance. From thirty feet away, he’d already slashed out his sword. Like the heat of a glowing coal, the electric energy of his saber-beam could be felt in the stands. It was like a purple blade of highly compressed Dark Magic that cleaved his opponent’s spell down the middle. There wasn’t a moment of delay between his first strike and a series of follow-up slashes. Countless saber-beams chopped up the space between them.
Tomorrow I’d be facing off with the first person from Shamash’s list, Gansuk the orc. When I’d first watched him, he’d also used condensed beams of mana to launch attacks from a distance at his opponents from his axe. It wasn’t yet clear to me, but there was something different between Gansuk’s axe-beams and Sai’s saber-beams. I just couldn’t place it. At first, I’d thought it was just the difference in their School of Magic, but it might have actually come from their choice of weapons.
Sai’s first saber-beam was fully blocked by the caster’s reflexive lightning, but it wouldn’t be enough to block the coming onslaught.
Using the little time he had to thicken his internal mana to the surface of his body to help defend against the blow, the caster hoped to reinforce the armor beneath his outer robe. In a desperate attempt to slow the additional beams, more Dark Magic bolts were cast, but they didn’t help. 
The first beam that broke through his outer defense cut through his aura like it wasn’t even there and whipped into his body. The caster seemed to block most of it, but then the wave of beams fell like the first drops of rain in a torrential downpour. As the caster flew back, his body tensed up as if being electrocuted. He landed on his back over ten feet away.
Even then, the assault wasn’t enough to end the fight. The caster jumped to his feet a few moments later, but Sai’s saber was already waiting an inch from his nose. The caster admitted defeat.
Sai was returning to his seat. His ability to channel mana reminded me of the Goblin Elder who had an ability to enhance his body with mana. It was certainly not a perfect comparison, but it was closer to the way his buffs worked than the way my Light Magic ones did. Why his magic buffed his mental faculties and not his physical ones didn’t make sense either. I needed to watch him more to see if his buffs enhanced his speed and strength even without increasing his physical stats. From what I could tell, his speed should have come from his 20,000 Dexterity, and the Dark Magic Buffs to his physical body were more of a unique way of manipulating mana to enhance his physical attacks. It was almost like he was using his body as a conduit to guide his magic.
Sitting down next to me, I saw a grin stretched across his face. He was more than satisfied with his performance.
“You need to extend your fights,” I said, acting annoyed.
He sneered. “Oh yeah? Not entertaining enough?”
“How else am I going to figure you out?”
“Don’t worry, when it comes time for us to fight, I won’t hurt you.”
It was my turn to snicker. “I’m not worried. You haven’t faced any casters that can take your attacks while running circles around you yet.”
“So you’re going to beat me with speed, strength, and your magic? Is this what fear sounds like?”
Shaking my head, I asked seriously, “How do you think you’re going to do against the better casters?”
“I’m not really sure. Manu isn’t fighting until tomorrow and there’s only a few others that could be considered good.”
He’d noticed the same ones Shamash had brought to my attention. Parth Gul was a wealthy merchant’s son, a Blue Mage, and an experienced duelist. He wouldn’t fall to something as simple as superior speed. The dwarf Lusa Egotak had her magic tree and poison that would also be difficult to manage. There was also the dark elf Eshana Dara. She had dual Schools of Magic and impressive speed. She also had vast experience in the arena.
I needed to focus on fighting melee opponents since I’d have to face Gansuk and his battle axe tomorrow. From what I knew so far, Gansuk had similar abilities to Sai, although he focused more on strength instead of speed, so his attacks would be fast, but also more powerful than Sai’s. My vampire friend’s advantage was that he could launch more and quicker attacks with his saber…
We were leaving the arena to head to the next fight when a young woman in a dress of black with a green apron stood in our path with her arms crossed. Her black bangs were cut straight, and her short hair hugged her round face. Her features were small and cute except for the scowl she wore to greet us—or Sai?
“Sai Darvish,” she growled. “Have you lost yet?”
“Arzu,” he said with a mocking grin. “Oh, how I’ve missed you. Meet my fellow competitor, Zerin.”
She immediately had a change of demeanor. It was disarming. Though she didn’t outright smile, her eyes carried a lot of emotion. If I weren’t here to see her initial greeting, I would have thought she was actually excited to meet me. She nodded her head deeply, as if meeting a superior, except her eyes never left me. “The honor is mine.” 
The next moment, she was standing between us and taking my arm. “I’m Arzu of the Glory Bled Brewery. We’re a first generation brewery founded here in Hallow.”
Sai had given up and was already heading to the next fight we’d agreed to watch. She was following him without so much as looking while leading me along. She spoke as if what she was telling me was the most amazing thing in the entire world. I admit to being seized by her charm, but I could already tell what was coming next.
She hadn’t stopped talking. “Our human stock comes from the royal capital and doesn’t receive their first bleeding until after reaching level 1,000, so our standard is the same as luxury breweries. Once my fiancé is done trying to relive his glory days in the military, please come by for a tasting. We incorporate Golden Pip into our wine which is a local wild berry that gives it a flavor unique to us.”
Human stock… It had been my intention in befriending Sai to explore the world of vampire ethics, and now I’d found out he was directly connected to a brewery that used human blood as a main ingredient. Should I have been surprised?
Sai looked back, rolling his eyes. “He’s a beast-feeder.”
Arzu was stunned for a moment, then looked up at me as if for the first time. With a sigh, she gave me a slight frown. “I see. I’m afraid we are a few decades from extending our line to meet the appetites of niche markets.”
She was completely shameless.
Patting my arm as if pitying me, she let go a moment later then sped up to walk with Sai. “When you’re finished with this nonsense, your mother expects you to make a decision—and so do I.” She stormed off before he could respond.
Stopping long enough for me to catch up, he didn’t say anything as we made it to the entrance of the middle arena. We took a flight of gloomy stairs up to the arena’s stands where we followed the crowd and found our seats low on one side.
It was only then that he spoke. “Sorry that you had to deal with that.”
“You have a fiancée, huh?” I replied, unsure how to broach the topic of treating humans as cattle.
“Only according to her and my parents. I may have also winked at her once.”
“I’m starting to see a pattern here.”
“Yeah, I have a problem.” He laughed but it was bittersweet. “That, among other reasons, is why I’m trying to find a way out of here.”
“There’s another girl?”
He shook his head. “No, but sort of. At first, I was on board with the brewery idea. Arzu and I both grew up poor and we’ve known each other since we were kids. You can guess the rest. It’s not easy to change your status, but if you can create a product that enough people like, money will follow. Our parents did most of the groundwork. Arzu and I are supposed to get married and take over. But…
“Years ago, before I did my two years of service, there was a girl. She was so delicate that she was borderline frail. She also happened to be part of our human stock. One of my responsibilities at the time was to raise the young offspring to prepare them for their first bleeding. At Glory Bled Brewery we treat them well. Families are usually kept together, and we take a long term approach to keep them healthy. Many are given chores, but to be a bleeder is in many ways a pampered life.”
As he explained how they treat them, it sounded like it was an excuse he had held on to for a long time that also put a bad taste in his mouth.
“That’s not always the case,” he said, staring off while lost in his own memories. “The human girl took a little longer to make it to level 1,000 than average, but it was acceptable. She still looked delicate, but with some focus on her Constitution she lost her frail appearance.”
He fell silent before continuing. The direction of his story was relieving some of my concerns about him, so I felt it was appropriate to lighten the mood. “So you winked at her?”
When my comment didn’t stir him from his musing, I knew his story wasn’t going to have a happy ending.
“After her first bleeding, her frailty returned. At first, it seemed nothing was odd, but her recovery time was more than twice that of other bleeders. I took responsibility for trying to help with her recovery. I tried many things, like lessening the amount of blood we’d take, diet, even increasing her Constitution, but nothing sped the process. A few months later, after her twenty-second bleeding, I sat at the side of her bed hoping she’d recover quickly, because if she didn’t I would have to inform her that we were selling her. Most professions for human slaves aren’t gentle. Who knows if she’s still alive?
“At the time, I was too timid to do anything to help her, but after military training, after learning to fight, I’m not the same person. I made the decision back then that I didn’t want anything to do with the brewery. Now, if I do well in the preliminary, I can make another way for myself.”
I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised at his story considering he’d been willing to hang around me even though I was a beast-feeder. There was one thing that still didn’t make much sense though. “Don’t you still drink human blood?” I said.
He shrugged. “Sometimes. It’s impossible to be a beast-feeder in the military because all they give you is the cheapest human blood available. I’ve tried going without once I was out, and some of the time I succeed. I’m not very disciplined, and it’s just like my problem with winking. I still crave the taste.”
I felt Shamash’s gaze on me even though he was still in his vampire form. I ignored him but knew that he feared everything Sai was telling me would make it even harder for me to return to our original plan. He wasn’t wrong. As much as I should perhaps hate Sai for still indulging in his bloodthirsty nature, the fact that he had a conscience, and wanted to change himself, made a huge difference. There was still the issue that he might try to kill me if he knew I was a human impersonating a vampire, but we would deal with that if it ever came up.
“How do you do it?” Sai suddenly asked.
I was at a loss for what to say. After thinking about it for a moment, I decided to be honest—in a roundabout way. “I don’t drink blood.”
“Any blood?” He leaned to the side of his seat to look at me from a different angle.
“None. I only drain beast blood magically so as to starve my every temptation for any kind of blood at all.”
“You’re a madman.”
“I won’t deny it. Have you considered trying to join the Tir family? They’d probably be able to help you with your cravings.”
 “Yeah, by beating it out of me. They are even crazier than you are. Have you seen how they dress in animal skins? They’re savages.”
“So you don’t like human exploitation and are using violence to earn your way to a better life? What’s the difference between you and them again? The way you dress?”
“Yes. And have you seen how serious they are all the time? It’s exhausting.”
I didn’t say anything but gave him a look.
He looked away. “I’ll think about it. Besides, I’m sure they have some drinks that a man could look forward to after a long day of work.”
“And lots of girls to wink at.”
As he laughed in response, it seemed he was finally back to his usual jovial self.
What I’d learned about Sai was a relief, but my attention fell back to the real problem at hand. If I wasn’t going to return—couldn’t return—to the mass slaughter of vampire guard posts, then winning here was my best option to finish my true mission. Tomorrow, I’d face the first opponent Shamash had warned me about. Even though I’d grown, this orc tank could present as much of a problem as Waldemar the minotaur, if not more. The minotaur captain had been given honor through service to Mistress Nava, but he was also at a lower level than the talent I faced now. And this time, I’d be completely alone.
 



Chapter 18 – Orc Respect
My merging of Dark and Blue Magic was coming along as well as could be expected. After the last fight I watched with Sai, I returned to my apartment to focus on such training. My Vampire Form’s level was advancing steadily, but it wasn’t the only thing. Creating Mana Orbs had become such an easy process for me that I would quickly lose track of how many I created and even which alignments I used in the process. Working within my mana restrictions was the only thing that pulled at my focus.
“If I win the preliminary, how many orbs will I need to make to purchase enough to reach Trueblood?” I asked Shamash who stood watching me in his lich form on the other side of the room. I felt his gaze fall on me where I sat in front of the blood fountain.
“Since Trueblood is impossible to buy outside of winning in the arena, unless you kill a Trueblooded vampire, you’ll have to rely on Half-blood,” he replied. “That’s a problem. At first, it will greatly enhance your bloodline, but the more you Drain, the less it will help. If you Drain it before Draining the Trueblood, then it will have the best results. Even then, you will probably only get 80% or 90% of the way there. Getting the last 10% to 20% will take hundreds if not thousands of bodies of Half-blood. Without a body of Trueblood, it would probably take a week of mass-producing orbs to afford enough. Could you afford it? Yes, but carrying that much blood, or the thousands of orbs it would take to buy it…
“Also, the richer your bloodline is, the more of a target you will become. All someone would have to do is kill and drain you. Once we are outside of Hallow, you can transform to a different form. Even coming back here to our room to Drain it to reach Trueblood, then transforming to something else before leaving won’t be safe. Everyone knows you’re a Blue Mage, so if they are watching you to look for an opportunity to attack, then they will suspect you might leave in a different form. They can keep an eye out for your aura, which is difficult to change even if you were to switch to a form of a different alignment. The amount of mana you possess would still be the same.”
Of course, he explained a few things I could do to improve my chances of leaving safely. None of it was new. I counted the orbs I had stockpiled and was only halfway there. There was still plenty of time to make the rest. I made almost Dark Orbs exclusively. Doing so helped me advance my Dark Magic, but it was also the Alignment that most everyone in Hallow could absorb. That was why it was so easy to use them as currency.  
The more I played around with enhancing my First School of Magic with Blue, the more I wanted to unlock Fire Magic as my second school. Outside of Light Magic, it was the main school of magic I used, but, since it was only Blue Magic based, with Fire Magic unlocked, I’d be able to blend the two and take it to a whole new level.
There was also the possibility of fusing my Dark and Fire Magics once I got the enhancement process down to a science. Fusing Magics, as I’d seen a vampire mage do a few days before, was truly advanced mana manipulation. It could take the advantages of two schools of magic and merge them. Shamash had answered my questions regarding the possibility but made clear that the enhancing of my magic with Blue was far more profitable in the short term. Knowing that I’d really only tapped into what was possible was both stimulating and humbling. I’d really only just begun dabbling in the massive world of magic.
Fusing two different Schools of Magic had its limitations. The most obvious example was the opposite Alignment reaction of Light and Dark Magic. Trying to fuse the two had explosive results. But trying to fuse magics with similar properties, like Dark and Fire, had a much more suitable outcome. The more dissimilar two magics were, the harder it was to blend them. Trying to put a gentle magic like Light together with Fire or Lightning was extremely complex and lacked benefits. If the goal was to speed up Light Magic’s propelling force, then fusing it with a Neutral Magic like Alpha Bolt to increase its force would give you the desired results without the same difficulty. Neutral Magic also blended well with most magics and didn’t have many of the Alignment-specific nuances.
I’d actually fused the two aspects of Light together when killing the Metal Dragon in a similar fashion. When I cast Laser behind my Life Magic in the same beam-like attack, the faster magic had simply pushed my Life Magic to force it to speed up.
There was so much to work on—so much to learn… It was too much to learn all at once. My coming fight would also be against a powerful melee fighter. He would probably be the best I’d faced. The sure method to victory seemed to be by transforming and making use of my ability to inflate my stats, but there was also an opportunity here. I’d already furthered my experience facing casters and using my magic to defend as well as attack, but could I use my casting ability to defeat a true melee expert?
The real challenge wasn’t just defeating him with overwhelming force thanks to my deep mana pool. Before coming to the Vampire Realm, Shamash had demanded that I use everything to force my way in, but his reason was because I was simply too inexperienced to survive any other way. Now was my chance to face a challenger that could push my casting skill to its limits. This was why the lich had brought me here. I needed to learn what it took to defeat powerful opponents with as little mana as possible. Tomorrow would be my first test to see how far I’d come.
 
***
 
In my mind, an arena half filled with orcs should stink. When I arrived, there was a festive air filled with chatter that I hadn’t experienced with my other fights. I entered across from the section the orcs were seated in and was bombarded with the oranges and yellows mixed with the countless shades of leather that made up their garb. Despite their tusks and clamorous behavior, I couldn’t help but be attracted to what I saw and felt. Unlike the inexpressive vampires, they were here enjoying the event. It was probably why I was also drawn to Sai. Befriending the average vampire was like befriending a stone wall with a constant grimace.
There were still many rounds of the tournament to go, but many of my competitors were here to watch us. Manu Shah had showed up with Parth Gul. I was confident Manu had dual motivations in coming to see me. He hoped I’d lose so that he could hold it over me and graciously accept me into his employ. But if I did happen to win, he needed to be here to see it as well. I just hoped he was ready to give me a body of Trueblood so that I could down it, make my purchases, then skip town before the tournament was even over. That would make life easier.
The dark elf Eshana Dara was here with her entourage. It was the first time I’d seen her in days. She met my eyes as I stood there scanning the audience. I gave her the same smile as I’d given her the last time I’d seen her after quickly defeating my opponent. This time she met me with a smirk of her own.
Lusa Egotak, the dwarf with the Nature Magic, was also in the stands, and close by was Jale Tir. I wasn’t sure what my chances were of the beast-feeders giving me their support, let alone the time of day, but they seemed like the best option at the moment. It was at least worth pursuing. If I had a strong backer, staying alive wouldn’t be an issue.
When Gansuk saw that I had arrived, he stood from his seat wearing a shirt of thick tanned leather. His thighs were so bulging with muscle that his leather faulds stuck out to the side like wings at his hips. The orcs around him stopped their chatter immediately. Their response placed the attention of everyone in the arena on the two of us.
He buffeted his own chest with his fist which resulted in a resounding thump, before bowing his head. He showed me a strange mix of intimidation and respect.
I bowed appropriately in response, then followed his lead and headed down toward the arena floor without the beckoning of the announcer.
All of this ceremony seemed overly serious, but since no one else seemed to be feeling the awkwardness of it all, I had no choice but to play along.
He descended the flight of stairs across from me. When I set foot on the arena floor, I faced him again, but he kept going, heading to his starting point.
I felt in that moment like I was in a play and each step I took was already prescribed for me by someone else. In the world I’d come from, offending someone wasn’t usually punishable by death, but here the powerful made the rules. Power was the rule. Even though the orcs were different in many ways from the vampires, they too lived by the same principle. It was much like the magic chains Lilith had cast upon me. Everyone wore such chains and the moment you pulled at them from the wrong direction, you’d be yanked back and put into your proper place—if you even survived.
It had been a few seconds since I’d reached the arena floor and I hadn’t moved. It had gained me the eyes of many. I looked up, pondering my new reality through the faces of the monsters that stared down at me. Whether out of some subconscious need, or chance, I found myself looking up at Jale Tir. I felt the tension that spawned from the opinions of others, but such pressure meant little to me. I bowed my head deeply, like one does to a person of great importance, and saw as I lifted my head that for the first time Jale wasn’t looking at me with a glare. I wouldn’t call it a happy face, but I’d consider it progress.
Arriving at my side of the arena, I turned to face Gansuk. He held his double bladed battle axe two handed, with a grip close to his chest. He was relaxed, but focused.
I used Creature Observation.
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Unlike Sai, he was not a melee fighter buffed by his own magic. He was a true melee specialist. Besides wanting to test myself against him, I also had interest in seeing how he’d managed to get this far without any magic to speak of. This would be similar to facing off against old man goblin. 
Like the firing of a gun, the announcer declared that the match had begun.
Even though his Dexterity was inferior to mine, his Strength was far superior. With a single swing of his axe, he flung a beam of ethereal power toward me at ridiculous speed.
I launched myself up into the air before my Crimson Incubus Form had even taken shape. His beam was too fast to evade otherwise. My wings caught me as I was forced to move again or meet his second slash head on. I darted to the side and arrived at a safe distance.
His third beam had already cleared half the arena. Alpha shot out to meet it head on, as I shifted out of the way of the attack. It split my force-heavy attack down the middle like it wasn’t even there.
Gansuk was done feeling me out. A dozen axe-beams flew toward me at what seemed like the same instant. Mana Sight was at full power, so his attacks were still manageable. I probed one beam with Ice Shard and another with Boulder Throw to see how his beams handled differences in material density. I quickly discovered it didn’t seem to matter.
Adding more mana to each spell might make a difference, but I was probing for any obvious weaknesses. I knew there wouldn’t be any that would make this fight easy. I’d still do my due diligence to make sure.
Dark Lightning struck at his attacks followed by a couple of fireballs. After seeing how so many different schools of magic reacted to his axe beams, a few things became clear. Just as with the goblin elder and Sanctuary’s melee only specialist, his beams were made up of compressed neutral mana. There did seem to be a little more to it than that. Just as Dark Orbs had a mix of Darkness and Corruption, Gansuk’s attacks also had a tinge of Dark Mana with Neutral.
As the seconds went by, his attacks became more fearsome and the number that I had to dodge increased. The most frightening thing was that he was only getting started.
Casting my Rog Form on top of Incubus, my Body of Smoke only took hold on my outermost layer of skin. It wouldn’t take away from my Impenetrable Skin ability. Hardening my Body of Smoke wouldn’t only add to my defense, but also would give me full control over the Smog that was seeping out of my feet like a pillar of smoke, drilling toward the ground. With explosive force, it spread out across the arena floor, filling the entire area in seconds. 
Gansuk, despite his continued attacks, was plunged into the toxic cloud that grew to be twice as tall as he was. I didn’t crystalize the fog but flew up and away. I doubted the toxin would do more than annoy him, but hindering his senses was a real possibility.
I narrowed my eyes as his beams didn’t follow me. His attacks continued though, which still displaced enough smog for him to find me a moment later. When he struck again, I simply moved out of the way of his beam’s new path to where he couldn’t see me. I also made sure to continue adding Smog to the area to continue filling in the place he’d moved from.
There was a sudden pressure that I felt from across the arena as his aura jumped from his body like raging steam. It pushed all the Smog away from him in a six-foot radius, giving him a clear view of where I was flying. I dipped low to dodge his attacks, but also to stay out of view. My Smog was high enough that his aura could only clear a small space above him.
His attacks continued, and he finally left his starting position and started burrowing forward through the smog. I was hoping to see what other abilities he possessed, but he seemed insistent on sticking with his axe-beams and aura.
I gathered Dark Mana in one hand and Fire in the other. He came quickly, but at a controlled pace. He seemed to suspect that I was up to something.
With the injection of my will into my Smog, the great cloud that covered the arena floor solidified into grey stone.
I didn’t need to have a visual to know exactly what was going on with my opponent. I could feel every movement he made through my Smog, and the constant pressure of his aura. Mana Sight also gave me a clear picture of where and how he stood even behind the mana-rich cloud. Like lobbing a ball, my channeled fireball flew toward the opening in the cloud covered floor.
The orc had stopped before running headfirst into my Crystalized Fog. He noticed the change right away, heaving his axe to force his way through. It was enough of a distraction that he didn’t sense my fireball coming his way. By the time it arrived, all he could do was react.
Shifting his stance, he swung up to meet my attack. His axe met it before it could gain much momentum, but it was enough to set the fireball off. It blasted his axe away and bit into the side of his head and shoulder.
Why was I not surprised when there was no visible damage done?
Dark Lightning immediately followed my fireball, in hope of catching him stunned. Neither of my attacks were overly powerful, but there was still enough mana channeled that I hoped to cause him some damage.
He turned into a blur as he struck again to batter my second attack away. He may have not been quick on his feet, but his attack speed was absurd.
In the next moment, he leaped, landing on top of the Crystalized Fog. He was swinging his axe an incredible rate without releasing any beams.
I could feel the compressed mana at the edge of his axe growing in power as he landed atop my fog. He’d already swung out countless times before he’d even touched down. With his feet firm on the solidified fog, he swung out one more time with all his strength then spun.
Before he could launch the growing axe beam, I commanded my Smog back to its gaseous state. If losing his footing weakened his attack, it was impossible to tell. As his axe finished its revolution around his body, its beam was flung at me with the force and energy of a solar flare.
All that I could do was react. Thankfully, I was already gathering mana into my palms. Throwing them out, I pushed out a large surge of mana, while angling my body away from the beam.
It cleaved through my mana burst and into my right palm. There was enough force to slow the attack, but not before it had cut off the top of my hand and four fingers. In a moment’s panic, I inventoried the severed part of my hand as it fell so as to not have any chance of my identity being discovered. 
In every other fight I’d watched, his attack would have ended it. My response to the pain was too fast for the announcer to say anything. I’d used very little mana so far during our exchange, but reserving mana was the furthest thing from my mind in that moment.
Just as if Xaphan the Primordial Cat had appeared before me and was ready to pounce, over twenty bone appendages erupted from my back and rushed forth like a colony of pythons. They plunged into the cloud of smog and thrust into Gansuk even as he fended them off.
His axe was fast enough to sever half of them, but there were too many coming all at once from numerous directions for him to completely block them. Even as they tried to pierce his flesh, his skin’s toughness was nearly at the level of my Impenetrable Skin so they didn’t get far. The moment they realized they couldn’t puncture his flesh, they snaked around and tied him up.
He chopped into more of them, but each appendage he severed just continued growing. He was soon entangled in all twenty-something skeletal serpents. His strength was too overwhelming for me to strangle him in any way. With great jerking movements he tried to get free. His free hand was pulling them apart while his axe was trying to keep his legs from being pulled together.
I still had enough clarity of mind to not flood him with Light Mana, so instead, I began to leech him of the little he had.
Even though he didn’t have the mana pool that a caster would, that just meant that draining him dry was that much faster. It only took seconds.
Just as Waldemar had lost himself and turned into a raging bull, I expected Gansuk to have the same kind of problem.
He began to tremble the moment his mana pool emptied, but instead of passing out or losing himself his muscles bulged. With both hands gripping his axe, he started slashing out in all directions. My appendages were all severed in seconds, and what was wrapped around him crumbled like rotten ropes.
My Smog had been mostly driven from the area, and I didn’t bother bringing it back. If the announcer were going to call the fight before, he’d now changed his mind. Not only had I countered despite having my hand sliced in two, my hand had already been completely restored.
Now that he was freed from my appendages, he stood facing me with his axe cocked back over his shoulder. I was hovering just over his head, no more than ten feet away. I’d definitely underestimated his abilities even though they were so simple and seemed to limit him. The worst part was that I wasn’t confident in facing him as I normally would. Even with my Light Magic Buffs at their max, my Strength simply couldn’t match his.
I could give in and try to overwhelm him with a massive amount of mana, but that would be giving up. Sure, I might win, but then what had I learned? I also couldn’t underestimate his defense. I’d yet to cause much damage.
During the lull in our fight, he gave me a nod of respect. I couldn’t help but return the gesture.
I’d now faced off with his axe-beams enough to figure out why they were so effective. The first reason was obvious. The force they possessed from their neutral mana state and being thrown from the edge of his axe was almost impossible to duplicate with normal casting. It also compressed the energy in his attack beyond what was typically possible. That was why the density of magic didn’t seem to matter against him. His were simply overwhelmingly superior in these aspects.
What I needed wasn’t massive amounts of mana to combat him, but something that was either forceful or compressed enough, on the same level. A good Earth Mage would have an easy time with the density part. My Earth Magic was far from sufficient. Even if I managed to summon something that was suitable, I’d have to channel so much mana that it wouldn’t be worth it. However, I was already familiar with compressing Fire Mana to create my Impenetrable Skin. I literally felt his beam lose steam as it severed my hand, so that was a start. The obvious problem was that my compressed Fire Mana hadn’t completely stopped his attack either. Against his normal attacks, it would probably hold out better, but there was something else that might work even better.
He shifted his stance as a way of warning that he was about to begin again. I doubted he’d give me enough time to put any distance between us after all he’d gone through to bridge the gap. I couldn’t blame him.
Flamethrower gushed out of my left hand as he swung his axe. It was more to blind than injure him. 
Even with his unapproachable Strength, I still had superior Dexterity. I darted to the side as his attack flew wide. Like a pouring faucet, I kept Flamethrower cast at its lowest mana cost to shower him in flames. It wasn’t powerful enough to hurt him, but it did its job well.
I continued to fly circles around him while dodging his attacks. My entire right arm had transformed back to its Vampire state. Instead of compressing Fire Mana, I chose Dark Mana since it naturally possessed slightly more force. In my palm, I began a process that had become second nature to me over the last couple of weeks. It took but a split second for a small spiral of Dark Mana to condense into a disk the size of a dime. I didn’t create a Dark Orb, but I did use the beginning of the process to greatly condense Dark Mana into something that should be able to compete with the density of his axe-beams.
It wasn’t just one that I created, but dozens which turned into hundreds as I kept dodging the orc’s attacks and creating the disks at a rapid pace. It was only when Gansuk slowed that I shot one out to meet his ranged attack. His beam contained much more energy, and superior force, but as my compressed disk of mana collided with the middle of his beam, it distorted before splitting in two.
As he realized what had happened, he increased his attack speed and once again held back his beam as each swing compressed more and more energy. Once again, he spun just before letting it loose. By the time he did I had over a thousand Dark Magic Disks that looked like a small cloud of dust collected over my head. Before he released his attack, every disk I had created fell toward him like a hungry corrosive rain.
The first tiny disks were there to meet his attack before it had even left his axe. Only a couple of them impacted his repressed beam. The other frontrunners pelted his arms, neck, and chest.
His beam left his axe like a rocket being launched. Only this time, the atmosphere was filled with dense debris. Instead of a single beam, it was immediately fragmented. Only a small fragment flew in my direction. The rest sped off every which way.
A Dark Mana reinforced skeletal shield met what was left of it, allowing me to easily fend it off. Seeing as I’d underestimated the force behind my attack, instead of creating more Dark Mana Disks, I began making a giant one. My attack had driven him back a step, and even punctured a few weaker places like the skin of his throat. It wasn’t deep, but it was now clear he certainly wasn’t invincible.
The larger the Dark Magic Disk became, the harder it was for me to keep it under control. It seemed that compressing it only magnified the force it contained. By the time my disk was the size of a Frisbee, I could hardly keep it together.
Gansuk recovered quickly and swung out again with his axe. I released my Dark Magic Disk which was facing a head on collision with his beam.
The two clashed a few feet from his outwardly extended axe. With almost no resistance, my disk split his beam in two and didn’t slow.
Seeing that it wasn’t impeded, I tried to divert it off course at the last moment, but it sliced right into the meat of his shoulder and shredded a deep gouge across his back.
The moment he dropped to his knees, I fell from the air and hurried over to him. He vomited a great puddle of blood, but, before I could heal him, an orc appeared kneeling at his side. I stopped where I stood, fearful what the swarm of vampires watching would think of my response. There had been little compassion between competitors in the arena, and even less of it shown between races.
I continued watching as Gansuk’s shoulder and back closed up, but I held back the emotion from my face. My second thought was to quickly glance around the stands to see how people were responding to my actions but showing self-doubt might have been the very thing that gave away my human concern.
The orc elder came to his feet just before Gansuk. Putting his battle axe away, the melee specialist faced me before leaving the arena. With a fist, he pounded his chest. He left me standing there and only his elder was left looking at me.
Meeting my eyes, he seemed to bow without actually bowing, then left as well.
The announcer had already called the fight in my favor, and only then did I hear the applause of the crowd. Unlike my other fights, there seemed to be genuine cheering from the stands. It may have been because there were a larger than normal amount of non-vampire races spectating, but it also wasn’t a one-sided fight.
Back in my vampire form, I even saw Manu Shah and Parth Gul standing on their feet. Since there was a chance he’d give me a better offer, I gave him the customary bow of the head. He seemed pleased at the gesture. Only when I saw that Jale Tir and the beast-feeders were also on their feet applauding did I also bow to her. Seeing that Jale wasn’t glaring at me, I was starting to get used to her not wanting to tear my head off at first glance.
Eshana Dara was already smirking when I looked her way. It was like I’d beat her at her own game after my last match so this time she was ready. I couldn’t help but openly chuckle.
Taking my seat next to Shamash, we didn’t greet each other, but I immediately heard his voice in my head. “That was a good use of Core Creation to add density to your attacks. Let’s hope no one makes the connection between the two or they might guess rightly that you have access to unlimited orbs.”
Since I was already sitting with a too perfect posture, it wasn’t obvious that I’d suddenly frozen—probably. No one had heard what he’d said anyways. Only Sai, who was offering his congratulations and was sitting next to me, noticed.
I composed myself before responding to the lich. “Was it obvious?”
“No. You probably have nothing to worry about. Even if someone has suspicions, they will have trouble believing a junior has the ability to create cores. Condensing mana the way you did might instead be considered the beginning stages of someone trying to learn. It isn’t uncommon for higher level monsters to use the very same process in combat.”
“That’s a relief.”
“It’s not all you have to worry about. Bowing to the vampire nobility was a good idea but bowing to the beast-feeders in identical fashion immediately afterward was like slapping the Shahs in the face. Manu took his seat as soon as he saw it.”
I glanced over and saw Manu in conversation with Parth like nothing had happened. Of course he wouldn’t make it obvious for me. What was I thinking? “I messed up,” I admitted. “Is it going to be a problem?”
“You can forget about getting a better proposition from him, but it’s unlikely he’ll try to have you killed.”
“Killed? He’d go that far because I bowed to someone else? I also bowed to her before the match. Did that not also offend him then?”
“No. It was when and how you did it that matters. We’ll soon see. It will depend on how conceited he is.”
“I didn’t know.”
“That is why I recommended that you control your reactions at all times. There are too many nuances to vampire etiquette to teach them to you verbally. Normally, learning by making mistakes is the best method, but understanding is only given to vampire children. If you were of a foreign race, you would also be given a certain amount of leniency. There is no way that Manu will believe that what you did wasn’t intentional. On the positive side, Jale Tir also saw what you did, and it may work in your favor.”
So my desire to not keep all my eggs in one basket ended up crushing all but one of my options…
 



Chapter 19 – Vampire Princess
“Do you think I did enough to get her attention?” I said aloud so that I could get Sai’s opinion on the matter as well as the lich’s.
Sai turned and watched me.
“What do you think?” I asked again.
He suddenly smirked. “Okay. This is what you need to do. Fly over there in front of everyone, stop before Jale, then give her a big, exaggerated wink. Then when she tries to kill you, ask nicely.” He was laughing before he’d even finished speaking.
“I’ll pass.”
“There’s a lot worse things you could do if you wanted to get killed. Like—”
“Do you see that attendant?” Shamash said, cutting Sai off. “The one in the blue dress.”
She was sitting at the end of the row that Jale was in. I hadn’t noticed her before, but she was much leaner than the other beast-feeders and seemed a bit out of place.
“Approach her when they are about to leave. She’s Jale’s personal maidservant and also manages her public appearances.”
Sai’s messing around had come to an abrupt stop when Shamash spoke. Even though he was an oddity among vampires, he still knew when to render proper respect. He nodded at the lich’s reply. “She’s much older than she appears,” he added. “And don’t let her meek appearance fool you. She can be as vicious as a hellhound protecting its stash of fire orbs.”
“You know her?” I badgered.
His reaction was more strained than I expected. “I may have already tried approaching them with my own ambitions and failed. If it had gone well, I would have already gotten you an invite to meet her, but…”
“Then I’ll prepare for a duel to the death.”
We shared a chuckle, but upon using Creature Observation on the maidservant, I found that she was over level 50,000. She was like the maidservant from a horror movie—a cute little vampire dressed as a schoolgirl with the strength of a mature dragon that liked to bathe in blood. What’s the worst that could happen?
The beast-feeders only stayed for one more match before they began to depart.
I rose to my feet, preparing to intercept them when I found Sai standing at my side patting my shoulder. 
“Do you have any last words before your death?” he said.
“Stop winking at people,” I said with a wink, then flew toward the exit. Seeing him momentarily stunned, I took it as a solid win. 
Making it to the exit on my side of the arena, I quickly flew up with my Incubus wings after I’d left the no-fly zone of the stands. There was the possibility I would lose them in the crowd, but thankfully they weren’t in a hurry. I rose up a hundred feet and saw them by the exit opposite from where I’d been sitting. From there, I darted over and touched down behind where they were walking so as not to directly impose.
Almost immediately, the blue dress wearing maidservant noticed my presence and left the group to walk right at me. When she stopped, blocking my path, there was no longer any question I was the person she was targeting. “Young Master Zerin,” she said with the appropriate bow. “What is your purpose in approaching the Tir family?”
“Greetings,” I replied in kind. I wasn’t too surprised she already knew my name. “As a beast-feeder without any connections, I’m interested in meeting with Princess Jale, or a Tir family representative, about joining your ranks, or at least forming a friendship.”
“Very well. I will pass on this matter. The Tir family will send you correspondence if there is any interest.”
I was about to speak when her next line gave me a jolt. “You are staying at the Javed Hotel, correct?”
“I am.” It seemed they had already looked into me.
“I wish you the best in the preliminary competition.” With that, she was gone. 
The group from the Tir family slowly walked away and faded into the crowd. It was only when someone turned back that I looked up from my musing.
Jale gave me a single studious look before she was gone.
 
***
 
My next couple fights were over before they began. As I realized they were much weaker than my last couple opponents, I started experimenting more with combinations and magic I normally wouldn’t use. I even resurrected some old spells I hadn’t used since my first days in the Underworld. 
Decay was one of the simplest and easiest to learn spells I had. It was also the first spell I’d ever maxed out. It wasn’t particularly useful against powerful opponents and didn’t turn vampires into flesh oozing zombies despite my earnest efforts. It did have its uses though. It could weaken an opponent’s armor significantly if I gave it enough time. Those proficient with armor could dispel it with a burst from their aura if they realized it had attached itself to them. Some armors seemed to be immune to it as well. 
There was another spell that I finally found a use for. It had been too long. Pain worked well as a stun, and I could hold it for an extended period of time. It wasn’t impossible to dispel either though. It could be repelled with a strong aura or decent armor, and even average melee experts could shrug it off even if it took effect. It gave me more reason to work toward mastering it. Though I doubted even the strongest version could bother a true expert, there were a lot more use cases for it than I’d taken advantage of.
Most of my time was made up of power leveling and working on my merging of Dark and Blue Magics. My Vampire Form was steadily leveling up, even if my bloodline was staying the same. Since I was always using the form, it was only a matter of time before I reached the max level. Vampire’s Might and Succubi’s Caress were inching forward as my stock of Mana Orbs grew. My Dark Magic was doing the same, and even my Light Magic climbed at a slow and steady pace. My Light Magic’s advancement at this level depended upon my knowledge of how it worked when compared to other elements and alignments, so it wasn’t fast moving since I couldn’t exactly use it in my fights.
That wasn’t exactly true. Using Light Magic wasn’t completely out of the question. As a Blue Mage, it wasn’t unheard of that I’d have access to Light Magic. The real issue was the potency of my Light Aligned magic. Even in my vampire form, which lessened its strength, it was far superior to any other Blue Mage of my level. There were only a couple people I’d fought that I believed would even have a shot at putting up a fight if I used it. The orc Gansuk stood at the top of that list.
I also watched the fights of my better competition. Besides my fight with Gansuk, there hadn’t been a contest against any of the major players at this point in the competition. 
It was a few days later when we received a knock on the door. Shamash answered it and a hotel employee delivered the message that the Tir family was interested in meeting with me. 
My time with Sai, and Shamash’s insistence on us only speaking in the vampire tongue, had helped me quickly improve my communication. There were times when I still had to think about my word usage, but I’d mastered greetings and common small talk, so I was much more confident.
The place the Tir family was staying at was a stone mansion with a dozen windows on each of its five floors. At first, I thought it was a step down from where I was staying, but when the front door attendant let me in, I could have smacked myself for being so wrong. As could be expected from the beast-feeders, they had different taste than normal vampires. Great beast furs were draped on the walls of the greeting chamber, which stretched two stories high. The ceiling was made of solid pearl, as were the columns that held it up. They were carved with countless images, almost like the columns and ceiling were lined with flawless figurines.
Unlike the beast-feeders I’d seen with Jale, the attendants didn’t wear any furs or animal skins themselves, but the more common garb of Hallow. It made them kind of fade into the background. 
Jale’s maidservant was the one that arrived in the greeting hall a few minutes later to welcome me. She was even less colorful than last time I’d spoken to her, wearing a black gown that seemed more mature than she was. It wasn’t that she looked like a child, but I couldn’t help but think that she was a young teenager trying to dress up to appear older.
“Young Master Zerin,” she said, even smiling as she bowed. “Will there be anyone joining you?”
To uphold the excuse we’d made up for Manu Shah, Shamash didn’t come with me. It wasn’t really about his desire not to join a faction, but, since the Tir’s had obviously done their research, we didn’t want to turn too many heads and have Shamash join with me. If the Shahs learned I’d blatantly lied to them, my public offense of bowing to Manu and Jale would become an even larger problem.
“I’m alone,” I replied.
“Then follow me.”
I was led to an open chamber with fur covered couches surrounding a dark wood coffee table with an open fireplace at the head of the room.
Standing there waiting for me was Jale Tir herself. She had a yellow and black serpent-skin she used as a shawl draped over her shoulders and a matching dress that was black with pale yellow embroidery. It was the first time I saw her dressed in purely feminine attire. Despite that, it was her purple eyes that stood out. That and the fact that they weren’t scowling back at me.
She didn’t seem exactly happy to see me, but the lack of hostility was a start. We shared the customary bows, then she offered me a seat on the couch cattycorner to hers. “Please,” she said.
I remembered well enough to let her take her seat first before taking my seat.
She leaned back with the posture of a relaxed soldier. I continued sitting on the edge of my seat to be on my best behavior.
“I’ve enjoyed watching your fights,” she said without betraying any emotion. “You seemed to struggle a little with the orc. He’s one of the more powerful competitors… in this competition.”
“It pleases me to hear that,” I replied. “I’ve been working on trying to use as little mana as possible to win my fights. He was a fun opponent.”
“So you were holding back? A little arrogance is of value to warriors, but too much can be a hinderance. I am already impressed with you, so there is no reason to embellish. Are you here to gain our Tir family’s support for the resources we can provide to give you a better chance of winning the preliminary?”
I held my emotions in check as well, possibly delaying my response a little too long, but it should be acceptable. “In all honesty, I have held back in every fight—especially against Gansuk. He was a better sharpening stone than all of my other opponents up to this point. My interest is not in resources, but the security the Tir family could provide after I win the preliminaries. Also, I hold to the same beast-feeding principles as the Tir family.”
She chuckled, seeming to loosen up, if only slightly. “We will come back to your personal philosophy. Are you really so sure you will win? You’ve yet to see Parth Gul or Manu Shah really show what they are capable of. I’ll acknowledge that you’ve managed your mana well and could greatly strengthen your magic through channeling, but I have my doubts that will be enough against practiced duelists. How can you be so certain? What are you hiding?”
“I do have a few abilities I haven’t used yet.”
The sides of her mouth curled up into a grin. “Show me. I promise you that your secrets won’t leave this room.”
“I… If I can prove it to you, will you help me?”
“Not necessarily, but if you can’t prove your worth, then we certainly won’t.”
Giving her a nod, I looked around the room, realizing it was too small for what I had in mind. I also found Jale’s maidservant was still standing at the open door and had heard everything I’d said. I gave her an uncomfortable smile, then told them I’d need more room.
“If that’s the case, follow me,” the maidservant replied.
I let Jale leave first, then followed them down the hall and soon found myself in a library. It was four times the size of the last room and only had a few seats for study and one table at the far end. It should work.
While preparing, I couldn’t help but admire the room. The shelves on one side were made of the same dark wood as the coffee table from before and resembled traditional bookshelves. Many of the books were leather-bound, and there was also a large section for rolled up scrolls. Some were even packaged in individually sealed wooden boxes that fit the dimensions of the scrolls perfectly. On the other side were smaller cubbies filled with mana tablets. There were tens of thousands of them. They also had different sizes, but most of them were about the size of a USB Drive.
I faced both ladies once I’d reached the middle of the room and addressed them. “I won’t show you all of the abilities I have yet to use, because not all of them are that powerful or have only situational uses. But so that you can see what I’m capable of, there are two that should help convince you.”
Jale and her maidservant stayed by the entrance, giving me plenty of room to work. I’d considered showing off my Metal Dragon Form, but I wasn’t confident that it was powerful enough to run through the rest of my competition. A little channeling of extra mana to Crimson Incubus Form would be more powerful, but they were already familiar with it.
I purposely waited until Jale’s maidservant asked me to proceed.
Resting my attention on Jale Tir, I saw that much of the outer shell she normally hid behind was starting to wear thin. She seemed genuinely interested in what I could do.
Without ever removing my gaze, I started to change. My mass increased tenfold as the heat of molten lava welled up inside of me. I quickly found myself on all fours. I closed off my charcoal-like flesh from releasing its heat and scorching the room and the people in it. I’d gone from standing twenty feet away from them to looking down on the women from a few feet away. My Primordial Cat Form made me a mass of controlled lava larger than two elephants in bumper to bumper traffic.
Jale’s maidservant had jumped between us as she saw what I’d become.
The Tir princess herself hadn’t moved. She was beaming up at me.
“That’s enough,” the maidservant said.
I quickly cut my mana and returned to my Vampire Form a few seconds later.
“You’ve faced a Primordial Beast?” the maidservant said, still standing between Jale and I.
“Twice,” I replied. “The first time he almost ate me. The second time was a little less dangerous.”
Jale stepped out from behind her well-meaning servant and said, “I’m impressed. You said there were two things?”
Without saying a word, I held out my hand, palm up, and summoned Light Magic the size of a pinhead.
The purple eyed girl knitted her brow. They both knew what it was immediately and took a step back even though I was once again in the middle of the room over twenty feet away.
“And so that you’ve seen that I can control it,” I said, beginning the formation stage of creating a Light Mana Orb. It was the same utilization of mana I’d used when creating the highly compressed Dark Magic discs.
I let my newly formed Light Magic disk spin above my palm for a few seconds before letting it disintegrate. Then, with a dot of Light Magic above one index finger, and one of Dark Magic above the other, I sent two small beams of each alignment on a collision course. I held my fingers about a foot apart. The streams met between them, causing a small explosion of Light and Dark. I fed the explosion with a constant stream of mana. What seemed like a perpetual detonation the size of a walnut hung there in space. It was the closest I’d come to controlling Calamity. I still wasn’t sure if it was its own alignment at all. I could do the same on a greater scale. Such a small scale was actually more difficult.
It wasn’t fear I saw on their faces, but fascination. Light Magic wasn’t impossibly rare for a Blue Mage. It was rather highly sought after. That didn’t make it easy to get.
With that done, I finally asked, “Are you convinced?”
Jale looked at me with a glint in her eye. “Let’s talk.”
 



Chapter 20 – Tir Family
Back on the comfy couch in front of the crackling fire, I sat with Jale. Her maidservant still stood at the entrance to the room behind me, but the atmosphere wasn’t as tense as before.
“So let me get this right,” the princess began. “You’re confident in winning the preliminary and only want the Tir family’s support so that no one will attack you to steal your prize? A Leviathan’s corpse is worth quite a lot, but it’s not generally a prize that high level experts would kill for. That can only mean that you’re planning on purchasing something with the Victory Tokens that even they will covet. What could it be I wonder?”
She really knew how to cut to the chase. Seeing that she was now leaning forward in her seat, I subconsciously leaned forward even more than I already was. I didn’t hide my intentions. “I wish to purchase Trueblood.”
My answer didn’t seem to surprise her. “You’ve said that your principles align with the Tir family’s tenets. As a beast-feeder that doesn’t have any backing, it is understandable that there might be some flaws in your practice of such principles due to a lack of knowledge, or necessity. I’ll ask you plainly, would you be willing to give up becoming Trueblooded if it was a requirement to join the Tir Family?”
“I can’t. There’s something I must do that’s only possible for a Trueblooded vampire… After it’s finished, I’d be willing. I admit that I clearly understand how hypocritical that sounds.”
“May I know why you believe you must revert to cannibalism to accomplish this goal of yours?”
I studied her gaze for a moment before answering. Empathy was the last thing I believed I’d receive from a vampire, but she was more preceptive than I would have dared imagine. “I may not belong to a family, but I do have friends that will suffer until I complete a certain task. I’m sorry, but that’s as much as I can say.”
Jale didn’t respond right away. There was a rugged side to her that Aeris didn’t have, but I could still see she shared my fiancée’s bearing in the way that she held herself, and the way she seemed willing to take on the cares of the world for those that mattered to her. I’d already guessed what she was going to say next. “Is there a way I can help you with your problem?”
I was already shaking my head. I noticed she referred to herself and not the Tir family. “Thank you, but no. Just your consideration already means a lot. I fear it’s a problem that even the most powerful family can’t help with.”
She seemed to know exactly what I was implying. Either I was exaggerating my cause, or there was an ancient monster behind my problems that would be nearly impossible to deal with. “If there ever comes a time that I might be of help, please don’t fear to ask.”
The fact that she was so willing amazed me. I wasn’t entirely sure how powerful the Tir family was, nor how powerful their allies were. It would be a stretch to say that they would take up arms to defend me and rescue my friends anyways. Besides, there’s no way I could keep hiding the fact that I was actually human if I decided to put all of my hope in them.
She began tapping on her chin as if she were unweaving a difficult problem one thread at a time. “I can guarantee that the Tir family elders will never agree to you becoming a full-fledged member while you’re intending to consume vampire blood. It would be the same if you were still consuming the blood of other sentients, but the blood of vampires is especially taboo for the reasons you might guess. It’s common for beast-feeders who grew up on the blood of sentients to have addiction issues. The family offers a trial membership under such circumstances. However, the same grace is not given to those who feed on their fellow vampires…”
“If joining you isn’t an option, what about an alliance?” I wondered aloud.
“What do you have in mind? There must be at least some semblance of benefit you bring.”
“I will publicly dedicate each of my victories to the Tir family and beast-feeders in general. All that I ask is that the Tir family provide safety and the illusion of friendship.”
“Princess Jale,” the maidservant interjected. “You have your integrity to consider. Let’s say Master Zerin does win the preliminaries; the moment he uses his winnings to purchase Trueblood the Tir family will be mocked. Your knowledge of his intensions puts you in a particularly precarious position.”
“Thank you, Aunt Alexandria.”
Hearing the princess call her aunt and not rebuke her for interrupting made me look at her maidservant in a whole new light. There was so much I didn’t understand about how the Tir family differed from the rest of vampire society. I made a mental note to never treat her like an actual maidservant. 
“Integrity is indeed important,” Jale said while still tapping her chin. “But Zerin, I believe you. Generally, vampires feed on other vampires to grow in power, not out of thirst or addiction. Seeing the power you already possess, becoming Trueblooded wouldn’t grant you as much power as it would the average vampire. Then there is the fact that you have come to us on your own and publicly embarrassed the Shahs in showing us equal honor. So it is also integrity that requires me to help when I see an honorable person in need. Is there any reason you have not disclosed that might cause embarrassment? Do you struggle with addiction, or any perversion?”
Seeing the way the conversation was going, I could no longer hold back my grin. “No, I don’t drink blood so as to keep any temptation under control, and I’m not hiding any perversion…” It was incredibly hard not to laugh saying that, but I pulled it off.
My response seemed to catch her off guard. “You don’t drink blood at all? Even beast blood?”
“Correct. I gain all my sustenance through magic means. I have made exceptions for toasts and the like.”
“Well then, Master Zerin, unless anything you’ve said is found to be false, the Tir family agrees to an alliance.”
“Congratulations,” Alexandria said. “Miss, there is the matter of the Festival of Parmida competition. If Master Zerin wins the preliminary, then House Tir will in effect have two representatives and it’s possible you’ll end up fighting one another.”
In order to squelch any conflict, I responded immediately. “I will not be fighting in the main tournament. The prize from the preliminaries should be sufficient for me to become Trueblooded with the additional supply I already have access to. I’ll then be able to quickly complete my mission.”
The maidservant was dismayed at my response, but Jale had something else in mind. “And what if I prefer you to stay in the competition? There’s no way the Tir family will elude all embarrassment once you’ve become Trueblooded. Keeping such a secret is impossible. If we fought, it would give us a public avenue to save face, even if it’s only on the surface. I also have to admit, I’ve been impressed with your performance in the preliminary, but I only thought you might be of benefit to the family. Now that I’ve seen what you’re hiding, I want to fight you myself.”
When she had stepped out of her shell and revealed to me her gracious and empathetic nature, I never expected the fierce side of her to return. I’d thought it was an act, but seeing the sudden glint in her eye, I realized that it had never been one to begin with. The same person that had shown me human levels of compassion also thought it would be fun trying to beat me to a pulp. I had no idea how to respond, but ultimately said, “I’ll seriously reconsider.”
She slapped her lap with both hands and seemed pleased but didn’t require me to make any pledge that I would indeed fight her.
I left the Tir residence after getting everything I wanted, but I also felt terrible for deceiving her. There was no way I could stay for the main competition, and neither could I return to make it up to her. Just thinking about it made my head spin. I started my journey with the goal of slaughtering all vampires in my path. Now there were some I considered like-minded and I felt compassion toward. There was still a lingering question in the back of my mind that I couldn’t help but ponder. What would happen if they found out I was human? Jale might not devour me, but would her beliefs keep her from turning me in to the vampire authorities? 
Even if she did accept me, Lilith had likely seen everything. If I decided to rely on the Tir family, Jale would become a direct target for the Head Mistress. As much as I wanted things to be different, Jale was just another person I had to protect. The best way to do that was to hide my human nature and leave when the time was appropriate.
 
***
 
When I returned and reported to Shamash on how the meeting had gone, he wasn’t shy in insisting that I continue with the current plan. We both had come to the same conclusion and he seemed content that I agreed with him.
I’d moved on from casting fused Blue and Dark Magic according to any template and was pushing my mana manipulation to the limit while trying to keep them fused at the same time. It was a success, some of the time. All that I could do was keep learning from every failure until it became second nature. One thing that helped with making constant subtle changes was creating Minor Dark Orbs with fused Dark Magic. The process was in a sense a complex template, but it required constant fine-tuning during the process. I was now successful about half the time.
Though it seemed to be slowing down, my Vampire Form had reached level 70.
Vampire Form
Bloodline: Minor 
Next Rank: 13%
Level: 70
Cost: 2,200 Mana Per Second
(220 with buffs)
Strength: +914
Dexterity: +914
Intelligence: +914
Special Abilities: Vampire’s Might, Night Vision, Shadow Step, Bat Form…
 
Next Level:
Cost: 2,160 Mana Per Second (216 with buffs)
+6 Strength
+6 Dexterity
+6 Intelligence
 
It cost nearly 1,000 Mana Per Second less than before and I’d gained an additional 144 to Strength, Dexterity, and Intelligence. Jale was right that reaching the rank of Trueblood wouldn’t be a gigantic jump in power for me, but it would still be enough to make Vampire one of my go-to Forms.
I even had the momentary thought of remaining a vampire indefinitely. Actually becoming part of the Tir family didn’t sound too bad, but that would be the most cowardly decision I could make, and how could I possibly give up my friends and Aeris…
The preliminaries reached round 6 and there were only 14 competitors still undefeated. Besides my fight with Gansuk, none of the other favorites had fought one another yet. The hosts had planned well. Gansuk still had a chance of placing in the top 5 if he could beat everyone else who only lost a single match. There were many more matches for Hallow to profit from.
My day wasn’t over yet. My opponent was decent but shouldn’t be a difficult match. What I was most interested in were the other fights. Finally, some of the real contenders were going to have to face one another. Parth Gul, the merchant’s son, was going to face off with the dark elf Eshana Dara. It was one fight I really hoped she would win. Parth was supposedly just as experienced as she was, so I wasn’t sure who’d come out on top. The main event was even better. Lusa Egotak was going to take on Manu Shah with her Nature Magic. I’d finally get to see him go all out. At least I hoped she’d push him to his limits. From what I’d seen from her, it was even possible for her to win…
 



Chapter 21 – Unsightly Wails
It wasn’t my opponent’s day. Everything I tried just worked for me. I was even able to finish the fight by sweeping the guy off his feet with fused Dark Magic. It was also nice that my fight was early so that I had the rest of the day free to watch the big fights.
My fight had only been held in one of the middle arenas, but, for the first time since the preliminaries had begun, the central arena was being opened up for the competition. There wouldn’t be one, but three fights there in one day. The first of which was Parth Gul versus Eshana Dara.
As I arrived with Sai, I couldn’t be sure if the crowd had grown more compact because there were more people or if everyone had converged at the same time. Taking my first step into the arena, I noticed that it was twice the size of the others and its ground floor wasn’t packed earth but made of large stone tiles that were black with grey granules. For them to use any kind of stone meant that it must be strong enough to resist the kind of pounding that the gladiators brought, not just at our level, but even at the middle to higher ranks.
Taking a look behind me, I saw the outer bleachers outside of the arena that surrounded this great pyramid of multiple arenas. They must have risen up thousands of feet on all sides so that those sitting there could get a clear angle to view the fight that was about to take place. If the central arena was the size of a professional football stadium, the outer seating was the size of a city’s perimeter that had risen up like a mighty wall all around us. I’d never seen anything so enormous in my life. This was the reality of the Hallow Amphitheater. Most small countries could come and find plenty of seating to watch with room to spare.
A new feeling wrapped me in its chaotic embrace. Up until then, my main motivation had been to improve myself, complete my mission, and secure the preliminary’s prizes. But it was impossible in that moment not to feel the tug of what the Amphitheater offered. To have all these people coming to watch me… I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t cared before when there were only thousands, but the sheer force of so many people left me struggling to catch my breath—and I didn’t even need to breathe. I knew it was dangerous to have such thoughts. I couldn’t be tempted to stay for the main competition, but the rumble of the crowd was not something my best intentions could tame. I was drawn to it like a dying man to Healing Magic. 
The remaining undefeated competitors were given their own section on the front row so that we were sure to have a good view of the fight. Even though we were more than an hour early, the place was already filling up. It was slow going as we headed down to our seats. 
As we closed in, I noticed the Tir family was sitting a few rows up from the competitors’ seating. Almost as soon as I saw them, I heard a voice in my head. It was Jale’s Aunt Alexandria private messaging me. “Greetings, Master Zerin. Would you honor the Tir family by joining us?”
I wasn’t proficient with sending mental transmissions like Richard or Shamash were, but I had plenty of experience responding to them. “I’d be happy to.”
Giving him an overly aggressive pat on the back, I informed Sai that I’d be abandoning him.
“Then I will face my suffering alone,” he replied. “Don’t mind my wails if they become unsightly.”
“Don’t worry. I have some knowledge in Sonic Magic, so I should be able to repel your soundwaves.”
“That’s cold-blooded, sir. Like a lance to the heart.”
We parted ways with a good laugh as always. Shamash had already told me to expect the Tirs to invite me to sit with them. Such an act was a statement that would be obvious to all. The lich would take this time to explore the outside of the city to look for the best escape routes. It was the most security I’d had since coming to Hallow, so I didn’t blame him for going. I’d hoped to get his take on today’s fights, but I also knew that he wanted me to figure this out on my own. 
 I didn’t sit directly next to Jale Tir, for my standing in the family was far inferior to hers. A seat on the very end of the row was already vacant and waiting for me next to Alexandria herself. She was standing to greet me. Before following her in sitting, I bowed to Jale, who offered me a warm public smile. It was such a small gesture, but to the vampire world it was as if they were announcing my partnership and a herald was proclaiming it at the top of their lungs. I was nothing but thankful.
After I took my seat, Alexandria offered me some kind words, but asked me a more serious question through mind-speak. “I’ve noticed you with this Sai more than once. He’s also approached us. Is he a friend?”
I didn’t keep anything from her, and even tried to talk him up a little. “Although I’ve only met him recently, I would consider him a friend. He’s an ex-soldier that wants to be a beast-feeder but was given nothing but human blood during his time of service, so he struggles with the thirst.”
“I read him as more of a playboy, looking for a free ride.”
I held my laugh to a grin and replied, “He’s shameless, but I can vouch for him being a hard worker. He’s abandoned his family business because he doesn’t want to be involved with human slavery. He’s hoping to do well enough in the preliminaries to establish himself.”
“I’ll have to give him another look then.”
A sudden boom of monstrous drums sounded from the sky. It came from the energy-canopy above. Four colossal dragon-skin-wrapped barrels the size of small buildings were being pounded upon by vampires in blood-red robes. The roar of bass reverberated inside my chest. It was the first time such theatrics had preluded the fights. The final rounds of the competition were soon to begin.
With his name being called from the announcer’s booth, Parth Gul arrived at the top of the stairs on the far side of the arena. He once again was wearing something that resembled a Hawaiian shirt, except it was tightly fitted over his armor and long-sleeved. It may have been meant to be a statement of wealth, but to me, with his pale complexion, he looked like an overeager tourist.
Appearing below us, near the top of the contestants’ entrance, Eshana the dark elf’s hair was pulled back into a tight braid. It was black with a tinge of purple that was similar in color to the dark leather armor she wore beneath her coat of sky blue. I hadn’t yet seen her wear the coat but believed it must be to help combat against Parth’s variety of magic. As a Blue Mage, he’d have access to nearly every Alignment.
Her repertoire was less diverse than his, but not compared to the average contestant. With a talent in Water, Earth, and Dark Magic, it promised to be a fight that utilized many different kinds of magic.
I took a quick look at the dark elf below.
Eshana Dara
Character Sheet
Level: 14,213
Health Points: 5,003,500
Mana Points: 5,039,500
Attributes
Strength: 1,377
Dexterity: 15,994
Constitution: 10,007
Intelligence: 10,079
Wisdom: 50,161
 
Most vampires used high Intelligence builds because vampirism gave them a natural Intelligence buff just as my Vampire Form did. Eshana was different, as were most of the dark elves I observed. They placed a great emphasis on Wisdom. 
There was also something peculiar about the number of stats she had. She had more than 15,000 more than her level suggested. I’d gotten enough information to know that elves were able to quickly train their Dexterity without gaining levels, but 15,000 was a little exaggerated. Compared to the other dark elves in the stands, not even the ones twice her level could match her except for the rare melee fighters.
Resting my eyes on Parth Gul, I observed him as well. 
Parth Gul
Character Sheet
Level: 14,463
Health Points: 5,252,500
Mana Points: 15,204,250
Attributes
Strength: 2,403
Dexterity: 3,614
Constitution: 10,505
Intelligence: 60,817
Wisdom: 10,003
 
They were both close in level, so it should be a fair match. Parth also had inflated stats, but despite not having as many as Eshana, he seemed to have the advantage. Hers were limited to Dexterity, but his had been focused on improving his casting. It was still possible that her mobility would play a big role in the match though.
One thing I immediately noticed was that despite his high Intelligence, my mana pool was larger than his if I included my refined mana. It was more than double…
I was a little bummed that they were going to fight each other. It meant that I’d most likely not have the chance to face the loser of the match. Just the fact they were both experienced was more than enough reason to want to fight them, but Parth was the only other Blue Mage in the competition. It would be a shame not to face off with him at least once. Eshana was also a powerful caster with a greater variety of Alignments than average. She was also as obnoxious as a poisoned dagger in the back and would be fun to compete with.
“What’s the matter?” Jale said, through mind-speak.
It startled me to hear her suddenly since it had been Alexandria who greeted me. “There’s no problem. I’m just disappointed I’ll only get to fight one of them.”
“Don’t be. If you win the preliminaries, there are many more experienced duelists we’ll get to face in the main competition. Who do you think will win the match?”
It was like the grinding of gears to hear her mention the Festival of Parmida, but I didn’t let it show. “I can’t say for sure. I’d generally say Parth has the advantage, but against Eshana, I can’t bring myself to count her out.”
“I’m of the same mind.”
Our conversation was cut short when the two competitors reached their places on the arena floor. Eshana had been uncharacteristically silent up to this point. Parth pulled out his dagger-like wand to ready himself.
Seeing his stance, Eshana must have felt she’d kept quiet long enough. “Why are you looking at me that way?”
Parth’s response was rather ruthless. “I’m thirsty.”
“Doesn’t that make the wait even more enjoyable?”
“My wait is over.”
“Oh? Do you plan on dipping me in expensive wine…? I’m afraid I’m somewhat watered down.” At her last word, before the announcer had even started the match, she tossed her hand forward. A fist-sized Water bullet screamed through the air.
Parth flicked his wrist and met Water with Water. A thick jet collided with her bullet, stopping it in its tracks.
“Are you one to share with your friends, or will you selfishly keep me to yourself?” she called, while firing off a number of Water bullets with one hand and raising up a stone wall with Earth Magic in front of her. The wall rose to over fifteen feet tall and was about ten feet wide. She wasn’t finished. From one side of the arena to the other, the ground shook as stone protruded upwards.
The nearly indestructible tile wasn’t destroyed in the process, but new stone was grown from what was already there. After my experience working with our Earth Mage Clarissa, I knew Eshana was using the tile as a template and just expanding on top of it. It happened so quickly, though, and in moments there stood a wall completely cutting her off from the rest of the arena. It was a tremendous use of mana, but she also had high Wisdom to quickly recover.
Parth stopped casting entirely, and just waited to see what she was up to. While he stood there without a visual, she didn’t stop with the walls. Water poured from her body. It was as if each of her sweat glands was a firehose turned on at full power. Not only had she walled herself up, but now she was filling the space with water. It was a huge area and yet it was filling so fast…
Soon the water was over her head and she didn’t even try to stay afloat. Submerging before it had reached her eye level, she disappeared beneath the surface. 
Her opponent hadn’t moved and looked annoyed.
“Have you seen this before?” Jale said.
“I haven’t,” I replied. “She normally doesn’t rely much on defense…” 
I watched closely with Mana Sight and saw her swim toward the wall she had raised. When she touched it, even her mana density seemed to dissipate into the pool that was now over ten feet deep.
“She disappeared?” Jale said aloud.
Alexandria was two seats away from her, but she answered before the others. “No, but her mana signature is being dispersed. It seems her talent with Water and Earth is greater than the average dark elf.”
A mass of fire and rock appeared above Parth’s head that was as large as he was. With a flick of his wrist, it flew toward Eshana’s wall.
As if it had a mind of its own, a wave of water swept over the wall and jumped into the air to meet the meteorite. It didn’t completely stop the falling mass, but its explosive power was quickly curtailed.
The wall shook as it fended against the steaming rock. It held firm.
What was left of the meteorite crumbled to the floor. At that moment, the meteorite dissolved into energy and rushed into the wall as if being devoured.
Parth inclined his chin when he saw it and began summoning even more meteorites—over twenty of them.
His ability to blend the Alignments of Fire and Earth was impressive, especially since they were both based on Blue Magic versions. I’d have to try it.
The sky above him was filled with flaming boulders. They flew toward Eshana’s wall all at once. Some of them were aimed at the same spot, while others seemed to have minds of their own and headed toward different sections of the wall. Every part of it would be pummeled.
Again, the water surged over the wall. This time from one side of the arena to the other. It was like a meteor shower versus a tidal wave. The tidal wave was broken up, but it had done its job by drenching most of the fire.
There was a vicious tremor from the wall, and in places more than one meteorite hit. There were even cracks.
I saw Parth clench his jaw as the rumble from his assault was absorbed into the wall a second time. The cracks disappeared.
“I thought you were done waiting?” Eshana jeered.
As his face scrunched up into a scowl, hundreds of rocks the size of beads shot out from the surface of the wall. It was like it had always been covered with killer hornets and they’d finally woken from their slumber.
It seemed Parth had had enough. With a slash of his dagger, a wave of Dark Magic swamped the area and intercepted all of the Earth Bullets but a few. His armor easily handled the few that remained.
He thrust his dagger forward. The Dark Magic wave ran at Eshana’s wall like a demon possessed. Immediately, the largest meteorite yet formed and followed.
The dark wave slashed into the wall and stuck to it like a thick layer of tar. Unlike tar, it hissed with innumerable trails of purple lightning. I didn’t have to even use Mana Sight to know that it was rich in the Corruption Aspect of Dark Magic.
As if admitting there was no way she could block the attack, Eshana didn’t send a wave of water to mitigate its strength.
The meteorite exploded on impact, tearing a man-sized hole in the wall. It looked like water was going to bust out when the meteorite didn’t fall to the ground but instead it magically erupted toward Parth like a geyser’s spout. There had to be hundreds of gallons of water formed into a jet that would likely knock the Blue Mage off his feet if not worse.
He still hadn’t moved from his starting spot, so he had room to work. A meteorite formed before him and launched forward to meet the jet head on. Another couple of meteorites formed above each shoulder so he had extras at his disposal.
Both attacks canceled each other out, but Eshana had left Parth a surprise hidden from view following behind her first attack. A bolt of Dark Lightning streaked toward him.
With a thrust of his dagger, his own bolt of Dark Magic leaped into action, blocking her hidden attack. 
A volley of attacks followed. Water Jets, Earth Bullets, and Dark Lightning flew out from the hole in the wall and Parth defended against each of them with an expert hand.
It was at that moment that Eshana’s wall began to crack. Along its length, the cracks widened until it was clear it was about to collapse. Her attacks continued even as water began to leak. When it couldn’t hold any longer, it collapsed. A true tidal wave followed as nothing was left to hold it back. A fifteen-foot wall of water swept forward.
While still fending off a myriad of attacks, the ground beneath Parth began to rise. He too was proficient with Earth Magic, even if it wasn’t at the same level as Eshana’s. To fend off the wave of water, he didn’t even plan on taking a step. By the time the water reached him, he stood atop a platform of rock that held him above it.
Even though her wall had fallen, Eshana’s onslaught didn’t cease for a moment. None of her attacks were very powerful, or costly, but as I’d seen from many of the more experienced mage duelist, she knew the power of a well-placed spell.
Parth seemed to be searching for her now that the wall was down, for he was sending meteorites falling toward different places along where the wall had been. Even though all the attacks were coming from the same place, he didn’t fall for her diversion.
It was only when a wave surged up from behind him that he seemed to realize he’d been searching in the wrong place. 
He spun and threw out his empty hand. Dark Magic gushed out of it.
Even though his platform had risen above the water line, he’d still gotten wet from the spray and overflow of the crashing waves. He’d sent a couple meteorites to deal with the incoming attacks that still came from where her wall had stood, but he hadn’t seen the arm take form from the water at his feet. It was Eshana.
She simply grabbed ahold of his ankle and pulled. He caught himself before slamming face first into the platform, but she then tossed him into the water—the water that she controlled.
He didn’t break the surface for more than a minute before she let him go. I watched the surges of mana as he fought back, but nothing he did caused her any damage.
The water finally receded, and he appeared with her behind him, holding a knife to his throat. Even after the announcer called it her victory, she didn’t let him go until leaning forward and biting him on the back of the neck, drawing blood.
She licked her lips clean of his blood to examine its taste. He pulled away and spun to face her while holding the wound on his neck. The look he gave her almost knocked me out of my chair.
“That’s disgusting,” Eshana cried. “Since you’re so thirsty, you can drink your own blood, thank you. It’s my gift to you. At least I have some water to rinse my mouth out.” A swig of water appeared in her mouth and she began to swish it around before spitting it on the ground. Before she left, she added one last thing. “Sorry for ruining your shirt.”
As she walked away, his mind seemed to explode. He couldn’t accept any of what had just happened.
I heard Jale’s voice in my head. “You find her behavior humorous?”
I leaned forward and glanced in her direction. She didn’t look angry but like she found it strange. “It’s more Parth’s suffering that I find funny. Although, I must admit she amuses me.”
“Does the way she treats people not irritate you? If she were to win against you, you would also receive added ridicule because of her actions.”
“No, not really. The reason is because I know it’s just a game. Even though her actions might seem dishonorable, she does it to confuse her opponents which gives her an advantage. Knowing that it’s a game makes it easier to look past. It also allows me to examine her behavior as a strategic action instead of taking offense. Parth actually uses a similar strategy by wearing his expensive garb while he fights. Most vampires competing can’t afford to buy such a garment, and even if they can, they would never wear it during a battle in fear it would get ruined. Everyone he fights realizes this and knows he has had access to many more resources than they have. They automatically judge themselves inferior which gives him a mental edge.”
“I can see that rationale. Is she not as feral as she appears then?”
 “She may be a bit untamed, but she knows it and uses it to her advantage.”
“I think I like her more then. Also, she thinks Parth tastes disgusting, so she can’t be all bad.”
Even though we’d been chatting through mind-speak, she laughed where all could hear. How could I not join her, even if it left me feeling awkward with the surrounding vampires watching. I decided sharing a private joke with Princess Jale Tir was not something to be ashamed of. Instead of the rolling of eyes, this time I’d be receiving looks of jealousy.
The next fight was getting ready to begin.
 



Chapter 22 – Dwarf Princess
The next combatants that had the privilege of fighting in the central arena were two local vampires that were sanctioned because it looked like it would be an exciting fight. I don’t think anyone was under the illusion that they had a chance of winning against any of the favorites though. 
I’d seen the female Lightning Mage fight before. It was a well fought match on both sides, but she eventually came out on top. It was tame compared to the first fight, but it lasted longer and neither side were willing to give up.
After seeing Eshana go all out, I spent much of the second fight weighing my options on how to best defeat her. The use of Magma would have to be limited. Metal Dragon would be fun to use as well, but she had the ability to manipulate the environment of a wide area. Unless I went in with the mind to do absolute damage, which meant likely killing her, I’d instead put myself in the position of being caged. I had little doubt that she also had the ability to cause much more trauma than she did in her fight against Parth.
Glancing down at Eshana, I couldn’t see her face, but she’d avoided eye contact while returning to her seat. It was possible she just hadn’t noticed where I was sitting. It was also possible that she’d shown some hidden cards and was a bit glum, hoping that she could’ve saved them for later in the competition.
The time had come for the main event. Wearing another suit jacket-cape over his nondescript armor, Manu Shah headed to the arena without stopping at the top of the stairs. All eyes were already on him and he knew it. I assumed he believed it to be below his station to make an appeal to the crowd for their support.
Lusa Egotak had always kept a low profile, so she also didn’t stop. Over her own armor she wore a green hooded cloak that she hadn’t used in her previous matches. Her hood was still lowered so her round feminine features could still be seen. I confirmed for my own sake that she had no sign of a beard.
“Pay special attention to Manu’s strategy,” Jale said through mind-speak.
“You think he will win?” I replied.
“I hope that I’m wrong, but he’s just too domineering. You’re the only one I think really has a shot at beating him in the preliminaries.”
“I see…” I took a closer look.
Manu Shah
Character Sheet
Level: 16,419
Health Points: 5,252,500
Mana Points: 40,017,500
Attributes
Strength: 10,811
Dexterity: 11,370
Constitution: 10,505
Intelligence: 80,035
Wisdom: 10,029
 
Even compared to my own buffed stats, he was a monster. He had 40,000 stat points beyond his level. Not only was he Trueblooded, but his physical stats were also ridiculous because he had been raised on a diet that few vampires could afford. Thankfully he hadn’t been able to place his extra stats however he liked, or he would already have the 100,000 Intelligence stat bonus. If that were the case, my Light Magic would be my only chance—a slight one at best.
Checking Lusa’s character sheet wasn’t much help.
Lusa Egotak
Character Sheet
Level: 5,879
Health Points: 9,666,000
Mana Points: 5,448,500
Attributes
Strength: 14,618
Dexterity: 6,919
Constitution: 16,110
Intelligence: 10,897
Wisdom: 20,137
 
Despite her level, her stats were closer to someone at level 13,500 and her Health Points were higher than normal for someone with the same Constitution. Shamash had mentioned that dwarves had an alternative progression system just as the vampires who drank blood did, but I still needed to research it.
Unlike the last fight, there were no words exchanged when the fight officially began. Lusa threw her Nature seed to the ground and her tree started to grow. Manu began walking toward her while Darkness Aspect Dark Magic seeped from his palms.
With every step the Trueblooded vampire took, the cloud of Darkness at his feet seemed to grow. At first it clung to the ground like a low-lying fog, but in a few seconds the cloud grew until he disappeared into the gloom.
The dwarf’s defensive tree had already surrounded and enclosed her. I looked carefully across the arena floor for any sign of her poison-wielding plants, but it was difficult to see anything through the cloud of Darkness. Her tree easily took root in the stone tiles, but I wasn’t sure if her poisonous flowers would have the same ability. The stone was supposed to be nearly indestructible after all. This central arena could leave Lusa at a disadvantage.
Unlike Eshana Dara’s quickly constructed pool of water, Manu’s Darkness cloud wasn’t restricted to one area. It only kept growing until it was encroaching on Lusa’s ginormous tree’s trunk. The tree had completely cut off Lusa from the outside world and its trunk was more than a dozen feet wide. It was different than the tree I had seen her summon before. This one had grown to be more than three stories tall with its branches full of pine needles. Unlike a typical evergreen, it wasn’t cone shaped from top to bottom, but created its own canopy that hovered over half the arena like an imposing overlord.
“Interesting,” Alexandria said under her breath.
Just as Manu’s cloud of Darkness filled the rest of the arena floor, the tree’s massive branches began to quake. What happened next happened so fast that only Mana Sight allowed me to track the motion. More than a thousand pine needles shot towards the ground like a deadly rain of razor sharp icicles. The cloud of Darkness put up no resistance.
Dark Mana blazed from inside the cloud as monstrous claws of Corruption swiped at the sky, knocking the needles aside like falling leaves. Manu had given away his position.
It was exactly what Lusa was waiting for. The entire auditorium lit up as the rest of her pine needles, tens of thousands of them, glimmered with green light before flashing toward the area inside the cloud where Manu was standing.
My jaw dropped before I realized I’d reacted. I wasn’t the only one. I heard Jale make an audible gasp from a few seats away.
The pine needles seemed to have hit their target, for the claw of Corruption didn’t defend.
I shared a look with Jale, who was just as surprised as I was. Could it be over? It was not an attack I could easily fend off either. I feared even my Crimson Incubus armored skin wouldn’t come out unscathed. So many needles might even kill me.
Across the arena the announcer had come to his feet. It looked like he was about to call it for Lusa, but he was thrown back before he could say a word.
Corruption magic erupted from the same spot Manu had been standing. A massive black arm with a purple glow reached toward the sky and attacked the canopy of branches above it. Like a sharpened blade, the branches were cleaved without exception.
The cloud of Darkness cleared from the concussion. Manu’s form appeared. He was covered in Corruption from head to toe and the massive arm seemed to have replaced his own.
A second arm of Corruption shot forward and grabbed the tree’s trunk as if to strangle it. Such an immense use of mana gave Manu absurd power. It might drain him quickly, but…
There were still many remaining branches which suddenly twisted themselves together to make a colossal cord. It ignored the arm of Corruption that was still hacking at its branches and drilled toward Manu with incredible force.
He diverted his hacking arm to grab at the cord. There was an explosion of power as he caught it. His arm grew in size as the branches came to a halt.
With a glance, I saw that even Alexandria was on the edge of her seat.
Manu was at his limit when a giant root that had been hiding at the tree’s rear swung across the ground to club the vampire from the flank. It was as thick as he was tall.
I expected him to remove his arm from the tree’s trunk to try to block it, but instead a third arm shot from his side to grab at the root. I could see that his mana was waning. How was he even able to act?
As if two primordials were doing battle, one an avatar of Nature and the other of Corruption, they wrestled with one another to a stalemate. The moment of their struggle seemed to stretch on.
It was only when everyone heard a single mighty crack that everything started to unravel. The cord of many branches was the first to fail. It was only a few smaller branches in the bunch that snapped at first, but after a few failed, the rest lost support. Manu ripped the cord in two.
That same arm reached for the tree’s trunk to join with the second that was trying to pry it open. It was then that the remaining root was crushed to a pulp by Manu’s third arm.
When it also rushed to claw at the tree’s trunk, there was a sudden flash. A figure had arrived before the third arm could add its strength to the struggle.
I saw him as only a blur. A blur who carried a Warhammer with a business end as wide as a man’s torso. He swung it down at the ground between the two competitors, severing the arms of Corruption as if they were jelly. A wave of force swept toward Manu Shah, threatening to thrash him into ground hamburger.
A second figure flashed and stood before the wave of force. An aura of Dark Mana surrounded him. As a wall to a breeze, it blocked the wave as if it weren’t even there.
The dwarf who had stopped Manu’s attack had already turned his back to the Trueblooded vampire and his savior as he pried Lusa out of the corroded trunk. After my experience with Ujurak and dwarf personalities, I expected the senior dwarf to complain or even start a fight, but when he turned back to see who had blocked his wave of force, he didn’t so much as change his expression before leaping with an unconscious Lusa under his arm and returning to the stands.
I shook my head while considering what type of power Manu Shah possessed. It might border on my strength when I was transformed into my Primordial Cat Form. In many ways, he reminded me of Lady Contessa except he’d had a chance to grow up. He was going to be a much harder opponent than I expected. Especially since I couldn’t rely on my Light Magic to defeat him. To use it in equal measure to his own would be impossible for a vampire who was naturally a Dark Magic being. If I used Light Magic at full power, I might as well just show up in my human form.
“Is this what you were wanting me to see?” I said to Jale through mind-speak.
She stopped the conversation she was having and turned to look me in the eye. “No.” She shook her head. “We knew about his use of Darkness Magic, but in order to employ as much power as he did, he must be bordering on the Grandmaster rank. That’s the only thing that could explain it.”
I didn’t respond to her right away. Seeing my hesitation, she asked, “Do you think you’ll be able to defeat him?”
“Perhaps,” I replied. “But not without trying to kill him. That won’t be my intention, but there’s no way I’ll be able to hold back.”
I had no idea who Manu’s high level escort was, but he left leaving Manu standing alone. The young noble then turned in our direction. As if to make a public statement, he looked at the Tirs for a long moment. Eventually his eyes landed on me. Without a bow, or any show of mutual respect, he turned to leave.
“It looks as if Manu Shah also has the intention of not holding back,” Jale said. She appeared to quickly converse with someone else before adding, “Do what you have to do. The family will protect you, win or lose. Even if you kill him.”
“I don’t want to cause the Tirs unnecessary trouble.”
“You’re not. At the worst, you’ll be an excuse they use to escalate the tension that already exists between us. But Zerin, I must issue you a warning. If you end up killing him, or even if they choose to believe that that was your intention, your only hope will be to rely on the Tir family’s protection. The elders will only allow that if you forgo becoming Trueblooded. There will be nothing I can do if you take it as your prize. It will be out of my hands. Think on it carefully. I know you believe you have something that you have to do that I can’t help with. It might be a wiser move to drop out of the competition and find a different way.”
Her advice once again caught me off guard. I didn’t know why her kindheartedness still baffled me, but some part of me still wanted to believe that she acted the way she did because she had nefarious intentions. She was offering to take me in, to adopt me into her family in a sense, and yet I was still thinking evil of her. It was time to put an end to my assumptions about vampires as a whole once and for all. Just like humans, there were plenty of wretched ones, but there were also the honorable.
“Thank you, Princess Jale,” I said in all sincerity. In that moment, I wanted to tell her the truth. Not just about the Head Mistress’s mission, but also about being human. I didn’t, of course, but I decided that from now on I’d trust her. “I’ll stay in the competition. If the Shah family really does take offense, then I’ll have to rely on you.”
She gave me a warm nod. She knew that my words meant that I was choosing to trust her.
I didn’t exactly know what my decision would mean for the plans Shamash and I had made, but perhaps the Tir family could be of some help…
 



Chapter 23 – Shapeshifting
I said my goodbyes then returned to my room. After seeing what Manu Shah was capable of, there was much I needed to do. Not only did I need to rethink my plans, but I also needed to figure out my strategy to defeat Manu without the danger of killing him. Limiting myself to casting was no longer an option. It was like facing Lady Contessa again except she had matured and become an experienced duelist. I hadn’t really beaten her the first time. I’d just gotten lucky in my desperation.
If there was one thing I’d learned since coming to the vampire realm it was that I was at my weakest while gathering mana and waiting for my channeling to reach its peak so that I could cast a spell. Manu had the same weakness. The appropriate strategy wasn’t difficult to figure out. Executing it was the challenge.
Shamash returned a few hours after me. I explained to him what had happened in great detail. I also explained to him how I’d decided to rely more on the Tirs’ protection, even if it lengthened the time it would take for me to accomplish the mission Lilith had sent me on.
I’m sorry, Aeris. Hold on a little longer. 
The Tir family might end up being a long-term ally that could give Sanctuary a place to flee to. I explained everything through mind-speak to keep my intentions from the Head Mistress in case she was listening in.
Shamash was surprisingly unresponsive to the decision I had made. When I thought of it from his perspective, it likely meant I’d have to lean toward his preferred method of growing as powerful as possible.
He was beginning to explain as much when we got a knock on the door.
The man who was standing there when I opened it seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place him. “Master Zerin,” he said, giving me a bow of mutual respect.
He moved to the side, and the person behind him stepped forward. Parth Gul…
I bowed my head woodenly, unsure why he’d show up at my hotel room.
“Hello, Zerin,” he said with a grin that reminded me of Manu Shah’s when he’d been trying to invite me to join the Shah family. “We haven’t had a chance to be formally introduced. I’m Parth of the Gul family.”
What are you selling?
Not forgetting my manners, I stepped back from the door. Shamash was already standing with his hands crossed behind his back. His reaction was flawless.
“It’s my pleasure, Master Gul,” I said warmly. “Please, come in.”
“Thank you.” He strolled in, giving the room a once-over. “I’ve always found the Javed Hotel pleasant and classy. Are they treating you well?”
“We have no complaints.” I offered him a seat.
He waved his hand as if it would be unnecessary. “Very good. Let me know if you have any problems. My family has close ties with the Javed management, and I’d be happy to smooth over any issues that might arise.”
I thanked him as was proper but knew the reason he was giving me such favor was because of the true reason he was here—whatever that might be.
“Is there any way I might be of service to the Gul family?” I said after all the pleasantries were over. I purposely didn’t mention anything about his recent loss.
“Yes. As a fellow Blue Mage, I think you can. I’ve been trying to glean from your Shapeshifting ability during your fights, but even though I’ve made progress, I haven’t been able to fully unlock it. As a Blue Magic Pillar, I’d be in your debt if you could help me.” He narrowed his eyes to weigh my reaction.
I nodded repeatedly as if I were taking in what he’d said. At the same time, Shamash’s voice was sounding in my head in warning. “There are two ways to bestow knowledge on someone. If he simply wants you to change forms so that he may observe, there is no harm in it, but if he wants you to give him the knowledge directly, it will cost you your hard-earned experience to do so. Depending on how much he has already understood, it might require you to give up 100 to even 1,000 levels. If the price is right, like a body of Trueblood, then it would be worth it, but if he had access to such an item he’d have already used it.”
“I’d be more than happy to demonstrate the process for you,” I said.
He glanced back at his escort. The door had already been shut behind them. The man nodded back at him. When he looked at me again, he smiled. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m just confirming that the room is secure. The Gul family has provided me a Blue Magic instructor who is knowledgeable about the Shapeshifting Pillar. Sadly, he has not unlocked it himself. From what he’s explained, I should’ve already unlocked it. Blue Magic is only his First School of Magic, so it takes him longer to unlock new abilities, but he’s having the same problem. We deliberated and have concluded that we’re missing a piece of the puzzle. When a Blue Mage learns Shapeshifting through observation, they must watch the process from start to finish. If they never see the true starting form, then it is impossible to fully understand the process…”
All of my willpower went into keeping myself from swallowing to wet my suddenly dry mouth. They’d figured me out—that I wasn’t a vampire.
“Careful,” Shamash hurriedly said through mind-speak. “They only know that you’re hiding your true form, not who, or what, you are.”
I cast Time Crawl to give myself a moment to think. Shamash was right. All that they knew was that my Vampire Form wasn’t my true form. That didn’t necessitate me being human, or even a different race. All that it meant was that I was magically hiding my identity. That gave me something to work with.
When time had returned to normal, I made a show of sighing with regret. “Forgive the deception, Master Gul. It is for my protection. I’m afraid I can’t show you my true face or reveal my family ties.”
His grin only widened. He’d bought it. “I have no intention of revealing your secrets. That is the point of Hallow after all. You are welcome here regardless of your background or any secrets you wish to hide. I consider the exchange of Blue Magic a separate matter entirely.”
Then why did you bring it up? I wanted to say but held my tongue.
“Would you be willing to gift the ability to me if the price was right?” he said, retrieving a cloudy glass jug from his inventory and holding it between us. “This is a body of Half-blood, the best that money can buy. Two of them are yours if you agree…”
His offer wasn’t as terrible as I thought it would be. To most vampires, Half-blood was far too expensive. It was the richest vampire blood sold on the market. Trueblood was only available through gathering VT in the arena. He was pressuring me through revealing that he knew I was hiding something. I was sure he hoped to force my hand.
If he had come to me a day sooner, I would have probably agreed to his offer outright. A lot of the stats I lost would be slightly made up for with my advancement in my bloodline’s rank. Even 1,000 levels would be fairly easy to manage. If my Intelligence dipped under 10,000, I could still cast Mind Buff to make up for the difference. The only true negative was that I’d have less unrefined mana to play around with during my fights. I could always tap into my large refined mana pool if I had to. But now that I had decided to rely on the Tir family, it would be impossible for me to Drain the Half-blood to make up for the loss in levels. The moment my bloodline rank changed, I’d lose their support.
“Your offer is generous,” I said. “I’d be willing—after the preliminaries.” 
He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. I could tell he didn’t like my answer. “Three bodies of Half-blood if you do it now. It could greatly benefit my remaining matches in the competition.”
I hadn’t forgotten that he had gone out of his way to reveal that he knew I was hiding my real form. Even if he still believed me to be a vampire, the scrutiny of watchful eyes would only increase if I didn’t agree. He might try to figure out who I was or start a rumor that I was hiding my true face.
“Is it possible that he’ll unlock Shapeshifting if I reveal to him the rest of my forms?” I said through mind-link with Shamash.
His answer was about what I suspected it would be. “It is, but his deduction is correct. He hasn’t been able to unlock Shapeshifting because he hasn’t seen you start and end with your true form. There’s another option. You could kill them, and we could leave town immediately.”
I ignored the lich’s suggestion and addressed Parth’s request. “It’s not that I don’t want to help you now, or that I don’t consider your offer more than fair, but I can’t use the Half-blood to make up for my loss in stats if I gift you. It will make my fight with Manu Shah much more difficult.”
He gave me the look of a parent about to rebuke a child. “You think you can defeat him?”
Seeing his doubt, I was through with vampire etiquette and gave him a vicious smile. “I can.”
My response wiped the growing smirk off his face.
“I can’t show you my true form, and I can’t gift you the Shapeshifting ability yet. There is something that I’ll do for you that might give you what you want—and it will cost you nothing.”
“I’m interested…” he replied.
“You’ve only seen a fraction of my forms. This may not allow you to unlock the ability, but it may… How about I show you my other ones?”
“How many are we talking about? More than five?”
I laughed freely. “Take a seat,” I said, and began moving chairs to make more room.
He decided to do as I asked.
“If this doesn’t work, I’ll still take you up on your offer, but only after the competition.” Having an extra two bodies of Half-blood would be nice even if I didn’t use them right away. They in no way equaled a body of Trueblood together, but if my plan with the Tirs fell through, gaining the Trueblood from winning the prelims with the two bodies of Half-blood should be almost enough for me to reach the Trueblooded Rank. It should also give me enough time to find a way to regain my lost levels before the Festival of Parmida began.
“If you can indeed defeat Manu,” Parth said, “then even without unlocking Shapeshifting today I can live with that.”
Interesting. And here I thought the two of them were friends… “Then let me show you.”
I began with my least powerful forms like the different kinds of Slimes, Wererat, etc. With each, I gave him some extra time to observe and even slowed the transformation process. Shamash suggested as much. He also recommended for me to not reveal my Primordial Cat Form. It was likely he would go to Manu with what he learned. 
Parth may have genuinely wanted me to defeat Manu, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t also try to sell the information for favors. He knew that Manu was aiming for me and yet he hadn’t mentioned it once. He should have also known beforehand that I had attached myself to the Tirs. It made his offer of Half-blood suspect. He may have just thought it was a safe gamble because of Half-blood’s worth, or maybe it was the most costly thing he could get his hands on. If he was looking to increase his power before the competition was over, then why didn’t he drink the Half-blood himself? He was only quarter-blooded as I was, and it would be a good jump in power for him.
I then moved on to my more exotic forms. Hellhound, Rock Giant, the different kinds of Imps—by my tenth form, he had forgotten he was a well-mannered vampire. Was that drool at the corner of his mouth?
Werewolf, Minotaur, and Incubus Forms were some of the last that I showed off. When I was done with them, there was one last Form I’d be showing him. It was also the most impressive. 
Back in my Vampire Form, I considered giving him the infamous Sai Darvish wink. It wouldn’t be helpful, so I shook my head, then began to change. I just hoped I’d made enough room.
As with the other forms, I slowed down the process of change. My body expanded quickly regardless, and soon I took up half the room. I thought small thoughts as I curled myself into a ball as much as possible while my Metal Dragon Form took shape. I could change between a few different metals, like Tin, Copper, and Bronze, so I showed each of them in turn.
Parth Gul had risen from his seat and taken a step back to make sure he had room to breathe. If he had doubts that I meant what I said about believing I could defeat Manu, then it seemed my last form had convinced him.
A minute later I stood as a vampire before him. “Did you have any luck unlocking it?”
He seemed to have spaced out and didn’t acknowledge I had said anything for a few seconds. “I uh. I didn’t unlock it, but I gained further understanding twice during the display. Thank you. Was that a kind of dragon?”
“A Metal Dragon, yes.”
“Amazing…”
He asked me one last time if I’d reconsider, but his heart wasn’t in it anymore. When he left, I turned and gave Shamash a serious look. “Am I in trouble?”
“I don’t believe so,” he replied. “That was well played. I know you’re interested in building ties to the Tir family but leaving here after the preliminaries is still probably the wisest choice. If one person expects something, it’s only a matter of time until someone else does as well. Parth should keep his mouth shut until after the competition, but after you gift him Shapeshifting, there’s no guarantee he will keep your secret safe.”
I nodded my head to show that I understood. Just as I thought I had some things figured out, everything was once again turned on its head. There was nothing I could do for the time being except continue training and prepare for the coming fights.
 



Chapter 24 – Dark Elf Wit
With only seven undefeated competitors left, I was two fights away from making it to the finals. It was little surprise that Manu Shah had gotten a pass to the next round since the numbers were uneven. No one complained. Besides him, only Eshana was left from the lich’s list. I believed I could beat her, but there was always the possibility that she was hiding something. If I faced her in the next round, I’d have to be careful.
Sai had also made it to the quarterfinals, and he’d be facing another unknown. It could be said that he’d be counted among those that had been lucky to not have to face any powerful opponents up to this point in the preliminaries, but his strength was nothing to laugh at. He probably wasn’t a match for Gansuk or Lusa Egotak. Once he lost, he’d have to face them to find out his final placement in the competition. I hoped he could reach the top 5 for the additional rewards but placing in the top 10 would likely be enough for him to make a way for himself so that he wouldn’t have to rely on his family for support. He’d already earned a small fortune in VT for making it this far.
The remaining fights for the undefeated were all in the central arena. I sat amongst the Tir family as we waited for the arena to be prepared. This time Shamash had joined me. We’d arrived two hours early, and even then, it had been difficult to make our way to our seats. The Tirs had people arrive early, so at least there was no problem with finding one.
It didn’t look like Hallow would be waiting for everyone to find their seat. Those in the stands of the central arena were already here, but, like waves on the ocean’s surface, large lines of people were still rippling toward the stands of the outer coliseum.
The level of noise coming from the crowd was like a constant roar washing over you. When the names of the competitors were called, there was a sudden hush that started in the central arena and spread outward like a wave of force.
I stood to my feet. He had called my name.
Like the calm before the storm, all the energy that had been suppressed while people were listening for the names was redirected. Vampires were normally too pompous to cheer for others, but there were rare exceptions. Even they couldn’t help themselves when millions of people were gathered together to watch the same spectacle.
Turning toward Jale, I bowed before heading toward the arena’s entrance.
No words passed between us, but she smiled as she returned my gesture.
I was swept away in the turbulence of the crowd’s applause. It was like all of the storm’s energy had gathered it into a funnel that was pressing down upon me. I was the clear favorite.
Stopping at the top of the stairs, I felt compelled to play to the crowd. They were pouring down their support, so it was only right that I at least acknowledge them.
It gave me a jolt when the volume rose another level in response.
I looked across the arena to see my competition. He was a vampire dressed in blue and black, who seemed to be struggling under the pressure of the crowd. His chin was lowered to his chest and he had to look up to meet my eyes. I almost felt sorry for him, but he had done well to get this far.
My wings tore through my skeletal armor as they pushed outward until they had reached their full breadth. I rose nearly ten feet into the air with a wave of my wings and hurried over to take my spot. Setting down on the black stone tile, I reached my starting point in the arena before my opponent had even reached the bottom of the stairs.
My opponent was a talented Ice Mage, but he’d had to fight tooth and nail in every fight to make it to this point. Showing him how effortlessly I covered the distance was to make him face the reality of how far apart we were.
I closed my eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. Opening them, I cast Time Crawl to better take it all in. Never in all my life had I thought I’d ever see something like it. Millions of people were watching my every move. If only Aeris and the others could see me now. I basked in their praise. I could see how people fell in love with this feeling. Without the others, I felt the euphoria, but it wasn’t without a tinge of bitterness.
Time Crawl was over soon enough, and the match was about to begin. How could I not take the time to glance at my competition in the stands?
I found Eshana watching me closely. She was prepared this time when she caught my gaze and met my smirk with one of her own. Despite our game of probing, we both bowed our heads to one another. I think she looked forward to fighting me as much as I looked forward to fighting her.
Turning to Manu, I didn’t hide behind civility and directly glared at him. Afraid I might give Shamash a heart attack, not that I really believed he had a heart in the first place, I left it at that and looked away without even a nod of the head.
Just to make it clear, I bowed to the Tirs one more time and then focused all my attention on the Ice Mage across the arena. I had no intention of underestimating him, but he just wasn’t in the same league. He should be grateful, though, for I planned on doing something a little different. My tail grew slowly—large and bronze.
With a word, the fight began. 
I let my opponent make the first move. Even though my Crimson Incubus wings were towering behind me, he flooded the ground before and around him with a thick sheet of ice. It might actually add to the challenge of what I had in mind.
Without hesitation, he didn’t stop with the ground, and raised a wall of ice between us that was flawless enough that it acted as a sheet of meter thick glass where we could still see one another.
He reminded me of Lord Darius, but he was at a far lower level and without the arrogance.
Seeing that he planned on waiting for me to come to him, I took a step forward, and launched myself into the air. I flew toward him from thirty feet up.
Seeing my approach, he raised two ice pillars behind him as thick as an ancient oak and quickly created a roof between the wall and two pillars.
It was interesting to see that he hadn’t totally caged himself in. There was wisdom in that. His current structure would block any direct magic projectiles while allowing him a few exits in case he needed to flee.
Almost as if there was a scorpion siege weapon that was hidden beneath his roof, a large spike appeared upon it as I approached. It was aimed right at me. A second and a third one appeared when I was less than ten feet from being directly over him.
I was close enough that his projectiles should be reasonably difficult for me to dodge, but I didn’t slow down. He couldn’t miss, so he fired.
As the giant arrows of ice ate up the distance in an instant, I whipped my tail forward and swiped them from the sky. Using the momentum of my tail, I pulled my wings in and let it take me in that direction. As I spun, I started to change. I redirected the swing of my tail to go right up and over my head until it nearly pointed straight up into the sky. Falling toward him, my body exploded in size as I took my largest form.
More ice arrows fired off and it was impossible for them to miss. They punched into my gut as I looked down upon his small ice fortress while upside down. The projectiles shattered and ricocheted against my growing mass.
With the added weight that being a Metal Dragon provided, I drove my bronze tail down upon his ice abode as I finished my somersault and landed on my feet like a crocodile with feline reflexes. I felt it was a good landing, but the entire arena shook and the tiles beneath my claws buckled into rubble. So much for the sheet of ice hindering my footing.
Instead of cheering, there was an enormous gasp like a whirlwind from the stands. 
With serpentine flexibility, I looked over my shoulder to see that there was literally nothing left of my opponent’s defensive structure. Not even a half standing pillar. It had been turned to slush.
I was like a Komodo dragon stretching his neck. Finding my opponent had fled in the direction opposite of the shoulder I was looking over, I was glad I’d decided to bring out this form early. I wasn’t as large as the one hundred foot adolescent dragon I’d defeated, but I was at least a third its size, and far bigger than I was in any of the other forms that I commonly used. It even made my Primordial Cat Form look tiny. Keeping this from Eshana and Manu until I had to use it would have been the normal strategy, but my lack of experience meant I was uncoordinated with it so I’d decided to get some practice.
Swiping my tail toward him, I spun in the direction I was already looking. It wasn’t awkward in the sense that I was lacking strength to manage my weight, but because I’d rarely had to turn such a big truck around. I laughed at myself for immediately comparing myself to a semi instead of an actual body. Awkward or not, I was a bacon-loving dragon!
I wasn’t sure if my smile reached my metal dragon face, but as I began to chase him, I was grinning from ear to ear.
He was quick enough on his feet to run and fire off ice shards as he went. Most of them were even well aimed.
I didn’t try to dodge or block them, for I didn’t have to. Opening up my mouth, I caught a number of them before chomping down. It was odd chewing since I wasn’t used to having my teeth in their current position, but I’d always enjoyed chewing ice chips, and after so much time without anything to eat, fighting him became a treat.   
I wasn’t really even trying to corner him, but it happened anyways because of my size.
As a last-ditch effort, he began summoning a massive Ice Shard that would have been able to injure me, but before it could gain enough momentum, I snatched it from the air and snapped it in half with my teeth.
I didn’t do anything after that except stand there a few feet from his tiny head, chewing what was left of his ice. He gave up.
Without even changing back, I spun to face Manu in my dragon form. Only then did I start to revert to a vampire. I stared at him with a deadpan look. Once I’d taken my Vampire Form, I smacked my lips a few times as I finished what was left over of the ice in my mouth and swallowed. I think he got the point.
I walked halfway to the stairs then decided against walking. Recasting my wings was also too much effort, so I jumped. I didn’t even throw out my arms to keep my balance. With my current stats, I didn’t have to. I was like a wooden post flying through the air. I touched down at the top of the stairs.
 There had been some applause when I won the match, but many people had been sitting in silence since I revealed my Metal Dragon Form. Looking toward them, that suddenly changed. I first felt the zeal of those in the central arena, then like the roll of a storm, the howl of the outer coliseum arrived a few seconds later.
I bowed my head multiple times in many directions as if to thank them all. I didn’t really have anything against Eshana, so I lowered my eyes as soon as I faced her and nodded my head.
Back at my seat, Jale quickly congratulated me, but also asked through mind-speak with obvious concern, “Isn’t it too early to divulge your strength?”
“Letting them devise their strategies to defeat this form means they won’t focus on much else,” I replied. “I still have a few secrets left. If I’d revealed everything to you then it would be no fun to watch.”
“Oh, so you’re doing this for my sake? Don’t forget that if I see everything now, you’ll have no secrets left for when we fight.”
“I’m more fearful that you might get bored. Though that’s a viable strategy if I wanted to hide something from you, I’d rather compete with skill and not surprise.”
“Fair enough. If you can scare the wits out of that dark elf in the same way you did the last guy, then I’ll be thoroughly impressed.”
Speaking of Eshana, she was up next. I’d like to say I’d shaken her confidence, but instead, she played off the show I had started and leaped from the stands without even bothering to head toward the stairs. She glanced back at me. She’d landed about twenty feet from her starting position and was walking in that direction.
I was in too good of a mood after my last fight. Seeing her response to my fight, I laughed out loud. When I felt Shamash’s gaze, I cut it short.
 



Chapter 25 – Family Ties
The man who faced off with Eshana wore a black plate armor similar to what I’d seen some of the guards wearing. He may have been one of the more talented youngsters in their ranks. When the fight started, Dark Magic lightning streaked from him toward the dark elf. She danced to the side, but he didn’t drop the spell. Instead, he began channeling even more mana into it and simply redirected it to follow after her.
Seeing his magic was only growing, she raised a stone wall between them. 
Every other opponent would have dropped their spell to save mana, but not this guy. He aimed straight for the wall and poured even more mana into it. 
His purple bolt became a beam of Dark Magic thicker than a man’s torso with Dark Lightning snaking along its surface on every side. He meant to penetrate the defense of her stone wall and finish her at the same time. It really wasn’t a bad strategy—to use excessive mana. The longer he channeled, the stronger his magic would get until he ran out of mana. He’d be spent quickly, but if she couldn’t make up for the sudden force, it was over.
Eshana seemed to understand what was happening, so she cast a dome of rock that soon swallowed her up to fend off attacks from all sides.
I was left scratching my head as to why she’d put herself in a position where she couldn’t run. Though her opponent wasn’t some genius duelist, she was playing right into his strategy. With enough mana, his Dark Magic could punch a hole in her defense. Was there something I was missing?
Seeing that she had decided to hunker down, the Dark Mage widened his stance and sent all his mana flooding into his one powerful spell. It beat against the stone like a high powered pressure washer. Chunks of rock were cast aside at an increased rate. What was she doing? At this rate she was going to lose. Death was even a possibility if she took a direct hit.
I watched the Dark Mage carefully with Mana Sight. His mana was definitely draining, but he still had approximately half his mana left. I had a bad feeling about this.
There was a moment where his Dark Lightning seemed to hit its limit. He held it in place. It seemed to only be a matter of time until Eshana’s defense collapsed.
As the seconds passed, I expected her stone wall to give way at any time, but it stubbornly held him off. Was I underestimating her?
I wasn’t the only one that felt that way. The Dark Mage pushed even harder, breaking past his limits. His beam of Dark Lightning expanded to double its size and sent pulses of dark mana surging out. I could feel its pressure on my face from the stands. He forced all of his remaining power into a single second’s burst, and then suddenly, it was cut off as if someone flipped the switch.
The Dark Mage barely kept his footing. He’d emptied his tank of mana.
A cloud of rock dust had developed where his Dark Magic had met Eshana’s dome. Slowly it started to settle. Had she already lost?
When it finally cleared, the entire side of the dome that had taken his attack directly was charred black. The Dark Magic residue seemed to swallow the light, so I couldn’t tell if his magic had penetrated her defense or not.
I saw movement at the bottom of the dome. It was hard to tell where it was coming from, but a puddle started to form. The dome was leaking?
A space appeared at the dome’s base, and water began rushing out. Then the crack grew, like a door opening from floor to ceiling, and the water escaped. It seemed Eshana hadn’t just covered herself in rock, but also filled the dome as well.
After the flow of the water slowed, Eshana walked out with a basketball-sized water glob floating above her palm. She looked completely unharmed.
She placed it before her and blew. Her water glob turned into a fine stream that shot toward the Dark Mage.
He panicked when he saw it and tried to throw out his arms while crying that he gave up. It came out as a whisper and his arms barely moved.
The water flew through the air too fast. When it reached him, it didn’t have the effect he imagined. It was little more than a splash to the face, but it was enough to put him off balance. He fell back like a stiff board.
The human inside of me wanted to smack myself on the forehead, but that was unvampirely so I had to hold back. If I had to guess, Eshana’s Water and Earth Magic reinforced one another in some way, which gave her the ridiculous defensive ability that I’d just witnessed. I still believed I could defeat her, but it might be a real drain. She might force me to waste a lot of my refined mana. If that happened, there was no way I could recover it all in a day to face Manu at my peak strength. I had no choice but to finish her quickly.
I almost booed as Eshana was returning to her seat, but I’d seen little sign that vampires had a good understanding of sarcasm. I was genuinely impressed, so I applauded.
Sai was up next. He was still sitting in his predetermined seat in the first row. As he headed toward the stairs, he shifted his weight from foot to foot in an exaggerated manner while amping himself up. Unlike most of the casters, he was the closest thing the competition had, besides Gansuk, to a real prizefighter. His opponent was an Earth Mage that had made it this far. They should be pretty evenly matched.
Before he’d even reached the stairs, the announcer had a mana tablet delivered to him. After a quick scan, he lifted his voice and said, “There has been a forfeit. The win goes to Sai Darvish. He will continue on to the semifinals!”
No one seemed to have expected it to happen. In place of boos was an irritated silence from the crowd. If the guy would have just shown up, he would have received a large amount of VT just for putting up a small fight before forfeiting. Was he really that afraid of facing Sai, or was he hurt? That didn’t make sense either. Even among the Dark Aligned healers, there were few injuries that couldn’t be taken care of quickly. Unless his opponent had died, but then wouldn’t the mana tablet have said so?
I started to suspect something was really wrong. Meeting Sai’s gaze, I shook my head as if to say ‘I don’t know what’s going on either’. I posed the question to Jale.
“If I had to guess, he’s been swept up into our Tir family troubles because of his loose connection to us,” she said without a moment’s hesitation. In other words, it was because of his friendship with me. I was getting ready to ask how letting him win was a negative, but then I saw the direction she was looking. Manu Shah was glaring back at her. “Manu probably has the intention of killing him in the next round to make an example of him.”
“He has me,” I replied with more bite than intended. “Sorry,” I added.
“You have my understanding. And since he is being threatened because of the Tir family, you won’t have to act. We will make sure he’s taken care of.”
“Thank you, Princess Jale.”
“Your friend has a lot of promise, so we aren’t completely acting with selfless intent. His type of talent makes for a good beast-feeder. If he can get his hunger under control then he’ll become much more powerful than he ever would on a normal vampire diet. After the announcement for the semifinals, go to him and tell him to come see us later today.”
I thanked her again. There was only a few minutes’ wait until the last announcement was made. It was exactly what we feared. Sai was to face Manu Shah, and I was to face Eshana in the semifinals. With Jale’s promise of protection, I could focus entirely on my fight with her. I went to him as she asked, and his eyes went as wide as I relayed her message.
“You really thought I wouldn’t put in a good word for you?” I said with mock offense.
“No, I just thought they’d say no,” he replied. I could tell he wasn’t bluffing.
Using mind-speak, I told him about Manu and his likely intentions.
“No surprise there,” he snorted. “I wonder how much money my opponent made by not showing up today. How much do they think I’m worth…?”
“Maybe 10 VT,” I said, watching as his face scrunched up into a grimace. “At least.”
 
***
 
I escorted Sai to the Tir residence later that day and let him enter on his own. I wasn’t able to be there for my friends in Sanctuary at the moment, but I could watch Sai’s back—whether he needed me there or not.
Afterward, I returned to my own apartment. Shamash was there waiting for me. He’d been giving me more and more freedom to deal with the constant influx of trouble that seemed to be piling up. I didn’t have to ask him why he’d stopped giving me as much advice as he had before. I was sure, at least in part, he thought I would fail, and he wanted me to have to face the consequences. The worse things got, the more likely it would be for me to turn back to doing things his way. But it wasn’t going to happen. My days of mass murder in ignorance were behind me.
Shamash and I went through our plan of escape. I’d resigned myself to having to leave after the preliminaries. My winnings plus the Half-blood I’d get from my transaction with Parth Gul would give me enough vampire blood to reach Trueblood, or close to it. I’d purchase some extra just to be safe. If I could defeat Manu without killing him, that would help Jale and the Tir family. If I disappeared afterwards, the Tir family should avoid the dishonor of having a beast-feeder becoming Trueblooded among them. I’d also wait until leaving to actually Drain the blood itself. Getting them to take in Sai would give him a place to start over. It was the best I could do for them. I also planned on leaving them both some of my extra Dark Orbs. Since I could practically create an endless supply, they would get more use out of them than I would. 
With less than 24 hours before my fight with Eshana, there wasn’t a lot I could do to prepare. Practicing my Metal Dragon Form wasn’t exactly practical in my apartment, or within city limits for that matter. I spent some time creating more Master Dark Orbs, but my supply was already far beyond what I’d need if the Trueblood and Half-blood fell into my hands. After a while, I stopped making them and just spent time getting my mind right.
In the end, I thought of Aeris and the sacrifices she was making. It was all in hope to be able to protect the others. But it was more than that really. We needed them as much as they needed us. I better understood that now after having to deal with the loneliness of the last few weeks before Sai and Jale came along. Leaving them, I’d find myself alone once again. It would be so easy just to stay. I could stop worrying and rely on Jale and the Tir family if I could only forget. But forgetting was not something I could allow. How could I possibly live with myself if I gave in to such temptation?
I could already feel the memory of my friends fading. Truly forgetting was impossible with my mental stats, but the saying was true. Out of sight, out of mind. Everything that pulled my attention and offered a distraction felt like a betrayal. They were depending upon me to protect them, but also to get the girls back from the Head Mistress. If I decided to do as Shamash recommended and spent decades growing as powerful as possible, my affections would have long grown cold. Even if my every desire ran contrary to it, being apart for such a long time would make it nearly impossible to stay focused. And wouldn’t my long departure bring mourning or bitterness? If they knew I was staying, how could they not feel betrayed?
I shook my head at myself because of my thoughts. Russ would understand and batter me with a vicious pat on the back as a rebuke. What of the others? Aeris would probably even try to talk me into it and insist she could handle a couple more decades of the mental torture she was putting herself through.
Letting my thoughts wander was fruitless. Gritting my teeth, I cleared my mind of all that was worthless and set my mind on what I had to do. Tomorrow, I’d face Eshana and I needed to defeat her without wasting too much mana. The time for perfecting my casting was long past. I even had the thought to extend the fight longer than necessary to make her look good. I had to remove such thoughts from my thinking. Misplaced compassion could cause as much damage as callous bloodlust if I wasn’t careful. I didn’t owe her any favors and she would likely give me a harder time than any of my opponents yet.
 



Chapter 26 – Crack
With only two big fights left until the finals that would take place tomorrow, the central stage was also being used for the top ten placement matches. They took place earlier in the day which placed my fight late in the afternoon. There were a number of good fights I watched sitting with the Tir family. Shamash was there with me, and so was Sai. He was now officially a trial member.
There was something different about him. I noticed it as soon as he arrived that morning. He was still quick with the wisecracks, but he shared most of them through mind-speak and was even putting on a less-expressive front. It was something that would have bothered me about any other vampire, but seeing it coming from him, I understood that he was acting that way out of thankfulness toward the Tirs. I couldn’t fault him for that. If I was honest, I was no longer on my best behavior because of Shamash, but because of Jale. She was actually less strict than the lich, but I still was far more willing to act appropriately for her sake.
I couldn’t help but find it funny. If anything, I would have guessed that vampire society depended upon absolute power to force people into obedience. With Jale, that was the furthest thing from the truth. Even Manu was more honorable than a simple tyrant, or at least better at hiding it and willing to provide some incentive. I wondered if the reason for this was because we were in Hallow and not in a place governed by any specific vampire family…
With all the good fights, there was one that stood out among all the rest. Gansuk against Lusa Egotak—basher versus Nature Mage.
It began as I suspected it might. Lusa summoned her tree defense, and Gansuk rushed in while sending blasts of energy from his axe. It seemed like it would be a classic battle of axe against tree, but the moment Gansuk reached the base of the trunk, his axe effortlessly sent wood chips flying. He held the tool that was her greatest weakness.
As he was hacking and splitting great quantities of wood with every swing, the roots and branches of Lusa’s tree began to surround him.
He wasn’t oblivious to his predicament, but he simply didn’t care. Instead of fleeing, he planted his feet and began to widen his every slash, attacking the branches and roots as they closed in. His attack speed increased, and with it, wood flew in all directions.
I almost stood from my seat as I imagined myself in the same scenario. The muscles in my arms twitched as I watched him swing his axe. It wasn’t the wisest strategy to take her full assault head on, but it was as if he saw the challenge and couldn’t back down. I had no direct reason to favor her, but I still hoped she would win because I’d had dealings with dwarves, even if it were mainly through that granite-headed guy that had joined us after we defeated Lady Contessa.
Seeing his colossal effort, I couldn’t help but to start rooting for the orc as well. I wasn’t the only one. Sai was gripping his pants as if he were the one holding the axe. I could also feel the tension build amongst the crowd.
Gansuk fought off the roots and branches for a few minutes before they were able to completely surround him. When they did, they closed every gap as if they were going to cut off his air and ultimately strangle him.
He’d disappeared for more than a minute when there was finally movement. At the furthest point on the wrapping of branches, opposite the tree’s trunk, a few woodchips and small branches flew outward. A moment later, more took to the air. Everyone was dialed in on that exact spot.
We weren’t disappointed. An ethereal force severed the branches and roots from top to bottom before a muscular arm shot out and gripped the outside of the barrier as the orc pulled his head through with the upper half of his body. His leg followed next.
Seeing the strained look of fierce determination, the crowd gasped as one. There was a green gas that was escaping the dome of branches through the gap that he’d created. Lusa hadn’t just tried to suffocate and strangle him but poison him as well. What absurd kind of constitution did he have that he was able to grit through it while still swinging his axe?
The branches and roots were trying to tie him up even as he was struggling to get out. Was this her intention all along?
He suddenly went still, and the grimace left his face. He looked blank for a moment, but then his aura started to push out of his body with incredible force. With his hand wrapped in dense energy, he grabbed at one of the larger branches. Like a pair of garden shears, his grasp split the wood apart. With the same quickness that he swung his axe with, he jerked his body back and forth as he slowly pried open the gap between the branches and pulled the rest of his body out.
Rolling forward, he spun and came to his feet. Both of his hands gripped his axe, but its blade rested upon the stone tile as if he’d lost the strength to hold it upright.
Lusa must have been furious that he’d gotten out of her trap, but she wouldn’t let him rest. Branches and roots untangled themselves before shooting out to grab and impale their prey.
Gansuk’s axe flashed with the tried precision that only a well-trained soldier could possess. Compressed energy collided with the branches in the air. They split apart like twigs, but they kept regenerating and reached for the orc with renewed vigor.
He kept battling on even as his axe light started to dim. The compressed beams’ strength slowly diminished until only the blade of his axe was able to meet the extensions of the possessed tree. His stamina was spent, and yet he still swung his axe. It looked like he’d already lost, but he wouldn’t give up until he could no longer move.
Sensing this, Lusa sent a large root circling in behind him to sweep out his feet. As it struck the back of his legs, all of his remaining strength seemed to be sapped from his body and he fell like a sack of dead weight.
Instead of letting him fall, Lusa caught him with her roots and sat him up in a makeshift chair. His axe had fallen to the ground and he sat there with his arms hanging at his sides and his chest expanding with every billow of his mighty lungs.
Then something happened that I’d never seen happen since I’d first come to Hallow. The vampires in the audience stood up. It began with smaller groups. Jale was among the first to take to her feet and we followed. There was no clapping, or cheers, but the sound of thousands of people rising to their feet in the immediate stands and then millions in the outer was thunderous.
An opening appeared in Lusa’s tree trunk. She stepped out. Her face had grown blotchy, and it was obvious through Mana Sight that she was almost out of mana. Despite that, she summoned a few roots to lift her into the air. From across the arena, she stood ten feet above and looked down at the exhausted orc. Taking a moment to catch her own breath, she bowed deeply.
“This is how vampires show their utmost respect,” Shamash said. His voice resounded in my head. “Traditionally, they don’t express their approval with words. Instead, they stand and look on so that the person receiving honor knows that they have been seen. Seeing and remembering is the greatest honor.”
It made sense from what I’d learned about vampire culture. I remembered how careful the higher ranking vampires were to the point of arrogance with the attention they gave others. Ignoring an offender was often seen as the greater rebuke than an actual verbal one. The worst offenses would gain attention, but it often came in the form of someone appearing in your home late at night and stabbing you in your sleep.
I wasn’t even the one who was receiving the honor, but my adrenaline was flaring up as if I were. I couldn’t deny the pull that the glory of the Hallow Coliseum possessed. I even had thoughts of one day returning when I was stronger just to compete with the highest ranks for the ultimate glory…
 
***


“Are you ready?” I asked my friend through mind-speak as his match drew near.
Sai’s breathing was slow and controlled. “This is it. This is why I’m here.”
“You’ve already made it. You don’t have to return to your family’s business any longer.”
He shook his head. “That’s true, but it’s not what I mean. I know I’m not capable of defeating Manu Shah, but I can make it so that it’s a fight that he’ll never forget. He expects me to be another low rank vampire with a sword. I’ll make him, and everyone else, have second thoughts on what low-borns are capable of.”
I firmly patted him on the back. “Leave it all out in the arena. The true nobles have your back.”
We both looked over at Jale and her family. None of the heads of the family were here, like her mother or father, but not a single one of them had given me or Sai a funny look and they followed every decision Jale had made, always showing us respect. I knew they weren’t faultless, but they did possess a certain honor that only people of conscience could possess. They were not the monsters that I’d first thought them to be.
When his name was called, the stands were already ringing with Manu Shah’s praises since his name had been announced first. Still, Sai stood and offered Jale a deep bow. All the way down to the arena floor he didn’t take his eyes off Manu as he headed to his starting point. Before the match had even begun, he lowered himself into a stance that said he wasn’t here for some quick VT.
I noticed Alexandria, who was sitting next to me, lean forward to sit on the edge of her seat. If something happened, she was the one that would go forward to protect Sai.
Manu Shah didn’t even look at Sai but stood in his starting place and was glancing up at the stands as if he were having a conversation with a friend. I wouldn’t be surprised if he really were addressing someone through mind-speak. I had to admit that if I were facing Sai, I wouldn’t think much of him either. He was very close to exceptional, but the best in the competition were just on a different level. However, I knew Manu wasn’t just ignoring him because he thought lightly of him, but also because he wanted to show his disregard publicly to embarrass him.
Sai’s focus was sharpened like a sword. The announcer began the typical declarations before the fight began. Sai lowered himself even further.
Before the word had fully left the announcer’s mouth, Sai was gone. His speed was his greatest weapon, and with over 20,000 Dexterity, even Manu’s inflated stats couldn’t compare to him in that area. Dark Magic buffs filled Sai’s limbs with bulging power. He shone in purple light.
To everyone’s surprise, Sai didn’t approach from any angle at all, but sprinted toward Manu in a straight line at full speed. His approach was so fast that Manu had to tear himself away from his conversation and even jump back as a long sabre-beam tore through where he’d been standing.
My reason for not having to worry about being matched up against Sai was different than Manu’s. Not only could I use magic to defend myself, but I was even capable of surpassing him with my physical stats, including my Dexterity if I buffed myself and used the right forms. I was sure Manu could probably buff himself as well, but could he double his Dexterity to match Sai’s speed? I doubted it was something he was capable of. His strength was his overwhelming Dark Magic talent and mana pool.
Unlike all of his other fights outside of the one with Lusa Egotak, Manu didn’t limit himself to basic uses of Dark Magic. His form exploded as Dark Mana seeped from his body and turned into a giant demon of darkness.
Sai’s sabre, with built-up momentum, was already there to cleave into Manu’s thick aura. His blade was thick with compressed energy as it met the noble’s defense. His attack cut deep but didn’t reach Manu’s physical body.
Jumping back, Sai dodged the enormous claws that reached out to split him into vampire steaks. Before his opponent could even react, my friend had darted around to his rear and sent a dozen sabre-beams thrashing against the demon’s back.
Manu spun with his claws outstretched. The current reach of his Dark Mana limbs was over twenty feet in length. They swiped across the ground with the force to topple boulders.
I could feel as much as see my friend’s determination. He ran literal circles around the Dark Magic demon, dancing forward to land a few blows before darting out again and moving to a different angle of attack. With sabre-beams and his physical sabre, he didn’t let up his assault like a man possessed. If he couldn’t cause any real damage, he would drive Manu to the point of a mental breakdown by being a mosquito that was impossible to swat.
Thirty seconds into the fight, I was already convinced that Sai had made his point. In a fight to the death, he might not be able to kill Manu Shah, but with his superior speed, he was also invincible. If he wanted to run away, there was nothing Manu could do.
After a full minute, it started to get embarrassing. Was it possible that Sai could keep this up long enough to completely drain Manu of his mana and ultimately win? That shouldn’t be the case. I knew that with his insane mana pool, Manu was capable of much more than this Dark Mana Demon form.
Another minute passed and I started to believe that Manu may have actually let his frustration get the best of him. It was impossible to see the noble’s face, but he continued to reach out with his enormous arms to try to knock Sai off his feet.
Alexandria stiffened. I noticed the change in her before anything changed in the fight. Looking at both Manu and Sai carefully, there was nothing I could pinpoint that might draw her attention. I relaxed slightly. Maybe she was just tense because it was being drawn out for so long…
It happened so quickly, there seemed to be no build-up at all. An eruption of magic shot out from Manu’s demon form in a wave of electrifying power. Sai was already retreating after slashing at the demon’s core, but the wave caught him regardless. Driving him back and jarring him wildly, Sai was stunned, if only for a moment. It was enough.
Manu had even been facing the other direction when the Dark Magic wave erupted, but it was like he had eyes in the back of his head. The arm of darkness reached back with an unnatural bend and grabbed ahold of him.
Alexandria had already left her seat. In a split second, she’d reached that side of the arena from the stands. With a single flash of her fist, the Dark Mana limb holding Sai was cleaved in two. She landed next to him. He crumpled to the ground as the giant hand that had ahold of him dissipated into the air. A blanket of Dark Magic flew from her palm to heal him. She reached down like she was going to offer him her hand but then she froze.
Immediately, I cast Forced Learn on my friend to get the best view of what was going on inside of him. With it, time froze, and my perceptions plunged into him from more than a hundred feet away. I didn’t bother about saving mana. Even though it would cost a couple hundred thousand, I still had plenty of excess so that I could recover before I had to fight Eshana in the next match.
There was damage to his bloodstream that held his mana, but that wasn’t a surprise. Nothing seemed to be leaking from his body, so there were no open wounds. There also didn’t seem to be anything lodged inside of him that was keeping him from healing, so what could the problem possibly be? I quickly scanned him from head to toe, passing over his mana core. As soon as I did, I did a double take and returned to it. On closer examination, I saw clearly what had caught my attention. His core was cracked. It was almost impossible unless Manu had been aiming for it.
Alexandria had arrived fast enough to save his core from being crushed entirely, but damage had still been done. As soon as my perceptions had returned to me, I leapt from my seat into the air. My wings formed and drove me across the arena to where Sai was with a volatile push.
The tile nearly buckled as my feet crashed down beside Alexandria. She didn’t even react to my arrival but continued sending Dark Mana into his battered form.
Jale was suddenly at my side, with an older gentleman vampire who I’d never heard speak.
“His core is cracked,” I said aloud, not caring if everyone in the arena heard.
Both Jale and the elder vampires jerked their gazes in my direction. I saw the dread take hold of Jale’s normally controlled features.
“Let me,” the elder said. His face remained emotionless as Alexandria finally stood and backed away.
The fear on Jale’s face seemed to ease a little as the elder kneeled over Sai. Dark Mana rose off of him like steam from an open pot. The space around him started to tremble beneath such terrible power that I could think of no one else besides Mistress Nava and the Head Mistress that could cause such a reaction with so little effort.
“Back up,” Alexandria said, taking my hand and pulling me with her.
With one hand, the elder let a gentle stream of Dark Magic flow into my friend. The other he plunged straight into Sai’s chest. It went through what was left of Sai’s armor and his chest cavity like a knife through mashed potatoes. The elder grabbed ahold of Sai’s core. With less effort than a sneeze he could snuff out his life. Instead, he began controlling Sai’s mana, as well as his own, and did something I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to accomplish. He started repairing Sai’s core.
With Mana Sight at full power, I saw every thread form and reattach. After Core Creation had reached its Master Rank, it had leveled up very little even after creating numerous Master Orbs. The moment I saw this old master complete the repair process, my ability shot up from Level 13 to level 17 in one go. It was the very revelation I needed to speed up its progress.
At the moment, the revelation meant little to me. I saw Sai’s body start to accept Dark Magic and the healing process began.
Jale turned her attention from Sai now that it was clear he would recover and walked over to stand next to me. Her smile showed as much relief as I felt. Alexandria patted my wrist as if she were calming a child.
When he’d done what was required, the elder vampire stood. As emotionless as his features seemed, his gaze held me in place. The bow of his head was so slight it would have been invisible to a low-level human. “Are you able to beat him?” the elder said suddenly.
It startled me. Seeing what this old guy was capable of, and his inconceivable ability to manipulate mana even without possessing the Blue Magic Pillar Core Creation, I had little doubt he was Mistress Nava’s match. His voice wasn’t loud, but amongst vampires he might as well have had a loudspeaker. I didn’t hide my confidence. “I can.”
“Then if you’re of the mind to kill him, the Tir family will fully back your decision.”
Everyone in the entire arena seemed to freeze at once. Jale had already told me as much, that they would back me if I felt I had no other choice but to take his life. But saying it publicly was no different than declaring war on the Shah family with everyone present. Even a dimwitted vampire poser like me understood the deep implications of what had just been said. The elder vampire had already disappeared and returned to the stands by the time I’d recovered. 
Jale and Alexandria stood as still as statues beside me. They were in even more shock than I was.
I could almost feel Manu’s glare. Turning, I found him still standing where he’d been at the end of the fight. His smirk was as demonic as his Dark Magic form.
“You think you can kill me,” he said. It wasn’t a question. He oozed arrogance. He thought his performance today was the perfect deception, but I knew better. 
The wave of Dark Magic he’d used to stun Sai was something he easily could have used within the first few seconds of the fight. It might not have been as effective with Sai still feeling him out, but that wasn’t the point. He’d held back what he was capable of throughout the fight. Why? So that I’d underestimate him? Or was it just to play with Sai? To make him believe that he could actually win?
“Any last words?” he asked.
“Don’t run away,” I replied, then turned my back on him without another word.
I helped Sai to his seat. He was already cracking jokes by the time he got there, but I could see the reality in his body language. He’d only just escaped a close brush with death, and he knew it.
I wanted to stay with him, to be there so he had someone to chat with. That was his thing, especially when he was working out his nerves. It would have to wait. My match with Eshana was about to begin.
“You made him look like a fool,” I said to encourage him. 
“At least until it was clear that he wasn’t,” Sai replied with a chuckle. “It’s okay. Go and win.”
I didn’t argue. Facing the Tirs, I found myself thinking the normal gesture wasn’t enough. I bowed fully at the waist. It lasted far longer than was normally appropriate. Seeing the faces of Jale, Alexandria, and the elder, I knew that I was wrong. They thought it was perfectly suitable.
Not only was I fuming after what Manu had done, but it also further infuriated me that they ruined my fight. I’d been looking forward to fighting Eshana more than anyone else just because I’d finally get to talk a little bit of trash without anyone taking offense. Instead, I faced her from across the arena while still trying to calm my spirit.
“I’m disappointed,” Eshana said. “I was hoping to make you my pet, but then that self-important Dark Magic addict had to ruin the mood.”
“I feel the same way,” I replied honestly.
“So you had the intention of making me your pet? As the others have found out, I’m rather expensive.”
It didn’t seem like she was going to let me go without a prodding even in the current situation. But then I heard her voice like a whisper in my ear. She was sending me a message through mind-speak. “I’m sorry about what happened to your friend. I’m not going to hold back, though.”
I replied to her first statement out loud. “I’d be afraid of making you my pet. I’d always fear you’d try to drown me when I wasn’t paying attention.”
Then I sent her a personal message. “Thank you. I’ve been looking forward to fighting you more than anyone else in the competition. If things were different, I like to give you every opportunity to show me what you’re capable of. But today, I don’t have that luxury.”
As if answering both of my last responses, she replied verbally, “Don’t worry, after I win against you, I’ll beat Manu bloody until even Gansuk looks handsome.”
I grinned in response. I liked Eshana, and I didn’t want her to think any differently, but I was done with this competition. Any thought of depending upon strategy or holding back what I was capable of had shattered when Manu had almost shattered Sai’s core. I had 404,480 MPM and 2,743,101 MP to play with before I would have to tap into my refined mana. I’d planned on using my Metal Dragon Form as a strategic play, but I threw all of that out.
As the announcer started the fight, I began to change into my Crimson Incubus Form. I could technically increase my Light Magic Buffs while using it, but it would make it much more likely for someone to notice. That didn’t mean I was out of options.
I channeled mana into Incubus with abandon. Without Vampire Form, I’d lost the Intelligence buff, but what was 1,000 Intelligence anyways? The cost of my Incubus Form went from 12,000 Mana Per Minute to 768,000 over a few seconds. The heat inside of me boiled. With over 35,000 Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution, I put a cap on my mana flow as I reached 7x Crimson Incubus Form.
It had taken me over ten seconds to prepare myself. Eshana had taken full advantage and raised a wall that completely cut herself off from two-thirds of the arena. It was the second time I’d seen her use this defense. This, and not the little dome she’d used in the last fight, seemed to be her trump card. It meant that there wasn’t just a wall between us, but a large pool of water that she could hide in. Finding her wouldn’t be easy, and I could only hold my form for a couple minutes.
Pulling my wings tight against my back, the tiles beneath my feet cracked as my image blurred. Instead of trying to conserve mana, I threw even more into my Incubus Form’s rarely used Enrage and Fire Breathing abilities. Borrowing Sai’s approach in his match against Manu, I flew forward like a red-hot coal, quickly reaching top speed. When I neared her thick wall of stone, I didn’t rear back to attack it with my fist but lowered my head as if I were challenging Waldemar the Minotaur Captain to a headbutting contest. 
The Enrage ability was similar to Werewolf’s Bloodlust. Because of my experience hunting with Travis for all those weeks, I didn’t lose myself in the ability’s rage. Instead, the memory of fighting with my friend merged with the fury I felt from seeing Sai near death.
It wasn’t fair. Eshana shouldn’t have had to be the one to fight me after what had just happened to Sai. We should have had the most impressive fight out of the entire preliminaries. But I was incapable of holding back. Her wall parted as I passed through it like a wall of talc. It was a mound of powder that crumbled to dust in my wake.
Her wall was taller and thicker this time, which meant there was much more water. But plunging into it I was like an ever-burning flame. A volcanic source that sent the entire pool boiling within seconds.
As I searched for her beneath her pool’s surface, I noticed that the heat from my body was so immense that the water wasn’t even touching my flesh. The bone armor over my chest turned to ash the moment I stopped providing it mana. As the water pushed toward me, it turned to steam before it could reach. The steam pushed the water back over my head as it sought a means of escape. Of course, I responded as any enraged fire monster would. I added even more mana to turn up the heat.
If I had known that Eshana had already leapt from the pool because she wasn’t able to take the heat, I would have cooled my temper right there. But in a sense, I’d forgotten her in the moment. Sucking in a massive breath, which wasn’t even necessary for the spell, I dropped 100,000 MP for no other reason than because I could. An inferno of fire spewed from my mouth. Hundreds of gallons of water went gaseous in an instant as even more was pushed back as if by a formidable wind.
She wasn’t even directly above me, but as the waters were pushed back, I saw her near one side of the arena looking down at me with all the color drained from her face.
I hadn’t completely lost my mind. I turned off the flames as my wings shot out, smacking the displaced water back even further. The next thing I knew, I was holding Eshana by the neck with one arm as she dangled thirty feet in the air. She hadn’t tried to evade me because she was completely incapable. She was so light.
I noticed then that I hadn’t turned down the heat as much as I’d thought. The skin of her neck was burning beneath my palm.
Drawing back the heat entirely, I floated down and set her as gently as possible on the ground.
“Sorry,” I said through mind-speak and immediately healed her throat with a stream of Dark Magic before removing my hand.
She blinked half a dozen times as if to make sense of what had happened. “I never had a chance.”
I chuckled aloud, but still replied through mind-speak. “I wouldn’t underestimate my ability to come up with unworkable strategies for you to take advantage of. Today, I just didn’t have the luxury of losing.”
She nodded sheepishly. As her eyes narrowed, I saw some of the brazen boldness return. Her hand shot up, as she directed someone behind me.
I sidestepped and turned so that I could see them both. A high-level dark elf had been standing within arm’s reach behind me. I also saw Alexandria standing next to her. Who knew what would have happened if I hadn’t stopped myself as soon as I had?
“Will you let me make this up to you?” I said privately. “I have no idea where to find good food in this city, so you can pick the place. I’m paying.” It was a long shot, but I’d been wanting to ask her about the girl that had been stuck so firmly in Khun’s dungeon spirit mind.
She couldn’t have looked more stunned if I were still holding her up by the throat. For all her flirty smack talk, it seemed the last thing she’d ever expected was for me to actually ask her out. I could be breaking every rule, but I didn’t care. I still wasn’t sure if I intended to kill Manu in our match tomorrow, but the trouble was coming whether I liked it or not
“You’re asking me out on a date?” she replied.
“I do not mean to overstep, and my intentions are not romantic in nature. Everything I said before the match is true. Feel free to bring a friend, or escort, or whatever will make you more comfortable. Celebrating how far we’ve gotten in these preliminaries would be enjoyable, I think. Few people in Hallow have much of a sense of humor. You would be doing me a favor by helping to lighten my mood. I also have a close friend whose playmate had to flee from his side when she was still a child many years ago. She’s a dark elf… If there’s a way to track her down and find out if she’s still alive, I’d also like to inquire for him.” 
“You are quite odd, Zerin of Tir. Normally, I don’t trust vampires who drink nothing but the blood of beasts, but if you’re paying, then how can a girl say no?”
She gave me the name of a restaurant and I flew to my seat. I ignored the announcements about tomorrow’s finals and checked on Sai. I then reported to Jale about my date with Eshana. I truly had no intention of it being a romantic engagement in any way. Asking her felt very appropriate at the time, but suddenly I was as sweaty as a pig being readied for roasting. It wasn’t like I had a relationship with Jale, nor did I want one. So why were my nerves flaring like a teenage boy?
“I can call it off or change the arrangements if it will cause dishonor,” I added at the end of my explanation.
She closed her eyes after hearing my report through mind-speak. It was as if she’d heard a private joke and didn’t want to share. “There is no need. Only a dark elf would dare to have agreed to your proposal at such a time. You do realize that there’s now open hostility between us and a neighboring noble house and you’ve just invited Eshana to share in it with you? Hmmm. Although, the Shahs wouldn’t dare show the same hostility to them because of their trade agreements, but this may be seen as us trying to win more agreeable terms. And why shouldn’t it…” She tapped her chin. “Go to this dinner. I’ll send an escort with you that might as well discuss a shared future. Take your mind off tomorrow’s finals and enjoy yourself.”
Why did I feel like I was going to regret this?
 



Chapter 27 – Chophouse
I returned with Sai to the Tir mansion where he’d already moved in. Unlike me, who had prepaid for my hotel, his funds were peanuts so free board was a big deal to him even with the VT he’d won in the preliminaries. My date with Eshana was planned for a few hours from then. Right now he needed me whether he’d admit it or not.
His apartment wasn’t large, but the bed looked comfortable enough and there was decent closet space. There was no kitchen, for members of the family were expected to eat together while they were staying under the same roof. There were a few cushioned chairs around a coffee table where we sat and relaxed. I was still used to human hotels having TVs, so it was odd seeing every room designed without one in mind.
“You have to watch out for those dark elves,” Sai insisted for the thousandth time. I knew he was trying to take his mind off his fight with Manu, so the repetition didn’t annoy me. “They’ll tease intimacy just to stab you in the back for fun while you’re going in for a kiss. I hear their women like to devour their males while mating, only to heal them back to life after they’ve had their fun.”
“Seriously?” I replied.
“Probably not, but I wouldn’t put it past Eshana. That girl is a mischief monster.”
“So what you’re really asking is for me to put in a good word for you?”
“I… Of course not.”
“Don’t worry. If she’s not interested I’ll ask her if she has a friend that might be.”
He shook his head sharply. “You’re the one courting her. Leave me out of this one.”
“Courting her friendship. What can I say, I like oddballs. You and I are friends after all.”
It finally coaxed a snicker out of him. “Why did you ask her?”
“There’s no mystery. I feel bad for how our fight turned out. I took my anger out on her instead of Manu.”
“Aren’t you afraid it might affect your chances with Jale?”
It was my turn to laugh. “I have a lot of respect for her, but I’m not interested in a romantic relationship with her either.”
“For all that is bloody, why not? From what I can tell you’re the only suitor that has a chance.”
I didn’t answer right away. Since first meeting him, I’d really told him nothing about myself, despite wanting to. I’d come to trust two vampires. He was one and Jale was the other. I wasn’t ready to tell them I was human, but perhaps I could give him a few more clues as to why I was really here.
Knowing that the Head Mistress was still capable of hearing everything I said out loud, I answered him through mind-speak. “I’m engaged. My fiancée is being held by an ancient entity and I have no choice but to complete a mission that they sent me on to win her freedom, as well as a number of my friends.”
“That’s foul,” he replied, following my lead and answering through mind-speak. “Does Jale know? She might be able to help.”
“Not with this.”
“How powerful are we talking about here? Grandmaster level?”
All that it took was a look.
“Even stronger?” His tongue passed back and forth over his top row of teeth as he thought. “And I thought you had all the luck… At least that means you’re no longer any competition.”
“Is that what it means?” I belly laughed. “So it’s Jale you’re after?”
He shrugged off my response. “You’re leaving after the Festival of Parmida?”
“Perhaps.”
“Then I’m leaving with you.”
“No you’re not.” I sat forward while giving him a piercing look. “You can’t help me where I’m going, and I hope one day to return. Get your thirst under control and train those beast-feeder biceps. I’ll need all the friends I can get. Got it?”
“Yeah, I got it… So what’s this girl like? Your fiancée? Are you sure she compares to Jale, and is she as freakishly powerful as you?”
“She’s a force of nature. She keeps me in line. Jale reminds me of her actually. As for her strength, if she’s improved as much as I think she has, she’d probably easily win the preliminaries.”
“Even against Manu?”
Remembering her ability to control the wind and create a Belly controlling tornado at a fraction of the level she must be now, if her level had neared my own… Not to mention, in her Wisp Form she was practically invincible. It was possible Manu’s Dark Magic could harm her, but I wasn’t so sure. Could Darkness and Corruption really harm the wind? The more I saw of the world, the more I realized how unique she was. Wind itself was fairly rare among the elements and her talents in it and Dexterity combined made her even more exceptional. “I suspect she’d win with ease.”
“She can beat you?”
“I don’t think I’d lose against her, but neither could I defeat her. She’s more elusive than you are.”
“Fine. Jale will just have to settle for me.”
“Take care of her. What the Tir family has built here is rare. You know that as well as I do.”
“I do. And I will.”
“And Sai, try not to wink…”
 
***
 
Jale personally came to retrieve me when it was about time for me to get ready for my date with Eshana. She wore a snug fur of black and orange that hugged her neck and shoulders. Her dress showed off her strong, feminine build.
I’d been escorted to a room that resembled a dressing area in a large department store. There were mirrors lining the back wall, and the entrance to a short hall that had changing rooms that offered some privacy. The front of the room where we stood had a number of benches where people could sit while someone modeled.
Alexandria was with Jale, carrying the outfit they’d hand-selected for me to wear. “We’ve discovered that the establishment you’ll be attending tonight has a clientele that mostly aren’t vampires. Dark elves and orcs are the main patrons, but other races including humans are also commonly served there. I’m sure Eshana chose such a place to make you uncomfortable. Will it give you any trouble?”
I knew what she was really trying to say. Would I be tempted to go on a murderous rampage and drain everyone while I was there? “It won’t be a problem.”
“Very good,” Jale said, taking my arm and sitting me down on one of the benches. “The best part is that there won’t be as many vampires spying on you and it’s very unlikely the Shahs will harass you while you’re there. I’m sure Eshana also chose it for that reason. You don’t have to worry about any of the negotiations we have in mind. Do be careful, though. You seem to know dark elves better than most, but do not forget that they are unrestrained. What we might take as offensive is nothing but a practical joke to them. Even a certain level of violence is acceptable.”
“I will,” I promised.
“Then, let’s get you dressed for the occasion.” She stood and motioned for Alexandria.
“You will be overdressed, but that is expected from the family of Tir,” her aunt said as she held up the garment for me to see. “We’ve chosen the fur of the ruby panther to be the focal piece.”
The fur was in the shape of a cloak and, despite being black as night, there was a red shimmer as it flexed and bent. It was like the yellow light of the room was absorbed by the fur, then a red light was reflected in place of it.
Alexandria continued, “This ruby panther was level 25,000 and stood twice as tall as a man. It fed a troop for two days by itself. It’s a magnificently graceful beast. To wear its fur is to wear its pride. You possess its speed and still have a red glow to your eyes, so it fits you well.”
“Which brings us to another topic of importance,” Jale said, standing me up to my feet. “I know you don’t actually drink blood. Tonight, since the restaurant has a beast-feeder friendly menu, it’s a good opportunity for you to sample a wide variety of beast-bloods. The change doesn’t take place overnight, so there is no danger of it affecting your fight tomorrow. But absorbing blood magically will not cause the change. Think about it. It’s just a suggestion and it could be fun.”
“Then I’ll have to take your advice.” It wasn’t long ago that I’d been planning to really join them. My plans had been modified, again, but I still wished as much.
I was handed the garments and I left to change in one of the backrooms. It only took me a minute. The cloak of panther fur clung to my shoulders and hung over my chest, while only draping down to my lower back. As soon as I’d put it on, I felt that there was much more to it. Examining it, my eyes widened as I saw it added 5,000 to Dexterity. No wonder the Tirs always wore animal furs. It was one of the highest stat bonuses I’d seen from a piece of clothing.
As I walked out to stand in the center of the room, surrounded by mirrors and the two women who’d taken a seat, I felt a nervous chill crawl up my spine.
“Much better,” Alexandria said. “Now you look the part.”
Jale stood and approached me. Her eyes glistened with purple light. There was a serious glint to her gaze that held me in place. When she was no more than a foot away, she stopped and looked up at me. Unlike Aeris who was a full head shorter than me, Jale was only a few inches shorter. “I hope that you’re able to relax your mind tonight, for tomorrow’s trial will not be a minor one. I suspect that Manu has only showed us a fraction of what he’s capable of. I know you’ll force it out of him, but if you aren’t careful, he’ll end it before you have a chance to respond. Prepare yourself, Zerin of Tir. If you don’t defeat him, then I’ll have to be the one to do so in the main competition. Wouldn’t that be embarrassing?”
Seeing the look in her eyes, I stood face to face with the competitive side of her. She was ruthless and totally flirting with me—or was I the only one that felt a vehement attraction? I studied her features in that moment in a way I hadn’t allowed myself before because the thought of Aeris was always with me. But in that moment—Aeris who?
Nothing about her was masculine despite her obvious strength. She reminded me of a gymnast that was at the highest level. Her body was one of grace and power, but she still had the face of a beautiful young girl. Of course, she wasn’t a gymnast, and she wasn’t a child. Her sport was combat, and I believed her when she implied that she’d beat Manu if I didn’t. I might be at the top of those in the preliminaries, but there were still the geniuses amongst geniuses that would only appear in the main competition. She was one of them.
I swallowed the knot in my throat and turned away. I should have told her about Aeris’s predicament days ago even if I was still going to leave. “I won’t embarrass you,” I finally responded.
“I’m not worried about me.”
Was it the Head Mistress’s mission that she was really talking about? “Then I’ll have to show you that you don’t have to.”
She smiled up at me as if accepting my response, but seeing her look down and away, I knew she was resigning herself to the fact that I was ultimately leaving.
What I’d ultimately have to do was going to hurt. There was no way around it now.
 
***
 
I arrived at the restaurant with not one but two escorts. Shamash was with me to advise me if necessary, and Alexandria was there to negotiate. The lich was dressed in typical vampire fashion and looked even more out of place than I did, but Alexandria wasn’t too far off either. I still didn’t know why, but she didn’t wear the beast skin fashion that the rest of the Tir family did. It was a mystery that I’d have to ask Jale about.
It would have been easy to ask Alexandria herself, for she was walking next to me in her ankle-length black gown. We’d already arrived, however, and I suspected there might be a long story behind it. It was too late to ask now.
Shamash was following behind us. The lich couldn’t have cared less about his character’s reputation, which fit his nameless status well enough.
I’d expected the establishment to be different, but the one-story building had an open entrance that spanned the length of the wall and was unlike the rest of Hallow. There were people inside and out, with a variety of races conversing and music coming from within. The last thing I’d expected was bass, but it filled the place with an energetic tempo. It wasn’t overly loud, although with the senses of a vampire a normal concert wouldn’t have drowned out the voices of people I was trying to talk with.
“Zerin of Tir,” called out a gentleman dark elf in a vampire-style suit. “You honor me with your visit to my Maans Chophouse. I am Bahman, the owner of this humble establishment. Follow me. I will take you to Eshana Dara.”
Unlike Jale, Eshana wasn’t an actual princess of the Andheree Raat kingdom, just a talented young warrior who was here to gain experience. Seeing the reaction of the many people outside that had heard the restaurant owner’s words, she was treated no less than if she were.
I was quick to smile, knowing that vampire etiquette would be lax here. “Thank you, Bahman.”
He stepped forward and reached out his hand. “Lady Alex,” he said, with a dramatic bow. “Please, allow me.”
She placed her hand in his without hesitation. It seemed they were old acquaintances. It was also the first time I’d heard someone call her by a shortened version of her name…
I followed close behind, putting on a warm front as everyone we passed turned to look at me. That included dainty little dark elf girls and bowling ball shouldered orcs. There were even a few minotaurs and a human or two. It wasn’t just Bahman’s mention of Eshana’s name that drew their attention. Everyone seemed to recognize me. I wasn’t the only vampire either. There were a few mingling amongst the crowd. No one was acting coy around them, but many people stepped aside the moment they saw me.
I heard Eshana before I spotted her. She’d chosen a round table near the middle of the dining room with a great view of the stage. I’d heard her belly laugh several times as she jeered her opponents during the preliminaries. She sat sideways in her chair with a friend sitting next to her as they watched the show. They chatted with a gaudy carelessness that was all but forbidden in vampire society.
The dark elves had many skin tones, like Bahman’s that resembled charcoal. Eshana’s tone was like an aged silver dollar with a tinge of purple. That didn’t mean her skin was tarnished in any way. It was almost too perfect. In that way, the vampires didn’t have a monopoly on flawlessness.
We came to a stop a few feet from the table, which looked to be made of pale green wood. It was large enough to fit a party of eight or more.
Bahman announced our presence. Even with the show going on, the people at the surrounding tables all gave us a glance. The girl sitting with Eshana did the same, but my date didn’t turn around right away.
It was then that I noticed the girl with her. She was a human with midnight black hair that was braided down her back in a similar fashion to Eshana’s. She was more cute than elegant, with a round face and a petite build. What struck me more than anything was how comfortable she was sitting there. She was no slave girl.  
I imagined Eshana was having a laugh at my expense, for when she turned, she gave me a sideways glance with more roguish charm than a cat. She had the larger slanted eyes of an elf, but they weren’t as overly large as they were normally depicted on the surface world. She had an exotic look, but it was less exaggerated and much more natural. It was the long thin ears that were her most inhuman feature.
“Zerin of Tir, you actually came,” she began. “I was afraid to order in case you didn’t show up and I’d have to pay.”
The owner who introduced us froze at her words. Did he think I’d come to spar with her? Well, in a sense I guess I had, just not in the way he thought.
“After ruining your swim earlier, I wouldn’t dare do such a thing,” I replied.
The human girl next to her snickered.
At the same time, Bahman relaxed, and with the reflexes of a champion server, he pulled out the seat next to her so that I could sit.
I didn’t hesitate to slide forward and plop down as if my feet were killing me. My actions seemed to be even more shocking to the owner than Eshana’s words, for he jumped back. With a big grin, I looked over my shoulder and thanked him again, ignoring his confusion.
He then took Alexandria and Shamash to the side of the room and seated them separately.
“One of everything, Bahman,” Eshana called. “The vampire is paying, so bleed him dry.”
I shook my head with a laugh. “A sampling of all the beast-blood drinks you have as well.”
Even Eshana straightened in her seat when I didn’t reprove her and added more to our order.
Seeing her reaction, I answered her unasked question. “I’ve been told by a beast-feeder princess that I have to start drinking actual blood or it doesn’t count.”
“You don’t drink blood?” The human girl leaned so far forward as she asked that she jarred her chest against the table.
When I glanced at Eshana in question, she responded, “This is Jelly. She’s a friend of mine. Now answer her question. You don’t drink blood? At all?”
“Only if I have to toast, or something. So mostly no. It keeps the temptation under control.”
The girls looked at one another and a strange look passed between them. With a shrug, Jelly pushed her chair back and climbed onto the table. She crawled toward me on all fours.
I expected things to be a bit crazy during my date with Eshana, but what in the Underworld was this?
She stopped a foot from my face and looked like she was trying to see into me. Pouting her lips, she stretched out her neck and said, “You’re not tempted at all?”
The V-neck blouse she wore fit well enough that it didn’t reveal too much, but her neck was fully exposed.
Thankfully, tonight I’d come prepared. “If I’m honest, I’m tempted to lick you to see you freak out, but then you both might think I’m a little strange. As for being tempted to bite open your neck to fill my throat with great gulps of your blood—Nope. You’re cute, but I’m not interested. Sorry.”
She stuck out her tongue like she was disappointed or something, then crawled back off the table and addressed Eshana. “This is no fun. I’m going to look for trouble elsewhere.”
When she’d left, Eshana gave me a curious look. “Is there something wrong with you? You don’t drink blood, so you’re not blood-crazed, but then why would you want to come to a place like this with a dark elf? Really…”
“I like to think that there’s something right with me,” I said, and we shared a chuckle. “But to answer your question, I was unnamed until recently, and I haven’t spent a lot of time in polite vampire society. I’m a bit more comfortable here. I’ve also enjoyed your fights and find you interesting. Plus, I feel like I owe you one after my recent behavior.”
“Interesting? We’ll see. You passed my first test far easier than I thought you would.”
“Jelly?”
“Yup. You were at least supposed to give her a nibble. But I’ll get over it, beast-feeder. Oh, and this place really isn’t that expensive, so I needed to order a lot to make you suffer a little.”
“I completely understand. Your neck burns look like they healed well. No scarring.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You beat me. The more you bring it up, the harder I’m going to be on you.”
“I look forward to it.”



Chapter 28 – Stabby stab
In some ways, my short time in Maans Chophouse was the most fun I’d had since coming to the Underworld. It wasn’t like discovering magic for the first time or other such fantastical wonders, but it was a simple time listening to excessively theatrical music and enjoying the company of an eccentric girl and her equally silly friends.
To be honest, it wasn’t like I was expecting at all. It seemed Eshana’s mind never stopped coming up with pranks, but they were mostly harmless. Having the waiter switch my drink, calling over an extra foul-smelling orc to stand way too close to me as she spoke with him, or Jelly’s insistence on appearing randomly to ask me if I was ready to bite her yet were all devilry coordinated by Eshana herself. She didn’t try to hide it. The more I watched her, the more I got the feeling she did it out of inquisitiveness, and not because she wished me abuse.
Between her pranks, our conversation was actually much calmer. She was an open book and liked to talk. When I was trying to figure out why someone got stabbed near the end of all the band’s songs, she explained that it was an artistic expression of heartbreak. They always healed themselves after the song had ended, then simply started the next one. It was a dark elf group of six elves playing that night. Two of them were drummers, though they didn’t have drum sets as was typical on the surface world. Each drum was separate, and they were lined up according to the drummer’s preference. The stretched leather covering used was unique for each drum, and even changed the sound. I admit that I was fascinated.
There was an instrument that resembled a guitar, a flute, and a person I nicknamed the crier. The main vocalist was a female dark elf with blue tinted skin, but next to her stood another girl that was almost obsidian black. Her job was to cry and wail on cue. It was almost like they were an emo girl band, with some metal thrown in, then seemingly random ballads in the middle of their songs—before the wailing stabby-stab that happened at the end. The vocalist’s voice was incredible, but I couldn’t decide if I liked the music or not…
When it came to food, Maans really did serve us everything on their menu. Eshana’s appetite wasn’t tiny, but there was no way she could eat everything herself. I stayed in character and didn’t take a single bite. Many of the dishes ended up being passed to her friends, which was pretty much everyone there that night.
She made sure to remind them that I was the one that bought the food, which brought on a swift change in everyone’s attitude and the looks they gave me. Before I’d made them anxious, but now I was receiving boisterous thanks and pats on the back. The pats were as firm as Russ’s, which seemed to be an orc thing. Maybe Russ was half orc… He was better looking though. I suspected Eshana had planned this even if she would never admit to it. It helped me relax even more.
As for the beast-feeder drinks, there were 33 of them, although the blood used for most of them came from only a couple sources. Still, I received small stat bonuses just as I would have from casting Drain. Few of them tasted good, but not one of them tasted like blood. As Jale had requested, I tried them all and even asked Eshana how they were made. 
+17 Strength
+27 Dexterity
+100 Yuck Face
 
It wasn’t a lot of stats, but you’d hear no complaints from me.
“So which is your favorite?” Eshana said, after I’d tried them all.
I grabbed an empty glass and replied, “This one for sure. Smith’s Dregs. Great name too.”
“A woman’s drink? You wouldn’t know this, but its name is just for marketing. It’s sugary so men aren’t supposed to admit that they like it. You should pick something that’s bitter and tastes terrible to show how manly you are. You’ve definitely failed this test. How could I marry a guy that doesn’t at least pretend to be mannish?”
After a couple hours of her ribbing, I knew not to take what she said at face value. “So you’re ready to marry anyone that picks the right drink?”
“Of course not. They also have to be able to beat me in a fight. Not wanting to eat me helps too. So you have a few things going for you. There’s also the fact that our children would be born blood hungry which would make nursing them painful…”
“Just start singing a song before putting them on, then feed them at the stabby part. Problem solved.”
“That’s brutal.”
Seeing that she was serious, I couldn’t help but scoff a little. “After everything I’ve seen tonight, that’s what you consider brutal?”
She grinned, even though her heart didn’t seem to be in it. “Motherhood is sacred. We’re not complete beasts.”
“I never thought that once, even before tonight,” I said, matching her softer tone.
“And that’s why I can’t figure you out… Are you sure you’re not drunk? Maybe you’re in love with me and are just overlooking how vexing I can be. Or maybe you really don’t mind the madness and are a little crazy yourself.”
“The last one,” I said quickly. Was it really that strange that the beverages didn’t affect me? One of the drinks she’d had the bartender switch out was supposed to make me loopy, but it didn’t affect me at all…
“No, you’re definitely in love with me. Well sorry, friend. You can’t have me unless you win the Festival of Parmida. A girl has got to have her standards. Win that, then let’s say a hundred more dinners just like this, then I’m yours. I’m very clingy though. After experiencing our music, you know how ‘stabby’ us dark elves can get. You’ve been warned.”
“Well, since I’ve been found out, I best get back to prepare for tomorrow’s fight. If I can’t even win the preliminaries then there’s no hope for me. I might as well look for another job while I’m at it since you’re going to drain my purse as dry as a shriveled corpse.”
“Then I’ll walk you out,” she replied, leaning toward me as if to look for any hidden meaning in my words.
Bahman appeared soon after, as if he’d been watching me to make sure I didn’t leave before paying. He was too experienced to give away any such thoughts with the way he acted. His voice sounded in my mind with a personalized thanked me again for coming and gave me the price. I sensed his apprehension, which made me realize how good I really had it.
Three Master Dark Orbs appeared in my hand, which I passed to him. They disappeared into his inventory as soon as he’d received them. It was more than he’d asked for. Tips weren’t expected in the vampire realm, but the giving of extra money for good service was universally understood.
The owner blurred into action. He spoke to Alexandria and Shamash for me. Alexandria rose from her seat while still talking to a dark elf that I’d seen with Eshana before. It looked like the negotiations had gone well. Shamash had sat alone and was like a statue coming to life as he came to his feet.
When I stood, Eshana flashed over and slid her arm beneath mine. It was as if Bahman had arranged a parade in a few seconds’ time. With Eshana and I in front, Alexandria followed with the dark elf in like manner, and Shamash brought up the rear. Saying farewell would be impossible until we got outside. The entire dining area seemed to line up and form a path as we headed toward the entrance. I was then bombarded with people wishing me luck in tomorrow’s fight.
If it weren’t for Sai and Jale, I was starting to think it probably would have been better for me to disguise myself as a dark elf or orc. I would have enjoyed their company a whole lot more.
Once outside, everyone finally left us alone. The man who walked with Alexandria bid her farewell, and she and Shamash stood back so that Eshana and I could have a moment to do the same.
My date pulled away from me and she dropped the flirty façade. “Do you think you’re going to win tomorrow?”
“I have a few things I’ve been holding back, but he’s possibly done the same. Still, I’m confident,” I replied.
“Do you think you’ll kill him if you have the chance?”
“I may have to, but if I have a choice… I don’t know yet.”
“Then I wish you well, Zerin of Tir. If you end up dying, I can console myself knowing that I gave you one of the best nights of your life.”
“Stop it. You’re going to make me cry.”
We shared one last moment of hilarity. “Thank you, Eshana Dara, for making me laugh nonstop all night. Even the music was good, but I think there is something wrong with your friend Jelly.”
“I’ll be sure to tell her you said that. And before I forget, you mentioned that there’s a dark elf that you’re wanting to find.” She placed a mana tablet in my hand. “This will give you information on where you can go to find an organization that might be able to help. They only have one branch in Hallow, but they’re all over the Andheree Raat.”
I scanned it quickly. It seemed to introduce a company that was like a mix between a library and a news organization. It would cost money for any information I requested, but it was much more promising than I thought it would be. I thanked her again.
“Okay, off you go,” she said as if annoyed. “And you better win tomorrow. Better yet, kill him. That way he’s one less person I’ll have to face in the losers’ bracket.”
I replied in the only appropriate way possible. “Every song has to end with some stabby-stabby.”
Beneath her smile, I saw her concern. Grabbing my hand, she gave it a quick squeeze, then spun and skipped away, disappearing into the crowded restaurant.
Alexandria walked over to me now that Eshana had left. She spoke, but not aloud. She sounded slightly bemused in my head. “Jale was right. There’s something different about you. She calls it unique, but I’m not yet sure if it’s a good or bad thing. At least, from what I can tell, you’re honest.”
“Thank you,” I replied. “I think. Did the trade negotiations go well?”
“They think the Shahs and Tirs may be on the brink of war, so of course they look to profit. They won’t deal with us exclusively if war really breaks out, but Lord Kaveh was impressed with you. The fact that you seemed to enjoy Eshana’s company without any sign of wanting to ravage or drain her helped me convince him that we are indeed different than the Shahs. So thank you for that, at least.”
I nodded, not sure exactly how to respond.
“I’ll be leaving first,” she said. “You’re welcome to join us at the Tir residence. It might be wise to remain with us in case someone is of the mind to keep you from showing up at tomorrow’s match.”
“Thank you, but I want to continue honoring my teacher while it’s still possible.” We both glanced over at Shamash in his vampire form. He just stood there as still as death. It made me wonder if he’d been a vampire before he’d become a lich… “If there’s war, then tonight will probably be the last night that I’ll have a choice.”
She bid me farewell and left.
 
***
 
Shamash and I flew back, and he was quiet the entire way. Once we were inside, he quickly coated the roof with an extra layer of protection and returned to his lich form. 
“Did you enjoy yourself?” he said through mind-speak.
“I did…” I replied tensely. “Why? Is something wrong?”
“No. I’ve neglected the fact that you’re still little older than a child. I should have known that you would be quick to make friends, even if it wasn’t your intention. You’re not a lich, and you’re certainly not a vampire. Perhaps I’ve been thinking about this all wrong. I still think we must leave after the preliminaries, but I’ll try to be more considerate of your nature. If possible, we’ll one day return here. Dueling grandmasters would do you good once you reach that level. Have you decided if you’re going to kill Manu tomorrow or not?”
“I haven’t. It seems like it would be better for the Tirs, and for us, if I could leave him alive. And I’m more convinced than ever that Manu Shah has to have been holding back. His vast mana pool alone speaks to him being capable of much more.”
“You think that your Primordial Cat Form might not be enough?”
“I’m not sure, but I have some ideas that might give him some additional problems without giving away that I’m a Light Mage.”
“Let’s hear them.”
“Well, the music tonight actually gave me some ideas… They all revolve around a little stabby-stabby.”
 
***
 
The day had finally come. The moment I stepped into the hotel lobby, I could sense something was different. None of the serving girls ran over to me, but all of them stopped what they were doing to look in my direction. The people being escorted didn’t complain. They also turned to look. If this were the human world of the surface, I would have expected to be surrounded and asked for my autograph. But here it was different. Here they just stared and made you feel awkward.
There was more to it than that. I’d be a fool to not notice that most were also on edge. I didn’t know exactly what it meant for war to break out in the vampire world, but in Hallow I doubted being attacked in the streets was off limits.
With Shamash at my side, I wore the ruby panther fur that the Tirs had given me. I wasn’t sure if it was an actual gift, but while it was in my possession I would wear it out of respect. Instead of the rest of the outfit, my skeletal armor covered me as my only other layer of clothing. I’d grown accustomed to it and I could summon my wings with the cloak on as long as I didn’t fly too fast. Once the fighting started, I would place it in my inventory.
We left a few hours before my fight was scheduled so that we could take our time getting to the Hallow Amphitheater. There were already some losers’ bracket fights going on, so the stands should already be partially full. There was bound to be some traffic, but it would be better than trying to arrive for the first fight.
Everywhere we went, people seemed to recognize me, and these were the people that weren’t even watching the competition. Surprisingly, the attention didn’t make me nervous, but acted like a catalyst to hone my focus. My time with Eshana had greatly lightened my load. Now the time to relax had passed. Unlike a human athlete, there was no danger that nervous energy might wear down my endurance before my actual fight. It was invisible to the eye, but my Advanced Ascendancy gave me a regeneration rate that most vampires would have to actively drain blood to replicate.
As we walked through the city, it was like I was floating through time even though I hadn’t channeled to Mana Sight. My mind and body were at their peak. Little had changed with my stats since I’d made my first big purchase in Hallow right after arriving. 
Character Sheet
Level: 10,013
Health Points: 5,771,816
Current Mana: 30,111,995
Base Mana: 8,855,500
Mana Per Minute: 500,240(8,337.33 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 13,658
Dexterity: 13,408 
Constitution: 11,485
Intelligence: 17,711
Wisdom: 50,024
Max Mana – 44,277,500
 
I’d received a few new stats from drinking beast-blood last night, but it would make no practical difference. There was one thing that would make the finals exceptional, though. I’d no longer limit myself to some two million seven hundred thousand MP. If necessary, I’d exhaust the thirty million mana available to me.
Manu Shah was the sole person in the preliminaries that had more mana than I did. With forty million and change, he was the only one that could possibly out-channel me. If I was right and he was hiding his true potential, killing him was my only chance.
A little over an hour later, I arrived at my seat that the Tirs had held for me. Just as I had after they’d saved Sai, I gave them a full bow. It was true that I intended to betray their trust after the match was over, but I felt justified because the lives and wellbeing of my friends were on the line. It was because I knew they would support me if they knew the full truth so I could do nothing but honor them.
As one, they rose to their feet.
What are they doing?
It was only the Tirs that had risen so the entire world seemed to turn away from the current match to see what could possibly be happening. Every one of the Tirs, including those of the older generations, responded to me with a bow of their head.
I was floored. It was a minute later when I realized I’d already taken my seat and Sai was trying to get my attention through mind-speak.
Looking up from where I’d been staring off, I gave him a smirk. “Sorry if I missed your fight. You won, right?”
He nudged me with his shoulder. “Yeah. Just another Dark Mage.”
“That’s great. Oh, and about what I said about putting in a good word for you with Eshana. She’s too good for you, sorry.”
“What are you talking about? Why would I be interested in a dark elf…” His voice switched to mind-speak a moment later. “What do you mean she’s too good for me?”
“I’m joking. I actually think you guys would work for some strange reason. She has a tendency to look for weaknesses and attacks them even if she’s not trying to cause any harm. Get your thirst under control, or your first date will turn into a torture session. Also, she wasn’t kidding about being expensive. She literally ordered everything on the menu. Instead of dating her it might be smarter to run. Also, watch out for her human friend named Jelly. She practically goes around begging vampires to bite her. I wasn’t able to confirm if she stabs everyone that takes her up on the offer, but I’d be surprised if she didn’t.”
I didn’t notice that the last fight had already ended until my name was announced. I gave Sai a good orc-smack on the back before coming to my feet. Bowing my head to the Tirs one final time, my eyes settled on Jale. It wasn’t a vampire looking back at me but a friend. She was putting on a strong face, so I did as well.
Sai wished me luck and I caught Shamash’s nod as I passed him. He didn’t support me in the same way that my new friends did, but there were no secrets between us. He was also a source of wisdom that rivaled that of a great family. Out of all the different humanoid races, the liches were the ones most unlike humans. All the other ones had their quirks, and appetites, but they were capable of good and evil just like humans were. I wasn’t so sure that was the case with the lich. He seemed to have a sole motivation. I knew vampires and dark elves were capable of self-sacrifice. Even orcs looked to enjoy the stabby-stabby music that spoke of romantic tragedy. In the end, despite all this, he provided me the most help.
As I reached the stairs, I heard a jovial cry. “Zerin of Tir, tear him apart!”
I quickly found Eshana standing on the opposite side of the arena with a whole section of orcs and dark elves that followed her example by standing and suddenly detonating like a bomb of hoots and obscene taunts. What made it even better was that somehow she’d arranged for their section to be right next to the Shahs. The orc and dark elf section was tiny in comparison, but seeing it I almost laughed myself silly. She was crazy, and I loved her for it.
Scanning the Shahs, I ate up their every angry and uncomfortable breach of vampire protocol.
There was one person amongst them staring at me with an ominous glare. Manu Shah had reached the top of the stairs that led down to the arena floor, and instead of ignoring me like he had everyone else, he’d actually stopped. My first thought was to give him my warmest smile and a happy wave. I pushed down my scoffer tendencies and instead stared back at him. There was no doubt that he intended to kill me.
I couldn’t let that happen. There was also the possibility that if somehow my core got cracked, I’d probably be forced to change to my human form. That would be inconvenient. Not all of my nonhuman forms had cores though and I certainly wouldn’t make it easy for him.
Removing the fur from my shoulders, I placed it in my inventory. The skeletal armor fell off of my torso as had become my habit to reveal a physique that only beast-feeders and Truebloods could compete with.
He seemed to want nothing more than to just stand there and glare at me, but I thought it was only appropriate to add a little flavor to the event so I lifted up my voice where all could hear. “Manu Shah. Thank you for not running away.”
The snickers that came from the orc and dark elf section behind Manu seemed to be too much for him. He began his descent.
I didn’t bother to use the stairs. Taking a step forward, I fell.
 



Chapter 29 – Championship Match
Walking toward my starting place as if unaffected by the world seemed like the most vampirical approach to coming off as a true powerhouse, but then again, I wasn’t a real vampire. My Crimson Incubus Form took shape and my wings sprouted out of my back. I didn’t change because I planned on using the form to fight, but because I could. Even if I couldn’t show my true form, being a Blue Mage was part of who I was. My wings battered the air as I shot toward my side of the arena.
A tail of bronze slithered out of my lower back as I stretched my wings to stop myself above my appointed starting place. With a spin, I pulled my wings inward until they were tight against my back. Once again, I fell from fifty feet up and landed facing the opposite side of the arena.
My tail extended out until it was over twenty feet long. It wasn’t as thick as it was when I was in my Metal Dragon Form, but I lifted it up and loosely wrapped it around me until its end was well out front then I let it drop. A mighty clang cut through the noise as the powerful metal limb crashed down. I waved its end back and forth as if it were a worm enticing unexpected prey to try their luck.
Both my arms and legs began to transform. Crimson Incubus Form’s defense was at a level that few of my competitors could match, but the molten rock that replaced my limbs could become as hard as stone, and as malleable as melted bacon grease. Even if they were torn off, I could simply grow them back. The stat bonuses were also greater than Incubus. With a good percentage of my body already borrowing from my Primordial Cat Form, changing to it would be that much faster.
Though it wouldn’t directly benefit Primordial Cat, I was convinced that my 100% Fire Enhancement Jewel would also enhance the form and its abilities. Since Magma was a sub-element of Fire, things were about to get interesting. 
Not using my Vampire Form while fighting gave me 423,440 MPM, or 7,053 MPS to work with all while 8x In the Buff was active, before I’d even dip into my mana pool. With Primordial Cat form only costing 2,000 MPS now that it had maxed out, I couldn’t just use it indefinitely, but I’d be able to augment it to entirely new levels just as I always had my Incubus Form.
Manu Shah had a larger mana pool than I did, but he also had an Intelligence focus. Having a Wisdom-centric build meant I could do incredible damage without ever tapping into my 30,000,000 MP. I knew he was hiding something. It was time to beat it out of him.
He finally reached his starting point and again began staring me down. I lifted my tail and struck the ground time and time again as if to promise him his beating was coming very soon. It seemed like he wasn’t going to pull out his Dark Demon Form before the announcer started the fight, which was wise on one hand, for it would save a bit of mana, but on the other…
I glanced around the stands one last time. I gave Eshana a nod and would have happily thanked each and every orc and dark elf present if time only allowed. Then I spotted the other top tier competitors that had already lost one match. 
Lusa Egotak sat not too far from Eshana’s group and was in the front row to my flank. She was on my side of the arena. I hadn’t gotten to fight her but had hoped I’d have the chance. She’d fought Manu and lost, so seeing her there I nodded to her as well. Making an odd gesture, she touched either cheek before extending her hand like she was offering me something… She was blessing me?
Not to be forgotten, Gansuk of the Meathook Horde stood to his feet. He sat only a few spaces from Lusa, even closer to Eshana’s section, with his group of orcs. It seemed his people had developed some kind of friendship with Lusa’s. There was no fancy blessing from him, only a firm grunt as he looked down his snout at me.
Lifting my hand from my side, I rolled my fingers into a fist and let my magma flare into a brilliant orange. He got the picture.
Jale and the Tir family had a bearing unlike the rest of the vampires. Instead of looking like living statues that feared emotional expression, they met my gaze with confidence and power. I bowed my head to them one last time. As for Sai, I gave him a cynical wink.
Crossing my arms over my chest, I returned Manu’s stare as we waited for the proverbial countdown. I wasn’t going to telegraph my first move, but I was sure Sai would approve.
“… And now, it is my honor to initiate the championship match of the Hallow Preliminaries! The winner will become Hallow’s champion and lead a group of the best from our younger generation to the glory of the Festival of Parmida’s stage. Manu of the family of Shah! Zerin of the family of Tir! Prepare yourselves! For the glory of yourselves and your supporting families, honor us by unsheathing the power of your blood! Blood for honor, and honor for blood…”
I’d heard what followed a hundred times before, but even now, after witnessing the starting of countless matches, every word sent tingles through me. I stood center stage with millions of people watching. Across from me was a young vampire with extreme talent that wanted nothing more than to take my life. We were gladiators. Something that no longer existed in the world of men upon the surface. It wasn’t swords or spears that we wielded, but magic with excessive destructive force. The ancient armies of men would fall beneath our attacks like dry leaves to an encroaching fire. There was much that set us apart from those ancient gladiators that were nothing but flesh and blood, but in many ways we were no different. Our lives burned like a constant flame, but if it were snuffed out we’d be dead just the same. Despite the power that flowed through me, I felt the fragility of life in that moment, yet I also breathed in the cheers of the crowd as if they were my very life blood.
The word we’d all been waiting for came out as almost a whisper, but with the penetrating force of a high powered rifle.
“Fight.”
The space between Manu and I seemed to compress as I shot forward, while dragging my monstrous tail behind me. Channeling took time, even if it was only measured in seconds. But seconds were far more than what I’d give Manu Shah.
I’d crossed the short distance between us in a blink. Without slowing down, my tail slingshotted forward and pummeled him. The wall behind him exploded as he disappeared from sight.
Millions of people held their breath at the same time. I hoped that I’d been fast enough to finish him before the fight had even started, but I knew it was too good to be true. Just as with my Solar Mage form, his ability to change into his Dark Demon state was unlike most Shapeshifting. It happened in an instant.
Two massive Dark Magic paws reached out of the hole Manu was lying in. The stone walls crumbled as his claws found purchase and pulled him out. He looked like a living shadow with the limbs of a colossal ancient beast. He was a paragon of Dark Magic—a creature of shadow and corruption.
I hovered above him like a demonic prince with the power of the elements at my beck and call. Heat radiated off me as a lethal aura which combated the Dark Magic lightning that crackled over him and struck randomly in every direction.
This time I matched his stare with the same killing intent. His eyes were hidden beneath the Dark Magic plasma that covered him, but as he stared up at me, I could see that the only place on his form that wasn’t in constant chaos was the surface he was seeing through. He was looking right at me.
Our stalemate lasted no more than a second. Like an enraged giant ape, he jumped and grabbed for my tail. I let him have it. He pulled me toward him with volatile strength. His other arm streaked up to intercept me.
With the momentum of a falling star, I hurled toward his encroaching claws with no intention of slowing down. My fist flared.
The collision happened so quickly that there was a delay before a sonic boom followed. His arm was made up of dense mana, which was both solid and liquid. As my rock-hard fist struck, the surface of his paw hardened like cornstarch as it was compressed, and its mass teetered to the side like a falling tree.
Bringing my feet beneath me, I wrecked the stone tile as I landed in a crouch.
The arm that I’d struck recovered before plummeting after me while his other arm tightened its grip on my tail. He still hadn’t realized his old tricks wouldn’t work on me.
A cone of fire spewed from my mouth, engulfing his torso entirely and blinding him momentarily. When his claws reached me, I was already gone, running around him, and tying him up.
Come on! What are you hiding?
The same pulse of power he’d used to stun Sai burst in all directions. As it reached me, the inferno of my Crimson Incubus’s Enrage ability snarled into life and I broke through his little snare like a fish through water.
I’d almost run an entire circle around him when I tugged against his grip on my tail and sent him spinning before he toppled to the floor.
Eshana’s section rose up like a cackling fiend, throwing insults and scorn.
A roar of mechanical laughter sounded from Manu’s fallen form. He spoke with an inhuman sound. “Finally! Before you die, let me show you what will prove to be the greatest honor of your life.”
The air trembled as all the mana in the area seemed to be sucked into a vortex that was Manu Shah. His Dark Magic limbs retracted, and his enlarged form shrank. It was like his body was devouring his own mana and a glossy black version of his original self appeared standing where he had fallen. The transformation wasn’t complete. His body went through a series of spasms as it grew in both height and girth.
With Mana Sight at full strength, I studied his new form’s makeup through the mana realm. Unlike most vampires who had a larger portion of Darkness Aspect to their mana compared to Corruption, Manu’s form had become one of almost pure Corruption. I knew what this meant through my time experimenting with the two aspects. His physical presence and explosive abilities would skyrocket.
To the naked eye, his form didn’t swallow light as the Darkness Aspect would, but his flesh had become solidified destruction. No longer was his form chaotic. He’d been chiseled with acid to perfection and seemed corrosive to the air itself. His eyes were glistening ebony and had no color distinguishing them from the rest of his form.
In the face of his vampiric arrogance, how could I let his words stand? “Sorry, bud, but you’re not as pretty as you think you are.” My tail whipped toward the back of his head. It didn’t have the same momentum as my opening attack, but it would still be like getting hit with a telephone pole and, what’s more, it was in his blind spot.
Without giving any indication that he’d noticed the attack, he blurred into action. Grabbing my tail with one hand and using his other like a carver’s knife, he cut through the thick bronze like a slab of meat.
Considering that to power level my original tail growth ability I had to slice off my own tail repeatedly, it had little impact on me, but as a show of strength, his point echoed through the Coliseum.
Before the uncasting of my Metal Dragon tail had taken affect, he’d grabbed it again and disappeared. I felt the tug before his form had fully taken shape a dozen feet from where he’d stood. The next moment, I was flying across the arena as what was left of my tail dissipated into nothing.
With Mana Sight at full power, time was slowed, but it wasn’t enough to fully keep up with his speed. I had to rely on instinct and feel as I launched my fist to intercept his incoming attack.
His fist rose up to meet mine, and our knuckles met knuckle to knuckle. His strength couldn’t overpower my own, but in the next instant, his other fist flashed, and a force of purple energy preceded it as he drove it into my gut.
I rocketed toward my starting point and sped over it to plunge into the wall behind it. I’d started the fight by sending him flying into the wall and now he’d returned the favor. 
That hurt. I was still in one piece, but 1,000,000 of my 5,771,816 HP was gone just like that. He’d finally woken up.
I watched from my perch within the rubble of the wall as he touched down outside to wait for me.
Let’s see if I can make a better entrance than you did.
Despite Crimson Incubus Form’s incarnate heat, the internal flame of Primordial Cat burned as if from a completely different level of the infernal abyss. The stands shook as I erupted from beneath them, sending tons of stone flying as if it were nothing but gravel. If it weren’t for the stands being magically reinforced, hundreds of spectators would have lost their seats as one side of the arena had no choice but to collapse.
I cocked my paw back like a heavyweight boxer as my vast form flew toward Manu at an ever increasing speed.
He stepped back as if to brace himself, but my claw drilled into him before he could fully ready himself. Shooting across the arena, he bounced once before carving out a second crater in the wall next to the first one.
I skidded to a stop on all fours near the middle of the arena as a hulking tiger of hardened lava.
A great assortment of people in the stands shot to their feet. As far as I could tell, it was the warriors from the older generation who had reacted. It wasn’t because my level threatened them, but because they knew what the Primordial Cat was.
In actuality, my current stats were similar to my 7x Crimson Incubus Form I’d used when fighting Eshana and the mana cost was much less. 35,000 Strength and Dexterity was only possible for bashers at this level who focused on almost nothing else. To put the icing on the cake, I could fight in this state indefinitely.
Manu Shah didn’t spend any time underground. The wall collapsed as he sprang out of it. He landed a good forty feet away to give me a curious look.
“Primordial Beast?” he called. “No wonder you thought little of my offer. If you had shown me this form then I would have given you a body of Trueblood on the spot. How about it? Let’s stop the pointless hostilities and compete as brothers. The Tir family is nothing but a bunch of idealistic fools who will soon be nothing more than a mountain of drained corpses. Join me, and a body of Trueblood will be yours, win or lose. Dying with them would be a waste.”
I’d rarely spoken when in my animalistic forms, but that didn’t mean it was impossible. Primordial Cat was easier than most because it wasn’t really made of flesh and blood. With a voice as rough as sandpaper and deep as a bottomless pit, I responded, “You have threatened me and the people I care about. It’s time I teach you the point.”
The image of Sai’s cracked core flashed into my mind, followed by every worried look that had slipped past Jale’s control for me to see. I’d been uncertain whether I’d take his life when the time came. From his own words, he’d testified that he had every intention of murdering the vampires that had shown me that their race could be as noble as it was bloodthirsty. The heat inside me swelled, but my anger burned hotter.
I ate up the space between us, slashing down at his chest.
An energy-covered fist met the swipe of my claw. It still lost to my strength but was more even than I’d imagined.
We traded blows at a lightning pace. In his smaller form he relied on coating his fists in Dark Magic’s forceful power, where I used my size and disproportionate speed to rain down savagery. 
He danced back and sideways, looking for an angle of attack.
With the athleticism of the king of all cats, I mirrored his every move with a counter of my own.
The entire arena became our battlefield as our speed took us from one side to the other as we sparred.
For a moment, I even started to appreciate what he was capable of. If it were Eshana I was facing, or even Jale, it would be a match I’d try to thoroughly enjoy, but it wasn’t. It was against a man I sought to kill.
I began channeling mana into my Primordial Cat Form until it cost twice as much, or 4,000 MPS. That was all that it took to gain another 10,000 stats to my Strength and my Dexterity. It was almost a 30% increase in power and speed. Without delay, I put it to use.
His fist met my claw, which threw his arm back.
Seeing the opening, I batted him aside like a cat does a ball. He tumbled across the ground but got his feet under him and came to a skidding stop before putting another hole in the arena wall.
The purple glow that surrounded his two fists began to soar, soon covering his entire body. 
He appeared before me just as his afterimage disappeared from where he’d been standing. I swiped at his gleaming attack but my paw was knocked aside.
As he squared up in front of me, I pounced with an open mouth, ready to snap him in two.
Time seemed to freeze as power was drawn into his fist. Stepping forward, he drove the built-up energy straight into my lower jaw and it exploded.
The blow didn’t push me back, but tore my lower jaw clean off. As I was still bracing for impact, his shin collided with my feline shoulder just below the neck. My entire form whipped around from the impact, opening up my flank.
I didn’t have to do anything for my lower jaw to regenerate over a matter of a few seconds. The loss didn’t affect my HP, but I had lost magma during the exchange, so it had a similar effect. If I lost 75% of my magma then I’d be forcibly reverted to my human form. I was able to quickly replenish what I’d lost, but it wouldn’t solve my long-term problem of him being powerful enough to rip me apart.
At 4,000 MPS, I’d held back any channeling that would force me to dip into my mana pool. I had to admit that some part of me didn’t want to believe there was someone out there at my level that could force me to push Primordial Cat Form to its limit. But I’d been wrong.
I jumped and spun to counter his follow-up attack. With uncanny reflexes, I just managed to keep his explosive fist from tearing apart my back haunch. Doubling my channeling once again, 8,000 MSP was soon pouring into my form which gave me another 10,000 Strength and Dexterity, or 55,000 in each.
He seemed to sense my burst of power and brought his fist low as he summoned more energy into his hand. As I rebounded to the earth, my newly enhanced limbs smashed down.
A surge of energy burst from his form as he punched upward. My paws never reached him as the wave of power tossed me away like the cork from a bottle.
I twisted in the air to keep my eyes on him as I arched upward. How did he keep matching my strength?
In many ways, he reminded me of Sai when he buffed himself, but there were some radical differences. One was his seemingly unlimited ability to focus his energy into more and more powerful attacks. Somehow his speed also kept matching mine.
“Weak,” he mocked.
Fine, Mr. Purple Glowstick. Let’s see what happens when you get snapped in two.
The space in which I flew practically ruptured as I removed my channeling limit and mana gushed into my Primordial Cat Form. I surpassed 4x in an instant and 5x came and went. I landed nearly a hundred feet from Manu Shah as my form flew past 6x as if it were a spectator standing still. I surpassed 4,000,000 MPM and I wasn’t even halfway there.
Manu’s lifeless eyes widened when he saw what was going on. He didn’t sit still to let me power up. He appeared at my forward flank with a blinding light covering his fist.
Not this time.
He disappeared from my side in a flash with a simple swipe of my claw. A crevasse soon scarred the ground like the opening of an immense zipper being pulled in the direction that he fell. Instead of burrowing into the wall, he came to a stop in a seated position near the middle of the arena.
With each additional 10,000 stats from my Primordial Cat Form, the cost of channeling doubled. 8,000,000 MPM wasn’t my limit even though the supposedly indestructible tiles beneath my feet were already melting and those in the surrounding area had steam rolling off of them. Or was that smoke billowing up as they readied to combust.
My channeling rolled to a stop at 15,360,000 MPM, or 256,000 MPS. 8x Primordial Cat Form did the impossible. It brought the physical stats of a level 10,000 caster past 100,000 for a limited period of time. I didn’t receive the 100,000 stat bonuses, but it was as if I was a living volcano and all its eruptive pressure was my strength. Two minutes would be my limit.
Although I couldn’t see my full profile, glancing down, I saw the change that had taken place after catching a glimpse of my paws. Instead of the rough grey of igneous rock, my form’s flesh had become ruby red with the internal radiance of a hot coal, but also crystalline in nature. It was as if I was a living ruby molded into a cat titan.
Instead of the people in the stands fleeing, the strongest among them flew forward to add their strength to the normally invisible barrier that protected the audience. Among this assembly was the beast-feeder that had plunged his fist into Sai’s chest and brought him back from the brink of death. Seeing him gave me a sense of relief regarding what I was about to do. I could rest assured that only Manu would feel my wrath. 
The side of the arena in which I stood was already a land of molten rock. The tiles were completely unrecognizable as what they’d been before.
Manu had come to his feet and gained some distance. His aura increased to the size of a purple pillar. He still dared to face me. For some reason, his family hadn’t sent anyone to pull him from the fight while there was still hope. They wouldn’t get another chance.
I struck.
His feet flew out from under him.
While he was still sideways in the air, my claw appeared as the shadow of death as I drove it downward. He drilled into the ground, only stopping after traveling dozens of feet.
Like a puppy that had found a prize, I dug at the ground with my front paws as the stone turned molten in great globs and I cleared tons of rock in seconds.
Finding where he lay, I snapped him up with my jaws and leaped out of the new pool of liquid rock. Lava flew everywhere as I glided through the air like a playful cat toying with its food and shaking it back and forth.
Before I landed, I threw back my head and tossed him straight up more than a hundred feet in the air. Crouching down as I landed, my Primordial Form seemed to change as I gathered my strength. My legs took on a more human shape and my front paw turned into a modified fist. I sprang upward.
You’re finished.
As the thought entered my head, I saw the streams of Dark Mana pouring into him from all directions. His mana should have almost been spent even if he were still alive, but the vortex I’d seen before had opened again, and the forcefield that was meant to protect the audience was providing him energy. He’d found a way to tap into an ocean of power.
In the moment of his death, he became a peerless flare. The explosion blew us apart.
If I could fly I would have already been on top of him once again, but I couldn’t and had to land.
He landed opposite me and had undergone another change. His ebony body became his core and liquid mana covered him in a thick layer. It was like he was wrapped in purple lightning.
His vortex was still churning, replenishing his mana. It seemed that as long as the forcefield protecting the audience existed, he’d never run out.
I glanced over to the one powerhouse I knew. The beast-feeder met my gaze and shook his head. If he stopped what he was doing then the audience would be in danger, so he didn’t have a choice.
Jale’s voice suddenly sounded in my head. “Withdraw, Zerin! With this ability, he’s invincible here. You already proved enough.”
“I can’t do that, Jale,” I replied with an appreciative tone. “This is why I’m here. I came to gain experience and retrieve what I need to free my friends from the grasp of a tyrant. If I can’t win against Manu Shah, then I’ll never defeat true monsters. Don’t worry. I’m not trying to prove anything. It won’t take much longer.”
“No, stop! Zerin, you slug sucking…” Her jaw clamped down on her words.
I found her swearing oddly sweet since it was so foreign coming from her. 
The fight had really not been going on awfully long. Maybe a few minutes at the most from start to finish. From the moment I powered up to 8x Primordial Cat to now, it had been less than fifteen seconds so most of my mana remained unspent. Things had escalated so quickly…
“Are you thinking about running away?!” Manu roared. It sounded as if he had trouble holding back.
Trying to throw my words back at me, huh? “No. I was wondering if Dark Mana could burn,” I rumbled back.
“Such conceit even when facing off with the true power of a perfect vampire bloodline. This is my ultimate form. It takes extraordinary amounts of mana to hold it for long. As you can see, I’m having to borrow some. Come, shapeshifter. Your blood will taste sweet as I drink it from your dead corpse.”
“I was told by a reputable source that only women drink sweet drinks.”
I blurred into action as he sipped on my last quip. 
He moved only a split second after I did.
He’d grown in size after taking his ultimate form, but I was still twice his size. I slashed through his image and he blinked to the side and struck with his fist. Bounding back, I countered his follow-up strike with one of my own.
All the while we waded through a foot or more of liquid rock and yet it was less restricting than a shallow pool of water.
Attack after attack, we took turns pushing forward and looked for any possible weakness. There were numerous exchanges in the breadth of a few short seconds, and yet the battle only intensified.
I doubted my Vampire Form would ever reach the level of his genuine Trueblooded bloodline, but I was forced to admit that I’d greatly underestimated what a bloodline was capable of. With his ability to absorb mana from his surroundings, he was practically invincible as Jale had said. Without it, or if we were in a different location without an ocean of Dark Mana readily available, I would’ve just had to outlast him…
His vortex wasn’t a cheat ability. Not really. It was just perfect for the current environment. If things didn’t change then I was in trouble. I’d best change them.
Bounding backward, I used my experience with Core Creation and Crimson Incubus’s Impenetrable Skin to cast a newish technique I’d worked on last night. In reality, it was really just Core Creation modified, which allowed me to make a whole bunch of tiny Light Magic Discs in mass that were made of highly compressed mana. 
Manu sensed the use of Light Magic immediately and hesitated to launch his next attack.
It had always been risky to use Light Magic in the arena even as a Blue Mage. Since I wasn’t in a Dark Magic Form, my Light Magic wouldn’t be repressed either. It still wasn’t the same as casting in my human form, but my hands were no longer tied. If I formed discs as quickly as I could, the danger of revealing my true nature was even greater because no vampire should have such control, but Manu Shah had left me no other choice.
As if a small flurry from the first snowstorm of the year had just appeared, dozens of discs spun into life. One after another, more and more emerged. The longer Manu waited, the more I would make. In moments, the Light Magic Discs surpassed a hundred and he knew he had something to be worried about.
I began prowling forward at a controlled pace. I kept my discs spinning close behind me like a growing hive of bees. The one in danger of running out of mana first was me, but I knew if I didn’t wait for the perfect opportunity, I’d lose my one chance of catching him in a state of uncertainty.
Finally, he sped forward, but instead of facing me head on, he stopped twenty feet out and battered the air with his fist, blasting a compressed wave of Dark Mana right at me. It was powerful enough that I had to dodge, which I used to my advantage.
I lunged forward and to the side, letting the blast scrape over my shoulder and pull my outer layer of magma with it. It was like losing a layer of skin. The sacrifice was well worth it. I’d halved the distance and my cloud of Discs was continuing to grow. It was close enough.
His fist flew and another wave of mana pressed forward from a distance that was impossible to dodge.
My mouth shot open and a large mist of Light Magic poured forth. It was impossible for my mana to block his own because it lacked the same level of density. His wave would punch right through mine as if it weren’t even there. Instead, I’d cast my magic into the air above his head. Such a spell wouldn’t damage his densely packed body either.
“Missed,” he cried as I took his attack head on and felt my face flatten beneath his destructive wave.
I missed him, but I hit exactly what I was aiming for.
His vortex was pulling in mana from the forcefield that surrounded us. It floated to him through the air in long wavy channels. His attack and ultimate form may have been dense enough to shrug off the reaction of Light and Dark, but the dozens of mana channels weren’t. Instead, they were the perfect fuel.
The mist of Light Magic at first seemed like a gentle cloud flying over him, but then Dark and Light kissed. A canopy of Cataclysm lit like gasoline. Not only did it cover him, but it ate its way up the closest mana channels and even followed the mana he was trying to absorb.
My form shrank by a couple feet as my head quickly reformed. My sight took another moment to go from dark to blurry but seeing where he was wasn’t necessary. The screech that reverberated from him wasn’t just unmanly, but no humanoid would ever make such a noise.
As beautiful as it was as a well-placed spell, there was no chance that the mist would be enough to defeat him. What it did was force him to drop his vortex and lowered his defenses just a tad.
It had been a large amount of Light Mana, but without a constant source replenishing it, the cataclysmic reaction depleted rapidly. That’s when, with the help of my newly reformed eyes, my 99 Stabbies swarmed forward. Technically, it was a lot more than 99, but an ability has to have a name and it sounded a lot better than 317 Stabbies.
The highly compressed Light Magic Discs were only about the size of silver dollars and based on Intermediate Light Orbs instead of Advanced or Master ones. Still, with their density closer to that of Manu’s ultimate form, they left shallow jabs in his flesh before going off like plastic explosives.
I leaped back as he turned into a grenade test site and began to form three more Light Magic Discs. These were based on Master Cores. As I finished them, they spun around each other as if in an indiscernible orbit.
With the fury of a maddened dragon, he rushed forward to try to escape the remaining explosions, but also to take me down with him.
He no longer looked human, or monster. Only portions of his purple outer layer remained, and the ebony flesh showing beneath it was ripped and swollen.
What remained of his maximum mana was still nearly half of what he started with and he suddenly thought it was a good idea to throw it all into a single fist.
I retreated again to gain as much room to work with as possible. His charge didn’t cease, and despite being injured, his speed was only increasing.
You want to leave it all to one last move? Then let’s finish it.
Though my mana had dipped down to less than a quarter of my maximum, it was more than enough. As a Primordial Cat, a bit smaller than before, I charged.
His fist shone like a brilliant star. If that thing hit me head on, reverting back to my human form would be the least of my worries. It all came down to timing. If I timed this right, I’d win. If not, I’d die.
Mana Sight was at full power, but my awareness was drawn to a fine point and I was able to see everything at once. The entire Tir family was on their feet, and the elder was ready to flash into action the moment the exchange ended. Jale was also ready and would come whether the others wanted her to or not. There was a livid cry sounding from Sai as he cheered and broke every rule of vampire civility at once. An entire section of orcs and dark elves were falling all over each other as they howled. Eshana and Jelly both seemed to have conquered the people around them and had climbed atop them as if it would help them be heard.
The Shahs were also on their feet. I wasn’t sure who was readying to save Manu, but they were just as likely to try and kill me while they were at it.
The half-melted landscape worked more in my favor because of the size and shape of my paws on the unstable stone. Leaning hard to the right, my path deviated slightly as I aimed for the best angle.
He didn’t seem to care. He just had to throw his fist forward. If he’d retained even a shred of rationality, he wouldn’t wait to hit me head on, but deliver it when there was still a short distance between us. All he had to do was be close.
As he reared back, I let my Master Light Discs fly. They kept their orbit as they flew in his direction until the star of compressed Dark Mana in Manu’s hand darted forward. As the tsunami of Corruption took form, my Discs shot apart in different directions. One flew wide, another low, and the closest looked like it was going to be swallowed up by the incoming wave.
There was one reason I had yet to dodge. I shifted the trajectory of each of my discs, and only then did I jump up with all of my might.
The wave of Dark Mana was too immense. I wouldn’t be able to fully scale it in time.
Extending my neck as if it would make any difference, I reached up with my front paws to save as much magma as I could. It was the most I could do as the tidal wave swept under me, taking half of my body with it.
It was enough to save my life, but I couldn’t be sure I’d be able to stop myself from reverting to my human form. At least I’d won one concession after clearing his attack. While flying over Manu’s head, I got to see my handiwork. The arm he’d attacked with was severed completely just below the shoulder and his other arm hung by a thread. He struggled to catch his balance as one of his legs hung limp from my Disc which had split his thigh bone in half.
Losing so much magma didn’t hurt so much as make me feel extreme cold. The flame inside me with enough energy to power a large city had been snuffed out.
I suddenly cut off my channeling and cast Crimson Incubus Form while still flying through the air. The form wouldn’t require any mana beyond my normal regeneration rate, so I hoped I could recover enough to transform to be ready to respond if somehow Manu had anything else left for another attack.
My transformation happened faster than I’d feared, and my wings shot out to stop me in my path. Thankfully casting my skeletal armor had become habit, because there was no way I would have thought about such things in the moment.
I spun in the air to find a powerful vampire kneeling down over what was left of Manu Shah. The fight had already been called and I hadn’t even heard the announcer’s voice. My opponent’s ultimate form had faded and all that remained was the frail body of a broken vampire. As a good Blue Mage, I took advantage of the moment and cast Forced Learn. In the state he was in I didn’t need much mana.
Plunging inside of him, I quickly scanned his circulatory system to examine his blood-mana connection and took a look at his core. What I was really interested in was what I received after my perceptions returned to me.
Energy Vortex
Level: 1
Rank: Novice
Allows for the gathering of mana en masse by creating a great suction force. The Alignments you’re able to gather are limited by the spell’s level and rank. At the highest level, all mana can be gathered and filtered.
Current Alignment: Fire Mana
 
Immediately, I took notice that it was set to the Fire Alignment while I was in my Crimson Incubus Form. That meant that I could use it immediately.
Casting the spell for the first time, I felt my body become an attractive force and my sense of balance started to wobble while I wasn’t even standing. The vortex was spinning around me counterclockwise, so it took a moment for me to adjust.
Mana started filling me immediately thanks to all the fire mana I’d released over the last few minutes. As soon as it was activated, I saw a problem. It didn’t filter the mana in the air, so the Dark and Earth Mana were being drawn to me as well. It might not be a big problem, but I stopped the spell because it wasn’t time to play around with such things.
I flew over and descended at a steady rate. Manu was already starting to recover, but the arm he lost would take some time to regrow and it wouldn’t be a fun process. The place he lay looked like a bed of cooled over lava that had hardened enough for him to relax.
The beast-feeder elder appeared at my side before I knew he was there, and Jale followed a moment after.
The vampire working on Manu didn’t look up, but a second vampire emerged before us as if he’d always been there. Just from looking at his suit with the skinny cloak that reached down to his heels, it was obvious he was one of the Shahs.
“The match has been won, Blue Mage,” the man said with a subtle hiss. “Peculiar use of Light Magic for one so young.”
“Thank you,” I replied without backing down and adding a necessary lie. Shamash and I had discussed how best to handle such questions since before we’d even reached Hallow. “I almost died learning it and have spent the months necessary to bring it under my control.”
“So you have. Now say your piece.”
Letting my vampire form overtake me, I glanced at Jale and took a deep breath before swallowing my yearning for revenge. “I let Manu live when I could have easily aimed my three discs at his core. I’ve never held anything against him or the Shahs, and even after he almost killed my friend and then tried to kill me, I will choose not to hold any of it against him either. I ask that all of the hostility end here.”
“Does he speak the will of the Tir family?” the elder vampire said, turning to Jale.
She didn’t answer right away, and her voice rang clear in my mind. “Are you sure you can live with this?”
I replied, “They showed their fangs first. This is as much as I can do to make peace. I can live with it, but I’m not convinced they’ll be sincere if they agree.”
“If you are sure, then leave the rest to me. They won’t quickly break a bargain struck with so many witnesses.”
I stepped back and nodded.
Jale turned back to the man. “The will of the family of Tir is peace.”
“Then there will be peace,” he said, with a wave of his hand as if dissolving the matter.
The elder and Jale moved to leave soon after, and I moved with them. Before we could take the final step, the audience began to rise. There was no question who they were honoring. I both felt and saw millions of pairs of eyes regarding me.
Body of Trueblood here I come… Jale had also stopped and joined the crowd while offering me one of her rare public smiles. I sighed while trying to hide it.
 



Chapter 30 – Can Vampires Blush?
From my seat in the Tir section, I could hardly believe what I’d done to the arena now that I looked at it from afar. Hundreds of feet of stout tile had been obliterated in the span of a couple minutes. Even the areas we’d left untouched, of which there weren’t many, had melted into a malformed glassy sheen. The walls of the arena hadn’t fared any better. Besides the craters we’d made when tossing each other around, the surface had liquified to one degree or another and hardened again in waves and ripples.
Even before Shamash spoke, I knew there was a possibility that my actions had revealed too much. I wouldn’t even be able to fully refine my mana to reach my peak state until I could return to my human form. A Light Magic race was a tempting explanation as to what had happened and even more likely than me being a vampire with the freakish ability to command Light Magic to such a degree with my Blue Magic talent. “It is finished. There are another couple of fights today, then Manu and Eshana will fight tomorrow to see who takes second and third place. We will leave tomorrow night after the awards ceremony.”
The adrenaline was still pulsing through me, but I settled myself down enough to respond to his private message. “Must we leave like this? Could the Tirs not help us in any way?”
“They could, but what happens when we get what we came for? Would you really have them help you knowing that you’d have to leave afterward and end up owing them even more? It’s not them that I’m concerned about, but how making that choice would tie you even closer to them. I’ve already conceded that returning here one day is possible, but if you rely on them now, you’ll be torn between the care of two families. Do you possess the strength to protect them both? The Tir family is powerful. Far more powerful than the Shahs give them credit for, so if you leave them their survival is likely.” 
He put aside the vampire act for a moment and looked me in the eye. “Manu has shocked the Hallow Amphitheater with his hidden talent. He surprised even me, but don’t think for a minute Jale and the Tirs don’t have their own secrets. Nevertheless, you’ve only begun to realize how exceptional you are. Today, the world has seen a Blue Mage with incredible promise barely manage to snatch victory in the face of defeat, but as your abilities grow, especially your Light Magic mastery, it won’t just be small tournaments you win that will draw people’s attention. Your continued presence may become the very thing that brings them to ruin. It’s unlikely your actions today have drawn the eyes of any ancient vampires, but one day, that will change. Once your talents are found out, even if they don’t expect your true origins, such monsters will seek to control you. And if they can’t control you, they’ll make sure no one else can. The Tir family is more than enough to go to war with some lesser noble house, but against an ancient, they’ll disappear overnight.” 
I looked down at my lap. It was Dark Mana that ran through my veins, but it wasn’t the true source of my power. Light Mana-rich blood and a Light Mana Orb supplied my true body and I used it to change my form to what everyone saw now. The source was hidden, but it was no less real. “I know it’s naïve for me to even consider it, but is it really impossible to bring the good people of the Underworld together to fight against such ancient monsters? If the Tir family, the Illuminated Cathedral, some of Eshana’s people, the orcs, and maybe the dwarven clans came together as one…”
“Impossible? No. But you already know where the greatest difficulties lie. The Tirs are only one of the many beast-feeder families, and not even the most powerful. You’d be hard pressed to find any as honorable. Then you’ve personally seen the infighting among the humans of the Illuminated Cathedral, and Eshana’s people might have their virtues, but can be even worse. Wading through dark elf politics is like trying to balance on a razor’s edge. At the least, your feet will get cut. If someone were to accomplish such an unlikely feat, they’d need undeniable strength and uncommon ties with every party involved. In other words, they’d need someone who could fight toe to toe with one of these ancient monsters and at least force a stalemate. No such person has appeared in thousands of years. And for those with the strength, why bother with the infighting of other nations? Instead, these powerhouses usually create their own nation and chisel out a realm from the existing ones with their own might.”
At that moment, an elder vampire slowly ascended from the announcer’s booth until she hovered over the arena near its center. The woman looked down on the ruined stage for a long moment before turning her gaze. Her eyes fell upon me. It was only her aura and mana density that indicated her age and stature, for she looked to be little older than twenty. She only studied me for a few seconds, but it put me on edge. I wasn’t sure if it was because of her obvious strength, or because Shamash’s words already had me uptight.
She looked back to the arena without any change of expression and reached out her hand. A funnel of power leaped from her palm, but it wasn’t violent or forceful. As it came in contact with the ground, the melted rock obeyed her command. It trembled as it reformed and took shape. The stone beneath the tile first squared itself and solidified before the first large tile, which had formed a few feet above the ground, slammed down. After the first, the woman swept her hand side to side as she repaired the stage and put the tiles back in place. She wasn’t moving quickly, but in less than a minute over a hundred tiles were reformed. It wouldn’t be long now before the arena was repaired.
The lich had let me watch her for a moment before he continued where he left off. “There are tales of a different age when the humanoid races ruled the whole of the Underworld’s Cavern Level. The monster races were kept to the Dungeon Level and were weaker and less in number. It was war between the elves and dwarves that drove a rift in the peace that held the monster races back. Before the war, the elves hadn’t segregated themselves, so the many kinds of elves, including the dark elves, were one people. The dwarf clans were also committed to a sole king. When war came, it didn’t just split the elven people, but also the dwarven clans. Humans were no different. They took sides, and even schemed to gain resources while the other two fought. That’s when the monster races rose up under the leadership of a vampire prince. At first, they were stopped in certain areas of the Cavern Level to be dealt with later when the war concluded. But the rift between the dwarves and elves was never fully mended. As the humanoid races changed focus to only take care of their own, the monster races took advantage and slowly gained ground. That age had no clear ending point, but over thousands of years, the humans, elves, and dwarves dwindled and now the monsters reign.” 
The elder vampire turned her attention to repairing the walls as Shamash finally came to his point. “The dwarves, elves, and humans have some natural affinity, but what you’re imagining is even more extraordinary. You want humanoids and monsters to band together as one. Even if it were possible to form an alliance to face a common foe, what would happen after your foes were defeated? Are you beginning to understand what it might take to make such a long-lasting union possible? I haven’t even mentioned the beast races, which would bring their own set of difficulties. If one day you reach your true potential, bringing the tribes and peoples that you personally want to care for under your own patronage might be possible and I’d be willing to help you. But anything more than that would require you to take a step beyond the Head Mistress and even the vampire ancients. Such power could pierce the firmament and link the Underworld with the world of the surface, ushering in a new age that would transcend all that came before it…”
How could I not wish for such a future? One where I could protect all the people I cared for. The lich’s passion only started where mine left off. It was when he spoke of surpassing the Head Mistress that a dormant part of him seemed to awaken. I’d never even hinted at wanting to link the Underworld with the surface. The surface had its own problems, and their technology could help them defend themselves to a certain point, but against even Mistress-level monsters, they’d be little more than a billion course dinner. Was this the lich’s true goal, or was it just one grand possibility? And what if it was? It sounded more like the apocalypse than a good thing. But what if I was the one with the power to control the change? If magic suddenly appeared on the surface world and everyone’s talents were unlocked, sure there could be chaos, but it could also be the greatest blessing I could offer them. Longer life, the ability to heal, and protect themselves against the monster races who’d been preying on them from the shadows for ages…
Then I realized the obvious. “Isn’t there a limit to how powerful a person can become?” 
The lich actually smirked. “If there is a limit to power, the lich have not found it, nor have the most ancient of powerhouses alive today. The realm of magic is vast and much has been forgotten—and perhaps even more remains to be discovered. Don’t limit your dreams based on what’s currently considered possible.”
Fine. I got the point. The only way to get what I wanted was to follow the lich’s original advice and grow as powerful as possible. I wouldn’t murder whole swaths of people, but I knew he was right.
I was tempted to look up from my lap to see Jale’s face. She symbolized the fantastical hope that I could rely on others for protection and the future of my friends. Even teaming up with her to somehow figure it out together was absurd. I was living in a world where any moment some ancient monster could appear on a whim and obliterate Hallow out of boredom. I’d be powerless to stop it, much less escape with my life. The Tirs currently existed in a state of moderate safety, not because of their great power, but because they’d found a place where they fit in the current political environment. If I stayed, or asked for their help, all I’d do was mess things up. In the end, I didn’t turn to Jale, but she turned to me as if noticing my internal turmoil.
“I’ve received the approval of the Tir family elders here in Hallow to request that you be allowed to become Trueblooded by the main family. After today, I don’t think they’ll hesitate to make an exception.”
When I heard her words, I froze in place and couldn’t even turn my head to look at her. “You’re serious?”
“Very. I know you carry a heavy burden on your shoulder, Zerin. The Tir family will help you bear the weight.”
It was then that I knew that I must go. Shamash was wrong about one thing. I was already torn between protecting two families, and the best way to protect this one was to leave.
I finally freed myself from my statuesque state and looked to her. “You’re amazing, you know that?”
If I wasn’t mistaken, she blushed.
 
***
 
That morning, before my fight with Manu, Eshana and Lusa had fought for the position of fighting Manu for second place. I’d missed the fight because I’d arrived too late, but Sai explained it to me in detail.
It seemed the two girls had been evenly matched. It was Nature against Water and Earth Magic, which were very closely aligned in the first place. They both used their incredible defenses, Lusa encased in her tree, and Eshana behind her wall of stone, while attacking one another from a distance. It became a fight of attrition for neither party seemed to be able to cause the other much damage. Eshana won because Lusa ran out of mana first.
Parth Gul ended up losing to Gansuk and another lesser known Lightning Mage, so he was out of the running. That meant Sai would automatically place above him, for he’d defeated the same mage earlier in the contest. But he’d have to face Gansuk to see who’d take 5th place.
The arena was repaired, and the last fights had already started, but the two melee experts were being saved for the final fight of the day. Only a few placement matches would take place tomorrow. The chief of them being for second place.
I wished Sai luck as his name was called. 
He gave me a dorky wink and said, “Don’t act so worried. After my fight with Manu Shah, I have a surprise I’ve been working on.”
I just about rebuked him, but if he had something he thought might work, I wouldn’t give him a hard time, for now. After the match, I wouldn’t hold back.
As the match started, no one was surprised when Sai circled Gansuk, taking advantage of his speed. The orc couldn’t match the vampire’s footwork, but his attack speed was nearly the same. Gansuk used his more powerful attacks to slowly corner Sai, but more than once the sabre-wielder broke free. It was only when he was finally unable to get out that Sai lunged forward while unleashing a wave of energy that burst out in all directions.
What he’d said was true. He’d launched an attack mimicking Manu Shah’s. It had stunned him and ushered in Manu’s victory.
Gansuk stumbled back, but as Sai dashed in to finish him off, instead of stunning the orc, it infuriated him. Sai ate an axe-beam to the chest a moment later but was helped up by the orc after the fight was called. Sai’s plan had been solid, and it might have worked against anyone else, but Gansuk’s physique was probably the most outrageous in the entire preliminaries.
My friend made it back to his seat with a dejected look, but he couldn’t hide what he was really thinking from me. His face said it all. Sure, he had lost, but he was satisfied.
 I congratulated him on sixth place. “That’s only five places below mine.”
“Oh, is it?” he said. “Why the emphasis?”
“No reason. You did well.” I couldn’t help it and gave him an orc-pat on the back. “Sixth place is great.”
His grave expression drew a grin across my face, spanning from ear to ear. I had to grit my teeth to not let my laughter escape.
 
***
 
I spent the rest of the day at the Tir residence. The family was inclined to begin introducing themselves to Sai and me. The elder who had saved Sai’s life was called Rishi Tir. He was an elder of the Hallow branch of the family. That meant his standing was only less than that of the elders of the main branch. I didn’t completely understand how the structure worked even after meeting dozens of people, but in comparison to Rishi, Jale was a true princess of the main branch and was considered to have the highest authority in Hallow, despite her age. This authority wasn’t all encompassing though. As was witnessed by her having to get the elder’s approval to request permission for me to become Trueblooded. The strangest part was that no one seemed to resent Jale’s authority, and even supported her whenever they could.
There was too much to do if I was going to leave tomorrow for me to stay indoors. I requested my leave, by telling a half truth. It was time I spent the thousands of Orbs I had in my possession and, while I was out, I’d take Parth Gul up on his offer since I didn’t plan on relying on Jale’s help. The VT I’d won in the preliminaries wouldn’t be enough to get me to Trueblooded after all, so the two bodies of Half-blood he offered would be a worthy trade. It also gave me the chance of befriending the son of one of the leading merchant families in Hallow. If I were to return, having such connections could only help.
The difficulty was leaving without the Tir family sending someone with me, but they didn’t even offer. It seemed the peace with the Shahs was surer than I thought. The more I thought about it, it was probably because the awards ceremony hadn’t even taken place. If they attacked me now, everyone would know who had done it.
As I left the Tir residence to meet up with Shamash, I suspected someone would be following anyway, but saw no one. Despite that, the lich and I were prepared even if they did. He wasn’t willing to make purchases for me, but he’d offered to set up the meeting with Parth Gul, so things were all set.
I met him at the same shop we’d first gone to when arriving in Hallow. Upon entering, this time we were no longer strangers. Security knew me, and there wasn’t a vampire salesperson that didn’t peek around the corner to get a glimpse of me after the word spread that we were here. I’m sure they were hoping I’d spend some of my VT. It was a currency spendable anywhere in Hallow, but the truly rare, VT-only items weren’t sold here. What they couldn’t know was that we were about to submerge them in more Master Orbs than they would see in a year.
We walked up to the blood merchant and Shamash handed him a list.  It had the name of every beast and monster they had in stock. Only the ones we’d already purchased had the number of bodies we requested.
“You want to buy all of these?” the same salesman that had looked me up and down the first time asked with a tremble in his voice.
“30 bodies of each except for the ones specified,” I said. Amongst the group was a request for 10 bodies of vampire Quarter-blood. The rest of the request was so ridiculous he didn’t even seem to notice. “If you are low on stock for any of the rarer ones, just give us what you have.”
With a flick of my wrist, I retrieved a bulging bag out of my inventory that would have made Santa jealous. It was filled with 1,000 Master Dark Orbs. “This should cover it and our purchases in other departments.”
It was the first time I’d ever seen a vampire go limp. He leaned heavily against the counter as he looked down at the open sack. His voice cracked as he called for someone to fetch the order from their warehouse. Master Orbs weren’t even given a specific trade value because of their rarity. One Advanced Orb was worth 1,000 Minor ones, so we estimated a Master Orb was worth close to 100,000. With a Minor Orb worth about 10 dark coins, that put a Master’s worth at close to 1,000,000. In his eyes, 1,000,000,000 dark coins had just been dropped in his lap.
We left him there staring and skipped the Orb department. There was nothing there that I’d need. We went straight back to the jeweler we’d spoken to before. It was obvious by his blank look that the other salesman had already relayed the message. He was trying to keep it under control, but his right eye was twitching. He couldn’t bring himself to speak, but he welcomed us with outstretched hands.
Once again, Shamash had another list that he handed to the man. It was mostly jewels we were interested in, for Russ could easily incorporate them into his own creations and they wouldn’t weigh as much to transport. We also purchased numerous unjeweled necklaces, rings, earrings, and pendants. Jewelry was actually the easiest way for non-Blue Mages to quickly equip such item bonuses. We wouldn’t get the superior buffs that came from full armor sets, but we wouldn’t have to transport such things either.
There was one item that I purchased separately. Most of the jewels and gemstones we focused on buffed their respective Alignment at 100% because of the steep price increase for anything more. But there was one element for which I made an exception. The finest Wind-stone in the entire store gave a remarkable 121% Wind Buff. The problem was it wasn’t unfaceted. The smokey crystal sat as the centerpiece of a multilayered necklace. The layers were intricately woven with a silver chain that shone with its own light. The necklace itself was on display behind the salesman and in its own glass case.
When I asked the man about the chain that held it, he explained it was made of wind-ore alloy. It was tougher than steel but also merged with a person’s form, so if Aeris was to become one with the wind, it would as well. Its greatest advantage though was that it enhanced any gemstone of the same alignment, so the Wind-stone might grant a 121% Wind bonus, but as a part of the necklace it increased to 133%.
Taking out a handful of Master Dark Orbs, I set the four of them on the table. When he didn’t react, I took another one out of my inventory and set it next to them. He opened his mouth as if he were about to agree when I set a sixth one next to the pile. On a whim, I asked, “Do you have any special pieces for the Metal sub-element?”
He spun quickly and retrieved a second piece as if he were afraid he’d lose the deal, and placed a simple looking bracer down on the counter next to the orbs. While I was examining it, he took the necklace out of its case and placed it in a magic bag before setting it to the side.
The magic bags by themselves weren’t cheap, yet he was packaging the necklace in one as if it were a throw-away grocery bag. Talk about service. It also probably meant that I was overpaying, but I didn’t care.
The bracer wasn’t large and was more like a thick bracelet. The gemstone looked like a long piece of heavily grained rock. Its dark grey color made it look rather bland, but through the Mana Realm I saw the rich luminescence of highly compressed Metal. He explained that it had the same functions as the necklace, but it only buffed 117% even with the ore enhancing it. It seemed Metal gemstones were much harder to come by.
I didn’t know if Travis had left the Underworld, but in the case he stayed, I wanted to get him something unique because I knew how difficult the decision was that he was having to make. And if he had really left, wearing it would be a useful token for remembering my friend and second as a buff to my Metal Dragon Form. I was sure he’d approve.
I accepted the deal, and the vampire packaged the bracer in a magic bag of its own. Which gave me an idea. The best storage rings were already a part of our order, but I also asked for a couple dozen magic bags to be added. I wanted to leave Jale and Sai with something when I left and using such an item to store it would add to the surprise of what they found.
By the time we had everything settled and put away in the Gear department, the blood we’d ordered had started to arrive. 
Somehow they’d found more workers than last time, for the cylindrical thermos-like containers that held the blood came in a train of carts. There were hundreds of gallons on each cart, and in the first load alone, there were ten.
This was an opportunity I’d probably never have again. There were only so many creatures in existence and only a limited number of stats I could gain from each one. After today, it would be exceedingly difficult for me to find a creature I hadn’t Drained at least thirty bodies of. Most mature vampires couldn’t say as much, but that didn’t mean I’d be in a class of my own. Jale and Manu had both probably drained as much blood from such an extensive number of beasts and monsters. The children of most nobles had. All that this was doing was putting me on an even playing field.
Shamash commanded them to undo the lids on the first batch of blood. The only blood we’d save for later would be the vampire blood. Gifting Parth Gul Shapeshifting would cost me a good deal of experience but Draining so much blood would more than make up for the loss between now and when I’d have the chance to regain what I lost.
I cast Vampire’s Might on the first load of blood all at once. A pond’s worth gathered beneath the roof of the shop’s Blood department. Then it came. Within seconds, I had plunged into endless red. 
 



Chapter 31 – Trueblooded Exchange
During my first visit to this shop, I’d purchased twenty different types of blood and three bodies of each. This time I purchased over a thousand types and approximately thirty bodies of each. After draining it all, I’d incorporated more than 70,000 gallons of monster and beast blood into my system. I also received more than one magnificent surprise.
Vampire’s Might has reached the Master Rank!
 
I didn’t dare to test it in the shop, but besides Draining monsters, Vampire’s Might had two other powerful abilities. It was capable of quickly breaking a Mana Orb down and filling my mana pool. More than once had I relied on it to power level Core Creation or find excess mana when I was running out in a tight spot. Secondly, even after my mana was full, I could use it to oversaturate myself with mana and even increase my maximum for a short period of time. At the Master Rank, this time limit should disappear entirely. Even though I wasn’t able to refine mana at the moment, after leaving here, I’d have to Drain some Orbs to buff my mana pool. Walking around with a fraction of the mana I had before just made me uncomfortable.
If that had been the only improvement, it would have been enough. But...
Note: The stats you have drained are now permanent.
 
The greatest Vampire’s Might drawback was that I had to consistently Drain creatures of their blood for a full year to keep a creature’s stats. But then, with each new creature, a new year-long timer would start, so as long as I was gaining new stats, I’d never be able to stop Draining blood. That perpetual cycle had finally ended. The moment I gained a stat, there was no longer a danger that I’d one day lose it. They were now mine.
Did this mean I was a real vampire, or less of one?
The last big change was that the stats I’d Drained had reached the maximum efficiency. This meant that I needed to Drain less blood to get the full stat bonus from each type of creature. In the end, my stats soared.
+3,111 Str
+3,419 Dex
+5,377 Con
+224 Int
+374 Wis
 
I immediately compared what I had to what I’d seen on Manu Shah’s Character Sheet. He had over 40,000 additional stats above what he’d earn for his current level. Before Draining, I’d only had 26,000. I was still more than 4,000 stats behind him, but that no longer mattered. I’d only been able to obtain the Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution 10,000 stat bonuses with my Light Magic buffs before, but now, my base stats were more than enough.
With my current 8x In The Buff in place, my total stats were nearly even with Manu Shah even though he was 6,000 levels higher than me. I looked at my newly improved Character Sheet.
Character Sheet
Level: 10,013
Health Points: 8,460,316
Current Mana: 8,967,500
Base Mana: 8,967,500
Mana Per Minute: 505,980(8,433 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 16,769
Dexterity: 16,827 
Constitution: 16,862
Intelligence: 17,935
Wisdom: 50,598
Max Mana – 44,837,500(Once Refined)
 
The biggest improvement was my HP. It made me wonder how mine compared to Russ’s now…
Even though we could’ve done this from the very beginning, winning the preliminary competition made it feel like this was a huge part of my winnings. I’d faced a freakishly talented Dark Mage vampire and come out on top while having less stats and a lower level then him.
Besides the thrilling feeling of such a power boost, a part of me internally sighed at knowing that I was nearing the limit of what Vampire’s Might could give me. There would probably always be rare monsters for me to hunt down, but as of today, I’d already gained stats from the majority of those in existence. This put me on even footing with the most privileged vampires, but only just. Knowing that there were guys like Manu Shah out there meant there were people that could beat me. Manu’s abilities were extreme, but he didn’t necessarily have the best Alignment for facing me. There would be others. I thought of Jale and the many other noble sons and daughters that I’d never met before… 


***
 
We took our time heading to the meeting place with Parth Gul. I did my best to remove two Master Orbs from my inventory out of anyone’s view. They appeared in my palms with my hands already closed. They were both Master Dark Orbs, which were the hardest kind for me to absorb. Each one contained 4,000,000 MP, but even in my Vampire Form, they’d cost so much to Drain with Advanced Vampire’s Might that I’d only been able to hold on to 1,000,000 MP of it. Since it was still a positive, I might as well gain what mana buffs I could now as we walked.
I expected there to be an improvement now that Vampire’s Might had reached its Master Rank, but I stopped in my tracks only a second after casting it on the orb in my right hand. The difficulty of unraveling the extremely compact mana seemed to have disappeared. The muscles in my arm spasmed as I received the rush of mana. It had been a while since I’d oversaturated and buffed myself in this way. When I had, it had only been for a short period of time to help with the creation of Master Orbs. The amount of excess mana I’d buff myself with was always under 1,000,000 MP. But this…
I’d hoped that draining a Master Dark Orb would double the amount of MP I could gain from it. Instead, it had at least tripled. It still took a little mana for me to control the process, but the efficiency had gone from 25% to closer to 75% or even 80%.
“Don’t stop,” Shamash commanded through mind-speak. “You are now capable of absorbing all of that mana. What your body can’t hold will cling to you like an aura. Once the first orb is finished, do the second as well. You’ll lose some of its energy, but it should push you to your oversaturation limit. There is no official skill or mastery to holding on to this excess mana. Two things will improve how much you can hold—leveling up and constant practice.”
I nodded that I understood, for speaking even through mind-speak was a little difficult at the moment. There was so much going on in my body and I didn’t want to miss a chance to understand it. Ultimately, my body produced a certain amount of mana that was tied to my bloodstream and physical body. I could use my Master Core to refine it and compress it into a concentrated liquid state. In that way I could hold more of it. But this oversaturation was different. It was just extra mana that I pulled to myself. Some of it I could hold inside my body, while the rest clung to me like some kind of super static electricity. The best part was, I could tap into all three sources at will.
I let the mana flowing through me stabilize before starting in on the second Dark Mana Orb. The first orb had dissolved into nothing. I cast Vampire’s Might a second time. Keeping a close eye on my body’s mana, it wasn’t long before I felt the oversaturation reach its limit and start seeing it leak out of me. Instead of dissipating into the air, it created a mist-like aura that clung close to my skin. Turning my attention to my maximum mana, I watched as it climbed rapidly until it finally stopped at 14,105,600 MP.
The rest of the mana I was draining from the Master Orb flowed into me, but at the same time it was pushing my aura outward and causing me to lose mana. When the second orb had disappeared, my buffed mana stabilized once again and no longer changed. It wasn’t 40,000,000 MP, but it was better than being stuck at 8,000,000…
“Good,” Shamash said as we started to walk again. “From now on, I want you to stay in this oversaturated state. Even after you’ve completely refined your mana once again. This ability will only improve.”
 
***
 
We arrived at another shop on a side street closer to the outskirts of Hallow. It wasn’t run-down, and neither was it one of the higher end shops, so it didn’t stand out. We entered like a couple of normal shoppers. If the Tirs had someone following us, there was no reason to be suspicious. It was as if we were just going to another store.
Parth Gul stood near the middle of the small room in a red and yellow vine-print shirt. He had a warm smile with hands outstretched as he greeted me. “Master Zerin. Hallow’s champion!” he said with an actual bow at the waist. “Well done, my friend.”
I gave him my thanks.
Stepping forward, he grabbed my shoulder and led me into the room to where he had a man standing with a tray of drinks. 
The shop looked to be a small jewelry store from the glass display cases that lined the walls. The man serving wasn’t just some servant or merchant. Using Creature Observation in a nonchalant manner, I saw that he was level 40,000. I wasn’t surprised. He probably doubled as Parth’s protection.
“Shall we toast?” He grabbed both glasses off the tray and handed me one.
He watched me eye the cup and grinned. “Smith’s Dregs. Your favorite, yes? I have to admit to being a little too curious when you invited Eshana to dinner after your match with her. With your joining the Tir family and the possibility of war between them and the Shahs, it was a good opportunity for us to do a little spying. Business, you understand. If Andheree Raat chose a side, then that would open up opportunities for us. In the end, the war was not to be, but a good spy always takes note of the finer details, like what someone likes to drink.” He gave me his best sinister smirk. “Impressed?”
I had to admit that I was. “I’m also surprised you are so forward about it.”
He waved his hand as if it were nothing. “It’s the way of things. Don’t take offense. Instead be flattered that Hallow’s major players are paying attention to you. And we’re friends now, so the least I can do is shine a little light on the inner workings of the city for you.”
He glanced back at his man who was holding the tray and said, “Secure the room if you would, please.”
Turning back to me, he said in a lower voice, “We wouldn’t want anyone spying on us, now would we?”
Similar to Shamash’s barriers that helped contain my Light Magic during its use, the waiter cast a spell that seemed to penetrate the walls, ceiling, and floor. A moment later, they started to glow with a neutral light.
Shamash’s voiced sounded in my head in the next moment. “Be on guard. This type of barrier keeps people out, but is also capable of keeping them in. That doesn’t make this a trap, but there is still the possibility.”
Parth held up his glass to toast and I followed his lead. “To Hallow’s dominance in the Festival of Parmida.”
As I downed my drink, I swished it around in my mouth to enjoy its taste and then swallowed it. It was the same sweet taste I remembered, but I immediately felt the Mana inside me react with it in a way it hadn’t before. It had a kick to it that hadn’t been there during my date with Eshana. As it settled in my stomach, I felt some pressure as if it were reacting with my system. I didn’t think it was poison, for I hadn’t become nauseous. Maybe it was more alcohol?
When I noticed the change, I heard the lich again. “Your drink was spiked with Light Mana. It’s a tiny amount, so it’s not dangerous, but it will have a drunkening effect. This is probably a common tactic used for negotiations. Use Vampire’s Might on it to rid yourself of the effects.”
I’d cast it on the pressure in my gut before he’d even got there. Immediately the reaction disappeared.
Holding up my glass, I said, “Great taste.”
Parth may not have any hostile intentions, but it looked like he might want more than just for me to gift him Shapeshifting. If his offer was good, then this might work to my advantage, but I certainly wouldn’t face any further negotiations in a drunken state.
“Are you ready to proceed with what we agreed?” Parth said.
“Whenever you’re ready,” I replied.
With a nod, he directed for his man to step forward. “Then as I promised, three bodies of Half-blood in exchange for Shapeshifting.”
Three? It had only been two if I hadn’t agreed to gift it to him before the preliminaries were over. Technically they were still going on, but all of his major fights had passed. He’d made it into the top ten, so he’d go on to the main competition, but the advantage of having Shapeshifting early had already passed.
Seeing the look on my face, he chuckled. “If I’d known you could win, I would have offered you three from the beginning. Take the third one as a token of my appreciation.”
“Thank you,” I said genuinely. It seemed that having Manu not finish first in the preliminaries was worth a lot to him.
Parth’s man stepped forward holding the gallon and a half jugs and handed them to me one at a time so I could place them in my inventory. Shamash confirmed without being asked that they contained what we had come for. They went right next to the Quarter-blood we’d purchased.
After taking a deep breath, Parth stepped forward and closed his eyes.
Following Shamash’s directions, I focused my mind on the Blue Magic Pillar Shapeshifting and visualized what I wanted to happen. It was just like the time I’d first awoken in the Underworld and the Head Mistress and her lich had gifted us a number of different things. At the time, it was mostly general magic and the awakening of our magic talents. This time, a cord of green light leaped from my palm and landed on his forehead for a few long seconds.
When he opened his eyes, he quickly scanned his popups and a big grin spread across his face. “Splendid.”
Gifting had cost me about 1,000,000 MP, but more importantly 903 levels worth of experience. It didn’t affect any of my stat bonuses, but it still hurt seeing the hit I’d taken. 4,515 Wisdom disappeared just like that. I already had an Advanced Dark Orb in my off hand and was draining it.
When he looked up, his countenance had changed. He looked… hungry.
The grin returned to his face as he thanked me again. “I was hoping we might make a second deal. The primordial beast form that you possess is far too impressive to pass up…”
Shamash’s voice blared into my head. “What he’s asking is impossible. It shouldn’t even be possible for you to have the Primordial Cat Form. If you were to gift it to him it would cost you over 10,000 levels’ worth of experience. Something that you don’t even have. It would leave you drained of most of your power. There is nothing he can offer that is worth so much unless he has 10,000 levels’ worth of monsters imprisoned somewhere that you can kill before gifting it to him. If that were the case, he’d be a much higher level.”
I tried my best to look apologetic as I replied to Parth’s request. “I’m sorry, but that would leave me unable to defend myself. I just can’t do it without enough experience to make up for the loss.”
“I’d help you gain the experience back, after you gift it.” He didn’t emphasize the word after, but he might as well have.
“I’m sorry, but it’s too dangerous. I fear too many people will be tempted to take my life in my weakened state.”
His eyes settled on the floor as he came to grips with what I’d said. As I thought he was going to resign himself, he replied, “I’m afraid it’s already too late. The temptation has already take hold.” He looked up from the floor and gave me the most authentic vampiric glare I’d seen since coming to Hallow.
The door to a backroom opened as vampires started to file out. The first one was level 20,000. The next one was closer to 30,000.
“Let them get as close as possible before you attack,” Shamash said evenly through mind-speak. “Their barrier will hide your Light Magic and I’ll use my own once the caster dies. Without your mana refined you have one chance. You know what you must do. Give it everything. If you fail, our contract allows me to save your life once. I’m ready to fulfill my part. But better yet, don’t die.”
“Sorry about this,” Parth said as five additional vampires entered the room before shutting the door behind them. Three of them were between level 20,000 and 30,000, while the other two were like the waiter at Parth’s side. They were just over level 40,000. The lower level vampires gathered behind Parth while the three higher level ones stood in front of Shamash. “It wasn’t originally my intention to force the issue. And don’t worry. We won’t kill you right away. I need you alive for you to gift me all the forms that you’ve learned. The same with your master.”
He looked to Shamash as he stepped back to let the three thugs take his place close to me. “Since your pupil is a Blue Mage, it’s my guess that you are as well, so you’re coming too. Please don’t struggle. You let Rishi Tir watch over Zerin during his match with Manu, so we know you’re not that powerful even though you’ve been hiding your level. If you play this right, we might let you live.”
The Advanced Orb had already dissolved in my hand. A Master Orb had taken its place and a second was hidden in the other. There was one thing that didn’t make sense. “You’d do this even though the entire city is expecting to see me tomorrow at the awards ceremony? Aren’t you afraid someone might come looking for me?” 
“That’s a fair question. It will definitely cause an uproar, but no one has eyes on the Gul family, and you came to us. This shop isn’t associated with my family so as long as we clean up after ourselves there’s nothing to worry about. My friends here are experts at restraining magic, so you won’t have time to change into your Primordial Form. Come along nicely and I’ll treat you well. I can’t promise you your life, for I plan on selling you to Manu Shah after I’m done with you, but I can make your time with me more comfortable.”
“Make it quick,” Shamash said aloud before a yellow-orange light flashed at my rear. I didn’t have to look to know he’d raised a barrier to protect himself. 
I saw the looks on the faces of the vampires before me. They wouldn’t give me a chance. Moving to grab a hold of me, blue mana seeped from their hands. It must have been some kind of restraining magic. They were too close for it to take more than an instant to grab a hold of me. It was like three phantom hands reached into my chest and grabbed for my Monster Core. As they did, it only sped up my transformation.
Their restraining magic worked to revert me to my human form, but the only core inside my true form was used to refine mana, not control it.
“Human?!” Parth cried from behind them. His men shared his astonishment and even dared to grab a hold of me. I wore a proper vampire suit jacket that shielded us all from the Light and Dark magic reaction, but as my excess mana aura changed to Light, they screamed and were forced back a step or two.
I stood in the middle of the small shop surrounded by seven vampires. There was a barrier up to keep me from escaping, but it was me that should be thanking them. Taking on three vampires that were close to level 40,000, three more between 20,000 and 30,000, and Parth Gul who neared 15,000 would in most cases be impossible. Especially without my mana fully refined. But here they were so close, and there was nowhere for them to go.
My change from Ascended Human to Solar Mage was as fast as thought. Even without casting Artificial Sun, the light I gave off caused them instant agony. Instead of using my hands to cast it, it bloomed into life as a part of me. The closer it was, the less delay there was in channeling.
It had been weeks since I’d been in my Solar Mage Form, and even longer since I’d had to reach my maximum channeling rate. It was reassuring to know that if I failed here without my mana refined, Shamash was ready to save me. But I had a feeling that I’d still need him to do so in the future, so I’d prefer to skip that part. 
Light flared as if a star were being born inside of my gut. Ramping up my channeling also had a drastic effect on my Solar Form, causing the light of my body to intensify. I also cast Vampire’s Might on not one but both of the orbs in my hands. These weren’t Dark Magic ones, but Fire. Knowing that I’d have to change to my Solar Form to fight, I’d grabbed two that wouldn’t react with my Light or Dark Magic while also giving me a higher absorption rate than the Dark Orbs.
While my Artificial Sun ballooned into a massive sphere, I disappeared in its midst. My vampire-style suit exploded into ash. My Solar body had also lost most of its physical substance. The only thing that held my Fire Orbs in place was the suction that Vampire’s Might provided.
Before I’d lost my ability to see beneath the all-encompassing light, I’d seen the level 40,000 vampires turn their attention to me.
Even if I couldn’t see, I could feel the magic my enemies were summoning. It was mostly Dark, but there was also Earth and Ice. Still, I didn’t move. What if the higher level vampires hit me with a spell, even a lesser one? Or what if they were melee specialists? I quickly considered moving, but one thing stopped me. Normally, in my Solar Form, my body had a Solar and a physical aspect. But the more I pushed my channeling, the less my physical body remained. It was as if I’d turned into Light itself. What could harm light?
I ignored everything else as I fueled my channeling with everything I had. It took 2 to 3 seconds to reach channeling’s normal limit. A time that was just too fast for my opponents to mount a meaningful counterattack against a magic that hadn’t been seen in the Vampire Realm in a thousand years.
I hit the ceiling of what my channeling generally allowed, but my Solar Form hadn’t reached its limit. The fear of losing myself—my current existence—blared like a warning siren in my head, but I’d already been here before. By both breaking past it and allowing my natural form to expire, my channeling exploded as I reached my ultimate solar state. 
My Artificial Sun pushed against the walls of the room which somehow held it in. Light Magic permeated everything and cut through the Darkness.
I could only remain in that state for a few seconds. From the moment I’d changed from my Vampire Form until the time I cut off my Artificial Sun, only seven seconds had passed. Reverting from my ultimate solar state to Solar Mage happened almost instantly. I felt the room as much as I saw it and quickly learned who still remained. I returned to my Ascended Human Form to gain the most utility.
A Master Light Orb appeared in either hand next to my mostly absorbed Fire Orbs. Vampire’s Might went straight to work to refill the mana I’d lost as quickly as possible. At the same time, Master Light Discs took shape over my head. 
The three vampires that had been standing the closest to me were mostly dead except for one. He was writhing in pain on the floor, so he wasn’t an immediate threat. Parth Gul was the most dead—if levels of death were a thing. There was only a husk left of him and I didn’t even see the glow of his Core through Mana Sight.
Of course, the ones I really had to worry about were the ones that were only half dead. Though only two remained on their feet, the three level 40,000 vampires were still alive.
As soon as my first Disc was complete, it shot out like a bullet. The first target was the closest vampire’s ankle. Seeing as his eyesight had yet to recover, he didn’t even notice as it ground deep into his limb, but unlike my fight with Manu Shah, it didn’t directly remove his limb from his body.
My second Disc rushed for the second vampire’s throat. He seemed to be more aware and had mana funneled to his palms to be ready to cast, but he was still blind to my attack.
I chided myself. I should’ve started with going for the throat. It became a grisly scene.
The final level 40,000 vampire that was on the floor seemed to surprisingly be in the best shape of the three. As my Disc flew for his neck, he was rapidly blinking. He saw something, for he threw up his hands and a thick layer of Dark Magic appeared to block it. The shield was surprisingly dense, for it slowed the Disc before it dug into his arm. 
It was then that my first Disc that was lodged in the closest vampire’s ankle exploded. Unlike the Minor Discs I’d summoned during my fight with Manu that I used to blow off his outer Dark Magic shell, these were Master Discs. I was ten feet away, but the explosion threw me clear across the room to crash into the outer wall. Thankfully, Shamash’s barrier was up, or I would have flown out of the building in my human form.
Enough of this. I began to change into Primordial Cat. I hadn’t recovered much mana, but for its most basic form, I didn’t need it.
At that moment, the second Master Light Disc went off like a miniature atom bomb. I hoped Shamash’s barrier muted noise as well.
I scrambled across the room as a giant cat and found that the job was already finished. Even the vampire that had been lying near the center of the room had been finished in the last explosion. The third Disc had been blown away to the other side of the room. I absorbed it with Vampire’s Might.
It was over, but instead of feeling relief, my apprehension only grew. Who knew if Parth had more people waiting nearby? And there was no chance that he hadn’t told his family what he was doing. They probably had people watching the building right now.
“Did the sound escape?” I said through mind-speak while reverting to my Vampire Form.
“No,” Shamash replied. “We are safe for the moment. Drain them now and inventory their skeletons. You can loot them later. We are heading straight to the Hallow Exchange to trade your VT for a body of Trueblood, then leaving town.”
“We’re going to bother with the Trueblood? Won’t the Guls be watching?”
“It doesn’t matter. If they attack us in Hallow outside of this shop then there will be witnesses. There’s no way the Tirs won’t implicate them and the Guls will fall far easier than the Shahs would. We must hurry and make it to a highly populated area though. Summon your wings. Once you’re finished here, we are leaving at full speed.”
I did exactly as he said and Drained the vampires of their blood and flesh before depositing their skeletons that carried their loot. Their cores I gathered and put in separately. There was an obvious weight added to my shoulders, but it wasn’t enough to hinder me with my current stats.
I checked quickly after their power had filled me.
+119 Str
+96 Dex
+755 Int
+766 Wis
 
There was an obvious dip in the physical stats that I received when Draining vampires in the past, but it looked like there were still a number of mental stats for the taking.
“Now, recover your mana quickly,” Shamash insisted.
Changing back to my human form, I filled both of my palms with Master Light Orbs and cast Vampire’s Might. It would take a minute for me to fully recover. As I did, I looked to see how much I had leveled. Each of the vampires I’d just killed surpassed my record. Three of them were almost twice the level of the Captain at the Vampire Gate, or four times my own level. The difference showed.
Even though I’d lost 903 levels when gifting Shapeshifting to Parth, I’d gained close to 5,000 and reached 13,828 by killing him and his crew of mid-level vampires. It had gone so well I even momentarily considered finding small shops like this one to have Shamash barricade for me to kill everyone inside. I immediately rejected the idea, but in trying to trap me, they had instead created for me the perfect kill-box. I couldn’t have created a better one myself.
I flooded my Wisdom stat with more than 23,000 stat points to reach 65,724 with my current 8x In The Buff. In The Buff I’d leave in place because it affected my common aura, but I quickly calculated a few changes I could make if I was forced to fight again.
With my MP reaching its max including the excess from Vampire’s Might’s Mana Buff, I was ready. Switching back into my Vampire Form, my Crimson Incubus wings took shape.
With a sharp look, Shamash said, “Follow me.”
He didn’t bother to open the door, but instead burst right through it. I followed him closely as he took a sharp right out of the building and darted down the side street. We’d only gone a dozen feet before he shot into the sky and rocketed across the roofs of the nearby buildings.
I felt movement from multiple directions as soon as we exited, but no one had expected our sudden retreat toward the heart of the city.
I wasn’t sure if he was right about them not being willing to attack, but one thing was sure: we had their attention.
 



Chapter 32 – The Hallow Exchange
We made it to the main street that headed straight to the Amphitheater without incident. As always, there was a steady stream of people both walking and flying. We skirted low while keeping to the air at breakneck speed. It was considered rude, but we were finally finished with vampire civility. The Hallow Exchange, the city’s premiere shop that only traded in VT, was located right next to the coliseum. It was overly large with a forest of gladiatorial statues lining a long sidewalk that led to the entrance. It was over ten stories tall, with columns surrounding it on all sides reaching all the way up to the massive stone roof. We dropped down close to the entrance and walked past the eight-foot orc guards that stood to either side.
There was a large showroom on the first floor that was accessible for anyone to browse. In many ways it was there to show off the power of the Hallow Amphitheater, but also to inflame the lusts of young gladiators. I forced myself to ignore what was on display and the awe-inspiring décor. A woman vampire in a silky black dress approached.
“Young Master Zerin of the family of Tir,” the woman announced as she curtsied. “It will be my pleasure to serve you this evening. My name is Zuri.”
She knew who I was on the spot. This was good, for she’d know exactly how many VT I had earned without me having to tell her. It wasn’t all good though. The moment I left the store the news would spread that I’d purchased Trueblood.
I gave her a smile. “Zuri. Is there a private place where we can discuss the purchases I’d like to make?”
She gave me an understanding nod. “Follow me.”
We headed deeper into the store before heading to what looked like a stairwell, but instead it was a shaft used to fly to different floors.
Without hesitation, Zuri took to the air without wings or her Bat Form. While following her, I used Creature Observation to see how it was possible for her to pull that off. Her level didn’t seem high and I wasn’t wrong. She was level 23,000. I then focused on her aura through the mana realm and saw something unexpected. She was a Wind Mage.
Stopping on the fourth floor, she walked us past a few nondescript rooms before opening a door to an empty one and waving us in. There was little more than a rectangular table with chairs on either side, but the table was pale red with swirly grains, almost like it was some kind of strange wood, and the chairs were cushioned and reclined at a comfortable angle.
“Please sit,” she said, before sitting with her back facing the wall. With a palm out, she sent a gentle stream of mana into a small oval stone on the table and the walls suddenly hummed with energy. “It is now safe to speak freely. I’m assuming you wish to spend your VT before tomorrow’s ceremony, correct?”
“Yes,” I replied. “Is that possible?”
“Absolutely.” A mana tablet appeared in her hand and she scanned it quickly. “You have 10,515 VT available. Do you already know what you plan on purchasing?”
“I do, but first there’s something you must know for your own safety.” I immediately felt the pressure from Shamash’s gaze as if he were in his lich form, but I continued anyway. “Just moments ago, we were completing a business deal that we believed to be friendly enough but were attacked. In defending ourselves, we killed our attackers. There are now high level people from a family of some influence in Hallow chasing us. We believe that they followed us here.”
She held up a hand and said, “I’ll stop you there. They won’t attack you while you are within these walls. That I can guarantee, for an attack on the Hallow Exchange is the same as an attack on Hallow itself. However, if you are only here to seek refuge, then I must ask you to leave… Unless you pay the appropriate price for temporary protection.”
“That’s good to hear. Then about the items I’m interested in—first, a body of Trueblood.”
She shifted in her seat. Leaning forward, she gave me a closer look. “To persuade any high level vampires to escort you safely to the Tir residence will cost at least 1,000 VT. If you purchase the Trueblood now, then you won’t have enough…”
I shook my head. “That shouldn’t be necessary.”
“Then…” Her eyes fell to the tabletop as she realized why I had told her. “Thank you for your concern for my safety. You didn’t have to reveal your troubles… You might have other options. To remain here under our roof while a message is sent to the Tirs is much cheaper. You can wait here for them to come and retrieve you. Or maybe—”
“Zuri, thank you, but we won’t be returning to the Tirs. I’ve already caused them enough trouble. Instead, is there a way for us to secretly leave town after purchasing the Trueblood?”
Her eyes widened as she listened to my reply. “I suppose you could use the Transport Array. It’s normally used for long distance transportation, which starts at thousands of VT, but if it’s only to leave town, you can probably just afford it. I’ll have to ask for you.”
A Transport Array? Immediately, I remembered the Head Mistress suddenly appearing through some kind of magic rift at the end of my fight with Mistress Nava.
“That should work,” Shamash said through mind-speak. “They’ll be expecting us to flee to the Tirs. If there is a Transport Array pulse, even if they investigate it, they’ll have no way to directly search for us if we appear just outside of Hallow.”
“Please check for us then,” I said after the lich’s confirmation.
“Just a moment.” Her eyes lost focus as she reached out to someone with mind-speak. Over a minute went by before she blinked. Her mouth turned up subtly. “A price of 400 VT has been approved for transport to just outside of the city’s limits. I’ve also requested to have the body of Trueblood brought here. Are there any other requests?”
I looked to Shamash and he quickly indicated there were none.
“It looks like that will be all,” I said, turning back to her. “I would like to send a message to Jale Tir, only to be delivered after we’ve left. And I’d like to request that House Tir is given the Leviathan Corpse I won in the preliminaries.”
“No problem.” With the flick of her wrist, a mana tablet appeared in her hand which she slid over to me. “After you’ve finished constructing the message, it will be delivered as requested—at no additional cost. As for House Tir, I’ll see to it that your prize is delivered to them after tomorrow’s ceremony.”
 
***
 
The cylinder of Trueblood arrived before I’d finished writing my message for Jale in the Mana Tablet. I’d read many of these tablets before but writing in one was new to me. It was extremely easy compared to learning to write on paper or with a keyboard. It was like filtering mana through your thoughts. With every word that had enough emphasis from mana, the Mana Tablet would record it.
I had no idea what format vampires used to compose letters, but since it was meant to be a personal one, I decided to skip the lecture I was sure Shamash was ready to provide and just started it addressed to Jale.
I didn’t make it overly emotive, but it was hard to ignore what I was feeling as I told her I was leaving. I explained to her what happened with Parth Gul, in detail. Then I got to the main point… I was hyper critical of what I was writing, so I did a number of revisions before admitting to myself that it would never be perfect. It either sounded too romantic in nature or lacked any heart at all. I just tried to be honest.
I finished the letter without knowing if I’d be able to accomplish what was written. I wrote it anyways.
Your virtue and kindness were unexpected, and unbeknownst to you, you’ve guided me from the path of death and slaughter. For that I’m forever grateful. I must leave, for now, but one day I hope to return with the power to show you the same kindness you’ve shown me.
Stay safe.
 
Before changing it again, I pushed it across the table to Zuri.
I deposited the Trueblood after Shamash insisted that we wait to use it. Traveling as a Trueblooded vampire had advantages, but also disadvantages. The main disadvantage was that there were far fewer Truebloods, so if I did Drain the blood now, after the word got out that I’d spent my VT on a full body I’d be easier to track down in my Vampire Form.
Just from draining Parth and his men, my bloodline was nearing the half-blooded rank. Parth had been a quarter-blood himself, but his men, though at a lower rank, were still helpful to my advancement. Even if they weren’t the sons of wealthy merchant families, they were still members of one.
The Transport Array was located on the top floor of the Hallow Exchange. It literally took up the entire floor by itself. When I thought of an array, I pictured a bunch of flags in a circle that worked together to concentrate mana for a specific job. In the simplest sense, that was about right, but in the technical sense, there weren’t just a bunch of flags, but pillars of mana-conducting rock meticulously lined up in a specific pattern.
That wasn’t the most incredible thing about the array. Even more incredible was the amount of power I felt being channeled into the room. It was as if we’d entered an ocean of mana. There was only one other time I’d come into contact with such an overwhelming amount. That was when I’d cast Forced Learn on Xaphan, the Primordial Cat.
“How much mana does it take to power this array?” I asked Shamash through mind-speak.
“It depends on the distance, but even just to transport us out of town, close to a billion.”
To say that I turned into a jelly statue in response was a pretty accurate description. I’d expected it to be a lot, maybe one hundred million, but a billion…
“Master Zerin, I’ll leave you here,” Zuri said, returning me to some semblance of my normal jellyless state.
I thanked her again as she handed me a particular mana tablet.
“This is the tally of your remaining VT. Please come and visit us when you return to our fair city.” With this, she hopped into the flight shaft and took her leave.
A middle-aged vampire directed us to stand near the center of the array. Without any further delay, he somehow activated the massive array and disappeared from sight. The countless pillars surrounding us started to light up as mana was funneled in. For more than a minute, the entire roomed seemed to be charging up like an oversized tesla coil. The next moment there was a wall of energy that connected each pillar, then, in a flash of dull light, the room disappeared.
The space in front of me seemed to dissolve, only for a new image to blur into life a moment later. Quickly, I glanced around to see that I was in a lightless tunnel with an enormous howl coming from behind me. We were standing on seemingly nothing a few steps from a picturesque scene before us.
“Hurry,” Shamash said, as he walked forward and out of the tunnel to step into the world beyond.
My steps were slow, but I couldn’t help but to look around in fascination before finally exiting. A few seconds after I did, the tunnel shrank until there was nothing left. It had taken but a moment.
“Good. We are close to one of the better escape routes. Let’s go.”
Just as we were readying to leave, we both felt people approaching from the air coming from the direction of Hallow. I took a quick look around to see that we were on what looked more like a worn path than an actual road that was pinned between two rock faces of cliffs that were a couple hundred feet high.
Immediately, I cast Invisibility. “Do we run, or hide?”
He slowly shook his head. “Neither. It seems someone anticipated that you would be here.”
“Then we fight?”
“No. Make it quick. We still aren’t safely out of harm’s way.”
As he finished speaking, the faces of those incoming came into view. My stomach started to spin like a high-powered washing machine. It had been my intention to say bye to them in a roundabout way, but after sending my message through the Hallow Exchange, the last thing I expected was to see Jale and Sai flying this way escorted by Alexandria.
They touched down less than ten feet away. Shamash walked past them to stand next to Alexandria to keep an eye on anyone traveling from Hallow.
“I knew it. It’s just as I thought,” Sai said while looking to Jale for her approval.
 



Chapter 33 – Bloody Secrets
“So it is.” She was quiet for a moment as she just looked at me with piercing purple eyes. “It seems your bloodline has already slightly improved. Was it too much for me to ask you to just wait a few days before we got approval back from the main family?”
I found it difficult to look her in the face. She wore a long black skirt that stirred in the wind to reveal black scale boots that had no place in a formal setting. “Nothing you’ve ever asked of me has been too much.”
“Then why? Is it because your fiancée is being held against her will? Sai told me everything—about her and your friends…”
When I tried to respond, I nearly bit my own tongue as I struggled with what to say. Looking to Sai, I could see that he’d stiffened up. I wasn’t angry at him for telling her. How could I be? He just wanted to find a way to stop me from leaving and thought she would have more sway than he’d have alone.
Crossing my arms over my chest, I glared at him. “You’ve betrayed me.”
“I—” He seemed to be looking for some way to respond. “Jale’s smarter than me so…” He laughed uncomfortably. “Sorry.” 
“Good answer. You owe me a whole case of Smith’s Dregs.” I didn’t even know if it came in cases, but it was all I could come up with on short notice.
He looked at me as if I’d smacked him on the forehead.
“I’m waiting on an answer,” Jale said as the brutal side of her showed its beautifully savage face. Her aura billowed like bottled up steam and screamed.
I proceeded to tell her what happened tonight with Parth Gul. The strong front she was putting on slowly melted until her bottom lip trembled. I wasn’t sure if it was from sorrow, or rage. Knowing her, probably both.
“You have the bodies?” Alexandria said, flying forward to stand next to Jale.
I hesitated, before taking Parth and his men’s skeletons out of my inventory and lining them up side by side to my right.
All three of them, including Alexandria, looked as if they’d found a cockroach in their drink.
“Not only did you drain them, but where’s their skin?!” Sai cried.
“I didn’t eat it if that’s what you’re getting at.” I couldn’t help but grin. “I have an ability similar to Vampire’s Might that leeches stats out of a monster’s flesh. I also have a habit of not leaving evidence behind after I kill someone.”
“Happens a lot, huh?” Sai gave a nervous laugh.
I didn’t respond.
“It would have been better if you didn’t drain them,” Alexandria said. “Why are there so many?”
Before they got the wrong idea that I’d attacked some innocents, I clarified. “They were all Parth’s men. Three of them were level 40,000 and focused on my master, while the other three were between 20,000 and 30,000 and focused on me.”
“You killed three bodyguards between 20,000 and 30,000?” Jale asked before turning back to look at Shamash who was still watching the city.
“Pretty much.” I didn’t think admitting that I’d killed all seven of them would go over well. “Let’s just say I have a bright future.” I couldn’t help the pun even if I was all alone in understanding it.
“There’s no way I can let you go like this,” Jale said as she halved the distance between us.
“I have to, Jale. I have no choice.”
“I know. That’s why I’m coming with you.”
“Same here,” Sai said, hurrying to stand beside her.
“You can’t,” I said, trying to hide the panic rising up in my gut. “You really don’t understand.”
Jale didn’t seem to care. “I have offered you my help and I know the reason you won’t accept it is because you want to protect us. That’s why I have to, even if you insist otherwise.”
I let myself look at her in that moment. Really look at her. Her allure was unreal, and I’d constantly had my guard up against it. I’d let it slip through once or twice, but it wasn’t just her perfect features and outward beauty that attracted me.
“Shamash,” I said, stepping past her.
He turned as I marched toward him.
“Can you raise a barrier to give us some privacy?” I said.
“This isn’t wise,” he replied. He knew exactly what I was about to do.
“I know, but I’m going to do it whether you set up the barrier or not.”
He didn’t reply but stretched out his hand. The barrier I’d used to hide my Light Magic suddenly encompassed a large portion of the trail we were on now.
“Thank you,” I said. “I’m still getting used to this mind-speak thing. Can you project what I have to say for all of them to hear?”
When it was done, I turned to face the two monsters who I now considered true friends. “I’m speaking to you this way because it’s the only way my captor can’t hear what we’re saying. She will probably guess most of it, but it’s better than nothing.”
Sai seemed to buy that there might be more that he didn’t know, but Jale looked back at me as if she was daring me to try and find an excuse to change her mind.
“If it was just a high level vampire or a vampire family that had my friends,” I began, “then you might be able to help, but it’s not that simple... About a year ago now, an imp broke into my home and captured me before I knew what was going on.”
Sai snorted at the thought of a weak imp capturing a vampire. How could I not understand how ridiculous it sounded?
I held up my hands to entreat him to let me continue. He did. “I woke up amongst 19 other kids my age to find myself in a world that I hadn’t known existed.” Though I was watching Sai out of the corner of my eye, it was Jale who I studied closely. “I was soon greeted by a lich and the succubus Head Mistress Lilith.”
As I dropped the Head Mistress’s name, Jale’s entire body twitched, and her strong stance began to deflate.
I continued, “She unlocked our magic talents and told us to fight the monsters in her personal dungeon to grow stronger, so we did. Eventually we had the opportunity to leave her dungeon and found an abandoned one to call our own. We began the process of creating a home for ourselves.”
Jale’s hand slowly rose to cover her mouth.
I tried offering her an encouraging grin, but it felt awkward. “Because of some bad decisions on my part, a succubus named Mistress Nava sent people to kill us, repeatedly, but when that didn’t work, she came herself. We thought we had her beaten, but then she revealed she was just playing with us all along. Because I personally fought her, the Head Mistress threw me out of our dungeon and took the girls, including my fiancée. Only after I’ve stolen something from one of her vampire enemies will she allow the girls to come back to us and for me to return to our home.”
The hand over Jale’s mouth had balled into a fist. I couldn’t tell if it was her mouth or arm that was shaking.
“Uh, Zerin,” Sai said with a look of disbelief. “So you’re saying that there is a place with vampires that haven’t unlocked their magic talent who are so weak that an imp could kidnap them? That doesn’t make any sense. And why would the succubi want weak vampires?”
I laughed at his question because it seemed better than crying. “I came to the Vampire Realm to steal the required item, but I was far too weak. So I began to kill. I have a talent that’s very specialized and proficient at killing certain monsters. Specifically, vampires. At first, it didn’t bother me, even after I’d killed hundreds. But then I came here to Hallow to gain experience…” 
As I looked at the both of them I faltered. Sai still didn’t fully believe me, but I knew Jale had already figured much of it out. I could see it in her eyes. It was time that I showed them.
Without any more delay, I let my Vampire Form fade. I suddenly felt naked even though my Skeletal Armor still covered my human form. I dropped In The Buff immediately so that my aura would affect them as little as possible.
“Then I met you at Manu Shah’s party,” I said, nodding at Sai, who had taken a step back and tripped over his own feet. He looked up at me from the ground like a lost puppy. He finally understood. “You were far too friendly for a vampire and were as unfond of the strange rules as I was. It was nice to have someone to joke around with so I didn’t mind when you started to hang around—even if I thought you’d immediately tear my throat out the moment you found out what I was. Then I learned about why you were there. I learned about your desire to be a beast-feeder. It was the first time I started to suspect that there might be more to vampires than human-eating machines with a high intellect.”
I turned away from him and tried to look at Jale. Immediately I looked away before forcing myself to look back. She had lowered both of her arms to her sides where they were now both clenched into fists. Her face was deadly still, but streams of tears flowed down the sides of her cheeks. 
“Then I met the Princess of Tir.” I bowed my head, as if to show my respect, before steeling myself and looking her in the eye. “And it wasn’t long until I could no longer deny it. I’d murdered hundreds of vampires thinking they were nothing but monsters and stepping stones that could make me powerful. But now I know that some of you are as noble, if not more so, than my own people…”
Sai moved to get up from the ground and began chuckling to himself. “You know, it would be hilarious if we suddenly attacked and drained you after your speech about us being noble. If you weren’t so shiny I’d be tempted to take a bite just to mess with you.”
It appeared the revelation about my nature hadn’t changed him a bit. 
I allowed myself some brief laughter, but quickly turned to Jale. She seemed frozen in thought. I was also just as worried about what Alexandria was thinking. She was the one that could kill me the swiftest if she so decided, but she wasn’t looking at me at all, but sending a sideways glance in Shamash’s direction. He’d turned away already to watch Hallow.
“Do you now understand why you can’t come with me?” I said. “Besides the fact that I’m actually human, which is a little more than inconvenient, the Head Mistress is not a monster you can tangle with. Do you know the level of power I’m talking about? As magnificent as Hallow is, she could show up here and level it to the ground for no other reason than the mood struck her. I don’t know if she’d be pleased for you to help me or wipe out your entire family just to further control me.”
Jale had been quiet since I’d started my explanation. She was looking off into the distance instead of glaring at me. That was good, right?
Suddenly, Alexandria spun and called out, “Jale!”
At that moment, Jale looked up and the purple in her eyes seemed to pierce right through me. She erupted from where she stood. Even though I ramped up Mana Sight immediately, she’d already reached me before I could react. I watched her fist land firmly on my jaw before the world spun and I was launched backward.
I planted my hand on the ground while still sliding to help me regain some semblance of balance. I skated another ten feet before coming to a stop. “I deserve that,” I said as I picked myself off the ground—thankful that I was able to communicate through mind-speak with my jaw suddenly in such bad shape.
Holding my face in my hand, I cast Heal, but then my eyes widened as Jale came again. I tried to call out for her to stop so that she wouldn’t be injured by the Light Magic in the air, but her fist had already pierced its cloud and caught me on the temple on the opposite side of my head.
She was more than strong enough to push through the weak Heal spell I cast. As I was pushed back, she kept coming.
Her jaw flexed, and her nostrils flared. It was like a raging dragon had taken the shape of a flawless queen. If I weren’t being beaten to a pulp it would have been something to admire.
I didn’t change forms and neither did I buff myself while trying to draw in my Light Mana as much as I could. When I’d reached the end of Shamash’s barrier, she made a conscious effort to knock me in the opposite direction.
After more than twenty exchanges, there was nothing on my body that didn’t hurt. She certainly wasn’t trying to really hurt me, for her fists weren’t even covered in aura, which meant her bare skin was taking the brunt of the impact against my Light Aligned face. Her knuckles were covered in blood, and much of it was her own.
I looked up at her from the ground when she gave me a short reprieve. Knowing that she wasn’t finished, I started to get up anyway.
“Niece, stop,” Alexandria commanded.
As if running into Shamash’s barrier, she halted. I’d never heard Alexandria speak to her in anything but a respectful manner. It was as if her aunt had pulled out the ultimate trump card.
“Clean yourself up,” the elder vampire said to me with a glance.
As I made it to my feet, I reached out and cast Dark Magic Heal on Jale before casting anything on myself. Her eyes shot to me as if it angered her more.
Only then did I Heal myself. 
Alexandria appeared at Jale’s side and looked up at her niece’s face. “I warned you that there was more to this than you knew, yet you still persisted with honor. Now that we’ve found out that it’s not just some powerful enemy, but one that even the royal family wouldn’t easily offend, instead of acting honorably, you’re acting like some heart-wounded girl.”
Jale gave a sharp nod before catching her breath and stepping back, out of her fighting stance.
Seeing her anger deflate was more painful than eating her fists. I was glad she was angry. I deserved every wound. She’d practically been willing to adopt me into her family and made concession after concession. Even now, after all she’d done, and been willing to do, I’d thrown it all away and yet she’d still been willing to leave with me to help with my mission.
I abandoned mind-speak because it felt too impersonal and let them hear my distress. “I’ve imagined countless times what it would be like to join the Tir Family indefinitely. Abandoning my human form wouldn’t bother me. Neither would going without eating physical food, as bleak as that would’ve once sounded.” I laughed dryly to myself. “I even think I could abandon my friends, for a time—just to live in a place of moderate safety amongst good people. It’s like a dream.”
I switched back to mind-speak for what I said next. “If it wasn’t for my friends and a thousand-year-old succubus—if Aeris wasn’t doing everything she could to keep the other girls safe…”
They were quiet, and even Alexandria was looking at me. I regretted healing my wounds so quickly. At least the physical pain had given me something else to focus on. Then I could pretend the pressure in my eyes was from Jale’s fist instead of held back tears. 
“I’d stay,” I said, giving Sai a wistful grin. I looked past Jale, to give Alexandria a bow of my head, but ultimately looked back at the Tir Princess. We held each other’s gaze for an unknown length of time. Then I said aloud, “I’d stay with you.”
The leftover anger fell from her face like water from a windowpane. She looked more fragile than she ever had, and it wasn’t just the concern of a friend looking back at me, but heartfelt longing. 
It was as if a bomb exploded in my chest as my fears imploded. She really didn’t care that I was human…
“Enough!” Shamash shouted through mind-speak so that it blasted in all of our ears. “We have been found out.”
“Alexandria, please take them out of here,” I pleaded. “I don’t want there to be a chance for the Tirs to be incriminated in what I’ve done.”
She nodded even as Sai and Jale stepped forward to object.
It was then that four flying figures came into view. Everyone spun to see who was coming.
“Men from House Gul,” Alexandria hissed. “It doesn’t look like they’ve involved anyone else yet.”
I quickly observed them to find that all four of them were in the low 40,000s.
“I’ve been eager for a fight anyway,” Sai said, ignoring what I’d said and placing himself in front of me.
I stepped forward as Crimson Incubus covered my hand, and grabbed his shoulder. As I was about to force him away, Jale stepped around him and punched me square in the chest. It wasn’t rage glaring back at me, but her unwavering conviction.
“They’re more than twice your level,” she rebuked. “Don’t overestimate yourself just because you won a little tournament. You’re still not my match. You need our help.”
Her aura began to rise off of her like slow moving smoke. Its pressure forced me to take a step back as some part of me quaked inside. I knew in that moment that she was telling the truth. Even in my Primordial Cat Form, it was really possible that I still couldn’t defeat her.
“Even if your master did kill four people at a similar level,” she said lightly. “That was in an enclosed space where it was difficult to run away. This is completely different.”
She’d already turned away from me to face the incoming Gul intruders.
“My master didn’t kill them,” I said as my own energy started to intensify.
Both Sai and Jale snapped their heads back to look at me as they took a step to distance themselves.
“I have no doubt that you could beat me, Jale.” I tried to grin, but it didn’t take. “At least, you could beat what you’ve seen of me up until now. But Blue Magic is only one of my talents and arguably my weaker one.” 
My body from the neck down started to take on its Solar Form. I kept my skeletal armor equipped on my upper body so that it would harm them as little as possible, but my hands and neck shone with more light than they could handle without warning.
“Alexandria,” I cried.
Sai and Jale were already stumbling backward as their escort finally swooped into action. She grabbed them both by the waist with her tiny arms and dragged them through the air like weightless luggage. The rock to the side of the path had a shallow burrow. She didn’t take them any further for it was too late to leave without making a scene.
As Alexandria cast some kind of group-encompassing Shadow Step that lessened their presence, Shamash arrived before them a moment later. He didn’t say a thing to me. Stepping into the shadow covering, he reinforced it with his own barrier and disappeared with them.
Thankfully, I’d had plenty of time to regain my base MP while at the Hallow Exchange. Master Light Magic Orbs had already entered my hands and were being unraveled by Vampire’s Might as it filled me with mana at a new invigorating rate.
I’d dropped In The Buff earlier, but instead of recasting it, 13x Mind Buff replaced it. What I needed now, more than anything, was as much mana as possible. With an additional 7,800 Intelligence and Wisdom, my MP shot up by 3,900,000 and I had more than 73,000 Mana Per Minute remaining after its 614,400 MPM cost.
Through Shamash’s barrier, the four incoming vampires would be able to tell someone was here, but they’d be blind to most of what was going on. Still, seeing me in my human form as soon as they arrived was a little much. If they sensed my Light Magic too quickly, they’d just leave and return with more people to kill the shiny human.
Almost instantly, my left hand returned to its normal human state and tossed a Rog smoke bomb out to cover the area within the greater barrier that was still covering this place. I gathered most of the smoke around me and hardened it so that I had twenty feet of the stuff surrounding me in all directions. Only above my head were the layers thinner.
The four vampires stopped just outside the barrier before pushing through it. Like the membrane of a drum, the barrier vibrated back into its original shape as each passed through.
Through Mana Sight, I easily traced their movements as they flew in and hovered over where I stood not ten feet away.
“Zerin of Tir!” He seemed to be looking right at me. “You killed our young master and must pay with your life. Are you really going to pretend to hide there in plain sight?”
The four of them hovered there shoulder to shoulder. The range was good, but Jale was right. This level of enemy could survive long enough to run away to get more people because of the surroundings.
The vampire who spoke reached out his hand and began to gather Dark Mana as if to execute me.
The Smog behind them rose up with the speed of a mighty storm in the shape of a hulking monster that was more than thirty feet tall. This surge in mana caught their attention. Three of them turned, but the man who was channeling mana charged toward me instead. Super dense Dark Magic claws suddenly covered his hands like a demonic glove. From ten feet away, covering the distance was almost instantaneous. 
Thankfully, the Crystalized Fog had done a good job, not just hiding my Solar Form, but also my Artificial Sun that was already larger than I was. The hill of fog parted as I lifted my right hand to meet the charging vampire. A mountain of light rose up just as quickly without restraint and completely smothered the vampire’s form.
He was already too committed to his attack, so he slipped out of the growing sun a moment later looking like a smoking match. He was blinded but slashed out anyways.
Four Master Light Discs had already taken shape behind me. I narrowed my focus to the vampire’s throat and a disc plunged into it. I’d also turned to dodge, but he was already going too fast. Four claws tore through my skeletal arm and the solar layer of my body into the more material part.
It was a stabbing pain that nearly made me vomit light particles, but I didn’t bother to heal myself even though 1,000,000 of my 5,560,316 HP disappeared in a single attack.
The vampire’s momentum took him straight to the ground and he skidded away while leaving a trench. I didn’t chase him, but charged toward the other three vampires that had been blindsided by my Artificial Sun. I skirted around it, because I felt the attacks they were launching blindly into its now house-sized mass.
When I arrived at its flank, I saw the three vampires had retreated more than ten feet and were facing the giant light orb while trying to defend and attack at the same time. They weren’t in good shape, but they weren’t dying either.
Just as I let loose of my remaining discs, the disc that had caught in the vampire’s throat went off, sending a tremor through the immediate area.
It startled the remaining vampires. Blinded or not, they still hadn’t retreated, but switched to defending, so I cast a second lesser Artificial Sun behind them to encourage them to stay. Before it even had the chance to form, my discs arrived.
The closest vampire, despite the shield of Corruption Aspect he held in front of him, was flanked by my disc with a perfect shot in the neck. The other two were at much trickier angles. One caught a disc in the shoulder, where the other was grazed across the scalp.
Even without the Dark to Light reaction, the closest vampire dropped from the air holding his neck. It was only a matter of time before his life ended. The vampire that was grazed on the scalp was actually in the best shape even though he’d been struck on the head, for the vampire with the Light Magic Disc stuck in his shoulder pulled it out then tossed it away quickly. Too bad it was already covered with Dark Mana-rich blood.
The two discs exploded as one.
I lifted my arms to cover my face but was still able to see that the closest vampire had died instantly while the two remaining wounded ones were caught between both explosions.
Rushing forward, I commanded the Artificial Suns to move until they completely covered the two fallen monsters, and merged the suns as one. My mana was more than half gone but relying on the discs to kill was making me much more proficient even if they cost more than 1,000,000 MP each.
My Ascended Human Form returned to me as I focused on just sustaining the Artificial Suns on top of them. With the two vampires on the ground, I was able to pinpoint where they lay with Light Vision. Minor Light Discs began to form at breakneck pace. As soon as one was ready, it flew at the struggling vampires. Soon it was like firecrackers were going off.
I knew they were dead as soon as I received experience from both of them. I’d received 2,221 levels, bringing me to 16,049… Without hesitation, I dropped both Artificial Suns and returned to my Vampire Form to Drain them. Before I did, I stopped myself because I remembered what Alexandria had said. I now had enough high rank vampire blood to reach Trueblood, so, if it was just this once, it was an acceptable loss to make it easier on them.
“That’s incredible,” Sai said, running over to look at the light-charged bodies of the four level 40,000 vampires. “Can you imagine if you would’ve fought Manu Shah like this? Zerin?”
For some reason I suddenly felt dirty. This was my true form, my most powerful talent, yet letting them see it mortified me.
I dared to look at Jale only to find her just standing there staring at me like a frightened little girl. She was a few steps outside of the barrier they’d been taking shelter in. It wasn’t just what I’d just done that scared her. She knew vampire history better than I did. The last time someone like me had appeared in the Vampire Realm, how many thousands of vampires died? Or was it millions…
“I have to go,” I said without any further explanation. “Don’t follow me. Please.”
Since I was already in my vampire form, Shamash dropped his barriers and waited for me to join him.
My Crimson Incubus wings sprouted from my back and I quickly reached him.
“Zerin,” Jale said sternly, finding her strength. “You can’t go alone.”
I turned back to her with the fullest smile I was capable of at the moment, but Alexandria responded first. “Jale, stop it. Have you not seen enough? Master Lich. Would you be gracious enough to reveal yourself?”
She knew? How long had she known? Before I’d wiped the shock from my face, Shamash took his true form. For the second time in less than ten minutes Sai plopped down on his rear with an awed look on his face.
Jale had been about to say something but now her mouth snapped shut. Whatever argument she’d been concocting had burst apart. There was nothing more she could say.
The lich returned to his vampire form and we prepared to take off. There was nothing more that could be said.
Before we left, Alexandria called out and threw something at me that resembled a coin. When I snatched it from the air, I looked at its face to see an odd symbol with Tir written at the bottom. I could feel mana contained within.
“I suspected much, but never would I have guessed what you’re really capable of,” she said with a firm tone. “Most vampires would see you as our greatest threat. In the future, especially with a lich at your side, you could destroy us all. But with this token, House Tir will always be open to you. Any of the branch families will treat you like one of their own, and if you return to us, or come to the branch family, we will help you.”
“Aunt?” Jale said at barely a whisper.
“Today’s matters are settled. In the day that you come into power, please remember our willing friendship.”
Alexandria led them both away and began lecturing them.
“Wait,” I said, while taking out the gifts I’d prepared for them. “How could I ever forget?” I tossed a magic bag to both Jale and Sai, who caught them. Both bags were filled with Master Orbs. Most of them were Dark Aligned. For Sai, I’d given him 100 of them, plus 1,000 Advanced Orbs. It was a ridiculous amount of wealth for a single person. Except for exceptionally rare goods like Trueblood, there was now nothing he couldn’t afford. Hopefully, it would help him quickly find his own footing and grow stronger as fast as possible.
As for Jale, there were 1,397 Master Orbs, 2,006 Advanced, and 4,519 Intermediate. They were mostly Dark, but there was also a mix of different elements. Except for those I kept for my own training and devouring, I’d given her everything I had left. It was the kind of wealth that I imagined even the Hallow Exchange would have made exceptions for.
They were both dumbstruck. Alexandria flew up to look over Jale’s shoulder at the magic bag’s inventory and was as stupefied as they were.
As they looked up at me, I had no idea what else to do, so I let Shamash lead me away. I was in as much of a daze as they were. Alexandria had spoken as if I was destined to return to the Vampire Realm to destroy it…
We’d already flown more than fifty feet when there was a massive explosion of energy from the direction of Hallow, forcing us to glance back. An indistinct cry raged from the far side of the city, but I could already feel it getting closer.
“Grandmaster,” Shamash said. “With your current mana, it’s impossible for you to win. Running is the only option.”
“Go!” Alexandria called out to us. She was still standing there with Jale and Sai by the burrow in the wall. “The Tir family must answer tonight’s blatant attempted murder anyway. Since he’s lost his son, it’s very unlikely Ogaan Gul will give us peace.”
She was walking by herself to the middle of the road where Ogaan would have to pass. “Niece. There is a time for mercy, and a time to be ruthless. This is not a time for mercy. Stay back and watch carefully.”
It was a name I’d heard before. Ogaan Gul was the leader of the Gul family and Parth’s father.
“What can we do?” I said, grabbing two Master Dark Orbs to drain. 
“We leave as she requested,” Shamash replied.
“But there’s no way she can win. They’ll all be hurt or killed…”
“No.” He shook his head. “Watch.”
Ogaan was drawing near, and, as if to get his attention, Alexandria showed off her aura. The very cliffs surrounding her shook as her neutral energy rocketed upward to reach higher than the two peaks to either side of her.
I’d used Creature Observation on her before, but she’d been around 40,000. Powerful, but not grandmaster level. Casting it again, I hardly believed what I saw. Level 57,903… She’d been hiding her true power all this time.
Jale had grabbed Sai and jumped from the main path into a dip in the landscape beside it. Her own aura grew but stayed tight to her body. She was shielding Sai even though he was also a melee fighter.
“You’ve seen many powerful casters,” Shamash continued. “But never a grandmaster equivalent in the melee arts. They are rarities amongst the vampires, but not nearly as rare amongst the beast-feeders.”
“Will she win?” 
“Tonight Ogaan will die. The Guls will lose one of their better recent leaders and one of their more powerful members. They should have stuck with what they’re good at. If Jale wasn’t in Hallow with her aunt, this might have been handled more diplomatically.”
“Alexandria is that powerful? More so than the elders here?”
“Yes, but not just because of her level. Her talent is a rare one that I think Jale also shares. Her ability to circulate energy and compress it is much greater than normal. The branch family of the Tirs are capable of things that defy reason. It’s really a top tier talent. If they are given enough time to grow, their family might break into the upper echelon of the vampire realm. The closer they get, though, the more likely someone will find reason to knock them down. Many of the great families take offense to lesser ones trying to rise up in the world. Especially unorthodox ones like beast-feeders. But come. We must use the time she has given us. If the Guls have any more people that show up then we may still find ourselves being chased.”
Alexandria had flown up and placed herself before Ogaan, blocking his path. No punches had been thrown, but every word he said was a shout. I took one more look at Jale and Sai. Jale seemed to feel my gaze and looked back one last time. Perhaps one day I really would see them again…
We quickly made it to full speed as we fled the city. I now had the tools I needed to complete the Head Mistress’s mission. When I’d left Sanctuary after being forced out, I wanted nothing but to return. Now, there was a part of me that couldn’t bear to leave the Tir family’s side.
 



Chapter 34 – Mission Portrait
To speed up our retreat, I changed to my Crimson Incubus Form and repurposed my 13x Mind Buff to Muscle Buff instead. My MPM easily took care of the cost and it attributed another 7,800 to Strength and Dexterity. A while later, I returned to my Vampire Form to be less conspicuous. Just weeks ago, we would have been planning which vampire outposts to attack along our way, but Shamash didn’t even bring up the idea any longer. I knew he would have preferred otherwise, but he’d resigned himself to doing things my way. For that I was thankful.
We flew for a day before stopping in an outgrowth of a stone forest. My Embar was summoned as extra protection. As much as I wanted to fly straight through, pick up the Head Mistress’s item, and head home, I needed to completely refine my mana in case things didn’t go smoothly.
I asked Shamash about power leveling my new spell Energy Vortex. He said that, for now, it was something I shouldn’t bother with until we were already returning home. The reason was that it cost a massive amount of mana to rotate a vortex large enough to cover enough area, but also the environment had to be just right. Without these two things I’d just be wasting mana.
Persepolis was the name of our destination. It was Lord Darius’s city of residence before his death and had a population of just over 100,000 vampires. Shamash spoke much of it during my time refining and power leveling. He was trying to prepare me for the worst. That was obvious. These vampires were not like the family of Tir. They knew only cruelty even toward vampires of lesser rank and slavery wasn’t just a means of labor to them. Lord Darius had collected people like trinkets, and for the women that fell into his grasp, it was—unspeakable. In terms of morality, even the Head Mistress was a girl scout when compared to his perversions. At least as far as I knew.
I couldn’t exactly go in there with the idea of killing as many people as possible though. His slaves didn’t deserve death, nor would it be accurate to assume everyone in his household was as evil as he had been.
I’d never cared about the item Lilith had sent me to collect, but when Shamash revealed its true nature, it should have angered me more than it did. A portrait. It wasn’t even a certainty that the portrait she sought was in Lord Darius’s vault. This portrait was of Lord Darius’s relative from a few centuries ago. He was the vampire that once ruled the manor, so it was likely to contain enough historical significance that Lord Darius would never get rid of it, but he’d also be just as unlikely to keep it hung on the wall. 
Shamash was quick to remind me. “How could a young vampire lord possess any weapon or item of worth that would entice the Head Mistress of the Succubi? It might seem absurd to the current you, but after a thousand years, whether it contains personal significance to her or a mocking one, this is the only type of object that can draw her attention. This is also for your growth and testing. It was only after Darius’s Master Ring fell into your possession that she cared enough to send you to seek it. It’s not wise to overestimate your worth in her eyes, but you also shouldn’t underestimate it. Her plans for you are far grander than simple item retrieval.”
After a few days of mana refinement, the lich told me it was time that I implant the other elemental gemstones. The process of manipulating my body was much easier this time than the first. It was mostly because I wasn’t as repulsed by the idea. Within an hour, the job was finished. I didn’t implant any gemstones to enhance sub-elements, only the main ones. By having all major alignments, it caused a synergy that ultimately enhanced every element and sub-element I cast. The main elements were enhanced at 100%, but even the rarest sub-elements would be enhanced at a minimum of 50%. If I added or took away any of the gemstones, then the synergy would break, and I’d lose the universal buff.
It was impossible to hide my enthusiasm as I began testing every spell I knew. Ice Shard, Flamethrower, Boulder Throw, Water Magic, and even mixed element spells like Smog were evidently more powerful. Even Wail of the Banshee, of the Sonic sub-element, nearly doubled in strength.
“Is this common?” I said, trying to understand how it was possible.
“Common, no,” the lich replied. “Even among the vampire and succubus nobility, it’s rare to have this kind of implant, but not unheard of. The difficulty is that most people can’t implant such gemstones themselves and instead equip items to try to get a similar effect. Having gear that can create the same level of synergy is even rarer than it is to have the gemstones implanted. That is because it’s not just necessary to possess items or jewelry with the right kinds of bonuses. What you’ve done is actually set up an Alignment Array inside your body. It’s among the simplest arrays in existence, but because it supports some of the most powerful natural laws, it will dwarf any items you’ll have access to for many years. Even Lord Darius’s vault won’t contain any items that will surpass it. That doesn’t mean there won’t be anything of use there, but for enhancing magic, you won’t find anything better unless you’re lucky enough to find or steal an ancient or legendary item. Even then, its usefulness could last you many lifetimes.”
“Thank you.”
“You don’t need to thank me. You’ve gained these gemstones and implanted them with your own power. Also, there’s something you need to remember. Many items you wear or wield won’t be able to further enhance your magic, including sub-elements. Just like your old scepter is no longer of any use for enhancing your Light Magic because this array interferes with it, most of the items you find, or purchase, will have the same issue. There are exceptions though. The Metal bracer and the Wind necklace you purchased are of the highest quality and will directly enhance any magic from those elements. The bonuses won’t stack though.”
As we continued traveling, we avoided monsters and the main roads. Even though there was experience I could gain, there were a couple things I was working on that were even more important. My blending of Blue and Dark Magic continued with even greater emphasis than before. I made orbs of all ranks with the blended magic which steadily improved my control. I also spent a lot of time playing around with Mana Manipulation and just casting blended Dark Magic in every way I could think of. I was well on my way to completely blending the two, and when that day came, I’d defy what was normally possible.
I also spent a lot of time with Core Creation. After seeing Sai’s core repaired by Rishi Tir, I’d found a new direction for what to do for my future advancement. I made partial orbs, then set them aside only to pick them up later to try to complete them. I also completed orbs, then fractured them on purpose before trying to repair them. It required an almost completely different skillset from simply creating orbs from scratch and my Core Creation level started to near Grandmastery.
That was only the beginning. My experimentation with Core Creation as a basis for the offensive and highly compressed Magic Discs had truly begun. I perfected how much mana to use for each rank of the disc and also worked on manipulation of the shape and size. Because of my work on repairing and finishing faulty orbs, I also found that I could premake discs to be used at a later time. I soon had a couple hundred Master Light Discs ready to use in battle, and besides the cost of directing them through Mana Manipulation, they cost me nothing. It would save me millions of MP and precious seconds of casting time during intense battles.
After a couple days of getting used to the gemstone array I’d personally implanted, Shamash suggested it was time for me to create my second core. I’d already refined over half my mana, so it seemed like creating my second one would have been useful when I first started to refine my mana again. His response wasn’t what I expected.
“Having two Master Cores will certainly improve your ability to refine mana, but utilizing two cores while maintaining your Alignment Array can be dangerous. Implementing everything in the right order and developing your skill so that you don’t blow yourself up is paramount. You’ve already had sufficient practice with the refinement process with one core, and now that you’ve gotten a chance to get used to the flow of mana in your body with the array present, you’re ready.”
As he walked me through the process, what he’d said about it being dangerous because of the mana flow was the least of my problems. Having two energy vortexes inside my body could be a grave threat, yes, but my second core wasn’t going to be placed i the space between my organs like my first core was, it was literally going to be placed inside my heart. What’s more, I’d need to manipulate the muscle, nerves, and flesh so that it connected the right and left ventricles, or blood pumping chambers, of my heart. Having my mana-rich blood coming into physical contact with this core was the point. It didn’t just have the chance of doubling my refinement rate but of increasing it by a magnitude of five. So instead of a week to refine all of my mana, it would take a day or two.
There was also an undeniable fact that once I was capable of creating Grandmaster Cores, I’d have to replace my master ones. So not only would I have to have closed heart surgery once, I’d have to have it twice…
The lich reassured me that if I put myself in a life-threatening situation, he’d fulfill our contract and save my life.
We found a small cave where he sealed with a barrier for me to play heart surgeon in. I now had more experience manipulating the flesh of my body after implanting one core and multiple gemstones. There was actually no pain involved, but parting the skin and moving essential nerves were two different things entirely. Also, my first core was placed in my lower intestine in a normally fat-rich environment. The gemstones were placed in a circle in the upper intestine with the Dark one on the left-hand side of my body and the Light one on my right. None of them were actually inside any organs and didn’t restrict or change them.
I had a sudden desire for a drink of Smith’s Dregs, which made me a little disturbed considering I was in my Human Form. I’d developed a genuine taste for a beast-blood mixed drink. Telling myself that it wasn’t the blood’s taste that I enjoyed about it helped, a little…
Lying down on the mostly flat stone ground, I closed my eyes and internally scanned my body. Finding my heart was easy enough. Its constant beating sent ripples of energy through me, and also pumped the main source of mana, my blood, throughout my entire body. Even finding the location inside my heart that I was supposed to manipulate was too easy. It was the concept of permanently changing my human body that stood as a bulwark against what I was about to do in my mind.
It wasn’t just manipulating my flesh to open a hole, but to rearrange everything in such a way that it would not restrict its natural function. Gaining great mana refining capabilities wouldn’t be as tempting if it gave me a weakened heart… I was already arguably a magic cyborg with the Core and gemstones added to my body. Or would that make me a Mageborg, Magborg, Magorg, Manaborg, Morg… How much more so once I fused a literal Master Light Core into the meat of my heart?
I knew that I was more than capable of following Shamash’s directions. I’d just spent weeks in my Vampire Form, which transformed my entire being down to its very life-sustaining Alignment. My Blue Mage manipulation ability was only really limited by my willingness and imagination.
I lay there for more than an hour before I began. Simply creating an opening between my ventricles could put too much pressure on certain nerves even if I didn’t sever any. I could also cause leakage between both chambers in my heart. If I didn’t get the muscle right, it might eventually rip itself apart or cause atrophy. Any of those things could kill me, and a simple Heal spell wouldn’t fix it because I was planning on implanting an object inside me which would restrict such magic.
Forgetting everything that could go wrong, I began. All that mattered was the next step. The moving of my nerves was the worst part. Not only did I need to move them aside, but I’d need to resituate them after my core was placed as well. It was the feeling of movement that left me queasy, but I did my best to ignore it.
I used mana itself to block the blood that my heart was pumping from leaking. My new Master Light Mana Core started to form. After making thousands of Master Orbs of multiple Alignments, quickly creating a perfect core was no longer a challenge. I stretched the muscle of my heart to hold my new core like the most precious jewel. Not only were there no gaps, but I wrapped the muscle in such a way that there was overlap which helped to hold the core in place, and also secure my heart’s function.
When I was finished, I didn’t open my eyes for a long time and just watched the little miracle I had a hand in creating. Shamash fed me instructions on how to rotate my mana to both cores at the same time. It was similar, but different. In some ways, it more resembled blending my Dark and Blue Magic than creating a separate vortex except they weren’t on top of one another. Even as I failed to correctly guide my mana, Succubi’s Caress was already pulling in more than twice the mana of my first core because my heart core was directly in contact with my mana-rich blood.
I began to understand why Shamash hadn’t just filled me with cores and gemstones as soon as we’d come to the Vampire Realm. The process sounded so simple, but it was far from it.
I focused on nothing else for an entire day except for refining the rest of my mana. In the end I decided on keeping 10x Mind Buff active at all times, and even refining the 3,000,000 MP it gave me until I ended up with 47,800,000 MP. That left me with 700,490 MPM to work with. 
This would allow me to implement 10x In The Buff for an extra 6,000 to all stats if needed while still keeping 300,000 MPM available even then. Going up to 11x would give me an extra 600 to my stats, but it would also cost twice as much. 12x would cost double that. Keeping it at 10x seemed to be a good middle ground between having the most maximum mana and available MPM. 
I’d also be continuing to practice staying oversaturated with Vampire’s Might’s Mana Buff, which would push my total mana past 53,000,000.
As we continued traveling, my attention once again turned to researching Calamity, or the reaction between Light and Dark Magic. At first, I tried to figure out its secrets through combining the two directly. Because of the placement of the Light and Dark gemstones in my body, funneling Dark Mana through my left hand was faster and more efficient. It was the same for Light Mana through my right hand. Taking advantage of this unexpected result of the Alignment Array, I cast Light from my right hand and Dark from my left to join them in front of me. At one time, the smallest amount of mana possible was all that I was comfortable playing with, but now, I worked with a cataclysmic reaction the size of a pea all the way up to one the size of the Adolescent Metal Dragon I killed. I always blended my Dark and Blue magic when experimenting, so it got a little messy sometimes. That didn’t stop me.
We were closing in on our destination when I had an unexpected breakthrough. I’d had an idea of using Light and Dark Discs at the same time, then combining them in the air to form a Calamity bomb. But, because of the density of the discs, if they collided with one another, they’d just bounce off each other. The density that made them effective weapons even against strong defenses delayed the reaction between discs. It was only when they were pressed together for a few seconds that they would explode. The less compressed they were, the quicker the explosion would happen. Of course, Minor Discs would be much less powerful than Master Discs.
Once the idea came to me, it took me a few hours to figure out a solution. At first, I thought of creating a container with some kind of ignition or trigger. The benefits would be that they could be created en masse, become fairly safe through research, and even be used by others. It wasn’t an idea that I threw out completely, because once I returned to Sanctuary they could become great assets. Calamity was the kind of reaction that not even high level monsters could easily deal with.
Then the simplest solution came to me. I was already blending Blue and Dark Magic while casting spells like Dark Lightning, so why not just blend the flight pattern of two opposite discs. Without the right amount of skill with Mana Manipulation it would have been difficult or even impossible. For me, it worked the first time I tried it.
Creating a Minor Light Disc in my right hand, and a Minor Dark in my left, I sent them flying only to bring them together ten feet out in front of me. About a second later, a Cataclysmic grenade went off. I could hardly contain my excitement. I just needed to join their flight pattern at the right angle and boom…
One set of discs after another, I sent them flying. The real trick was to figure out the timing for the different ranks of discs to know when they’d explode. Even though I hadn’t unlocked any secret Calamity Alignment, I had officially figured out a way to utilize it as a powerful weapon.
I continued to perfect my Discs and Core Creation until we stopped for the last time before our arrival. I no longer had to worry about garnering unwanted attention during our travels and could finally rank up my Vampire Form’s Bloodline to Trueblood.
 



Chapter 35 – Bloodbath
The thermos-like containers and jugs were placed in groups on smooth dark-stone ground. There was a cliff behind them, and Shamash’s barrier was up to hide what I was about to do.
“First drain the Quarter-blood, then Half-blood before the Trueblood,” the lich said. “It should be more than enough to get you to the Trueblood rank. With Vampire’s Might at the Master Rank, Draining these should also cap out the amount of stats you can get from the vampire race. So in the future, unless you Drain a high level Trueblood, or the rare bloodlines like beast-feeder, you will no longer gain any stats from them. Gaining experience will be your main reward for killing them, as well as their cores. Even though you can make Mana Orbs at will, higher level cores will still be worth collecting because they can contain unique features. They can also help you gain mastery in Dark Magic and further your pursuit of Light Magic Grandmastery by understanding their characteristics. After you become Trueblooded, I will finish preparing you for the final stage of your mission.” 
“Understood,” I replied. One at a time I undid the lids of the ten bodies of Quarter-blood. I felt like there should be more to the moment, but those who would be cheering me on, like Aeris, Russ, Travis—even Olivia—weren’t there to enjoy it with me…
Casting Vampire’s Might, I watched the blood pool into an orb above, quickly emptying the containers. Close to thirty gallons of Quarter-blood flooded into me while I was in my Vampire Form. I immediately felt the change as my bloodline jumped past Half-blooded and made it more than halfway to the three-quarters mark which was called Full-blooded. The Form’s buffs more than doubled.
Despite the jump in power, I found it impossible to find any joy. Even though Jale had been preparing to allow me to become Trueblooded, ranking up felt like I was getting farther and farther away from her.
Without any ceremony or delay, I undid the three containers of Half-blood and Drained them as well. Not only did I become Full-blooded, but my bloodline shot up to near the 95% marker. One last step.
Opening the body of Trueblood, I was silent for a moment before nodding to myself. I cast Vampire’s Might. As it filled me, there weren’t any magic fireworks that went off, but I did feel a strange sensation as mana quickly rushed to my vampire core. I confirmed the change.
Vampire Form
Bloodline: Trueblood 
Level: 100
Cost: 10,000 Mana Per Second
(1,000 with buffs)
Strength: +5,000
Dexterity: +5,000
Intelligence: +10,000
Special Abilities: Vampire’s Might, Night Vision, Shadow Step, Bat Form.
Dark Magic Proficiency: +50%
 
Seeing the increase in stats and the newly added Dark Magic Proficiency, I sighed deeply. It was a wonderful addition to my forms and overall ability. 50% to Dark Magic as a Light Mage was outrageously unexpected. Even though the Beast-feeder Bloodline that was brought on by a beast-only diet would be amazing for the added physical stats, this was truly the best possible outcome for me.
Shamash had never said that being Trueblooded would give me such a benefit, but he showed no signs of being surprised. Much of what he did for me he had a tendency to keep hidden unless I asked the right questions. At least so far it had mostly been positive.
Looking at my other popups that displayed the stats I’d received, I simply shook my head.
+14 Str
+77 Dex
+4,372 Int
+4,707 Wis
 
It looked like I had already nearly exhausted the physical stats I could gain from vampires before even draining this batch, but with the richer sources, my mental stats went wild. I’d drained a Trueblooded vampire once before—Lord Darius. He’d only given me a fraction of what I’d just received. Having Vampire’s Might at its Master Rank was truly frightening. 
Returning to my human form with my 10x Mind Buff intact, I saw that my Maximum Mana had shot up to over 55,000,000 once refined. In my Vampire Form it was over 60,000,000… What I saw next forcefully snapped me out of the funk I was in. In 4,713 levels my Wisdom would hit 100,000. If I used Mind Buff it would be much sooner. It was still nearly impossible for me to buff myself enough to reach that level because of the way my Light Magic buff scaled, but soon, that would no longer be the case.
I immediately thought of Mistress Nava and subconsciously clenched my fists.
“Now stay here for a day or two and refine your new mana,” Shamash said. “We are close enough to the city that if anything happens here I can return in seconds, but also in a well enough hidden place that you shouldn’t have any problems. To not draw any unnecessary attention, don’t use your human form. When I return from scouting out Lord Darius’s manor, I’ll have a better idea what options we have. Being Trueblooded will open many doors and make it so that you don’t seem out of place, but you’re still going to have to walk into a mansion that belongs to someone else and gain access to their vault that had a missing key. It may be impossible to completely keep from shedding blood but the less you do the higher your chances of success. With your current mana, you should be able to escape even in the worst case scenario.”
Even as I agreed and the lich left, I couldn’t help but notice he was taking more of an initiative to help me than ever before. He’d searched for escape routes, so what he was doing wasn’t completely out of character, and I was sure he was excited to get back so that we could resurrect the Wraith… Maybe nothing was off, but I still had a bad feeling about this. All that I could do was trust him. Had I ever really had any other choice?
 
***
 
I didn’t refine the 5,000,000 MP that my Vampire Form gave me since, if it came to a fight, I’d switch to my human form when facing any high level vampires anyways and lose it. While he was gone, I also worked on defensive uses of mana since I wasn’t entirely impressed with what I’d learned during my time in the Hallow Amphitheater. I didn’t have a Nature Magic tree defense like Lusa Egotak, or a stone wall and water defense like Eshana. My main defense was Shapeshifting.
Even though I’d be walking into an enemy vampire’s mansion any day, I wasn’t anxious, but relieved. Soon my journey into the Vampire Realm would be over and I could finally return home. The very thought brought a smile to my face. I still wished something else could be done about Jale and the Tirs, but Sanctuary really was much more than a place to escape to. After Lilith had stripped my freedom to return there, I realized how much the place now meant to me.
I was stocking up on pre-made Light and Dark Magic Discs when Shamash returned.
Drawing a mana map in the air, he went through the layout of the city and also Lord Darius’s old manor.
“Lord Soroush, one of Lord Darius’s thousand brothers, has taken over running the Persepolis branch family after his death,” Shamash said. “He’s not nearly as talented as Darius but is level 60,000. Facing him head-on will be nearly impossible. There are also a couple hundred guards between level 20,000 and 30,000 in the manor itself, with their captains being as high as 40,000 to 50,000. It’s a good distance, so I’ll guide you through mind-speak from here. You still have the Immaculate Light Magic Focal Crystal, yes?”
I blinked at him repeatedly before I was able to respond. “Thousand brothers, level 60,000, hundreds of guards… Uh, yeah. I still have it.” Retrieving the Immaculate Light Magic Focal Crystal from my inventory, I held the perfectly round, egg-sized orb in my palm. It was completely transparent with a blue glow.
“If you are caught, run if you can, but once cornered, funnel your Light Magic through it. It may be the only thing that can save you. If there is a large group, try to get as many of them in view as possible then funnel everything you have. It doesn’t magnify your magic like a magnifying glass by focusing into one point but increases its overall power on a large scale and will only work once—twice at the most. I’d recommend using Artificial Sun so that you can take out as large of a group as possible. Of course, if even that fails, I will uphold my end of the contract and save your life this once.”
 
***
 
Persepolis was built in a grand alcove in the rock of one of the vampire realm’s natural borders. It wasn’t just made of dark-stone, but was also rich in Water-type Ore. It gave the entire city which sat in the base of a stone valley a blue tint. It was also much brighter than Hallow had ever been but was still acceptable to a vampire’s Night Vision.
I entered the outskirts of the city from one of the smaller roads that hugged the southern rockface of the alcove. Each and every building was more than four stories tall and was built of dark-stone with water-stone roof tiles. They were all in good shape as if newly built, as was the well-worn blue-tinted street. Everything was clean and well kept, except as soon as I took my first step into the city, I found it was filled with downtrodden people of all races. Dozens of people were hurrying along their way, but their eyes never left the ground even to greet one another. Those that weren’t busy were a little braver and at least glanced at me before reverting their eyes to the ground. Even though there were vampires, humans, dark elves, orcs, imps, goblins, and countless more, they all wore the same plain dark shirts and blouses with red sashes on their sleeves.
As I continued forward, I saw enough variance in the number and design of the sashes to see that it was the only thing that really distinguished them.
“Why are there so many people in the outer parts of the city?” I said through mind-speak.
“The population is overcrowded here,” the lich replied from our basecamp. “Even though Persepolis is said to have a population of 100,000, its slaves aren’t included in the count. It’s estimated that the slave to citizen ratio is 4 or even 5 to 1. Meaning there are closer to 500,000 or 600,000 people.”
Suddenly a young vampire boy of about 8 years old ran up from behind me. I felt his presence before he got there but I didn’t expect him to run into me. It didn’t even jostle my balance as he bounced off me as if he had run full speed into a telephone pole.
Before I even had the chance to help him up, he spun to see who he ran into and immediately lowered his gaze. He was trembling as he flipped himself over onto his knees and pressed his face to the ground. “F-forgive me, my lord. I was told to be quick with my delivery and have lost all merit in my clumsiness. Whatever punishment you feel is appropriate, I thank you for.”
Hearing Shamash’s description about what this city was like beforehand, I wasn’t exactly shocked to see his response. I had walked into town in Trueblooded pomp. My suit was one that I’d bought while in Hallow and would meet the Shah family’s standards. It was the deep red glow of my eyes that gave away my Trueblooded status though. It had only taken a glance before the boy was pleading for mercy.
Without looking at me he seemed to notice my rising anger right away even if it wasn’t directed at him.
Shamash’s voice rang in my head. “Remember what you are pretending to be.” 
“Hurry off then,” I said coldly to the boy.
He thanked me and darted away before I’d have the chance to change my response.
I felt ridiculous as I continued deeper into town. What was I dressed up for exactly? It was obvious to anyone that I’d just arrived, and yet I was dressed like I was going to a king’s ball or some other kind of nonsense. All that my outfit really did was force me to stand out and scare the life out of people due to my presence. Compared to Hallow, this place had a cloud of misery hanging over it.
“If you want to do something for these people, then raiding Lord Darius’s vault will have a huge impact in the long term,” Shamash said. “The family has lost access to their vault, but if one of the family elders came with their own Master Ring, they’d have a way to gain entry. It won’t be considered an emergency to a high-ranking family like theirs as long as it’s considered secure, but in a decade or two someone will come and reestablish access. There is no small amount of wealth inside.”
“Got it,” I replied.
I caught my first glimpse of someone who’d be considered to have a small amount of authority after turning the corner. It was a big burly vampire who was shouting at a group of about twenty people who had their heads lowered so much that they were nearly bowing. There was a big pile of crates against the building they were standing in front of and a row of carts. The vampire’s entire left sleeve was red, but he certainly wasn’t Trueblooded. He wasn’t even quarter-blooded.
None of them noticed me because their eyes were already down, but as I passed the vampire who was yelling, he stopped in the middle of a spittle filled rant and bowed to me before saying, “My lord.” Only a half breath later and he was screaming again.
Not one of his workers glanced up to look at me.
I pretended to ignore him and walked on.
The city itself was fairly small in breadth and was instead built up. Most buildings touched one another and the further I got into the heart of the city, the more abuse I saw. One red sleeve was even walking down the street and sending out bursts of Dark Magic to knock people off their feet just because he could.
I gritted my teeth and kept walking, forcing myself to remember that I was on a mission to steal from the people in charge here. 
Lord Soroush’s manor came into view near the deepest part of the city near the natural defense that the city’s alcove provided. It wasn’t just any mansion or large house, but a castle. It reminded me of a pro basketball stadium in size with a dark, serpent-like design. The walls slithered up in wavy lines, and even the windows and doorway followed the same concept.
Hearing a scream, I looked off to the side in its direction unable to see where it had come from. Then everyone surrounding the conflict scattered and the view became clear.
“Please, my lord. We were just married today,” a dark elf pleaded from his knees. 
A quarter-blooded vampire with two red sleeves held a dark elf by the hair on the back of her head. She was a vampire, yet her new husband wasn’t? 
 The quarter-blood removed a crescent bladed sword from his inventory.
“I beg you to give us today. Just one day before—" Cutting him off mid-sentence, the vampire’s sword fell and removed his head from his body.
“Problem solved,” the vampire said with a callous laugh.
The woman didn’t scream. She’d been grabbing at her hair to put up a small struggle, but in that moment her arms dropped to her sides and she just hung there looking at the fresh corpse of her husband. 
“Just great,” the lich said sarcastically. He already knew what I was going to do and didn’t bother trying to stop me.
Using Creature Observation, I saw the quarter-blooded vampire was only level 9,000. 
I was on him before he could blink. His sword was ripped from his grip and I removed the arm he was holding her with from his body while it was still holding her in the air.
“Who!” he demanded.
It was the last thing he ever said. I shoved an Advanced Light Disc into his mouth and delivered an uppercut to his jaw that was probably enough to kill him by itself. There was a loud snap as his body was launched into the air. When the Cataclysmic explosion went off, I turned my gaze to keep the mess from reaching my face.
There were hundreds of people in the surrounding area that cried out as one. Anyone near the explosion fled. Despite killing a man on the street no one bothered me and never would dare. I was Trueblooded.
Instead of thankfulness, all that I saw from the woman was greater fear. Out of habit, she got to her knees and pressed her nose to the ground. “My lord.” After seeing her newly married husband killed, she was an emotionless husk. 
“She thinks you killed him because you wanted her instead,” Shamash said.
“What are these people’s burial rituals like?” I replied through mind-speak.
“Dark elves normally practice burial, but vampires have a ceremony before draining and burning.”
She was both so I’d leave it up to her… I deposited her dead husband’s body. She suddenly went stiff.
“Magically drain your husband’s murderer,” I said.
She sharply shook her head. “I mustn’t, my lord. It’s forbidden.”
I was so indignant I was shaking. You think I killed him just to have you to myself? Fine. “There’s a mess. Clean it up. Now,” I commanded.
She was completely unsure what to do. Scrambling back and forth, she didn’t even get up off her knees when she faced his body and cast Vampire’s Might. The man’s blood had scattered throughout the area and was even covering many of the people that were staring in shock.
Finally obeying, the blood pooled as it was pulled from the ground, the corpse, and the blood-splattered people before filling her. 
Her level was only 4,863, so when the Quarter-blood filled her, it was a nice boost to her stats and even her Bloodline ranked up to match the murderer’s.
“Unless you plan on taking her as your slave, if she stays here she will be put to death or made into a prostitute,” the lich informed me.
“Do you have any family?” I asked her.
She shook her head.
No family and her husband had just been murdered… Maybe I should just stay here and systematically dismantle the place. That wasn’t realistic at my current level, but it gave me one more incentive for getting stronger.
I quickly checked the murderer’s inventory. Eshana hadn’t introduced me to many vampire specific drinks, but they’d come up enough during our date that I recognized some. The guy was a bit of a drunkard, but he also carried a good quantity of common blood that was more nutritious for vampires.
“Loot him and follow me,” I ordered.
She obeyed this time without the same hesitation.
“What are you going to do with her?” Shamash said.
“If we can’t leave her here then we’ll take her somewhere else.”
“The closest territory that is openly friendly to dark elf vampires is two weeks away in the opposite direction we’re going if we can’t fly. Taking her there will add at least three weeks to our trip.”
“Then we will figure out something else.”
Looking back to get a good look at her, she was a complete mess with her dark purple hair going every which way. She also looked much younger than I’d thought she was and had the naturally beautiful features of a dark elf with the slight red glow of a vampire in her eyes. What am I going to do with you?
 



Chapter 36 – Jasmine
“What is your name?” I said without facing her.
“Jasmine,” she replied meekly. I already knew it thanks to Creature Observation, but it was a skill only Blue Mages had so it seemed rude not to ask.
It was incredibly inconvenient, but also necessary to obtain any provisions this dark elf vampire would need as we traveled before I entered Lord Soroush’s manor. I asked her where we could shop for the necessary blood, clothing, etc. and she guided me to an area with a number of stores. She even led the way to the better stores for each of the goods I brought up.
When faced with buying blood provisions, I asked her what her favorite drink was.
Her response was expected. “Whatever is convenient, my lord.”
To my surprise, the shop she’d led me to had a variety of beast-feeder-friendly beverages. One in particular caught my eye. Smith’s Dregs… It really did come in cases—well crates to be more precise.
I decided then and there that I’d help her improve her strength while she was in my care. Approaching the shopkeeper, I took out a Master Dark Orb and set it on his ugly stone counter.
“Close your shop, please,” I said with a commanding tone. “I’m purchasing your stock.”
The man that stood there was a human that only had a single red sash on his sleeve. He stared at me gaping but nodded his head unceasingly as I listed my requests. 
“Separate the beast-feeder beverages from the rest. After you’re finished, open every container that hasn’t been added to the pile. Do you have someone to help you?”
He’d already run out from behind the counter and rushed every other customer out of the store. As he was locking the front door, he replied, “I do, my lord. I’ll return shortly.”
He ran into the backroom and then I heard footsteps rushing up some stairs. Half a minute later, a creepily smiling vampire guy ran down the stairs with him. He had a red sleeve and wasn’t quite a quarter-blood.
“I thank my lord for gracing my shop,” the man said. “As you requested, we will open every container that isn’t separated into the pile.” He snapped his fingers and the human clerk started separating the store’s product at a frantic pace, but with impressive precision.
I saw the red-sleeve pat his coat pocket. Even without Mana Sight turned up, I could see the dense Dark Magic from the Master Orb through his clothing. While the clerk separated the beast-feeder product from the rest, the store owner opened the containers that were lining the wall. They were displayed standing up, so there was no spillage. Not that it would matter if there was.
Even though neither of the two helping me were over level 10,000, they still had stats far beyond normal humans, so they worked at a remarkable pace.
 As we waited, I paid extra attention to the dark elf vampire. Her eyes never left the floor and she stood listless as if her will had been crushed.
“Jasmine,” I said softly.
“My lord?” she replied.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t able to save your husband.”
She didn’t even flinch in response but just kept staring at the floor. 
I continued, “Nothing I can do will make up for your loss, but I will take you away from here and deliver you to a place where you’ll have freedom and peace. Is there anyone here, family or friend, that you would like to take with you?”
She shook her head slowly.
I wasn’t sure if she believed a word I said. She had to at least have a few friends here… Was she trying to protect them from me?
Ten minutes later, the duo finished my requests and stood shoulder to shoulder before me with their heads bowed.
I thanked them, then turned to Jasmine. “Drain the room.”
Her neck straightened like a frightened cat. “I mustn’t, my lord. It’s forbidden…”
“What was forbidden for you is no longer forbidden. Look at me, Jasmine.”
She turned to face me, but only glanced up before averting her eyes. When she did, I just kept standing there until she looked up at me again.
Holding her gaze, I gave her an empathetic grin. “You are no longer a slave, but my friend. I need you strong while you’re traveling with me. Doing this will be helpful to me. Please.”
As soon as I finished speaking, she could only bear to look at me for another moment before turning away. She gave no verbal response and not even a twinge of emotion, but after a few seconds she nodded.
Holding out her hand, she cast it.
The blood in the open containers began to pool in the center of the room. It grew until it almost touched the ceiling and floor. Only then did it speed toward her and almost drown her with its power.
Giving her a look, it was as I suspected. Her diet had been so bad throughout her life here, this little amount of Draining almost doubled her stats.
Jasmine
Level: 4,863
Attributes
Strength: 2,131
Dexterity: 4,347
Constitution: 2,081
Intelligence: 2,071
Wisdom: 2,024
Unspent Stats: 34,009
 
“Why do you have so many unspent stats?” I said, afraid I already knew the answer.
“It’s forbidden…”
I glanced at the shopkeeper and his clerk who didn’t dare look up at me and their nervous energy was clear. After observing their stats, I sighed.
It seemed they limited all the slaves to around 1,000 in every stat. That way they’d be helpful but not terribly dangerous. “What are your natural talents?” 
“Nature, Water, and Earth, my lord,” she replied.
“I recommend getting your Wisdom and Intelligence to 10,000 for the bonuses then focusing on Wisdom for the rest. I’m not familiar enough with dark elves to know if there would be any intrinsic benefits to getting your Dexterity to 10,000 as well besides the normal bonus. Even if there isn’t, getting the 10,000 Dexterity or Constitution bonus wouldn’t be a bad choice either. The decision is yours, but I’d like you to place your stats before we leave the city. If you haven’t had much chance to test yourself, leaving some unspent until you better understand what you are capable of isn’t a bad choice either. As a caster, the Intelligence and Wisdom bonuses will greatly benefit you though. It would probably be wise to at least get both of them to 10,000.”
The more I spoke the more her mouth parted. Finally a response…
“This is for you,” I said, holding out my hand to hand her something.
She looked up at my hand and held out her own. A storage ring fell into her palm. It wasn’t a cheap one either, but of the highest quality I’d found in Hallow.
Her lower lip trembled.
“Go ahead and place it on your finger,” I directed. Once she did, I also took out a magic bag and handed it to her.
“Place half the remaining stock in this bag and put it in your inventory. I’ll carry the other half. Also feel free to put any of your items in the magic bag as well. It is now yours.” The bag lessened the weight of any object it held by 30%.
I was originally just going to carry everything in my own inventory, but if I didn’t give her a job to do then she’d probably feel even more weirded out about all the forbidden things I was asking her to do.
Walking past the clerk and shopkeeper, I saw them stealing glances at Jasmine and trying to figure out why a Trueblood was giving her so much favor. 
I ignored them and began loading up my own magic bag with the crates of beverages that I remembered enjoying the taste of first. Smith’s Dregs was top on the list of things I inventoried, of course.
Jasmine hurried over after she saw what I was doing and began loading her own magic bag quickly. Before we were done, she’d loaded more than I’d asked her to and deposited it all without a word.
The shopkeeper already had the door open after we’d finished. Jasmine followed behind me with her head bowed. I was thanked profusely before I left the shop. I’d paid more than ten times the price of what the goods were worth.
The next place we went was a shop for female products. I had no idea if dark elves or vampires had the same kinds of needs as normal women, but I wasn’t going to make any assumptions. Handing her an Intermediate Dark Orb, I asked her to get anything she’d need for a long trip and waited for her outside. I insisted that she spend it in its entirety.
There was a clothing store we headed to after she rejoined me. I was surprised to see that the majority of this shop’s display area was filled with gowns and suits that were similar to the garb worn in Hallow instead of the grey uniforms that everyone wore throughout the city. I then spotted a corner of the room that had a few shelves with the uniforms folded in stacks and piled up. It was where all of the shop’s current customers were shopping. Not one person was browsing the nicer clothing.
“Jasmine, pick out whatever you like,” I said. “And change into something else before we leave. Whenever you’re finished, bring your old clothes to me. You’ll not be needing them anymore.”
“I…” She started to say but stopped.
“It’s no longer forbidden,” I replied gently.
“My lord, even—even if I belong to you, it is the law that no one under Full-blood is allowed in public without the appropriate attire. I fear even my lord will be fined.”
I hadn’t thought I’d be able to hate this place any more than I already did, but it seemed I was wrong. “Don’t worry. A small fine would be worth the convenience of having you change now. So please, pick out a few things you like. If you can’t decide, how about something you think your husband would’ve liked.”
I regretted saying it as soon as it left my mouth. She trembled like I had struck her. But then, a few moments later, she looked up and scanned the room while trying to hold back her tears. Within seconds she found exactly what she was looking for and hurried over to the rack next to a dark blue sleeveless dress. Pulling out her size, she hugged it to her chest, then turned to face me with her eyes on the floor.
“Go change,” I said with as encouraging a tone as I could.
“Yes.” She hurried to the back of the store to the single changing room.
Looking around the room and seeing such a variety of clothing, I came to a decision. Walking up to the clerk who’d already been watching me attentively, I spoke before he could greet me. “I want you to pack up everything you have in stock except for the slave garments. I’m buying it all.” With a flick of my wrist, I tossed him a Master Dark Orb. “Make it quick.”
He bowed so low he almost hit his face on the counter before running off to do as I asked. There were already three clerks packaging the clothing before Jasmine returned.
It wasn’t just her I was thinking of. I was the leader of Sanctuary even if the Head Mistress had temporarily stripped me of the title. This clothing offered no protection or buffs of any kind, but even though it was of vampire design, it could give my friends more options for how to dress, and with that, more joy. It’s not like it really cost me much either to bring it back for them.
I walked over to a display of a knee-high silver dress that was sleeveless with a v-cut neck. It shimmered like silk and was seamless. I ran my fingers over it and couldn’t help but to think of Aeris.
“My lord,” Jasmine’s subdued voice came from behind me.
Glancing back, I was stunned at how much a simple change of clothes transformed her. She was a petite little thing with bluish-grey skin that was a few shades lighter than her dress. With her arms, neck, and legs showing she no longer looked so confined. It was hard for me to correctly guess her age, but she was at the most as old as I was if not a few years younger. I could have been completely off because of her race and vampirism… 
“That’s much better.” I grinned freely. “What do you think of this one?” I stepped back so that she could see the silver dress.
“If my lord likes it better, I will change into it immediately,” she replied without even looking up at it.
“No. No. You can certainly have one if you like it, but I haven’t seen my fiancée for quite some time and would like to surprise her with a gift. Can you give me your honest opinion?”
Like a mouse hearing something unexpected, she twisted her head ever so slightly. A few seconds later, she braved a look. Her eyes shot to the ground a moment later, but she gave a sharp nod before adding, “It’s lovely.”
“Thank you. Please pick one out in your size then I’m going to store the rest of them.”
She quickly did as I asked, then looked around the room to see that the clerks were busy packing everything away. “My lord?”
“Yes. I purchased everything. Gifts for my family as well.”
“Shall I store them for you?”
“Only what you can comfortably carry. I don’t want you growing exhausted while we travel because you’re carrying too much. Understood?”
She said that she understood, then, just like with the beast blood, we split the room’s goods between us and left.
When we were once again out in the street, I asked, “Are there any personal items you need to retrieve before we leave?”
“No, my lord.” She seemed resolute.
“Very good. I’ll ask you one more time. Is there anyone here that you want to take with you? I promise to treat them kindly and take them to a place that’s much safer than here.”
“I have no one, my lord.”
“Then follow me.”
The merchants’ street we were on was about a half mile’s walk into the city from the main road. I was leading her toward the side entrance I’d originally taken so we had to skirt down a few side streets. We were almost to the last stretch when I heard someone yell, “Halt.”
Glancing back, I immediately cast Creature Observation on the two guards chasing after us. They wore pitch breastplates, tarn-style helmets and carried spears with a sword on their hip. Both were vampires and about level 20,000.
Jasmine spun to face them with terror in her eyes. She moved to fall to her knees but I caught her wrist and held her in place. “You’ll never kneel again.”
Her entire person was shaking, but she looked up at me and nodded before shrinking back to hide close behind me. I let go of her wrist.
As the soldiers neared, one immediately bowed to me to offer the appropriate respect. The other flanked me to hold Jasmine at spearpoint.
My hand flashed toward the spear with Magma Fist already active and grabbed ahold of it just below the spear’s head. Like a windblown coal, my hand turned yellow-orange. In half a second, the dark wood-like shaft turned to ash beneath my grasp. As the soldier’s spearhead fell, I caught it before flicking it to stab into the ground right between his legs.
“Apologize to the lady, immediately,” I demanded.
“Yes,” the man cried before falling to his knees and bowing his face to the ground. “I sincerely apologize, my lady. Please forgive this vulgar fool.”
“That’s enough. What is this about?” 
The one on the ground didn’t speak another word. The soldier that had originally bowed kept his eyes lowered as he responded. “Forgive the intrusion, my lord, but it is the law of the city that low-bloods must stick to a strict dress code. If my lord is new to our glorious city, I will happily provide the appropriate clothing for her to wear.”
“That’s not necessary. We are leaving the city now and I’ll not have the lady here changing in the open for all to see just to please some silly rule. Your lord will understand.”
There was a heavy plop as an Advanced Dark Orb landed on the ground before each soldier. Their eyes nearly popped out of their heads.
“Please thank them for their understanding,” I said, awaiting their response.
They both dived on the orbs and deposited them in their inventories like two crazed zombies to a free meal.
“Yes, yes. My lord…”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Now escort us out of town, if you would be so kind, so that we’ll have no other such incidents,” I commanded.
I took Jasmine’s hand once again and pulled her forward as I started to walk in the direction we’d originally been heading. It left both guards behind us, but they scurried past us a moment later and walked in front of us to escort us as I had asked.
Seeing that they were doing as they were told, Jasmine suddenly wrapped her arms around my forearm and hung on as if her life depended on it. Magma Fist had already disappeared so there was no danger to her.
“Eyes up,” I said cheerfully. “This is the last time you’ll have to see this place.”
 
***
 
Soon the guards parted and bowed to us as we left the city. There were no other problems. It was a short walk to find the gap between boulders that was off the main path where Shamash was waiting. If one stood on top of either boulder they would have a great view looking down on the city.
I got her settled and had Shamash promise to hide her before I returned. 
“I’ll be back soon,” I said. “Shamash can be frightening, but he won’t harm you. When I return, we’ll leave immediately, so rest now.”
She didn’t thank me but agreed and wasn’t acting as cold as before.
“Use a different entrance,” Shamash said. “Hundreds of people saw you leave with the girl. If they see you return without her, they may come looking.”
I agreed even though it would mean it would take longer. I started walking across the rocky terrain to stay out of sight until I’d traversed a quarter mile, then took off my suit jacket and carefully summoned my Crimson Incubus wings so that they’d cut through the back of my shirt without destroying it entirely. 
Flying low, I skirted across the cavern floor until I reached the road heading into the main entrance. I saw some people in the distance who were leaving, but no one that was coming. Touching down, my wings disappeared, and my suit jacket went back on.
Let’s try this again.
 



Chapter 37 – Space
I wasn’t exactly a fan of being overbearing like I’d been with the soldiers that had stopped us. But I’d seen too many acts of arrogance in Hallow not to know how to put on the same kind of front. It was an aggressive haughtiness that I’d used to drive the two vampires to their knees. The mana orb helped, but it was really just a tool I’d used to prove my superiority.
Of course, it was all hogwash. How could a level 16,000 vampire forcefully make two level 20,000 trained soldiers do anything? Even a Trueblood would have difficulty facing them in a life or death struggle. There were exceptions. Manu Shah would have made easy work of the two and so would Jale. I guess I could even add myself to the list of vampires who really wouldn’t have any trouble dealing with them. But how could they know that? It was my identity as a Trueblood and the powerful family they imagined was behind me that really caused them to submit. The irony was that it was all turned around backwards. I had no powerful family but dealing with them would be smooth as a gentle breeze.
I considered changing clothing but decided against it. One of the rules here, like most vampire cities, was no flying, but there were numerous people running about for deliveries. They used a controlled pace, but most of them also had their physical stats limited to 1,000. It might draw extra attention to myself, but how many of them would see more than a blur if I used my full speed…
An unbecoming grin stretched across my noble face. I’d just entered the city for the second time, and, once again, everyone’s eyes hit the ground. Within a few seconds I was already out of sight and heading straight toward the middle of the city.
After a few minutes, I’d already made it as close to Lord Soroush’s manor as I had the first time. I was only approaching from a different angle. I didn’t bother trying to hide my sudden appearance, but finally slowed down in the middle of the street amongst the crowd. As I thought, besides those right next to me that were startled, everyone quickly looked away when they noticed my garb and the rich red of my eyes.
Like an honored guest, I strolled up to the castle that held the vault I’d come to plunder. There was a steady flow of traffic heading into the manor, so I just followed. Most of the people around me had at a minimum one red sleeve, if not two. Only a few were dressed differently and all of them were Truebloods. Thanks to their own self-importance, they were just as inclined to not look at me as the low-bloods. Fantastic.
“I’ll do my best to inform you where the guards and Lord Soroush are while you head to the vault,” Shamash said through mind-speak. He was still at our basecamp and was using his crazily powerful perception to track what was going on in the manor from more than a mile away. For all my misgivings, the benefits of having a lich around couldn’t be numbered. “The only ones I’ll be able to track are the high level captains and Lord Soroush. The rest I leave in your hands. Even though it’s possible for you to leave this place without causing a stir, it’s more likely that your theft will be found out before you leave the building. Be ready to flee and keep the Immaculate Light Magic Focal Crystal close.”
Shamash the magic realm surveillance hacker…
As I stepped inside, I found that there was a long hall to either side and giant doors directly in front of me that opened into an audience chamber with a large crowd already gathered there bickering.
“This is where the city’s nobles get together to squabble,” the lich said. “Lord Soroush isn’t here but joins them often. Currently, he’s on the fifth floor, which is the highest level. The vault is the third floor. There should be a flight shaft further down either hall.”
I couldn’t help but respond. “Did you say the vault is the third floor? As in the entire floor?”
“Yes.”
“Besides the painting, how am I going to carry so much? Should I just look for the best items…” He’d spoken as if I’d be able to loot the entire thing in the past. I expected it to be of a decent size, but how could I carry around the entire contents of a single castle floor?
“That’s not necessary. You’re underestimating what a Master Ring is capable of. You’ll see soon enough.”
I resigned myself to waiting for an explanation until I arrived at the vault. I headed down the hall to my right, which was of exquisite design that was on the same level of any of Hallow’s upper echelon’s mansions. Black marble tile was polished to a glossy shine. The walls were painted blood-red, while white columns segmented the hall into smaller sections. Paintings as tall as a man were centered in each section to the right and left. I didn’t care to learn who they were, but beneath each portrait was a table with varying flowers, plants, and trinkets that all made up little shrines.
I hadn’t quite made it to the end of the hall when I reached the flight shaft. There was a stairwell hugging the wall, which I began to scale instead of transforming to fly upward. So far, not a single person had paid me a bit of attention. This place reminded me more of a government building than a place of residence. My guess was that was because Lord Soroush practically ran the city and didn’t just dwell here.
As I headed up the stairwell, there was still a decent flow of traffic that was going to the second floor. From there, only a couple people dared to climb or fly up any higher. I reached the top of one staircase and turned the corner to climb the final stretch where I saw the entrance to the third floor. There wasn’t one. There was nothing but blood-red stone…
“Use Mana Sight to examine it,” Shamash insisted.
I did as he said and saw something unexpected. The wall of the flight shaft was glowing with dense Dark Mana overlapped by Fire Mana. But at the top of the stairs where the entrance to the third floor should have been was only a thin veil of Fire Mana as if the Dark Mana part of the wall had disappeared.
“As I suspected,” the lich said. “It’s an illusion cast by a Fire Mage. The wall doesn’t really exist. Once at the top of the stairs, turn the corner but immediately use every Invisibility ability you have and stay to the side of the main walkway. Do not pass through the illusion or even touch it. If you do, the Fire Mage will be able to feel the fluctuation. There’s a way to bypass it, but do as I tell you first then I’ll explain.”
The moment I made it to the top of the stairs, I turned the corner quickly while making sure I was out of sight, then cast Invisibility, Shadow Step, and used the Wind Mirror Pastor Whitfield had given me all at once. Then I slowly stepped back until my back was against the wall.
“Good,” the lich continued. “Now listen carefully…”
He explained that any Alignment besides Fire would disturb the Fire Mage’s illusion. If I used a Fire-based Form, then I could get around it. It wasn’t much more difficult than that. As long as I passed through the illusion with a dense enough fire aura, I could completely bypass it. The trick was doing it without using too powerful of a fire aura because doing so would alert everyone in the area. First of all, the illusionist would know a fire aura could bypass their illusion so it would immediately alert them. Secondly, it was uncommon for a Vampire to have a powerful fire aura. If such an aura suddenly appeared inside the manor then it would alert anyone paying attention and every guard would come to investigate.
There was one other problem. My clothing. I waited for someone to fly past to a higher floor before beginning to remove my suit. Skeletal Armor covered me in its place. Even though my Skeletal Armor could restrict my aura as well, because of its nature and it being a skill that I cast through Blue Magic, I could use it as proper armor and push my aura into it.
I stopped moving as I heard footsteps turning the corner below me that were heading up to my current level. The only clothing I hadn’t packed away were my pants, which I had one foot out of and one foot in, and my underwear.
A female vampire who wore a tight-fitting black dress was taking her time with each stair as she approach. When she took the final step up, we were suddenly less than ten feet away from one another and I was in nothing but a pair of plain black boxer briefs.
She had the perfected features that vampirism brought and was very much an attractive creature. That only added to my embarrassment.
As she turned the corner to head to the next level, we were no more than three feet from each other. Even then, she didn’t even glance in my direction.
I turned away as she headed up the stairs. Even then I felt like I was using the power of Invisibility for the ultimate evil.
When she finally made it to the next level and turned the corner, I swiftly changed out of my clothes and made sure the Skeletal Armor covered me from head to toe. Then, beneath my armor, Crimson Incubus started to take form.
Matching the aura of my armor with the illusionary barrier wasn’t difficult, but I’d have to do it as soon as I dropped Invisibility. Then, once through the barrier, I’d need to cast Invisibility again as quickly as possible. I could see through the illusionary wall well enough with Mana Sight to know that no one was directly behind it, but the Fire Mage had to be close. I’d try to go in stealthily, but if that failed, I’d also have to be ready to fight. Shamash was able to confirm for me that there wasn’t any high level guard on the third floor. The Fire Mage was probably level 30,000 at most.
I waited for someone else on the stairwell to pass by then checked if anyone was coming as best as I could. Stepping out of Invisibility, I matched my aura to the illusion and spent a few seconds tweaking it before stepping through the wall. There was no resistance.
I made a conscious effort to make sure I pulled my entire body through before casting Invisibility again. I’d already looked both ways and my eyes had settled on a vampire at the end of the hall who was pacing back and forth while talking out loud to himself. It took me a minute to realize he was arguing with someone through mind-speak. It seemed that his employer didn’t mind that he was spending his time at work on the Underworld’s version of cellphones… I would have rewarded him if I could. It was just too perfect.
Slowly heading away from the guard toward the middle of the building so that Invisibility would stay in full effect, I soon found exactly what I was looking for. I came upon the only opening on the entire floor, besides the stairwells, to find a round dark-steel vault that was more than ten feet tall with a curled up serpent-beast rising off of it. The most eye-catching feature of the image was that the beast had one eye closed and the other eye open.
The next thing I noticed was that the vault didn’t have any handle at all, let alone a keyhole…
“Very good,” Shamash’s voice sounded. I mentioned the missing keyhole and his answer left me reeling. “For a vault associated with a Master Key, there is no physical entry. Walk up to the vault and place your hand on it, then will yourself inside. You’ll see.”
I continued forward with Invisibility still active. Once in front of the vault, I placed my hand to the side of the serpent-beast, closed my eyes, and sent a pulse of mana through my hand into it. Nothing happened, or so I thought until I opened my eyes.
The vault door no longer stood in front of me and instead I’d appeared in an open room that spanned hundreds of feet in all directions. From what I could tell, its width, height, and depth were equal to the third level of the manor. Unlike the first and second floors, instead of it being filled with people and offices, it was filled with—everything you could imagine. To my immediate left were rows of furniture. Not cheap furniture, but ancient beds and couches, tables and chairs, that the Shah family would pine after. It was the stuff of vampire royalty. 
What I saw to my immediate right made me almost drop to my knees in excitement. Bookshelves as far as the eye could see filled with books, scrolls, and mana tablets. I couldn’t take my eyes off of it for a long time. Soon I found myself walking down an aisle without even knowing it.
“Welcome to the secret library of a great family,” Shamash said with as much reverence as I felt. “This is only a lesser one from Lord Darius’s family, but it still contains more than a thousand years’ of history and magic theory. It is here that your real search for information on Cataclysm will begin.”
I dared to run my fingers over the cover of a green scale wrapped book. I could feel powerful mana radiating from it.
As I was about to ask, Shamash answered a question that had started stirring in my mind. “Take your time and take in all that is here. This is one of the safest places in all of the Underworld right now because only a few have a Master Ring that can open it. Do you notice the hum in the air?”
Peeling my eyes from the rows of possibility, I turned my attention to the room’s atmosphere. He was right. There was a hum, or a subtle vibration, that seemed to permeate everything. I told him that I did.
“That is spatial static that is present in all artificial worlds,” the lich said, grasping my full attention like an iron vice. “This current world is overlapped on top of the real one. The manor was literally designed around this vault’s artificial world. That’s why it’s so secure. Even if someone forcefully broke into the vault’s door, they wouldn’t be able to enter here. If someone stepped into the space where this vault overlaps with the real world, they would see a phantom image of everything here, but they wouldn’t be able to access any of it.”
“Incredible,” was all that I could manage to say. “How do I even start to choose what to take with me?”
The lich sighed in annoyance. “I’ve already said that it’s not necessary to choose. With the Master Ring on your finger, you can carry this artificial world with you. You can even access it just like your personal inventory. The two main differences are that it can hold exponentially more than your natural inventory, and you won’t suffer any of the weight of what it contains. In other words, it is an artificial inventory that far exceeds what is normally possible.”
I was holding on to a bookshelf to secure my balance. I can take it with me? All of it?
Turning around, I headed to the end of the aisle. My speed increased until I was running, and I came to a stop in the middle of the gigantic room. Spinning in place, I began processing what was there. My mind seemed to malfunction momentarily. On the other side of the section of furniture, the corner of the room was lined with paintings and artwork that were hung and leaning against the wall. The smaller pieces were hung in three and even four rows. There had to at least be two hundred feet of wall dedicated to nothing else. Next was a section of small trinkets, or artifacts, followed by a larger section of containers of blood. They lined the wall and stretched as far back as I could see. Just after that was a literal armory that eventually turned into a clothing department of sorts. The armor and weapons were carefully hung and stacked up to the ceiling on dark-steel partitions. Combined, it was the largest section in the entire space. In the back corner, opposite the section of blood, was where the monetary type items were kept. What gave it away was the dumpster-sized containers that were overflowing with Dark Orbs.
After I’d spun around half a dozen times I plopped down to the ground and sat there. Shamash had even more to inform me of. “It’s actually faster to search for specific items when you’re outside and have commanded the Master Ring to assimilate this space and contain it. In doing so, not only will this world cease to overlap with the real one and become something you can take with you, but you can scan it with your mind just like your inventory. Removing and depositing items is just as easy.”
“So I don’t even have to look for anything now, I can simply leave this space, assimilate it, then walk away with everything in my possession?” I replied.
“Yes.”
I fell back and just lay there looking up at the ceiling. It was like inheriting a department store filled with priceless antiques and only having a few hints of what treasures were hidden there. It could take weeks to look through everything. No. To look through everything including the books and mana tablets, it would take years. It had the potential to turn Sanctuary from a sanctum of struggling newbies to a flourishing power that could eventually defend itself. I hadn’t even looked at the gear and weapons yet, but, with help from my purchases in Hallow, we might be able to rival a small vampire family in gear alone. Shamash had said that such items wouldn’t interest the Head Mistress, but that didn’t mean they were of little worth. To us, it was a precious mine filled with countless gemstones and fine metals.
Unable to help myself, I took a quick stroll around the room and found all kinds of specialty items. Mirrors and jewelry boxes were in the furniture section, including treasure chests that were filled with fine dishware and utensils. There was personal correspondence on desks and in bins near the paintings, alchemy potions in what I’d thought was just the blood section, jewelry with the clothing, and numerous different coins and currency that looked to come from different nations in the back corner. Some of it was obviously not even vampire in origin.
I’ve always wanted to start a coin collection… 
“That’s enough for now,” Shamash finally said, pulling me from my dreamy exploration. “It’s time to go. You’ll have plenty of time to look through everything as much as you desire in the future.”
Rising from the floor, I took in a deep breath as if smelling an intoxicating aroma, then started heading for the exit.
Shamash directed me to place my hand on the vault and, before exiting, I sent a pulse of mana into it. Immediately the vault became transparent to allow me to see what was beyond it. No one was there. He also confirmed that there were no high level vampires close by.
With a thought, I appeared outside the vault’s door. Then he directed me in how to assimilate the vault space but left me with a warning. “Once you’ve assimilated, the vault will disappear, and it takes a few minutes to reassimilate it with the world’s space. Therefore, you can’t use it to quickly escape and defend. Once it’s contained within your Master Ring, it’s just like your inventory. Nothing alive can enter except for summons and the soulless undead. Escaping is the only option.”
 On the other hand, assimilating and containing the vault world into the ring would take but a moment, so if I started the process, at least I wouldn’t have to wait for a few minutes if someone showed up.
So far everything had gone as well as I could hope, but there was still something that worried me. Even vampire arrogance couldn’t explain why they didn’t have more guards. It just felt too easy. Especially now that I knew it took almost no effort to walk in with a Master Ring and take possession of everything here… Perhaps I was overthinking it. Shamash’s perceptions were guiding me after all. I had to admit that it was only this easy because of his help. I’d have to stick with that as the explanation for now and just be ready for anything.
With Invisibility and Crimson Incubus Form ready, I sent the command for the vault to begin assimilation. A few waves of static flowed down from the top of the vault, but only a few seconds later, the large dark-steel door had disappeared entirely, and I could see all the way through the room that the vault space had been overlapping. I’d officially just stolen a city’s worth of loot.
In the next moment, the unexpected happened. It wasn’t an alarm, or a random guard with bad timing, but a growing suction force coming from where the vault had been. It was as if all the air in that large space had been pushed back while the vault had existed in the world’s space, but once it was gone, something needed to take its place.
I threw myself against the wall and grabbed ahold of the corner of the wall. My stats made it possible for me to hold on, but the vacuum was enough to lift me off the ground.
Footsteps sped toward me from both ends of the hall. Even as the suction stopped and I landed as lightly back on the ground as possible, a soldier came from around the corner with a look of dread.
A second one joined him a moment later, coming from the same direction I had.
Now what? For the moment they hadn’t seen me, but should I sneak around them, or kill them as swiftly as possible? If they had yet to inform anyone else, I only had one choice. Slowly standing up, I stood a few feet away from the guard who’d been arguing through mind-speak. To the naked eye I was invisible as long as I stayed still, but as soon as I took a long reaching step forward, my form started to bulge like moving water. My fist smashed against his temple before he could respond.
He soared through the air like a dead sack of dirt. The second guard prepared a Fireball, but I didn’t even try to dodge it in my Crimson Incubus Form and slapped it away before he even unleashed it. My fist caught him square in the nose and I heard a loud pop before he was launched toward his friend. It was then that the Fireball exploded behind me and the hall echoed with the detonation.
So much for keeping things quiet.
I surged past the two level 20,000 soldiers without taking the time to take their lives. Before they’d recovered, I reached the end of the hall, turned into the stairwell and placed myself firmly in the corner as Invisibility shrouded over me. Only a moment later, guards flew in from the upper and lower floors through the now illusion-free entrance.
Seeing that I’d escaped their immediate notice, I focused on changing back to my dress attire and my Vampire Form to calm my nerves. Not a single guard took the stairs, but they scanned the stairwell as they flew by. After the initial flood of guards had arrived on the third floor, I stepped out of Invisibility and descended in the most conceited manner possible. As a Trueblood, such disturbances were beneath my notice.
 



Chapter 38 – Sunrise
I joined those fleeing from the second floor. It looked like even that small explosion had alerted the whole building. Just what was going on? It was a clear overreaction.
Everyone else was running down the stairs as quickly as possible, including the Truebloods. It wasn’t long before well-dressed Truebloods were even flying down from the upper floors. Though they landed below in a more dignified manner than most, they were still swift to exit the shaft.
Even when people rushed up from behind me, I continued my leisurely pace and forced them to slow down or go around me. Anything else would put me out of character. Besides, what did I have to worry about? I was the intruder they were fleeing from.
Once at the bottom of the stairs I followed the foot traffic toward the exit. It wasn’t solely foot traffic, for many of the higher level Truebloods flew past and over everyone’s heads. Those that didn’t follow them did the same as I did and pretended to be on a careless stroll as they too headed for the exit. This display of arrogance proved to slow down the entire crowd’s retreat. I wanted to cackle like an overstuffed jackal, but that was unbecoming.
Besides, even if I wasn’t nervous about the suspected terrorist, I was still in danger of being caught.
There were vampire guards floating above the crowd on either side of the exit and waving everyone through the doors. They were more powerful than the Fire Mages and were both at level 40,000.
I proceeded to actively ignore them, but still headed in their direction.
As one of the last ones in line to leave, a guard ran up to me from the crowd and bowed his head. “My lord, please hurry. The building will automatically lock down in a few seconds.”
I didn’t even spare him a look, but hearing what he said, I launched forward and sped past those still trying to exit.
Once outside, I stopped right in front of the entrance and didn’t move as I scanned my surroundings. It strained my moral sensibilities to be that jerk that would stand in everyone’s way when the building was about to be locked down, but inconveniencing them could possibly in some small way improve my chances of escape so I grit my teeth and went full-on jerk mode.
That had been my original intention, but as I scanned my surroundings I found another reason to be frozen in place. There was a long dark-rock sidewalk that went straight through the courtyard that headed to the city street. It was wide enough for the manor’s constant traffic with a field of purple grass on either side. Those that had exited were lined up on the well-kept lawn. There was a row of soldiers blocking their escape.
Those soldiers weren’t alone. In the sky further back, completely encircling the manor, were soldiers hovering and covering every escape. There were hundreds of them. It was a trap.
I rubbed my middle finger on my left hand without looking down to reassure myself that the Master Ring had integrated itself into my flesh and wasn’t visible. That was one less thing to worry about.
There were guards standing in front of me that were shouting orders. Before I paid them any attention, I spotted one vampire with a freakishly powerful aura hovering above the central courtyard looking right at me. Lord Soroush in the flesh. He wore a simple black tunic with a deep cut v-neck that showed off a chiseled chest. He bore into me with the deep red eyes of a Trueblood vampire. His level was just over 60,000.
I peeled my eyes off of him somehow without showing any reaction at all. That is, if being scared stiff doesn’t count.
There was a female guard standing less than a dozen feet in front of me trying to get me to move. Her tone rang with plenty of authority, but I could hear her growing annoyance at my lack of compliance.
For some reason, I thought of Sai as I finally gave her my full attention. Then the images of the clerks’ faces as I was buying things for Jasmine popped into my mind and a plan started to form. They thought I was doting on her, not because I cared about her predicament, but because I wanted her as a willing servant. Though my purchases were an excessive example, how many times had the clothing store or blood shop owners seen a high-blood buying gifts to impress a low-blooded prostitute or slave who could never possibly afford such extravagance on their own? I was nothing but a rich noble womanizer in their eyes. To them, Jasmine was just my most recent purchase. Then I should become what they already believed me to be.
I walked toward the female guard without taking my eyes off her. Stopping just short of her lowered spearpoint, I lustfully scanned her face. With a subtle grin, I gave her a Sai-inspired wink.
The original tension had left her face and she stared back at me completely unsure what had just happened. 
I’d already walked in the direction she’d commanded before she had a chance to respond.
I joined the group she had directed me to on the front lawn, and I saw the vampire woman with the black dress I’d seen in the stairwell in a different group. There were a few soldiers guarding our group, which was different than all the other ones. Taking a glance at the people I was standing next to, it seemed it was mostly Truebloods and people dressed outside the normal dress code. A group of foreigners?
It had been more than half a minute when I finally glanced back up at Lord Soroush. I breathed a silent sigh of relief when I found I no longer held his attention.
My options were limited. Staying put might give me a chance to catch my breath, but it was only a matter of time before I was interrogated. I had no true excuse for being in Lord Soroush’s manor, and sightseeing would only make me more of a target. But a young vampire noble chasing after a girl, that was as common as Wererats in the Dungeon Level.
If it were truly the role I was going to play, I couldn’t hold back. Eyeing the vampire in the black dress, I left the group and headed right for her. Creature Observation told me she was level 30,000 and a Full-blood. So she was one rank from Trueblooded…
The soldiers that were guarding our group called after me as soon as I left but didn’t spring into action until I was halfway there. Suddenly three of them appeared in front of me with spears outstretched.
With a wave of my hand, three Intermediate Dark Orbs shot forward to appear a few feet from their noses and hovered there. 
“For the inconvenience,” I said, then sidestepped to walk around them.
They continued to verbally command me to return but didn’t make another move to actually stop me. Their boss was floating just above their heads, so they had to put on a show if they wanted a chance of pocketing the orbs without getting in too much trouble.
The group I was determined to join parted as I approached. They were all Full-blooded or higher and wearing what seemed to pass for business attire. Only the lady vampire I had my eyes on didn’t retreat. She lowered her head but didn’t drop her gaze. It was a completely different mentality than the one the city’s low-bloods possessed.
With a deeper bow of my head than was normally appropriate, I hinted at my purpose for approaching her. I was about to say something when a powerful voice called out from above. “Young lord. What is your purpose for your visit today?” It was a voice even a Trueblood couldn’t refuse.
Spinning in place, I looked at the vampire floating above me before bowing my head with the appropriate amount of respect. Then I held his gaze. “Lord Soroush, it is an honor. My father has instructed me to be courteous if I had a chance to meet you, so I will answer with complete honesty. I’ve just arrived in your fair city today and happened to see a fine dress with a charming pair of legs, so I had to pursue it.” With a motion of my hand, I directed his attention to the woman that stood alone a few strides away from me. She was suddenly petrified as all eyes fell on her.
Not only was she surprised beyond belief, the hundreds of people on the lawn or floating above looked totally baffled.
I gave the girl a sidelong glance which drew her attention. As an arrogant young lord, I used the opportunity to offer her a proposition. “My lady,” I said with a grin. “My name is Mirza and it would greatly please me if you would become my consort for a time.” With the flick of my wrist, a Master Dark Orb flew towards her and stopped a few feet from her face. “I promise you I’ll make it worthy of your time.”
She stared at the orb for a long moment before dropping her gaze to the ground for the first time. She seemed terribly conflicted. I hadn’t just offered her an incredible prize, but also called her lady which was inappropriately flattering coming from a Trueblood.
Then a Full-blooded vampire stepped up to stand at her side, grabbing her shoulder and wrapping his arm around her back. He certainly didn’t look happy, but still bowed his head respectfully. “My lord, she is my wife.”
Well, that was embarrassing. What could I say now…? I watched him carefully for a moment before replying. “I see. Then if you both agree, when our time together is complete, I’ll return her to you as a Trueblood which should benefit you both. Are these terms acceptable?”
I tossed out another Master Dark Orb for good measure and held it there magically floating before his face. My actions were threatening to make me sick to my stomach, but I didn’t relent for a second.
Both of them stood there speechless. The amount of wealth I was offering was probably years’, or even decades’, worth of their salaries combined, but the offer to make her Trueblooded was even more priceless. It was likely something neither of them would be able to achieve in their entire lives. The change in status alone could change everything for them.
 “Enough,” Lord Soroush rumbled. “If you’re cleared you can continue your…business… after the thief is found.”
“Forgive me, my lord,” I replied casually. “I’ve always been told that my lack of patience is my foremost character flaw, but I’d never knowingly miss an opportunity to honor you. I will acquiesce until this business of yours is finished.”
I walked over and stood directly next to the girl in the black dress. I could almost feel her nerves as I came near. With a wave of my hand, I collected the two Master Dark Orbs that they had yet to take out of the air and deposited them.
“Don’t worry,” I whispered where both of them could hear. “My full offer still stands.”
I didn’t get any closer to her than I already was. I feared that if I even accidently bumped her, my self-disgust would finally show through and my entire act would fall apart. In truth, I was more surprised at what I just done then they’d be if they found me out. 
Looking up at Lord Soroush, I found he was still watching me. Was my performance not good enough?
“Young Lord Mirza,” Lord Soroush said, clasping his hands behind his back. “What is your family name and the true purpose of your visit to Persepolis? Don’t tell me that you travelled all the way to this border city just to purchase women?”
I offered him a grin, which was the first nervous twitch I’d let slip through. “I mean no disrespect, but my family name I’d like to keep to myself in such a public setting. If you’d be willing to meet me in private, I’d happily give it to you personally. As for my purpose commissioned by my father, it’s for business, of course. I was going to seek you out before leaving anyways and naturally disclose this. Concerning this theft that you’ve mentioned, may I ask what was stolen?”
“My branch family’s master vault,” he said, lowering his tone.
“Is that all? I can understand your dilemma, but let me reassure you, I have no need for the contents of your vault.” Holding up my hand, Dark Magic started to spin until it became incredibly dense then slowly formed a spiral. The spiral grew and in a matter of seconds it was already the size of a silver dollar. Just a moment later, the spiral was complete, and a dark mana shell started to form and fill in. Fifteen seconds from start to finish, an Intermediate Dark Orb was created before everyone’s eyes. I would have chosen a higher rank one but those took more time to create. The gasps from the crowd were enough to tell me that it had been enough to make my point.
“You’re not even level 20,000 and have mastered mana manipulation to the point of being able to create a Mana Orb?” Lord Soroush said in disbelief.
I tossed it up to him and he snagged it before giving it a closer look. 
“Flawless…” he said under his breath.
“I hope this offers you some reassurance as to my true intentions and hints at my family origins.” I stood stiffly looking up as I awaited his response. If this didn’t work, then I was in trouble and would have to use the name of a prevalent family that I knew nothing about except their standing on the vampire social ladder.
“My lord,” hollered a soldier captain as he sped toward Lord Soroush. The two soldiers who had escorted Jasmine and me out of town followed closely behind him. “I have information on this young lord.”
While still eyeing the Mana Orb, Lord Soroush listened to the man, who lowered his voice and began telling him about the incident earlier today when they tried to stop me. The information should be good for my case, but then again, I had already left town with the dark elf vampire. That could be considered strange at the least.
Lord Soroush nodded when his man finished speaking then looked up to me. “Young Lord Mirza, your explanation is more than sufficient,” he said with a deep bow of his head. “Forgive me for suspecting you.”
“That’s not necessary,” I said graciously. “Your dilemma has forced your hand. I’ll call on you in a day or two when the turbulent waters have calmed.”
“I look forward to it.”
Internally I howled in relief-stricken laughter. Somehow I’d fooled this old fart. The weeks of pretending to be a vampire had paid off. In their eyes, I was a young lord with some extraordinary background, and the freak ability to create my own mana orbs decades or even centuries before I should be capable of such things. Of course, someone with my background would go around and spend money like candy and have an arrogance that was unparalleled even among vampires.
Another problem presented itself. I had no doubt that Lord Soroush wouldn’t stop me if I tried to leave, but if I suddenly left without pursuing the girl beside me, it might cause him to give me a second look.
I turned to face her with the intention of telling her that I would call on her later as well when she grabbed ahold of my arm and squeezed it tight with both arms. 
I thought I’d already been standing with good posture, but suddenly I straightened and found another inch of height had been hiding somewhere.
Her husband was already bowed at the waist before me. He spoke softly. “Thank you for gracing my wife with your favor, my lord. If you’d kindly wait for Lord Soroush to clear us to go, she can leave with you presently.”
I blinked at the man and just stood there unanswering. I wanted to snap at them, but I’d dug my own hole and would have to wait there for an opportunity to get out.
The woman looked up at me with open eyed willingness.
I almost threw her down the street, but instead gave her a dry smile. “Very well…” I withdrew a Master Orb and handed it to the man, then handed her one as well. I wondered how it would go over if I told her I wouldn’t hesitate to trade her for a single slice of cave-swine bacon. Even a bite would be enough.
With things firmly out of my hands, I waited with the girl on my arm while they finished scanning the building and questioning the group of new faces. As for the other groups of people lined up on the lawn, they weren’t even looked at. Which meant there might be some way they could tell which people were theirs and maybe even had a quick way to know if they possessed the Master Ring or not.
It was fifteen minutes before a guard captain exited the building and had a short discussion with Lord Soroush. As expected, they’d found nothing inside. Then all the attention was turned on the visiting vampires. Some were even lesser nobles, but none of them had the gall that I did.
After the interviews bore no fruit, Lord Soroush flew over to the front of the building and turned to face everyone. Looking down on everyone from twenty feet in the air, he addressed the crowd. “It seems the thief has already slipped from my grasp. I apologize for any offense this may have caused.”
I was so relieved, I turned and gave the woman holding on to me a warm smile.
“Before you leave, there’s one more thing,” Lord Soroush said, holding up his hand overhead.
Glancing back, I saw that there was something he was holding between his thumb and index finger. It was a Master Ring.
There was no disguising my reaction this time as my face stiffened and eyes turned into saucers.
He gave no more warning. A piercing silver light gleamed into life and covered the area in light. There came a strange glow from my hand. Looking down, the Master Ring that had integrated itself with my body was twinkling like a tiny star.
The girl holding me loosened her grip as she noticed the light. That, at least, was a blessing in disguise.
“You?” Lord Soroush growled.
With a shrug, I threw out my hand and cast Smog in his direction. Then with a quick wink to the girl, I cast it at her feet.
“Run,” Shamash commanded. Where had he been all this time?
As the woman screamed, the smoke had already started to fill the area, and I’d retrieved my arm and was already running. I cast Smog like a madman, filling the courtyard with a thick cloud of smoke in a few seconds.
Once I was undercover, I switched directions. Not toward the town’s exit, but toward the side of the manor.
I felt a chill in the air even before I heard Lord Soroush cry out. In the next instant, there was a blast of ice that solidified no more than ten feet away. Screams filled the air from every direction.
Immediately, I cast Crystalized Fog and turned the entire Smog cloud into a solid state except for the immediate area around me. Funneling mana into Smog like a madman, I dropped the Crystalized Fog a few seconds later, then shot a giant orb of dark smoke into the sky like a rocket. When it went off close to the cavern ceiling, I had already darted behind the manor.
Catching a glimpse of my handiwork, I saw the massive cloud still growing and it fell toward the city below. I also saw that Lord Soroush had flown to the center of the courtyard and was casting large waves of Ice Mana at the ground that froze everyone that got in its path. I didn’t know if the spell was deadly or just something to stop movement, but it was clear that almost everyone that had been standing there was already an ice statue. The most obvious way I could tell was that the screams had stopped.
I scrambled to think of what to do next. If I could make it into the city before they examined everyone stuck in ice, stealth was still a possibility. The problem was, to even try such a thing I’d need to go around the back of the building and give this place a wide berth to make it work. There was no way Lord Soroush wouldn’t have already figured out that I wasn’t here by the time I made any progress. The other option was to flee with everything I had, but could I really outrun a level 60,000 vampire and his personal army? 
The Smog would not last forever, so if I were going to go, now was the time. I might as well go all out. Let’s see if he can catch 8x Primordial Cat with 100,000 Strength and Dexterity. With only my Mind Buff still active, Primordial Cat Form began filling me with raging heat. Even before I’d fully funneled the 15,350,000 MPM into the form, I’d torn forward into the cloud of Smog. I was through the courtyard and plunged into the smoke-filled city in less than a breath.
Lord Soroush’s voice boomed, “He’s in the city!”
I could feel the mana being disturbed behind me as dozens of people took chase. That didn’t mean they were fast enough to catch me.
With Mana Sight at full power, I strutted through the city like a volcanic eruption. Using the walls of buildings as much as the city street itself, I gouged dark-steel and brick. I made the vampires following me look like they were flying backwards.
Then I felt that frozen aura from before except this time it had grown a hundred times more dangerous. I didn’t have to wait and see what was about to happen. I’d suspected it before, but now there was no doubt. Lord Soroush had been sent to this city for one purpose, and that was to wait for the fool stupid enough to return with the missing Master Ring. I was that fool and was about to experience the wrath of a level 60,000 monster.
I kept funneling more and more mana into Primordial Cat Form, but as my stats continued to ramp up, remaining in the streets and even using the sides of the buildings was detrimental to the amount of speed I could generate. Even if I would lose the cover that the buildings and my Smog provided, I didn’t have any other choice.
Launching myself upward, I landed on top of a pyramid-shaped roof of dark-steel. With all of my strength I drove myself on as the very foundation of the building cracked.
My restrictions lessened and my speed soared. Crimson Incubus Form couldn’t even touch the ridiculous rate at which I moved.
I didn’t jump but sprinted across the tops of buildings, and once I reached the halfway point and the natural wall surrounding the city neared, I leaped toward it. Landing without slowing down, I accelerated across the wall even more with a smooth surface to run across. Only then did the aura of the ice demon behind me start to fade.
When I’d run through the city earlier in my Vampire Form, it had taken me minutes. In my ascending Primordial Cat Form, I’d made it to the city’s exit in less than ten seconds.
Before I could even breathe a sigh of relief, I felt the energy behind me explode. As I scaled the hill that led out of the valley in which the city sat, I turned back to see a liquid ice avatar rocketing toward me at a speed I couldn’t match.
Immediately, I looked forward to consider my options and what advantages the terrain might provide, but then I saw a tiny head peeking over one of the boulders at our basecamp about a quarter mile away. She wore a look of extreme dismay.
My choices vanished like smoke beneath tornadic winds. Even if I were allowed, it was highly unlikely I could truly outrun Lord Soroush. With Jasmine in tow, it was completely impossible.
Not for an instant did I regret saving her. 
Digging my claws into the stone under my feet, I spun while skidding and brought myself to a complete stop. My Human Form was already taking shape, and the glimmer of Solar pierced through my flesh. Like a torch of light, I caught fire.
Lord Soroush was already catching up. His entire form had a glassy sheen like polished ice. He dragged both his arms behind him with perilous concentrations of mana funneled into them. I was going to be too late.
The Immaculate Light Magic Focal Crystal appeared in my right palm. My Solar Form bloomed like a phoenix in the darkness of night.
I’d used over 2,500,000 MP for my short little trip with Primordial Cat. I had 52,000,000 MP left.
When Lord Soroush was less than a hundred feet away, I caught a glimpse of the army behind him. Thousands of vampires had flown up to give chase. Even though most of them were a mile away, they would be here in less than a minute. If somehow I was able to quickly defeat Lord Soroush and this large group was only made up of level 20,000 soldiers without their higher level captains, this was still not a fight I could win.
“Light Mage?” Lord Soroush roared. “Your scourge must die!”
With everything I had, I channeled Artificial Sun through my Focal Crystal, but nothing happened. It felt more like it was filtering or blocking my mana. Not enhancing it.
Lord Soroush came to a stop less than thirty feet away. With both his hands flung back, I felt his mana build. It was like he held an avalanche in either hand. Whether I was a Light Mage or not, he didn’t fear me. A level 16,000 against his 60,000 levels’ worth of experience was like him stepping on a half-dead roach. The worst I could do is dirty his boot.
I didn’t stop pushing all the mana I had into the Focal Crystal. Reaching my normal channeling limit, I didn’t even think, but broke through. My body atomized into Light particles. I saw the stream of light rushing through my arm and into the egg-sized orb that I held. It was glowing brighter than I was.
My death came for me like two icy comets as Lord Soroush threw his hands forward.
I closed my eyes with only a glimmer of hope that Shamash would save me as he’d promised.
The tiny crystal in my hand chose that moment to rupture like an exploding sun. The beam that shot forward swallowed Lord Soroush as it gushed toward the army behind him. I hadn’t even aimed Artificial Sun, but in that moment, I directed it as best I could to appear in the midst of the army to hopefully kill and injure as many as I could.
As for channeling, I didn’t stop. Any moment, Lord Soroush’s ice would tear me from the sky. I needed to throw as much mana into this one spell as I possibly could, so I couldn’t dare to slow down. Instead, I pushed even harder.
Like the flip of a switch, the light went out.
There was no sound or fear, only rest.
I had no idea how long I was unconscious, but suddenly the light returned and filled the entire world.
Opening my eyes, some shapes started to appear. Feeling something hard, I dragged my fingers against what was below. It was the stone ground. I’d fallen to my knees. 
Looking up, I reactivated Solar Form to gain access to Light Vision. Hope rose up inside my chest as my Artificial Sun came into view. It was the size of ten city blocks and was in orbit in the midst of where the army had been.
Glancing at my Character Sheet, I saw that I’d used every ounce of my mana. More than 52,000,000 MP. That was why I’d blacked out. It was from a moment of mana sickness…
I jerked my head to the side to see a missile of ice that spanned more than two hundred feet behind me. To my other side, there was a second missile that was even larger. Just the stream of mana that had rushed from the Focal Crystal had been powerful enough to split Lord Soroush’s spell in two, or at least redirect the mana in both his hands.
Coming to my feet, I walked forward to get a better view. With a Master Light Orb in each hand, I began draining them to replenish my mana to be ready when what was left of the enemy arrived.
I desperately looked on the ground and in the air for Lord Soroush but there was no sign of him except for the colossal ice spikes behind me.
I jolted to a stop. A scream of anguish pierced its way into my hearing like a well-placed arrow. It hadn’t come from the air where my Artificial Sun was, but the city below it.
The next wail that came wasn’t alone. Thousands of people cried out at once.
Looking up, I realized my Artificial Sun hadn’t stopped growing. It was more than twice the size it had been just a moment ago and was only getting larger.
I moved forward to stop it, but a voice sent a tremor through my head. “Stop!”
Turning back, Shamash was standing right by me in his lich form and didn’t seem to be affected by my Light Magic at all. How long had he been there?
“You are not capable of stopping a spell of this magnitude,” he said in a more level tone. “Not only will you be unable to stop it, but it will be capable of harming even you while in your Solar Form. Many spells don’t list higher tiers, but with enough mana, some can evolve to reach a completely different plane. This can’t be compared to the Artificial Sun spell that you’re used to casting. It’s called Scorching Sun and hasn’t been seen for a thousand years. Once it reaches a certain magnitude, it will become self-sustaining for a short period of time and even grow on its own.”
As it swelled, the cries from the city only increased and intensified. Like the billowing cloud of an atom bomb, it neared the cavern’s ceiling and threatened to fill the entire alcove in which the city sat.
The Light Orbs fell from my hands before they were even half drained. I was trembling as I watched it continue to expand and draw near to the tops of the city’s buildings. Before it was even a hundred feet from the tallest peak, those buildings near the center of the city began to disintegrate into ash.
The wailing traveled as the destruction spread until the only voices left were coming from the outskirts of the city.
Seeing a chance, I started to move. Perhaps I could still save a few people.
“They are already dead,” Shamash said.
Spinning to face him I shrieked at him with a voice I didn’t recognize, “You knew this would happen. That’s why you stressed that I keep the Focal Crystal ready.”
“You’re giving me too much credit. I will admit to hoping you could use the crystal to gain a large sum of experience, but I also thought there was a small chance of it happening. This… I never imagined. Such a scene may seem to fit my original desire for you to use this realm to gain experience, but with what I know now of your personality and character, this is the last method I’d choose.”
The momentary strength that anger gave me burned up with the Scorching Sun and I fell to my knees before dropping to my rear to sit there and watch the spell reach its apex. Not only had it reached the tops of the buildings, but it had swallowed the entire middle of the city. The buildings around it weren’t much better. Only those on the very perimeter of the city remained standing.
The Scorching Sun continued at its apex for a few minutes before its energy slowly started to flare out of control like a dying flame.
I dropped my Solar Form and let the heat it created bathe me in second degree burns that immediately healed because of my regeneration rate. I’d hoped feeling something would lessen the pain that came with murdering five to six hundred thousand people, but it lacked such power.
After the spell was gone I didn’t move. Streams of tears trailed down my face, but tears of blood wouldn’t even be enough to begin making up for evil I’d just committed.
Shamash didn’t speak again.
I just sat there with my legs stretched out in front of me and my arms lying haphazardly in my lap. I traced the shape of the Scorching Sun that had carved massive perfectly round valleys into the walls and ceiling. But mostly I tried to remember what the city had looked like before it had been utterly destroyed.
As immoral as the couple was, I remembered the vampire woman and her husband who thought my wicked proposal was a life changing blessing. I remembered the shopkeepers and their clerks who were thankful to the point of smashing their faces into their own countertops while bowing to show how much they appreciated my patronage. The boy who bumped into me who had been ready to let me punish him for his offense. Every single one of them had been alive half an hour ago, but now they were all dead.
Pulling up my Character Sheet, I saw what I already knew would be there. 
Level: 29,641
 
I’d been well rewarded for their deaths. I closed it immediately and didn’t even think of the stat points I now had to spend. I’d reach 100,000 Wisdom with the click of a finger, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it or care.
There was the scuffing of feet behind me, but I didn’t bother looking. If it were danger then the lich would say something.
Only when Jasmine sat down next to me did I turn my head. She didn’t say anything, but just curled her knees to her chest and looked out over what had been her home.
“I’m sorry,” I said with a snot-filled nose.
She looked up at me and held my gaze for the longest she ever had. My human form didn’t seem to bother or surprise her. Then she simply turned back to watching the scorched earth below.
We both sat there for an unknown period of time.
When I finally got up to leave, I found the Mana Orbs where I’d dropped them and prepared to drain them as I walked. But then I saw the Focal Crystal on the ground where it had fallen when I’d blacked out. Instead of being crystal clear it had become as foggy as Smog. I was about to stomp it into pieces when I stopped.
It being found would immediately implicate the Illuminated Cathedral. I’d hang on to it as a token so that I’d never forget.
I was finally heading home. I’d thought I’d gained an understanding of what Aeris must be going through after finding out that vampires weren’t necessarily evil incarnate. I was wrong. I’d killed those first groups of vampires when I believed them to be evil. Aeris, however, was killing prisoners of the succubi knowing that they were innocent, or at least not deserving of death. She did it because they would die anyway, and she couldn’t think of any other method of gaining power quickly so that she could protect the others.
Soon, Aeris, this nightmare will be over. I kept telling myself that but secretly knew that it was something that we could never forget.
 



Chapter 39 – Making Friends
I’d originally been thinking that I was going to leave Jasmine in a vampire city friendly to her race and lacking slavery, but no longer. I was heading home and nothing else would turn me from my path.
The petite dark elf vampire in her blue dress rode atop my Embar as I flew at her side in my Crimson Incubus Form. Our pace was slow and would remain that way for a few miles as she got used to riding him. Soon enough, I’d quicken the pace. It wasn’t going to be a comfortable trip for her, but I’d still go out of my way to make things easier.
“Do you think you’d struggle with your thirst when you’re around nothing but humans?” I said.
She tore herself from her vacant musing to stare at the floor beneath me. “No, my lord. I was changed when I was twelve and was strictly disciplined until I gained control. I won’t be a problem.”
I felt a swelling of anger at her answer. As amazing as controlling her thirst was, I was sure the discipline she received was of the cruelest sort. “How old are you? If you don’t mind my asking.”
“Twenty-four, my lord.”
I nodded. She was older than she looked but not to a fantastical point. “Please call me Elorion, or El for short.”
“Yes, my lord.”
With a thought, I commanded Brat the Embar to stop.
She kept looking down and became very still. 
“You are no longer to call me lord,” I commanded with a gentle tone. “I am not a vampire nor am I a fan of the slavery that is practiced by most vampire families. I’d like you to call me by my name and look me in the eye when we speak.”
I watched her as she struggled to lift her eyes off the floor. Ultimately, though, she did as I asked.
“You are not of lesser value or status than I am,” I said. “There are things you are capable of and have knowledge of that I don’t. We can mutually help each other. Even if one of us gains more benefits from the relationship, it doesn’t matter. We’re not master and slave, but friends. Do you understand?”
“Yes, my Lor—” She cut her words short. “Yes, Elorion.”
“Good. And Jasmine, I want to stress that a good friend isn’t just there when they receive mutual benefits. Even if you don’t like it or want to be alone to self-destruct, you don’t have a choice in the matter. Someone very special to me taught me that right after I came to the Underworld. In other words, I’m your friend whether you return my friendship or not.”
I wasn’t sure why I was being so aggressive. I’d planned on being as kind and meek with her as possible, but now I was lecturing. The special person to me of course was Aeris. It made me wonder if this was how she’d handle things, or if she’d give me a good rebuke.
“Okay.” Jasmine nodded rigidly while still struggling to keep her eyes up.
Her response was better than I’d expected.
As we continued on, I opened up my Character Sheet every couple of minutes but couldn’t make myself increase my stats. Every time I looked at it, I heard the screams of the dying people of Persepolis and saw the image of the Scorching Sun as it fell upon the city as if it had been burnt into my irises.
We’d already gone a few miles since we’d last spoken. Since I couldn’t bring myself to apply my own stats, I asked Jasmine about her own. “Did you place your stat points?”
“Some of them, my—Elorion,” she replied, then opened her Character Sheet and held it out for me to see.
Jasmine
Level: 8,415
Attributes
Strength: 2,131
Dexterity: 4,347
Constitution: 2,081
Intelligence: 10,000
Wisdom: 10,000
Unspent Stats: 35,864
 
She’d had an unexpected jump in her level. Because we’d been in the same group when I’d—cast Scorching Sun—she’d gained 3,552 levels without having to lift a finger. It was only a tiny amount of experience compared to what I’d received, but for her at her lower level, it was incredible. She’d also done as I recommended and got her Wisdom and Intelligence to 10,000 for the bonuses but hadn’t spent any of her other stats. She now had more to spend than she had when I’d first met her even after increasing her stats by so much…
“You’re saving your stats until you better understand your talents?” I said.
“Yes, Elorion,” she replied, only meeting my eyes momentarily like a little girl peeking in on something she wasn’t sure she was supposed to.
She used my name as if it were a title, but it was still better than the ‘my lord’ nonsense. What was important was that she was trying. I felt that it would be just if I were never able to smile again, but because I felt it was appropriate to encourage her, I grinned as warmly as I could manage. “Then you better get started.”
I turned to Shamash, who seemed to be ready for what I was about to ask. “Could you please help her develop her magic?”
He didn’t reject my request, or mention contracts or any such conflicts. He simply did as I asked. Since we’d left, he’d returned to his vampire form, but it didn’t seem to be an act as he began to instruct her with a much softer tone than he used with me. “You have a unique trinity of talents with your Earth, Water, and Nature Magic. With your Dark Alignment, this makes it even rarer. Nature Magic is most commonly associated with the Light Alignment, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be Dark. It just means that the plants and natural phenomena you can summon and control will be limited to the Dark Magic flora. Your Earth and Water Magic will greatly supplement and enhance them. Focusing on each individual element will also benefit you, but your greatest strength will come from utilizing them as one…”
Soon their conversation faded into the background. It wasn’t that I was uninterested, but that I currently wasn’t capable of mustering the emotional strength to help. I’d help her in a few days after mourning the people I’d murdered.
Come to think of it, I’d accused the lich of leading me into a situation where there was no other choice but to slaughter hundreds of thousands of people, yet he hadn’t taken any offense. Many creatures seemed to experience emotions less than humans in the Underworld, or at least to different levels, but the lich were the only race, if they could even be considered one, that really seemed to exist without emotions at all. Despite that, he was capable of making the decision to express certain emotions if he so desired. That could only mean that I was wrong, and that he did experience emotions to a certain extent, or that there was a time in the past when he had… 
As for me, I knew that if I taught her myself it would help redirect my mind from what had happened, but even though I wanted to help her distance herself from her personal tragedy I couldn’t allow myself the same grace. I’d taken the lives of so many people. Was there anything more disrespectful than trying to forget them less than a day after I’d taken their lives?
Our pace did speed up about an hour after Shamash began instructing her. He’d given her some exercises to practice so that she could start power leveling her magic. Other than that she just needed to worry about mana management and not falling off Brat’s boney back.
It was one of the rare times since arriving in the Underworld that I didn’t take the opportunity to power level. Instead I flew in silence for the rest of the day. Normally, we’d only stop if I needed to refine mana. Technically I was in need, but all I had to do was spend my stat points and I didn’t even know what level of power I would reach. Suffice it to say, doing so would likely make me much more powerful then refining a little bit of mana. Our main reason for stopping that night was because Jasmine still had the need for sleep. After losing her husband, she probably needed more than normal.
We found a little nook in the cavern wall that was covered with Dark Aligned grass. At first I chose it because it would be more comfortable than sleeping on cold rock, but then I remembered the Master Ring.
It was my first time scanning it since I’d assimilated the vault’s world into the ring. Not only was I able to quickly view the furniture section by sending my perception into the artificial world, but I could view descriptions of items without removing them. Finding a smaller bed that was a little larger than a full-size, I removed it and placed it safely in the back of the nook. I began to shake out the thick upper blanket before doing the same to the silky sheet-like one below. My fears were unfounded. The blankets were spotless and even the mattress felt like it was brand new. It wasn’t a spring mattress, but more closely resembled memory foam. 
Just because it was a smaller bed didn’t mean it was any less impressive than the larger pieces. The bedposts were solid gold that was molded to resemble man-sized sunflowers. Taking a closer look, the bloom more closely resembled a lily.
The blankets and pillows seemed to be made of matching material that was black in color but glowed with the purple light of Dark Mana.
“This bed has healing and restorative properties for Dark Aligned creatures,” Shamash said. “It will enhance your sleep greatly.”
Jasmine just stood there looking at the ground with her hands crossed over the front of her skirt.
“Get some sleep,” I told her. “In the morning we will start out at a faster pace.”
She looked up at me before glancing at the bed then back at me with a questioning gaze.
“Because of my Light Magic talent I don’t need to sleep,” I responded. “Most of the time it’s even impossible. You can feel perfectly safe since I’ll be awake to stand guard anyway. Please.” I gestured toward the bed.
She bowed her head before nearing it. Pulling back the covers she crawled in, then disappeared beneath them.
I turned away and walked toward the entrance of the nook. Looking out over a vast expanse of Underworld grassland and ravines, hills and jagged mountain peaks, and even creeks and pools of water, I quickly forgot what should have been an awe-inspiring sight. 
“It’s time,” Shamash called out from behind me.
“I need a few days to process what happened,” I replied without looking back at him.
He walked over in his vampire form to stand beside me. “And you will have it, but you can’t afford to delay placing your stats and refining your mana. Don’t think that what happened at Persepolis will go unnoticed for long. The search for you could’ve already begun. If you want to protect the girl, and return safely to protect your people, then you mustn’t leave yourself vulnerable for even a moment. I’ve given you a day without forcing the issue, but at least get your Wisdom to 100,000 and begin refining just in case.”
“Will they know it was a Light Mage that—did it?” I replied.
“I don’t know. Scorching Sun literally devours the Light Mana used to cast it, so there shouldn’t be any Light Mana residue left behind. But there are only so many spells capable of such destruction at that scale. As for perfectly carving out the outer surface with something the shape and size of a city-dwarfing orb? Dark Magic doesn’t act that way and neither does Fire. There’s no other spell that I know of that is capable of the exact same thing… They may suspect Light Magic or Scorching Sun may have faded enough into the recesses of history for it to be forgotten. It may take them time to research it. The missing magic vault will also cause all types of questions. I’m not sure if even Scorching Sun would be able to quickly destroy that artificial world you now have in your hands.”
He extended his index finger and started to tap on the air as if sorting his thoughts. “However, there are ancients that still remember the destruction that Scorching Sun is capable of and have even seen it with their own eyes. Whether they will bother to make the trip to investigate a small border city is another matter entirely. It’s Lord Soroush’s family that will have the most incentive to figure out what has happened. Even if it’s the vault of a branch family, not even the royal family would quickly accept such a loss.”
“I see,” I said, pulling up my character sheet. I transformed into my human form and dropped all my buffs.
Character Sheet
Level: 29,641
Health Points: 5,560,316
Current Mana: 8,746,000
Base Mana: 8,746,000
Mana Per Minute: 764,360(12,739.33 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 10,332
Dexterity: 10,430
Constitution: 11,062
Intelligence: 17,492
Wisdom: 76,436
Unspent Points: 67,960
 
“Don’t do it here,” the lich warned me. “Your transformation could hurt the girl.”
I took his advice and took a short trip away from the nook where Jasmine slept so that any surges of Light Mana wouldn’t disturb her. I didn’t look for anything fancy. I went around the corner and down into a shallow crevasse that was deep enough that it reached a few feet over my head once I was in its depths. Although the walls were tight it was also quiet, and the smooth dark-stone surface of the rock reflected the natural Light Magic glow of my Ascended Form.
I began placing my stats into Wisdom at a steady pace. I could feel myself slowly filling with power as it neared 100,000, but it was nothing extreme. Once I hit 99,999, I stopped. I stared at the screen for more than a minute as I thought of all I’d done to get here.
My early days in the Head Mistress’s dungeon were extremely self-defining. I’d told myself that I was going off on my own to protect the others, but when they were crying themselves to sleep at night, Aeris was the one offering them the support they truly needed. The work that I put in did pay off, but I didn’t even know the others, nor did I really care to. I saw what needed to be done, grit my teeth, and pushed forward. Aeris knew that what I was doing was necessary, but also that it wasn’t enough. I needed them as much as they needed me. I needed her. It took me a while to really understand that.
That’s why it was impossible for me to follow the lich’s original advice and stay in the Vampire Realm for decades to gain the power I needed to one day protect them. Without their support, I’d never be able to make it. I was not as self-sufficient as I’d like to believe. I needed the others even if trips away from Sanctuary were sometimes necessary. Having it as a place to return to with people I knew in the most authentic sense possible, it had become a fundamental part of who and what I was. Without them, I’d be little more than a shadow of a man. I’d be a lich and live for no other purpose than pursuing power.
I tapped the screen one last time and my Wisdom reached 100,000.
The glow of my body… It was mild compared to the changes I’d experienced in the past. I narrowed my focus to catch any change that had happened inside my body or out, but I was underwhelmed as the seconds passed. The popups indicating what had changed still hadn’t appeared either.
The shining light of my body didn’t die down even after half a minute. Instead, I started to feel that this time might be unique. After a minute passed I began to notice a pressure that was being exhaled from my body’s every pore. It was like my body was ridding itself of all mana, but my Current Mana wasn’t changing at all. That pressure only grew until soon I could feel it building inside of me. My body seemed to become lighter and my luminescence finally shone brighter.
Then the force inside me accelerated. My aura changed from an intangible Light Magic residue to a repellent force that began interacting with the walls of the crevasse and any loose rock particles shook and fell toward the ground. The gravel didn’t have a straight fall, for my aura pushed it aside.
Another minute passed when the rock to either side of me started to moan and crack. The muscles of my body felt powerful but were also twitching and spasming at a rapid rate that was only growing. It felt like I was going to explode. It continued ramping up until my body seemed to hit its limit, then it stopped. Everything became perfectly still. 
One second passed, then another. I started to slow my breathing when I noticed I still hadn’t received any popups. But then, it was as if the world suddenly imploded as all the air, mana, and energy in my surroundings rushed toward me and entered my body as if I was a black hole. Except it didn’t stop in my torso. All of that power rushed into my head. My vision blurred then cleared before plunging me back into a world of dull haze. At one moment, the pressure in my head made it feel like it was going to explode, and in the next everything was being sucked into a single point in the very center of my mind. I knew what was coming next. I reached the peak of the world’s highest roller coaster and was looking down awaiting that moment that gravity would take me.
The explosion came, but my skull and brain matter didn’t lose their form. My very perceptions ruptured and were cast into the world. In that moment, I saw everything in my surroundings. It was like casting Mana Sight except I could travel the world at will and see everything at once or penetrate the smallest hairline fracture in the wall fifty feet away.
I knew what this was even though I hadn’t expected it. It was just like when Shamash was able to perceive the city of Persepolis from a distance of more than a mile…
All the pressure had been released and soon I realized the ability to cast my perceptions was under my control. With a sweep of the area, I turned my attention to our camp. Shamash was there and seemed to sense me, for he nodded his head in the direction of my perception phantom.
“You can see me?” I said, not even sure if it was possible to communicate like this. As soon as I’d opened my proverbial mouth, I realized what was happening. Not only was I casting my perceptions, but I was also casting my voice. This was why mind-speak was so easy for people at a higher level.
Did that mean that Richard’s communication abilities were based on him having an exceptionally strong perception? Once he reached the level where he could unlock this casting ability, what kind of transformation would he undergo? The very notion was almost frightening.
At the speed of thought, I reeled in my perceptions which plunged straight back into my head and my physical senses became my own. Two popups were waiting for me.
Exalted Perceptions
No mana cost.
Cast your perceptions at will to sense the world around you.
Range: 1 foot radius per 1,000 Wisdom.
 
Note: Mana Sight, Forced Learn, and Time Crawl are perfectly integrated with your perceptions when cast. Other sight related abilities also integrate.
 
I could even use my advanced Blue Magic observation abilities through it. And it looked like my range was 100 feet in any direction. If Shamash could see things from a mile away, what kind of Wisdom did that mean he had…
Pulling up my second popup I suddenly became lightheaded.
Pristine Mana Control
The amount of total mana you possess is now calculated with a multiplier of 500(+100) for every point of Intelligence.
Each point of Wisdom imparts 1 Mana Per Second.
All spells cost 90% less mana to cast.
All spells are 100% more powerful.
 
Each point of Wisdom equals 1 Mana Per Second? That meant that my 100,000 Wisdom gave me 100,000 Mana Per Second, or 6,000,000 Mana Per Minute. Only one thing had really changed, but it was more mind-blowing than undergoing the awakening of Exalted Perceptions or even my first time Ascending.
I couldn’t overlook the extra 100 to my mana multiplier, but my mana regeneration had just about increased by ten times what it was before. I was going to have to rethink everything. My buffs, my forms, even my approach to fighting was something that I’d have to reconsider.
The conflict between guilt and euphoric glee began to battle savagely inside of me. Feeling anything positive was like adding fuel to the bonfire of my shame, but a sliver of hope carved out a small abode in my downtrodden spirit. I’d completely eclipsed the enemies of my past. I’d even dared to hope that I’d one day be able to protect the others from the likes of Mistress Nava, but suddenly it became more than just some fleeting dream. Not only was it more likely for me to keep them safe, but it soon might be possible for me to tear the literal life from her body and beat her with it. That was a day I looked forward to even if I’d never be able to go through with it for fear of Lilith.
There were a few things I immediately ruled out. Even with my mana regen rate, it was still impossible for me to buff my Intelligence to 100,000 to get to the next bonus. I’d been using 10x Mind Buff for an extra 6,000 stats, but just to increase that to 10,000 the cost would skyrocket to 9,830,400 Mana Per Minute. For another 80,000 Intelligence, the cost would be astronomical. It seemed that until my Light Magic reached the Grandmaster Rank, that was still out of the question. 
However, I’d almost reached the point where I could use 6x Primordial Cat Form with a bonus of +100% and +60,000 to my Strength and Dexterity indefinitely with more than 2,000,000 MPM to spare. Before I could only stay in 3x Primordial Cat indefinitely which gave me half the stat bonus and left me with a tenth of the MPM.
It was no longer quite as impressive, but I could also use 10x Crimson Incubus without ever running out of mana. It gave +100% and +20,000 to my Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution. Not to mention, I hadn’t even toyed with channeling to Vampire Form yet. It might give me the best Intelligence buff out of all my forms including Light Magic’s Mind Buff. My Dark Magic might even rival my Blue Magic Elements. Minotaur was also one I was interested in messing with.
It was what was now possible with my Ultimate Form, or the mixing of forms, that really had the most promise. I could cast my forms in layers like stacking armor and wouldn’t have to worry about running out of Mana Per Minute.
I suddenly remembered something I’d forgotten to do while wallowing in despair. Casting my perceptions, I quickly found Shamash and asked him, “Did I miss a big opportunity when I didn’t Drain Persepolis?”
He shook his head. “No. When a body is broken down to the point it is under Scorching Sun, nothing remains that is possible to Drain. Just as the spell devours all the Light Mana provided to it, everything it nears has the energy siphoned from it and it too is devoured. I would’ve insisted if there was a real opportunity. Now that you’ve gotten your Wisdom to 100,000, what are you thinking about doing with the rest of your stat points?”
“Well, to buff my Intelligence to 100,000 still isn’t possible, so I’m thinking of increasing that stat, or waiting until I’ve Grandmastered my Light Magic. I’m not sure.”
“Very good. Most advanced creatures in the Underworld all agree on where the pinnacle of power lies. But first, let me assure you that you will never be able to Drain enough stats in order to reach 100,000 in Intelligence. Even if you were to drain the entire Underworld. It’s believed that many eons ago there was a larger variety of living creatures and many of them were far more powerful than is common today. In that era, Draining 100,000 in every stat, even a mental stat, may have actually been possible. But today, that’s no longer the case.”
I wasn’t sure if it was an actual smile that slowly appeared on his face or a crazed smirk, but his enthusiasm rose with every word. “The goal the most powerful creatures dream of is getting 1,000,000 in their preferred stat. Level 100,000 is the practical limit of power for most creatures which only provides 500,000 stat points to spend. With a Drain-like ability from multiple disciplines like Vampire’s Might and Devour, at the most you can get maybe an extra 20,000 to 30,000 points in every stat. But for those ancient few who have long ago reached this apex, they seek the impossible ambition of unlimited power. There are many lost and forgotten disciplines and methods for gaining more power than is possible under normal circumstances. But what you need to know now is that if you survive long enough and join the ancient monsters like the Head Mistress at the apex, you will have the opportunity to join them in the search for these lost arts. This could make the decision you make next the most important decision of your life. If you join them in seeking different methods to raise your stats, increasing your Intelligence to 100,000 could be the difference between failure and the ultimate power. This is why the high noble vampire families consider the wasting of stats as one of the greatest of sins.”
He looked at my perception phantom and narrowed his eyes. “You just need to know that such a thing exists. As for what you should do, you have an option because of your Light Magic talent that few creatures have. You’re right to consider what you’ll be capable of once you’ve Grandmastered Light Magic. If you can place as few stat points into Intelligence as possible while still reaching the 100,000 bonus, you’ll be one step ahead of everyone else at your level and have an advantage that will never disappear. As an example, if there is some unknown entity out there that has 1,000,000 in Wisdom, but you also make it to their same level while also having 100,000 Intelligence, then you’d surpass what is currently considered ultimate power. Spend some time to think it over. With what you’ve been through recently, there’s no hurry.”
“On a final note,” he said, pointing at me. “There are many ways outside of spending your stat points to increase your maximum mana. Ranking up Core Creation is a huge one and your oversaturation buff from Vampire’s Might is still in its infancy stages. There is also your ability to premake mana orbs to drain so that you can quickly replenish your mana even faster which, with your new regeneration rate, will make it almost impossible for you to run out of mana even if you battle an entire army by yourself.”
My perceptions returned to me soon after our conversation had ended. My excitement waned and I was quick to return to thinking of the horrors from earlier in the day. I then thought of Jasmine and decided to check on her with my new perception ability so as not to disturb her.
What I found was not unexpected. Not only had she not fallen asleep, but she lay facing the wall so that no one could see her cry. It wasn’t just some minor whimpering either; her chest was heaving with every sob, yet somehow she remained completely silent. Then I saw the index finger of her hand lying by her cheek. It moved back and forth ever so slightly as she magically directed the tears that should have been falling down her cheeks to jump directly into the air from her tear ducts to float over the bed before slowly dissolving into the air. How many tears had she cried in her life to develop such a skill…?
I didn’t know whether I should run over and rebuke her for not letting herself cry out or scoop her up in my arms and hold her like a bawling child. Instead I returned to the entrance of the nook but didn’t approach her bed. If she needed me then she’d no doubt heard my approach, and if not, I’d give her space.
I still wasn’t in the right mind to do any serious power leveling, but I did begin to refine my mana once again and maxed out my oversaturation buff. For now, it would be enough.
 



Chapter 40 – Snuggles
We left long before Jasmine had enough time to get a full night’s rest. One reason was because of my Light Magic and the change I’d gone through in gaining my 100,000 bonus. If there were any vampires out looking it could’ve drawn them in our direction. But the main reason she didn’t get enough sleep was because—she couldn’t. It was only an hour before Shamash insisted we leave that she had finally succumbed to her drowsiness. Despite this, she didn’t complain. Whether it was the bed’s rest-enhancing properties or she was capable of going without much sleep, it was hard to tell.
I’d only refined half my mana before we left, which gave me just over 30,000,000 MP. It made me much more comfortable traveling. With my new level of mana regeneration, it was hard to be worried unless another Lord Soroush came around. Even then, the more I thought about what I’d was capable of, the more confident I became.
Before, my maximum mana had been incredibly important for my most powerful spells, but now, my mana regeneration had elevated the spells I could cast without tapping into my mana pool to a level I’d never imagined. My most costly spell, Magma, was now possible to cast without ceasing. Filling in the entire Belly wouldn’t be impossible. And that wasn’t using the first tier, but the second tier Andesitic Magma. I’d rarely used it since I’d almost killed myself by breathing in its fumes when escaping the Belly and because it was a colossal area of effect spell. The next time I found myself facing off against an army, Artificial Sun was no longer my only option. 
Just imagine 100,000 Mana Per Second thrown into any number of spells. Flamethrower, Ice Orb, or even Wail of the Banshee could wreck vampire strongholds even if they might not be able to take out a full city. How could I even power level such things? One big spurt of mana was one thing, but I could have a 100,000 MPS Flamethrower going for hours, days, or even weeks at a time…
That didn’t even touch on what I could do with my Light and Dark Magic. It was possible that if I limited Artificial Sun to 100,000 MPS and let it constantly grow at that rate, it could grow to an enormous state. Whether it could reach the Scorching Sun tier again, I couldn’t be sure, but one day, as my Wisdom improved, it would no longer be out of my reach. To cast such a spell at will—no wonder the vampires feared Light Mages.
I didn’t return to a strict power leveling regimen, but, probably due to habit, I began making and repairing orbs. As I did, what I was now capable of became very real to me. Before, I’d been able to make one Master Orb at a time without many problems. Because of my habit of keeping most of my mana refined, I had to rely on my oversaturation buff from Vampire’s Might along with my Mana Per Minute. But now, without ever tapping into my mana pool at all, as long as I slowed down the speed of orb creation, I could easily create five orbs at a time. It was a slower overall process, but because I was making so many, I could churn them out like an assembly line.
Jasmine’s deadpan expression rarely left her face, but that didn’t stop her from systematically power leveling her abilities. Water, Earth, and Nature with her Dark Alignment meant her progress would be slow unless she focused on a single element. She chose to stick with Shamash’s recommendation to slowly build her foundation and level all of her elements at the same time. As she rode on my Embar’s back, she cast three spells consecutively. A slab of earth six by six feet would rise up from the ground in front of her and off to the side. As it rose, a dark vine would shoot out of its center to grow into a plant that looked like a four-foot-tall scorpion’s tail. Water would settle on top of the platform’s surface before forcibly being pressed into the rock. Half the time she succeeded in not destroying the rock slab and turned the slab into a mushy mud-like substance. And even more rarely, she would succeed without destroying her own plant.
The most fascinating thing about blending the two elements and one sub-element was that, if she were successful, the plant would continue living long after she’d left. Olivia’s Nature magic seemed to be limited in that sense. Though I knew she was capable of creating plant minions that were autonomous, most of them would quickly die out after she stopped supplying them with mana. If she did create one that lasted longer without her help, she’d have to till the earth and make sure it had everything it needed before she could leave it. Jasmine could do all of that in an instant.
We traveled all day, and our pace wasn’t as slow as the day before. It would probably take us a week to make it to the same Vampire Gate we’d used before. I wasn’t planning on attacking it this time. As a Trueblood, I’d walk right through it.
In the later half of the day, Shamash breached my self-inflicted silence and asked me to cast Vortex. I didn’t object and cast it while I was in my Vampire Form.
My Master Light Cores didn’t exist in my Vampire Form in the same way they did in my human one. Because of this, refining mana was only possible when I was in my original state. When Energy Vortex was cast, the suction force seemed to stem from my torso, so I’d have to test later if it would disrupt my mana circulation in my normal form. As a vampire, though, I didn’t have any such problems. It was also a vampire specific ability that only some Dark Magic talented Truebloods had.
When I first cast it, I had my Crimson Incubus wings cast as well and they didn’t seem to interfere with Vortex’s ability to gather mana. Watching through the mana realm, I saw mana particles of every Alignment, though mostly Dark because of our surroundings, slowly get caught up in the cyclone that reached out in about a ten-foot radius. When I’d first tested it, I hadn’t messed with it long enough to know how it would filter different types of mana. The spell itself said that its absorption ability was limited to one Alignment of mana at its beginning rank. As the mana particles started to reach me, I found out the answer to my question.
Some Fire, Earth, and Water particles were attracted along with the Dark Mana. As it reached me, I slowly started to feel pressure as if the Vortex were working harder. It was subtle at first, but within a minute the spell was almost ready to collapse. The Alignment it absorbed changed with my form, but because of its current limitations, any mana that was different from its preferred Alignment would stick to me and clogged my ability to absorb.
Shamash asked me to drop the spell, and I did.
“This is a very rich Dark Mana environment,” he said. “And yet you’ve seen the immediate drawback to using this spell at its current rank. Also, what did you notice about the mana cost to absorption ratio?”
I’d been watching mana as closely as the mana particles and how they’d reacted. I reported what I saw. “Even at its opening mana cost, its expensive—more than 10,000 Mana Per Second. As for the amount I was able to absorb, before it started to fail, the most it was gaining was less than 1,000 Mana Per Second.”
“That is why I told you to wait to focus on this spell. Until we are able to find a fairly safe Mana Vein, it is incredibly difficult to advance and worthless to use in a practical sense. Once you are able to advance it to being able to filter and absorb all Alignments, then it will become infinitely more useful. Even then though, it’s a very environment dependent ability. Just as Manu Shah used it to leech mana from the protective barriers in the arena, you’ll only be able to use it in mana-rich environments.”
I realized then that I’d already forgotten the people of Persepolis and immediately felt guilty, but I didn’t stop Shamash from continuing.
As we traveled, he had me cast here and there, but I mostly just listened. His words were a good distraction even if it was difficult for me to completely focus on what he was saying.
That night, we settled on a plateau that rested against a high hanging rock face. Shamash set up a barrier for me to finish my mana refinement, but also so that we could power level if we so desired.
I placed the bed close to the rock face, but not so close that any loose rocks would fall on Jasmine during the night. Shamash added another layer to his barrier which would take care of any falling debris. Though he wouldn’t actively use a barrier to save me in a fight, these kinds of practical things didn’t seem to be against our contract.
Once Jasmine was settled in bed, I sat down a good 50 feet away from her so as not to disturb her and began mindlessly making orbs while I refined my mana. I’d already nearly mastered the mana circulation for dual cores.
I continued to forcibly remember the faces of the people I’d killed. The lich had diverted my attention for a few hours as we traveled, but he left me alone after our basecamp was set up. He’d said he’d give me time to deal with what had happened and was mostly keeping to his word.
I had a sudden sense of Jasmine, so I ejected my senses to check on her and found she’d gotten out of bed and was walking toward me. Her brow was creased as if disconcerted, but it was a change from the impassive way she’d been acting.
Rising to my feet, I turned to meet her. 
She was standing little more than ten feet away still struggling to look me in the eye, but eventually hers met mine. She possessed a determination that hadn’t been there before.
Her hand had already slipped a strap off her left shoulder. One side of her dress hung loosely over her chest but not yet fully exposing her. Her eyes darted away from mine before meeting them again. Seeing that she held my attention, she moved to slip the remaining strap so that her dress might fall.
A thousand things seemed to rush through my mind at once. I was so emotionally drained I could hardly find the strength to care what was going on in front of me. I considered turning around and walking away, but even that would take too much effort. But I wasn’t completely dull spirited. Seeing her there with the intention of giving herself to me, how could something not awaken? She shared the same exotic beauty that Eshana had but with her own little unique qualities.
If I were in my right mind, the thought of Aeris would’ve been like a frozen smack across the face from an Ice Elemental. I wouldn’t be beyond temptation though, even then. 
Being attracted to her was as simple as breathing and seeing how freely she was offering herself to me… But she still wasn’t free.
Before the second strap had slipped from her shoulder, I’d crossed the distance between us and grabbed her wrist with my human hand. Normally, despite the difference in Alignment, a dark elf and human touching wasn’t dangerous unless they released opposing auras. But since Jasmine was also a Vampire, touching her was much more dangerous—especially for me. If I’d never gone through my Ascension, it may have been different, but just a touch was like grabbing her with scolding hot tongs.
She yelped but didn’t pull away.
Even as she shrank back in pain, I changed to my Vampire Form and cast Dark Magic Heal. I kept ahold of her wrist in case she tried something again.
“I’m sorry,” I said softly, before raising my voice. “But what are you doing?”
Becoming as still as a stone, she found a spot low on my chest and bore a hole into it with her gaze. “Do I not please you, my lord?” I saw her wince as she realized she’d addressed me how I’d asked her not to.
The heat in my chest rose as if I were in my Crimson Incubus form, but my growing anger had nothing to do with what she’d called me. Before she could speak, I nearly barked her head off, but calmed myself just prior to speaking. “That has nothing to do with it. You did this for all of your masters?”
She must have been able to feel my anger, for she didn’t speak, but shuddered while nodding her head.
“How many times do I have to say it? I’m not your master, and I’m not a lord,” I said, before realizing I was squeezing her wrist too tight. I loosened my grip but didn’t lose my blunt tone. “If you had a choice, would you have continued sleeping with those lords after marrying your husband?”
It was like she’d been plunged into cold water. “Never,” she whispered. She was soon shaking her head as if she couldn’t stop. The determination she’d had a moment ago had suddenly been leached from her.
Letting go of her wrist, I watched as she fell to her knees. She looked more confused than anything else.
“Don’t do that again,” I commanded before adding weakly, “Get some sleep.”
“I—I don’t know how…” she replied.
Shaking my head to myself, I bent down and pulled her dangling strap to her shoulder before offering her a hand. She took it and I helped her to her feet.
“What do you mean?” I said.
She was quiet for a moment before glancing back at the bed. “I’ve never slept alone.”
Her words were like a lightning mallet striking my chest. “Not even as a child?”
She nodded. “When I was young, I slept with the other kids. Then when I was of age, my new master changed me and…”
I just stared at her without a clue what to say. My eyes swelled. Before I knew what I was doing, I pulled her into my embrace and held her there. If I’d given in to temptation… 
It wasn’t long before tears started flowing, but they weren’t mine. Even as she bawled, she lifted her hand and extended her index finger to command her tears to float off her face and dissipate into the air.
At first, I didn’t stop her, but after a minute I couldn’t take it any longer. I grabbed her hand and forced it away from her face. When I did, she turned and dug her forehead into the Skeletal Armor over my chest.
It had to be ten minutes before I loosened my embrace. When I did, I didn’t let her go, but scooped her off her feet and held her like a child. Reaching the bed, I laid her down and tucked her in. Instead of leaving, I sat down at the edge of the bed and leaned against it so she could feel my presence.
“My father used to do this when I was little and I couldn’t sleep,” I said.
She didn’t say or do anything for a few minutes, but before too long, I felt her scoot over and put her back against mine.
It was then that I noticed Shamash had disappeared from the scene. It was a few minutes before he returned but stayed outside the barrier.
Jasmine’s quivering whimpers came in waves, but still I didn’t move. It was an hour later when her sobbing stopped. I used my perceptions to check on her and I saw that she’d finally fallen asleep.
I didn’t leave her side even then. She was obviously broken. But what could I do? I was broken as well. I immediately thought of Aeris and wished she were here. She’d know exactly what to do. I just needed to return, give Lilith what she’d asked for, then Aeris and the girls would return. Then Jasmine could get some real help.
I couldn’t help but remember the change in Aeris’s voice before I’d left for the vampire realm. I began to shake, but not in sorrow. I was the one who was supposed to go into the Head Mistress’s dungeon alone, face Mistress Nava, and come to the vampire realm—to do the things that the others couldn’t to gain power to protect everyone. In agreeing to execute the succubi’s prisoners, Aeris had taken it upon herself to grow in power for the same reasons regardless of the personal consequences. It was possible that when she returned, she wouldn’t be the same.
I gripped my hands together to try to stop the tremors, but it only helped a little.
I felt Jasmine move and I stiffened. She’d finally fallen asleep and I’d already woken her up.
A small, graceful hand moved across my shoulder and clung to my collarbone as another hand squeezed my arm. Then I felt a cheek press into my back as Jasmine embraced me from behind.
After a moment, I let my body slide down until she was able to hold on to me without having to sit up. As she fell back to her pillow, I leaned my head back to rest on her shoulder as she clung to me.
While looking up through Shamash’s barrier at the dense shadows that clung to the ceiling untold miles overhead, I realized how tired I’d become since leaving Persepolis. Even my natural regeneration seemed to be powerless against this kind of exhaustion. I closed my eyes after an unspecified amount of time and fell asleep.
 



Chapter 41 – Thank You
When I awoke over six hours later, Jasmine was still curled up behind me. If I’d fallen asleep leaning back in the same way before coming to the Underworld then I probably wouldn’t have been able to move my neck for a week. But with a simple Dark Magic Heal, the stiffness evaporated.
When I sat up, her hand fell from my shoulder.
It was too much to ask that she’d be able to sleep any longer. She sat up in bed almost as soon as I moved.
Shifting around, I greeted her with a grin.
Her eyes darted to the floor.
I responded by bending down to cut off her line of sight to try to coax her to look at me. “So what you’re saying is that the floor looks more interesting than I do, huh?”
When her eyes shot up and she was clearly jumbled, I lightly chuckled.
Then the craziest thing happened. She smiled. It was a skittish little thing that mostly matched her manner over the last couple of days, but it was authentic enough.
“So what would you like for breakfast?” I said, putting on my best snotty waiter impression.
Her eyes didn’t drop to the floor, but sheepishly looked away.
I was sure to follow up with another grin. “I know my impressions are terrible. I’m really sorry you had to see that.”
She looked at me again, shaking her head seriously when I laughed. She let out a giggle as weak as a whimper.
“That’s better,” I said, sifting through my inventory. “So what do you like to drink? I had you drain all of the non-beast-feeder blood except for what you were carrying. I’m sorry if that’s what you would’ve preferred, but I’m a human and I don’t want you to eat me so… Also, all my vampire friends are beast-feeders, so there’s that too.”
“You have vampire friends, Elorion?” she replied.
“Besides you?” I narrowed my gaze. “Yes. Some of the best people I know are vampires. Here. This is my favorite.”
Pulling out a bottle of Smith’s Dregs, I handed it to her. “It was actually a dark elf that introduced me to this. She’s not a vampire but is the one who educated me on vampire drinks.”
She popped the cork on the bottle with an expert hand. “Is she your fiancée?”
“No. We did go on a date, though. It was really just a way to pay her back for almost killing her in the arena. My fiancée is human, or at least I think she is. She’s a Wind Sprite who can also turn into a Wind Wisp. You’ll meet her when we get to where we’re going.”
“Oh,” she replied, taking a drink.
“Don’t worry. You guys will be great friends. How’s it taste?”
“It’s good.”
“What do you really think?”
“A little too sweet.”
“Hrmm. If that’s the case.” I started looking through my inventory but then I had the idea to check the Master Ring. Switching to it, I scanned for blood. I was suddenly glad I was sitting down. 133 bodies of Trueblood were staring back at me. Not 1, not 3, but 133…
“Uh.”
Hearing her hesitation, I removed my senses from the ring. “If you have a question, unless there’s a chance talking might put us in danger, you don’t have to ever fear asking me. Even if it’s the dumbest question any dark elf has ever asked. At the worst, I’ll savagely tease you until you give me a death glare. Then I’ll feel bad and let you hit me—preferably on the arm.”
“Okay… You made a face like something was wrong. Is anything—wrong?”
“Not for long.” I began removing metal cylinders from my Master Ring and undid their lids. “Drain these in this order without looking.”
She was a little taken aback, but I’d already had her Drain a full shop of blood, so she wasn’t too hesitant.
I’d set out a dozen cylinders. They were broken up into four sets of three. I pointed to each group in order. The first had Quarter-blood, the second Half-blood, the third Full-blood, and the final group had Trueblood. Normally, one would have to depend on vast quantities of lower quality blood to build their bloodline, but with enough of the higher quality, it wasn’t difficult for someone to become Trueblooded.
She Drained each group as I asked without looking. I could tell as the last bit of blood began to fill her that she could feel that something had changed, and it wasn’t insignificant.
“Go ahead, and take a look,” I said.
She jolted in her seat. With both hands covering her mouth, she stared blankly for a long moment before she started waving them frantically back and forth. She looked up at me with tear-filled eyes, but they were no longer tears of grief. “I—I—I. I don’t know how to thank you.”
“Then just say it. Thank you. It doesn’t take more than that.”
“Thank you. Thank you, Elorion,” She threw her legs off the bed and leaned forward until her face was only inches from mine. “It must take more than words because…” She motioned toward her popup like it explained everything. 
“Is that really how a Trueblood acts?”
She laughed fully for the first time. “I will do anything you ask of me.”
“Then return with me and become a part of Sanctuary. We’re all one big family.” I realized she might not understand the concept of having friends as close as family, so I added, “Or at least like one. None of us are really related, so you’ll fit right in. Just be prepared for a lot of vampire jokes because we’re a bunch of human teenagers. Get to know them. Help where you can. Protect them if necessary, and we’ll protect you.”
She pounced like a giant cat and wrapped her arms around my neck. Her knee was digging into my calf muscle, but I didn’t make her move. She finally sat back onto the edge of the bed and began patting her lap without stopping. She began saying, “thank you,” over and over again as if singing a song.
After her little caper was over, she let out an exaggerated sigh. “And what about you?” she said, suddenly serious. “You said I should protect them, and you all will protect me, but who protects you?”
“By staying safe you protect my peace of mind so that I can do what I must to keep everyone safe,” I replied.
She lowered her eyes as she nodded, but I noticed she seemed to be seriously contemplating something.
“Besides, that’s not the only thing,” I said fondly. “When I get home Aeris probably won’t let me go anywhere without her ever again.”
 
***
 
I hadn’t actually refined any mana but had my first night’s rest in who knows how long. It had helped to relieve some of my emotional exhaustion, and I was thinking clearer. My mind was still constantly on my 600,000 victims, but I started to allow myself to look forward. No little part of that was because of Jasmine. Without Aeris here to take care of her, I had no choice but to step up. I couldn’t just be content with protecting her. She needed more than that, so I’d try to do whatever I could.
It wasn’t just my attentiveness toward her that changed, but I also returned to power leveling like a madman. I began systematically going through my Forms that I’d stopped leveling at 95 and got them all to level 100 in two days. My mana regeneration was at such a level that excessive channeling was no longer as tedious. 
One form that I’d yet to spend much time with but had a lot of promise soon rose to compete with Vampire as my third best form. In time, it could even outdo Primordial Cat.
Minotaur Form
Level: 100
Cost: 5,000 Mana Per Minute (500 with buffs)
Strength: +1 for every Character Level, +100% Strength
Dexterity: +1 for every Character Level, +100% Dexterity
Constitution: +1 for every Character Level, +100% Constitution
Special Abilities: Magic Resistance, Wild Bull
Magic Resistance: 
Level 1
5% Damage Resistance to every School of Magic 
Wild Bull: Pushes past any mind-affecting status effects and allows you to continue your attack.
Note: This puts you in a state of auto attack if you lose consciousness. Target picked at random. If you regain consciousness the attack stops immediately.
 
Its cost was almost nothing and even though enhancing it through channeling didn’t work as well as my other forms, the +1 for every Character Level was mind-blowing. For not even a fraction of the cost, its base buffs were now greater than Primordial Cat and Crimson Incubus because I’d reached 29,641. They could still outdo it, but it required much more mana. There was simply no other way of getting my Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution to 50,000 for such a tiny mana cost.
I still needed to find a way to improve its Magic Resistance ability, but I wasn’t worried about figuring something out in the future. Once I’d mastered it, it was possible that it would surpass all but my Primordial Cat Form.
With my unreal level of mana regeneration, force leveling my forms wasn’t the only thing I was able to work on. I’d been neglecting working on leveling my Dark Magic to the Advanced Rank. Since I’d been trying so hard to blend my Dark and Blue Magic, I hadn’t been able to push it as hard as I could. But now, I did both. 
As expected, even at the Intermediate rank, my Dark Magic was more susceptible to channeling than my Blue Magic would ever be. I flew up more than a thousand feet so that there was no chance of harming Jasmine. She continued to ride forward on Brat’s back and power leveled her own magic—although I’d seen her watching me more than once.
I was in 4x Vampire Form with my Crimson Incubus Wings behind my back. I had 48 seconds before I’d run out of the mana bonus from enhancing the form. 4x gave me an additional 40,000 Intelligence and 24,000,000 MP at a cost of 500,000 Mana Per Second. I had no desire to tap into my refined mana, so I’d make complete use of the 24,000,000 MP before dropping the form back to 1x which only cost 500 MPS.
This Vampire Form was completely unlike anything else I had in the way its channeling worked. In some ways it was superior even to Primordial Cat Form. But, instead of having to double the amount of MP to it to gain the benefits of channeling, I had to push it to ten times the amount to just double the stat bonuses. The Intelligence bonus also doubled, at first, but then the bonus halved each time I poured ten times more mana into it to reach each of the form’s tiers. 
With my left hand outstretched, the pressure from my Dark Magic aura intensified. The space around me began to darken even without the mana escaping from my body as if the surrounding dark mana particles were attracted to me. All the held back energy burst from my hand. An ocean of Dark Magic lightning covered the sky in an instant. I tried focusing it and pushing it further so as to see how far it could possibly reach.
I wasn’t just using the base spell from my Dark Magic Alignment, but also Blue Magic blended with it in a chaotic entanglement. It wasn’t perfection that I was going for, but absolute destruction.
My aim was nothing but the space above the Cavern Level in the direction we’d already come. The ceiling was more than a couple miles above, so nothing would be harmed by my magic. My sole goal was to stretch myself and my Dark Magic to see what it was truly capable of.
As the lightning was concentrated into a loose beam, the static power took on a new state. It was like hate had liquified and wanted nothing more than to express itself.
At one time, reaching a distance of twenty feet was impressive for my Dark Magic lighting. But now, its range had extended to more than a mile and it was impossible for me to accurately measure how much further than that it reached.
In a matter of seconds I’d run out of the excess mana and let my Vampire Form return to its normal state. It took about five minutes to recharge my Vampire Form’s ability to provide its MP bonus. I flew down to rejoin Jasmine and Shamash as I waited.
She looked over after casting one of her mounds that was already twice the size it had been before. I’d provided her with more than a thousand Minor Dark Orbs she’d could drain to speed up her mana recovery, so her power leveling had also sped up. The scorpion-like plant she summoned was also three times the size it had been and taller than I was. She now only failed one out of five times.
She gave me a timid grin, and I couldn’t help but praise her improvement.
“Thank you,” she replied, holding my gaze a few seconds longer than she’d dared to yesterday.
It took six days for us to go from Persepolis to the Vampire Gate. Each night, I’d lean against Jasmine’s bed as she nestled up against my back. In many ways she remained distant, but she’d slowly started to show me little pieces of herself. As much as I liked to think that I was helping her, I was fully aware that she was helping me recover just as much, if not more so.
My mana refinement was finished in no time, so I worked on small little experiments between elements instead of power leveling. This way I wouldn’t wake her. It wasn’t as efficient as I would’ve been on my own, but I didn’t regret it for a moment. My Light Magic neared the 80% mastery marker that Bishop Mather had mentioned. Beyond that, it would become increasingly difficult to reach the Grandmaster Rank.
 
***
 
Jasmine’s delicate hand settled into mine. The wariness she’d felt around me when we’d first met had disappeared entirely. The nervous energy I felt coming from her was because of something else. She was about to make her first public appearance as a Trueblood.
We walked toward the same Vampire Gate I’d killed my way through weeks ago. As two Truebloods with an escort whose level couldn’t be discerned, we strolled toward the wide tunnel that bore straight down into the earth and would take us to the Dungeon Level.
The dark elf vampire at my side had had her power and ability explode in the last week since I met her, but her level was still low, so we decided that instead of just being my relative, she’d play the part of my young wife. Even though she was technically older than me, I was more than three times her level and was accustomed to the customs of vampire nobility. Keeping her close would help her deal with her nerves. The vampires at the Vampire Gate wouldn’t look at her as closely either if they knew she was taken. Even though the Tammaro family was low on the vampire nobles’ social ladder, they were still Truebloods. If anyone tried anything, I’d just kill them all.
The two guards in their dark-platemail and cloaks on either side of the entrance weren’t hiding their presence and instead bowed as we passed.
Jasmine’s grip tightened.
Watching her through the corner of my eye, I saw her standing as straight as a tent pole. Her facial features didn’t waver, but it would be impossible for someone not to notice her unease.
“Don’t worry,” I said as we descended the stairs. “The Dungeon Level might be untamed, but its creatures are far less dangerous than the Cavern Level on average. You should be able to make short work of 99% of them on your own. As for the rest, they will give me an opportunity to impress you.” It was all part of the backstory Shamash and I had made up. It would hopefully provide a decent excuse for Jasmine’s jitters.
“Yes, my lord husband,” she replied woodenly. Glancing over to me, her eyes widened in self-depreciation.
Using mind-speak, I responded, “You’re doing fine. Don’t focus on not being nervous and what you’re doing wrong. It will just make you more nervous. Instead, think about how jealous these guys are because their wives aren’t nearly as pretty as mine.”
We were out of sight as we descended the stairs, so no one else could see her blush. If she was awkward before, she became even more so.
“I’m teasing you,” I added. “But what I said isn’t untrue. This region of the vampire realm is quite racist, but the guards here are all young. Also, the Tammaro family has guarded this Vampire Gate for a long time, so they’re used to seeing all kinds of people. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d fight each other over the chance to marry you. Of course, you’re far too good for them.”
She didn’t answer as she processed what I’d said.
The chamber where I’d fought the Tammaro guards eventually came into view. At first glance, I could see the scarring my Light Magic had left. The dark-stone had originally possessed its own shadow aura that made it easier for the guards to remain hidden until the last moment. But now, the floor looked like nothing but dull black tile. As we drew nearer and the room came into view, I looked past the guard to see the scarring reached from the floor to the pillars lining either side of the room and all the way up to the ceiling.
The two guards to either side of the entrance were already facing us as we finished our descent and bowing their heads.
It was then that Jasmine squeezed up against my arm and rested her head on my shoulder.
I whispered through mind-speak, “Good.”
The Tammaro guards were already lined up to either side as an honor guard when we arrived. There were more than before, and some stayed back from the line by the pillars while others floated overhead. 
A guard captain that was level 50,000 stood off to the side but greeted us with a lesser bow of his head. “My lord. My lady. I am Captain Giv of the Tammaro family. Might I enquire of your name and your purpose for visiting the Dungeon Level?”
I pulled Jasmine to a stop. I wasn’t surprised that we’d be questioned after their guards had been wiped out in the last couple of months. It was still abnormal for nobles to be questioned at checkpoints. “Well met, Captain Giv. Is it necessary to give our family name? I may or may not have a younger brother who is too fond of my newlywed wife and hasn’t given us any peace. He’s still too young to find himself a wife, but that doesn’t mean he won’t chase us here if he finds any clues to where we’ve gone. So we’re here to escape for a few months while building my bride’s confidence with random encounters against these lower level monsters and having a bit of an adventure.”
“Forgive me, but I must insist. I can make a note to not tell anyone of your passing, but because we were attacked recently and lost fifty men, we are taking extra precautions.”
“My condolences to the Tammaro family. I’d heard in passing that there had been an attack, but I didn’t realize it had been to such a point.” I felt Jasmine’s grip tighten on my arm but made a conscious decision not to look at her to keep as much of the attention on myself as I could. “Very well, we are of the Vidarna family.”
Immediately, Captain Giv bowed his head lower than before and thanked me. He knew of the Vidarna family that was famous in the north. It would probably be better to say that they were infamous. They were known for massacring more than one family that had crossed them. They also were known to be open to vampires of all races, so they fit what we were looking for.
As we passed by the captain, Jasmine lifted her head from my shoulder but kept ahold of my arm. She seemed relieved.
I made a show of scanning the honor guard that had lined up to salute us as we passed. Their heads were down, but there were a number of eyes watching—mostly Jasmine.
“I caught seven out of the first ten admiring you,” I said through mind-speak.
Her head slammed into my shoulder as if she were trying to burrow in and hide herself.
I broke normal etiquette and laughed aloud. Releasing her hand, I swung my arm over her shoulder and pulled her close.
Once past the guards and nearing the tunnel of the actual Dungeon Level, I stopped and called out to the guard captain without turning around. “Captain. I know it’s beneath the dignity of your noble family to receive charity.”
I summoned a magic bag from my inventory that I’d prepared for this moment. Holding it out to the side, I dropped it to the ground. “But it seems that while I was here I dropped something and was already gone before you could return it. It would be a shame if the Tammaro family didn’t make use of such funds especially after losing so many young men. Be well.”
I took another step before adding, “And Captain, I’d appreciate it if you kept your word and didn’t tell anyone of our passing through.”
With that, I left for good.
Many minutes later, Jasmine had yet to let go of my arm but braved a question. “What did you leave them?”
“Fifty Master Dark Orbs,” I replied.
“Why? Weren’t you the one that killed their men?”
“I am. I know that it might seem like I’m degrading their worth by giving so little, but no amount of money can ever make up for the lives of fifty people.”
“That’s not what I mean. Aren’t they your enemies? Why give them anything?”
“No, not really. I saw them that way once. If they knew I was human they would probably attack me. However, when I attacked them, they were but a lock that I had to break because I didn’t have the right key. I treated them as if their lives were as worthless as a stone that stood in my path and kicked them out of my way. There’s nothing I can do to bring them back but doing nothing is also wrong. So…”
“You’re the best person I’ve ever known.”
I laughed grimly at her response. “I killed everyone you’ve ever known, and you think I’m a good person?”
A sharp pain suddenly shot through my arm. I looked over at Jasmine in utter astonishment. She was glaring up at me with tiny lines of blood running down the sides of her mouth.
“Would I bite you if I wasn’t absolutely sure you’d never hurt anyone unless you had to?” she rebuked.
“Okay, fine,” I replied. “You win. You’re definitely a dark elf.”
“Yes, I am. And since you’re not my master, I don’t sit back and listen to you talk badly about the person I most respect in the world. Do it again, and I’ll bite you.” As soon as she was finished, she rested her head against my shoulder once more. The bite marks had already healed.
I didn’t know how to respond. It seemed like this outburst was something she’d been working up to over the last couple of days. 
There was one question I had to ask though. “How do I taste?”
“Good,” she said without a second’s hesitation.
“How good?”
She looked up at me then licked the blood from both sides of her mouth. “Very good.”
I snorted. “I’m not going to wake up in the middle of the night with you biting me, am I?”
She rolled her eyes. That was another first. “You don’t really sleep, if you’d forgotten, and Aeris will be at your side.”
For some reason, her response made me feel immediate regret. Not because I’d asked such a silly question, but because I’d miss it being just the two of us. If I had no place to return to, and I hadn’t met Jale, I could already feel how easy it would be to develop more intimate feelings for her. Part of that was probably because of the disaster we’d survived together. I wanted nothing more than to pave a path for her to find happiness. Taking the leap from doing it as her friend to something more wasn’t a large one to make. 
But she was right. I had Aeris. I immediately felt guilty and acknowledged that I’d been treating Jasmine the same way I would her. The way I teased her, and even flirted, wasn’t something I’d intended, but I’d been doing it nonetheless. In reality, I had more experience killing stuff than with girls. I’d have to make a conscious effort to contain myself and keep both of us from developing emotions that were inappropriate. That was another way I could protect Jasmine.
“Well let’s hurry,” I said. “It’s been too long since I’ve had a strip of bacon the size of my arm. I’m sure we can figure out a way to mix bacon grease with blood so that you can experience such bliss.”
“I changed my mind,” Jasmine replied. “You’re the grossest person that I’ve ever met.”
I filled the tunnel with laughter. Finally, I’d returned to the Dungeon Level and was on my way home.
 



Chapter 42 – Rushing Home
We continued our travels just like we’d done before, except this time we had many more random monster encounters because these tunnels were much less traveled. I guessed it was also because the monsters here possessed a whole different level of stupidity. 
The closer we got, the more excited I became and I hoped to be within range to speak with Richard soon. We still had miles to go, but—wait a minute. If Richard had been leveling up, then his range should also have increased. I wasn’t sure if he’d be listening now, or even in this direction, but it was worth trying.
“Hey, man,” I said, aiming mind-speak in his direction while willing it to reach him. “Can you hear me?”
Not even a second went by before I heard a sharp whisper in response. “Elorion! You’re back?”
“Yes sir. Why are you whispering?”
“Elorion?” Russ’s voice also came in hushed tones. “Ahh man, we’re saved. Look, Travis came back—”
“He seriously didn’t go with Kylie?” I said, almost shouting. Letting my wings disappear, I fell to the ground to walk at Jasmine’s side where she was riding Brat. I wasn’t sure it was appropriate to be so quick to celebrate him letting her go back to the surface without him, but I couldn’t help it. Our heavy metal werewolf had returned. “That’s great.”
There was a moment of silence before Russ continued. “Elorion, he’s dead.”
The world started to spin as the grin fell from my face. “What did you say?”
“Mistress Nava’s humans came to Sanctuary and the first thing they did was try to take over. We fought them and Travis had already returned, but… Elorion, even he couldn’t do anything. They’re all level 10,000 and their leader is a Fire Mage they call Napalm and has some freakishly powerful fire that sticks like acid. While we were fighting them, Travis rushed in and injured him, but was covered in the stuff. It ate right through his metal armor like it was melting him, and he’s gone. We’re all locked up. Mel was fighting him too and he fell in the Pits. He—he might be dead as well.”
All the emotional strength Jasmine had helped me recover was immediately sapped from my body. The only reason I didn’t fall over and curl up like a wounded animal was because my physical stats were far too high.
I turned to Jasmine and even though Russ was still talking I didn’t hear a word he said.
She jumped off the Embar immediately and rushed over. “What is it?”
“My friends are dead,” I mumbled. “Two of them. Travis and Mel. I have to go.”
Spinning to face Shamash who’d been floating along behind us in his lich form, I gave him the most severe look I’d ever given a living creature. “Bring Jasmine to Sanctuary and even use your promise to save my life on her if you have to. Shamash. If she doesn’t make it there safely, I will never sign another contract with you. Never.”
“She will arrive safely,” he replied with all certainty. “I guarantee it.”
Jasmine said in a panic, “Where are you—”
“I must save the rest of my friends. Shamash will bring you along safely and when you join me, I’ll have… I’ll see you soon.”
Her eyes were darting around, and she was blinking frantically.
I grabbed her shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “It will be okay. Really.”
She nodded.
I’d already taken a few steps which quickly turned into a sprint. 6x Primordial Cat Form with 14x Muscle Buff rapidly replaced my Vampire Form. With 80,000 in my physical stats that could be sustained indefinitely, I decimated the path beneath me like an enraged ancient dragon as I charged forward.
Reaching my top speed, it became almost impossible to see clearly because my vision had become a blur. I threw my perceptions ahead of me and tried to run at the same time.
I plowed into the walls a dozen times before getting a feel for how to navigate with my senses extended beyond my physical body. The damage to my body didn’t matter.
“Richard,” I rumbled. “Can you help guide me.”
“Yes,” he replied. “I got a lock and I’m following you now. Be exceptionally careful. Remember they’re all over level 10,000.” He stuttered a few times. “Elorion, you’re moving incredibly fast. What level are you now?”
“Just make sure I don’t take a wrong turn and tell the guys it will be over very soon.”
 
***
 
There’s a state of rage where you lose all semblance of control to the point of even blacking out. This same state exists even for someone with extremely high mental stats, but it undergoes a radical change.
The world turned red and each of my senses were pulled tight like guitar strings that were about to snap. My purpose became the singularity of my conscious state. All other information except what I cared about was cut off. I ate away at the miles at a speed that only the fastest aircraft could travel while leaving ruin in my wake.
My worry for Jasmine’s ability to follow after me was the only thing that slipped through, but then I remembered how Shamash had literally turned the walls in the Head Mistress’s dungeon into a phantom image that Lord Darius’s whole army could walk through. It wouldn’t be a problem, so I didn’t think of her again.
It was the memory of Travis that filled the recesses of my mind. He’d been a part of the first group I’d joined when entering the Underworld and he’d been with me ever since. He was the one to join me in the Belly to fight off the great hordes of monsters that ceaselessly attacked. It was there that he was bitten with werewolf venom. Then I remembered him turning into his werewolf form as he left Sanctuary for what I believed to be the last time.
I don’t know exactly how long it took me. Only that it felt like a couple of minutes and forever all rolled up into one. It was as if I had been plunged into a sea of sorrow with only my anger to drive me to the surface. Travis and I had spent more time together than I’d spent with anyone else besides Aeris. I’d helped him gain control of his werewolf form while learning that we could feel each other’s emotions as we fought. The girls had just been taken from us at that time and we were both trying to figure out how to deal with not being able to see them. If it wasn’t for him, I very likely would have gone insane.
I recognized the unique mix of mana in the air as I neared. What should have taken me a week took less than a day. I started to slow and, by the time I’d reached the barrier the Head Mistress had left with a unique signature that would only affect me, I’d come to a crawl.
Shamash and I had only talked about this barrier briefly on our trek home. He basically said the same thing to me as he’d said when I’d been forced to leave. The only difference was that he’d said that now I wouldn’t need him to help me figure it out.
The ethereal barrier stood before me with a subtle golden glow. I’d tried to tear my way through it in Primordial Cat Form when I’d first been banished. I’d only been level 802 at the time, and I’d returned at level 29,641. Seeing the barrier now, I knew it could no longer hold me back and even if I wanted to smash my way through it would fall easily to my will. The person that had left here weeks or some odd months ago no longer existed. My hands were no longer clean but stained with enough blood to drown dozens of people many times over.
Even though I knew I could shatter the barrier with brute strength, I let my Primordial Cat Form fade and all that was left was indignation in human form. Mana shot from both my hands. Dark in my left and Light in my right. Both Alignments touched together in perfect measure as they bombarded the barrier. Calamity howled into a mass of growing destruction until it was taller than I was. Under such power the barrier put up no resistance and it parted like burning paper.
Calamity remained in place for less than ten seconds before I heard a sound like rushing wind that echoed through Sanctuary’s Outer Perimeter and the tunnel behind me. The Head Mistress’s barrier was completely destroyed.
I marched forward with a still expression. On the surface, I was calm, but inside me was a tumult of murderous purpose. I couldn’t help but imagine what state Travis’s corpse had been left in.
Nothing obscured my path in the Outer Perimeter, and I headed right for the Pits. I immediately noticed Khun’s handiwork on the walls of the first and second levels which were now covered in murals. Jala, the young dark elf girl he was fond of, was a constant theme, but so were other characters I wasn’t familiar with. I regretted not being able to start the search for her, but for now that was a fleeting thought.
I ignored the murals for now and walked close to the edge of the long path that was surrounded on both sides with a deep pit. With Mana Sight at full power, I didn’t see what I was looking for in the pit on the left side of the path, but then checking the right, I saw it immediately.
Taking a running step, I leaped into the pit. Near the center of the room against the far wall lay a figure that was barely holding on to life.
He was surrounded by a thick aura of Dark Magic which seemed to be holding his life force inside like a feeble balloon that could burst at any moment.
“Mel,” I said without any intention of hiding my presence. “It is Elorion. Drop your Dark Magic. I’m going to heal you.”
A muffled voice came from inside the shroud of Dark Magic. “Elorion. You’ve come.”
As his aura dissolved and his mangled body became clear, I threw my arm forward with a large surge of Light Magic. It was a hundred times more than necessary to heal him, but my very spirit was shaking as I struggled to restrain my fury.
His limbs straightened so quickly it looked like they’d break again from the force of being put in place. He only grunted as my magic did its work.
Not all of him was healing, for he’d fallen on a jagged rock which had lodged in his back.
I wasn’t as kind as I should have been as I hauled him into the air with both of my hands under his arms. I gnashed my teeth as I saw the rock that stretched from one side of his back to the other, but it wasn’t very tall. It had still severed his spine and would have to be removed.
“Sorry, friend,” I said through gritted teeth. “It will be over soon.”
I held him up with one arm as I jerked the stone out of his back with my other hand. His blood tried to gush out, but as a Light Mage it had to obey my every command. Nearly all of my 100,000 MPS surged into his body, and his nervous system, spine, and tissue were fused together in less than a minute.
When I let go of his arm, he was completely restored.
He was taking great gulping breaths of air and I wasn’t sure why.
He saw my look and answered with a weak grin. “I missed breathing so much that I’m trying to make up for all of the time I’ve lost.”
“How long?” I said. “How long have you been down here?”
“Two weeks. More or less.”
His answer pelted me like stinging rain in the midst of a hurricane. “I’m sorry it took me so long. Let’s get the others.”
I didn’t even look or turn to get the right angle, before exploding from where I stood. I landed before the entrance to the Master Chamber which was blocked with one of Sanctuary’s stone doors. I knew very well how thick and sturdy these magic reinforced walls were. This one as well as its frame and foundation had been blown to nothing when our Mana Cannon had fired at Mistress Nava. She’d been unharmed but 8,000,000 MP had been fired over a couple of seconds. Even now it was a pretty impressive display of power. It looked like they’d been able to do a lot of repairs while I was gone.
My perception launched forward and pierced the door. The mana cannon stood before me in better shape than it had been before we’d fired it the first time. It had been upgraded?
One thing was certain. There was no sign that mana was being channeled to the mana lens or in the walls. In the room, I saw a couple of dwarves working. It looked like they were adding levels to the stone barricade that had acted as cover and a last line of defense before an enemy could enter the Master Chamber.
I sensed Mel had arrived on the platform behind me. Without looking back, I asked him to stand back.
“Did you get ahold of Richard to know what you’re up against?” Mel said.
“I did.”
Primordial Cat Form once again erupted to 6x. Not only did Mel move back, but he started to run. The last time he’d seen this form, it was a shadow of its current glory. With a single swipe of my claws, the wall crumbled and showered the room behind it.
A moment later, I took a step into the room in my human form with my Skeletal Armor covering me from the neck down.
The two dwarves hadn’t just stopped working, but they sat on the floor shellshocked. I tossed them a heal which slapped them back to reality. They looked up at me in bewilderment.
“Forgive the intrusion,” I said. “You can keep working.”
I strolled past them and neither of them so much as breathed.
When I entered the room that was directly adjacent to the Master Chamber, a new face had stalked in, outraged as he sought to investigate the noise. It was obvious the man didn’t expect to see me marching right for him.
I didn’t bother giving him much of my attention. He had a sinister look and wore a familiar chocolate colored breastplate.
A bolt of lightning shot from his hand. I didn’t block or dodge it, but ate it on the chest without even slowing down. My tail emerged like a twenty-foot-long switchblade and swiped across the ground to wrap around his leg. Before he could cast a second spell, he collided face first with the floor as I lifted him up by the leg.
He didn’t stop struggling and tried to get turned around so he could see me. Before he accomplished it, my fist battered into his temple. The force threw him into the wall where his head pounded against it before bouncing off. He swung from my tail like butchered meat.
I dragged him into the Master Chamber where Khun appeared and tried to stop me. I knew he had no choice because Mistress Nava’s goons had taken control of Sanctuary, so I didn’t give him much of a chance to respond.
A jet of water with enough pressure to push an elephant across the room flew into his chest. He switched to his phantom form in an instant, so that the water jet passed through him. Right behind him was the pedestal that held the orbs that had been placed by the current dungeon master. The burst of water sent them all flying from the platform to bounce across the ground.
I saw Khun’s grin as I walked right through him and place a Master Light Orb right in the center of the pedestal to retake command of Sanctuary.
“Welcome, Master Elorion,” Khun said from behind me. I filled the cylindrical platform with master orbs of all kinds. Not only did I regain control of my home, but Khun went through a transformation of his own. His color was based upon the mana orbs available, and now he had at least one Master Orb of each of the main elements and two of Dark and Light. I even gave him one from the rare sub-element Magma.
When I spun to face him, he no longer had any overwhelming tone or shade of color. Even in his phantom form he had the complexion of a living person. “I’ve missed you, Khun. Give me a minute to take care of something.” Seeing that the door to the Living Quarters was shut, I asked, “Are they all in inside?”
“Yes, Master. They heard the commotion and are starting to realize what has happened. It looks like they are lining up to await your arrival. Shall I open the door for you?”
“Mel.” I turned to him before answering Khun’s question.
“Yes,” he replied from where he stood glaring at the entrance. He was ready to charge in and give it everything he had.
“Stay here and guard the platform. If any of them try to escape, throw everything you have at them. Don’t hesitate to kill them if you can.”
“You don’t need my help?”
I gave him an emotionless smile. “No.”
Facing Khun, I gave him my answer. “Open the door.”
 



Chapter 43 – Stop
Besides my always cast 10x Mind Buff, I walked into the Living Quarters with nothing but my natural form. I saw the people lined up against me standing a couple hundred feet out but paid them little heed.
To my immediate right was the dining hall and in the distance I could hear the occasional grunting of cave swine. To my left were the crafting stations but I’d hoped to hear the steady tempo of Russ’s hammer. With every glance I remembered Travis’s face and small moments where we’d crossed paths, spoken, or given each other a hard time.
I shook my head to help clear the tears welling up in my eyes. “Where are you guys?” I said to Richard through mind-speak.
“We’re locked up on the second floor, but don’t try to come and get us directly,” he urged. “Skyler has a clear view and says they’re all waiting for you.”
“It’s okay. I’m already here.”
“Go back!” Skyler roared, not bothering to use mind-speak, from across the living quarters on the second floor. His voice echoed through the gigantic space.
I’d even missed him, the moron.
“Go back,” a mocking squeal came from the group standing against me.
I finally turned my attention on the wretched monsters facing me as their taunts started to fly. Besides a girl that stood at the end of the line and the pipsqueak standing next to her, it looked like an inmate cosplay party. Starting on my right, three of the guys had their shirts removed with tattoos covering their bodies. Two of them were bald white guys and the third was a short Hispanic guy who stood with his arms puffed out and his hands in fists. The most ridiculous part was that they hadn’t removed their platemail leggings. On the surface they would’ve had impressive physiques, but here they were utterly lacking.
The next was a redheaded girl that was taller than all three of them who looked funny trying to stare down her nose because she was supermodel thin. At least she was dressed in a lavender leather breastplate that was fastened over a long silver shirt with dark pants. So she only looked partially disjointed with her supposed intimidating look.
The girl next to her was a little plump in the face and had some ridiculous forearms that were on full display as she held a sledgehammer type weapon at the waist with both hands.
I skipped over the next guy, for he was the one I was looking for. Beside him was a heavily muscled black guy with a shaved head and a full beard. He seemed to be dressed in some kind of monk garb that was cream and navy blue.
It was the pipsqueak next to him that had just mocked Skyler. He must have been some kind of magic user to have so much courage in such a small body.
The girl on the end was small but attractive and if I had to guess was Korean. She wore a plain black dress and was the only one not meeting my eyes. Maybe they weren’t all willing accomplices…
As for the guy I’d skipped, he wore a sleeveless crimson robe and looked like he was always squinting with his small little eyes and full, dark eyebrows. He stood with his arms crossed and watched me with a smirk. “You must be Elorion the Light Mage,” he said with extra emphasis on my talent.
“You’re Napalm?” I didn’t hide my hostile tone, and I certainly wasn’t in the mood for a conversation. I began walking toward him without moving my glare. “Where’s Travis?”
“He died like a dog,” the bald shirtless guy on the end said with a laugh.
I marked those that laughed with him. More than half the group. The feeling of pain that Travis and I had shared while we’d fought as werewolves hit me like a hot flash. I’d shared so much with him and yet now he was gone. I’d once considered vampires monsters, but then found out they weren’t all the same. As for the person standing before me, he was the true monster.
The raging sea of mana that churned inside me started to leak and my aura of Light Mana spilled into the air around me. The unconscious man that dangled behind me I lifted up with my tail where all could see.
“Speaking of dogs, this one’s yours.” I stopped walking.
They didn’t cry out or show fear, but the growing murmurs between themselves grew feverish.
I unsummoned my tail, and the man fell. I reached up and caught him by the same foot with my right hand. Without taking a single step, I swung him up and repositioned my hand before tossing him like a ragdoll. He flew end over end for more than a hundred feet and landed like a ripped package of lunch meat. His limbs twisted in all directions, but he wasn’t dead.
A spiral of water shot out of the redhead’s hand as she hissed vulgarities and headed for me like a corkscrew. At one time, I would’ve been impressed.
I began walking forward again and let the Water spell jab into my gut. It pierced easily through my skeletal armor and tore open a shallow gash of flesh just below my ribs.
In the next instant, my natural health regeneration had already completely healed it before their eyes. 
My skeletal armor began to fall off my upper body to reveal to them what a true physique looked like. At least three of them were melee fighters and had decent physical stats, but even if they had me beat in one area, I had the 10,000 bonus in every stat. I also hadn’t just gone through an Ascension but had advanced it to the second tier. In Hallow they would’ve been able to participate in the outer arenas at best.
I almost couldn’t stand it any longer and wanted to quickly wipe each and every one of them from the face of the earth, but the pipsqueak also cast a spell. A green cloud rushed forward like a ghost. As it covered me, it seeped into my pores and attacked my throat. A Poison Mage?
I didn’t look at him and kept walking, ignoring him the same way I had the corkscrew of Water. Before I even had the urge to cough, my body had completely rid itself of his poison’s negative effects. The pathetic little man stumbled backward.
At that time, I saw the Korean girl take a step away as if trying to distance herself from them.
“Let me,” the bald guy on the end snickered. A large two-handed sword appeared in his hand. He didn’t bother equipping his armor. The second bald guy next to him removed his own giant battle ax and began striding toward me.
“Stop!” Napalm cried. “He’s a shapeshifter as well. Didn’t you see the tail? Step back. I’ll take care of him.” Turning to me, he chuckled. “I was hoping you’d be smart. It would be nice to have a healer around, but instead, you’re just another stupid little kid like the rest of the fools we found here. It’s a shame, but since they seem to follow you, you have to die.” 
I didn’t speed up my approach but continued unwavering.
A ball of fire appeared in his hand with an off yellow tint. Taking it in through the mana realm, I hadn’t seen anything quite like it. It gave me the same feel as poison, but it wasn’t…
As he threw it at me, I wondered if Travis had suffered from the same attack, or if this small spell was just to feel me out.
The yellow fire screamed toward me and I stopped to watch it come. When it was about to plunge into my chest, I reached out with my left hand and snagged it from the air.
The entire group howled in laughter at seeing me try to catch the fireball. Only the Korean girl and Napalm himself responded differently. He stepped forward as if too anxious to wait to see how well his magic would work.
With his flame in my hand, I held it up as if examining a piece of fruit. I felt the heat and an even greater burning sensation that came from the off yellow liquid that clung to my hand. It was eating away at my flesh like—acid. He wielded a unique Fire and Acid combination magic. No wonder the others had trouble with him.
My natural regeneration kept the acid from doing more than burning the flesh of my palm, but it wasn’t enough to drive the acid away.
“So that’s why you were able to harm Travis,” I said as much to myself as anyone else. If the acid could eat through metal, then even his resistance to heat wouldn’t matter.
Napalm finally seemed to calm down. Skyler was yelling for me to run and Richard was basically saying the same thing through mind-speak.
The pain didn’t bother me, but I wasn’t immune to it. I imagined Travis being bathed in it and ultimately being melted to death.
I looked up from my palm and gave Napalm a dangerous look. My extra MPS flooded into my own body like casting a Master Heal spell that had no end. Even as the sticky substance remained on the surface of my hand, my regen rate increased to such a level that my hand completely restored itself and I no longer felt much pain. The aura leaking from my body became a reverse vortex of Light Mana that submerged the entire area in Light.
As the pressure built, the acid peeled from my body before it was cast away. I held up my hand where all could see.
I wasn’t in a hurry as I continued toward him one foot at a time.
Finally, the group started to realize that I was different. The amount of power I was putting out was something their mages could only sustain for a few seconds at a time, but my colossal aura was pressing into them without any signs of stopping.
The Korean girl started backstepping and had clearly separated herself from them entirely.
“Go free my friends,” I called out without turning to look at her.
The rest of them scoffed, but the sound of footsteps scurrying away made them turn their heads to see one of their own hurrying to obey.
Napalm just shook his head. “Look behind you,” he said. “You see the stump of metal sitting on the table over there? That’s what’s left of your friend. He makes a good table ornament to remind your friends what will happen if you cross me. I can’t guarantee there will be anything left of you for what comes next.”
I didn’t hesitate to spin and found a headless and limbless torso that looked like liquid metal cooled standing at the center of a table like a decoration. I automatically checked for signs of life and found nothing but a large chunk of dead metal.
The space around Napalm started to fill with crackling power as he was finally getting serious.
Turning back, I saw the fiend that had killed my friend. “Give it everything you have,” I said genuinely, encouraging him. “I want you to feel what it’s like to have all hope taken from you before you die.” I stopped walking with less than twenty feet between us. Folding my hands behind my back, I waited.
His own crew knew what was about to happen and turned to run—stumbling over themselves as they went.
Like a plague dragon of oozing garbage, he exploded in power as his flames bloomed into great orbs of flesh-eating bile. When they reached their peak, the firestorm from each hand merged into one and ravaged the distance between us.
My friends all called out for me to run, but I couldn’t stop what I’d already begun. It wasn’t his acid I was afraid of but what I’d allow myself to do.
Even as the fire neared, I didn’t move, nor even close my eyes to defend against his foul dragon’s bite. In the moment it overtook me, my arms shot out and I let it engulf me completely. Since we’d entered the Underworld, it had been a miracle that none of us had died. But when someone finally had, it wasn’t a monster or beast that took their life, but another human being.
After taking over 500,000 lives, I’d been struggling as to whether I should take Napalm’s life or just bring him low. Not because he didn’t deserve to die, but because I feared that I’d never be able to stop the killing. With such power, taking a life was so easy. But seeing what was left of my friend, all my mental restrictions toward him died.
I let his acid wash over me like water. Despite my channeled Healing, I still felt his magic’s sting over every inch of my body. He wasn’t holding back.
Was this what Travis had felt or was this just a small sample that couldn’t compare? Even though I could feel pain, not a cell of my body was harmed as my Light Magic laughed in the face of his puny Fire Acid storm.
Lowering my arms, I walked forward against his flames.
Fifteen seconds later he still hadn’t stopped casting and seemed to have no desire to until there was nothing of me left.
I appeared no more than a few feet from his face as his acidic fire still howled against my arms and torso.
A look of dread struck him as he cried out. He shifted his magic’s aim toward my face, but before he could I reached out with a single finger. Light Surgeon had transformed my hand to a milky white state.
With a gentle tap on his forehead I whispered my demand. “Stop.”
It wasn’t him I was commanding. My perception had plunged into his Light Mana-rich bloodstream through Light Surgeon’s power and arrived instantly at his heart. At my word, that blood-saturated organ had no strength to resist. When I said stop, it stopped—never to beat again.
My perceptions returned to my body and I watched as all the fight remaining inside him departed over the next few seconds. He looked at me and finally realized what was happening. It wasn’t the face of anger or hate staring back at me, but the frightened look of a man who knew he was about to die.
His magic died out like a smothered bonfire and he stood unable to completely control his motor functions.
A thread of my mana was still stabbing into his forehead and because it had stifled the flow of blood in his body, it didn’t allow him to fall even as he was grasping at his chest.
Most of his people had returned at a run when they realized something was happening, but seeing him standing there struggling while I held a finger to his head, they jerked to a stop. Not one of them said a word.
For more than a minute the man went through a fit of full-body spasms before becoming deathly still.
I’d Drained so many monsters, but not one of them deserved it more than the man before me. I knew it was wrong as soon as the thought entered my mind. There were so many other ways I could have caused him pain. The fact I didn’t pursue torture was in itself a relief. I cast Drain.
We shared flesh and blood of the same race, so I didn’t gain any benefit from casting it. I watched as the flesh and blood dissolved into a mass of energy-giving liquid. As it filled me, I felt no change.
Each of Napalm’s group responded to the horror of seeing their boss’s state in their own way. There was a shriek or two, trembling, and stillness as a pile of pale bones clattered to the ground in a jumbled mess.
More than one of Napalm’s men lost the strength in their legs and fell to the floor. Before the others had the time to react, I commanded them to take a seat and they all obeyed without a word.
They were more spread out than before, but they were still lined up as they had been. The exception was the Korean girl that came running with my friends from the stairs that descended from the second floor at the far end of the living quarters.
My aura slowly calmed down as I stared off into the distance. I knew if I turned my head to look at any of Napalm’s men I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from ending them.
I only realized the guys had surrounded me when Russ grabbed me in one of his infamous bearhugs. I was dead weight in his arms, and I didn’t struggle. They were thanking me and welcoming me back, but one fact seemed to have trapped my consciousness where I couldn’t respond. Travis was really dead.
I felt the spatial crack before it had fully opened. “Get back,” I screamed far louder than was necessary.
As the others did as I asked, I turned and faced the portal as it took full shape. A woman with magically fluttering red hair stepped out. More than one of my captives called out for Mistress Nava to save them.
I didn’t know when I’d transformed, but before she could react, I’d torn her from where she’d exited and drove her into the ground wrapped in a massive Primordial Cat hand. Once again, my form had morphed to more of a humanoid shape, but I was still as large as I was in my 6x Primordial Cat Form.
I held her in a vice grip with a hand that completely covered her from her knees to her shoulders. The ground beneath her had collapsed, leaving a shallow crater. The force had snapped her head back, but now she glared up at me only to find a few inches from her face a small cataclysmic orb as big as a marble. My other Primordial human-shaped hand held the threat of Calamity hovered over her like the shadow of death with Dark Magic flowing from my thumb and Light from my index finger.
Seeing Calamity churning a couple inches from her face, she revealed something that she’d never shown me before. Heartfelt fear.
“My friend Travis is dead, and it was your man’s doing,” I rumbled. “Last time we fought, I know that I didn’t pose any threat to you, but even if you win this time, I promise you I will cause you so much pain that it will haunt you for the rest of your wretched life.”
The subtlest murmur sounded in my ear. “Child. That’s enough.” I immediately recognized the Head Mistress’s voice. As much as I wanted to kill Mistress Nava, I couldn’t bear being away from Aeris and my friends any longer.
Calamity sputtered into nothing as I stood up and left the redheaded succubus lying on the floor. My Primordial Cat Form slowly shrank until I’d returned to my human form.
This time when I faced Lilith, I didn’t feel an unnatural attraction or fear, but looked her in the eye as if peering into her soul.
“My dearest boy,” she said, looking up at me with a creepy affection.
I then noticed that she hadn’t come alone. Some of the people I cared for the most in the world stood behind her. In the shimmering grandeur of silver Sprite Form, Aeris floated a head above the rest of the girls at the front of the pack. She wasn’t looking at me but at the pile of bones on the ground with a cold expression. Looking at the other girls, it seemed they had heard me when I said Travis was dead and this was the first time they’d heard of it.
I couldn’t help but return my gaze to Aeris and checked her character sheet. Seeing that her level had reached 22,947, it was like my innards had been ripped from my chest. After Travis’s death I didn’t think how I felt could get any worse but comparing her level to the rest of the girls who had neared 10,000, I knew immediately what she must have put herself through. She hadn’t just been executing a few prisoners for extra experience, she’d killed thousands. No—tens of thousands. Perhaps I was the only one in the world that truly understood what she had gone through.
This was the girl who I’d discovered Magic Bacon with and who’d helped me prank Skyler and his group. She’d faced off with a hundred flying imps when Travis and I were on our last leg and threw them from the sky to save us and plunged in to fight the Fire Incubus alone because she wanted to be able to protect the others as well. She’d singlehandedly saved me from my lonely existence I placed myself in after arriving, and more than that had given me an uncompromising friendship I could never be worthy of.
Perhaps my feelings for Jale had been real, but I realized that my greatest yearning had come from having Aeris and losing her. I’d been desperate to have her back and Jale, who I could never speak poorly of, held similar virtues that I couldn’t ignore.
I was about to rush over to embrace her, when Mistress Nava jumped to her feet screaming, “Sister, did you see that?”
I couldn’t help but tense up at the possibility of Lilith punishing me again.
All eyes were on the Head Mistress, who was dressed in a pale green strapless dress that tightly hugged her full chest and swept a few inches above the floor.
Instead of rebuking me, she walked up to her sister succubus and gave her a firm smack across the face.
 



Chapter 44 – Little Sister
Lilith had never so much as spoken a negative word to another succubus in her care in front of us, but this time she’d actually smacked the only succubus I hated more than her.
“Sister?” Mistress Nava said in hushed tones. I saw a wetness coating her too perfect eyes as she blinked uncontrollably.
“You don’t yet understand, but soon you will,” Lilith replied. “He’s the one I’ve been searching for.”
“Him?”
Running her finger across Nava’s brow, the Head Mistress cleared the misplaced strands of hair from her face. “I’ve had the Matriarchs gather and want you to be there when I make the proclamation.”
Like a little girl, Nava nodded her head and placed it on Lilith’s shoulder. “Okay.”
“Thank you, sister. The humans you have raised will be given into Elorion’s care. But don’t worry, you will be given the chance to select more. Next time, do as I ask and don’t select those with such violent temperaments. Come and take a good look at this beautiful boy.”
They both started walking toward me. Lilith was half a head taller than Nava and they both glowed with supernatural glamor. If only appearances were considered, there was nothing about them that seemed dangerous or evil, but I knew their natures far too well.
I watched as Russ and the guys silently tiptoed toward the girls and joined them. Their greetings were hushed, but the joy plastered over everyone’s faces was clear. The one exception was Aeris. The deadness in her gaze made me fear that she really would never be the same.
As if treating me like a mannequin, the succubi walked toward me and looked me up and down. My skeletal armor only covered my lower body, and I resisted the urge to cast it over my chest and back. To do so would show that their actions affected me.
“You’ve tasted his Blue Magic firsthand,” Lilith said, running a finger over the curve of my shoulder. “But you haven’t experienced his true talent.”
Walking behind me, Lilith kept speaking while Mistress Nava stopped in front of me and glared up with a pout. A finger traced the line of my back. “I know you’ve been concerned about these humans’ willingness to kill. Would you like to know what this boy has done during the mission I gave him?”
Mistress Nava finally tore her eyes off me after Lilith had gone full circle and returned to her side. She showed sincerity when she said, “Yes, please.”
A howl of wind cut them off. Aeris appeared behind the two succubi like a phantom and hovered before the bones of the dead Napalm. Even the Head Mistress turned to see what she was doing.
The Wind Sprite turned her attention to Mistress Nava’s group and spared each of them a second’s glance. Then without a word, Aeris’s hand shot out with her fingers wide.
“No!” Mistress Nava screamed but seemed to be helpless to act. These pets of hers were no longer under her control.
With the simple action of closing her hand, the greatest suction force I’d ever experienced appeared above Napalm’s bones and sucked them up. Many of them broke and shattered. The next moment, the air of the entire Living Quarters shuddered and each of Mistress Nava’s humans were lifted off the ground and pulled toward the vacuum.
Only the Korean girl who was hiding amongst my friends escaped the bone-crunching impact when the eight living bodies collided as if they were fighting each other for the same point in space. Under such pressure they didn’t have long to live.
It wasn’t gravity she controlled but the air itself with such might and precision that these lowly humans had no ability to resist.
Neither Mistress Nava nor Lilith stepped forward to save them. I was the one who rushed toward her and threw out a stream of Heal to sustain their lives as I appeared before Aeris.
There was no change of expression in her face. She only glanced at me and said, “What are you doing?”
I didn’t rebuke her but kept the stream of Heal going as I stepped up and slowly embraced her with my free arm. Placing myself between her and them, I didn’t even ask her to stop, but took in the lovely face that had filled my waking dreams. “Do you have any idea how much I’ve missed you?” I said through mind-speak to keep our conversation private.
She dropped her eyes but didn’t drop her spell. Her voice chimed like a flute in my head. “I’m not worthy of being missed. If you knew what I’ve done—” 
“You really think I don’t know? Lilith told me before I left for the Vampire Gate.” I leaned forward and rested my forehead against hers.
Still, her numb expression didn’t change. “Then you know why I can no longer be with you. I’m… disgusting.”
Leaning back so that she could get a good look at me, I laughed. “You think you disgust me? Even if you kill the people behind me, so what? Have you thought for a second that I might’ve come back with more innocent blood on my hands than you?”
With my index finger under her chin, I lifted her head. She lifted her gaze in response.
“I know what you did, and why you did it,” I said. “Not only do you not disgust me, but I love you even more because of it. I know the price it cost you because I’ve had to pay the same price. I don’t care how disgusting you feel. From now on you’ll never leave my side.”
Her expression didn’t change, but there was a tension in her aura that hadn’t been there before.
Leaning forward, I whispered in her ear. “When killing becomes too easy it’s time to turn it off.”
She slanted back so that she could see my face and show me a stern expression. “You killed their leader. I’ll take care of the rest. There’s no chance of them harming the others that way.”
“I killed him because I couldn’t stop myself and you weren’t here. But you have me standing right in front of you. We can have a trial and kill them later if we decide that they deserve it. For now, put them down because hugging you with one arm is rather awkward.”
I hadn’t realized how deafening the sound behind me was until it started to subside. As her arm fell so did the force keeping her hovering in the air. Her almost nonexistent weight rested fully in my embrace.
I gave the group behind me one last Heal, which should at least keep them alive until I completely healed them later. I fully entwined the Wind Sprite in my arms even as she continued staring blankly. If her arms hadn’t gone through the motion of wrapping themselves around me, I would’ve thought she didn’t see me at all.
A violent vibration started to come from her deceptively delicate form. When she was at a twentieth of the level she was now, she had the metabolism of a hummingbird, but her current trembling was like 100,000 hummingbirds trapped inside her tiny body.
Instead of letting go, I tightened my grip. I realized she hadn’t felt the endurance and health restoration effect of my Light Magic in months, so I healed her.
Suddenly her eyes went wide as if she was awakening from a nightmare. Then she slowly closed them and rested her head against my chest.
As if commenting on her favorite movie, Lilith’s voice cut through the room like a peerless blade. “Do you see, sister? They are capable of both diplomacy and carnage. And we’re in need of both. Let me show you this one’s true ability.”
Holding Aeris, I watched the two succubi standing twenty feet directly behind her. Lilith took something from her inventory that fit in the palm of her hand. With a surge of mana, light leaped from the device and filled the air with an all too familiar scene. Like a projector that didn’t need a surface to function, the image of Jasmine peeking over the boulder of our basecamp played like a video from my personal perspective of that day… Even Lord Soroush’s frosty aura could be felt.
I’d succeeded in being strong for Aeris, but as the scene of the worst moment of my life replayed before my eyes I started to crumble. It was too much of a surprise and still too fresh in my mind for me to have any defense against it. If it weren’t for Aeris holding me up I would have fallen to the floor.
I barely registered the sudden change in her expression in my engrossed state. As she watched my countenance plummet, she turned to see what was going on.
Lord Soroush approached with the power of a glacier in each hand. Thousands of soldiers from the depth of the city had risen up into the air to give chase.
“Light Mage?” Lord Soroush roared. “Your scourge must die!”
As he moved to release his icy wrath, the built-up brilliance in my hand finally erupted.
I wanted to look away but couldn’t. 
Aeris gave a nod as she saw the high level vampire disappear beneath the blinding light, but the show had only begun.
All that existed was a beam of light for a number of seconds until the scene went black.
The Wind Sprite in my arms looked up at me as if wanting to encourage me, but when I didn’t turn away from the projection above she turned back to watch.
As my consciousness returned in the scene, the massive devouring sun appeared above the city and looked to be killing the vampires that had been chasing me. Many of my friends watching called out as if to cheer me on, but a few moments later they started to realize the horror of what I’d unleashed.
Gasps replaced cheering and then silence.
The Scorching Sun continued to grow until it threatened the city. The screaming began.
My friends and enemies watched together as the city died. Every moment was like a fresh blade being stabbed into my chest.
Before it was done, I’d regained my composure and an emptiness replaced my unconstrained grief. It seemed like I’d finally reached the limit of how much I could feel. My body had had enough and decided to shut that part of itself down.
With a tear-soaked face, I watched Aeris as my Scorching Sun changed the landscape of the entire alcove.
When she looked back at me, I half expected her to show me the disgust she thought she deserved. Instead, she still had a face void of expression, but gave me an unyielding nod. “I will never leave your side again.”
I gave her a wooden grin.
The projection had stopped, and Lilith spoke where all could hear. “See, sister? He also has the ability to find friends among enemies. That is a skill that the ruthless playthings you’re so fond of can never possess.” She turned her attention to me and the people of Sanctuary. “As I promised, you have been reunited and I will never separate any of you again. Elorion, the Master Ring if you would be so kind.” She held out her hand.
As I willed, the Master Ring emerged from where it was hidden in the flesh of my finger. Aeris felt my movement and flashed into a mass of air before reemerging at my side in her Sprite Form. I removed the ring and we walked forward together.
Handing it to Lilith, she seemed to only have eyes for me as if the ring was only a fleeting thought. When she did scan it, she waved Nava forward to stand at her side. With the flick of her wrist, a small one-foot-tall portrait appeared in her hand.
“This one commonly caught and enslaved our kind,” she said as if giving a history lesson to the younger mistress next to her. “He was captured, and his essence was shared by a thousand daughters in the Nursery.”
“Mmm,” Mistress Nava responded like an obedient child.
In an instant, the portrait and frame burnt up and a second portrait ten times as large took its place. I knew she was freakishly powerful but seeing her hold the larger-than-life painting between two fingers and her thumb still looked otherworldly.
From my angle I couldn’t see any of the faces on the portraits, but one after another she pulled them out and seemed to know everything about them. Most of them hadn’t been killed by the succubi, but even if they were assassinated by what should have been an unknown vampire family that had tried to hide their involvement, Lilith knew what had happened in detail. Even those that hadn’t been hostile to the succubi, she burnt their portraits to ash. It was only when she found the one she was looking for that the lecture ended.
It wasn’t the largest or most ornate painting she held in her hand, but it was sure to be one of the oldest. Even then, its internal mana still glowed strong.
She studied it for a long moment before it disappeared into her personal inventory without her saying a word.
I couldn’t read anything from her expression, but seeing Mistress Nava’s doleful response as she stared up at her Head Mistress, it seemed the person in the portrait must have meant a great deal to the ancient succubus. I wasn’t sure if I were ready to believe that Lilith had once had feelings for a vampire, but it was the first time I’d see any of their kind have a favorable reaction to a man outside of the meal he might provide them. We didn’t count because the men of Sanctuary were just a meal of a different kind.
Lilith took a step forward and reached out to hand me the Master Ring. “This is your prize, and it was well won. It’s a suitable treasure trove for the master of Sanctuary. Take it and use everything inside of it as you see fit.”
I did as she asked but gave her no response. 
When she saw our downtrodden expressions, she smirked. “Now to the business about the death of your friend. Do you really think he’d be able to die without me knowing about it?”
What was she implying?
Aeris’s hand found my wrist and squeezed it with imposing strength. In the next moment, we found ourselves heading toward the dining hall with our speed quickening. We weren’t alone. Our friends were right behind us and the succubi followed at their own pace.
Aeris and I stopped in front of the table where the melted metal torso stood like a lifeless husk. None of the normal signs of life were present.
The crowd cleared as the Head Mistress came forward with her sister at her side. The more I saw them like this the more it seemed like Mistress Nava was really little more than a child. Perhaps that wasn’t far from the case. From what I knew of succubi, once they were born they leveled quickly through the Nursery and their training to reach the level of Lady. Seeing the other girls who’d come with Aeris, it looked like they’d all reached level 10,000 in a matter of months. Though the leveling would certainly slow the higher they progressed, it was possible that Mistress Nava wasn’t much older than we were. Maybe even younger…
Come to think of it, I hadn’t checked her character sheet since I’d overcome the limit of Creature Observation. Casting it on her, I couldn’t help but see her in a new light. She was only level 41,000—a little more than 10,000 levels higher than me. Thinking back to her actions, I started to think that maybe the reason for her constant outbursts of anger was because she still hadn’t lost her childish nature. The way she doted on her pets and her insistence on not wearing shoes to show off her over-the-top pedicure ability was even more convincing. Then seeing how Lilith treated her made me think her original hatred of us was because she was jealous of the attention we were getting…
The Head Mistress stopped to stand beside Aeris and me. “Watch closely,” she said.
I’d observed him more than once, but I examined him again. With Mana Sight turned all the way up I looked for any hint of change. Still nothing.
Lilith continued standing there, so no one moved.
When it looked hopeless, I was about to plunge my perceptions inside it or cast Forced Learn, but something stopped me. A tiny pulse of Metal Mana flew from the metal mass. Then it was still again.
“You see?” Lilith said. “A human’s power is in their blood, and that fact is even more prevalent in were-creatures. Especially with their high passive regeneration ability, you’ll find that they can be some of the peskiest creatures to kill. Elorion, if you would do the honors.”
“Yes, Head Mistress,” I replied, stepping forward with newfound hope. Aeris approached with me.
Leaning over what was left of my friend, I extended my hand that was transformed by Light Surgeon. I wasn’t sure how well this would work since he was literally covered in metal, but I pushed a Life Magic tentacle toward it as well as my perceptions.
Even as I touched it, it still felt like an empty husk. I found my Life tentacle was able to pass through it, so I delved inside.
The metal was many inches thick as I pushed my way into the area that must have been his chest. It was like paddling across a still body of water until all of a sudden the water turned turbulent with vibrant life. I could hardly believe what I was seeing. Encased inside the metal husk was a still human heart. If it weren’t for the spark of Life, I’d still believe that it was all that was left of Travis’s corpse.
Like a thunderclap, the organ compressed. It had no body to pump the blood into so the red liquid rushed out and bathed the heart in blood before being sucked back in. He’d completely turned his body into a Metal shell to protect his slow beating heart to sustain his life. The magic he cast must have held the last sliver of his will as his mind was melted under the acidic fire. What I was looking at was impossible, but I couldn’t care less for the logic behind it as I began to channel every ounce of my Mana Per Second into his chest and didn’t stop there. I knew how painful it was to regrow limbs. How much worse would it be to regrow your entire body?
My perceptions returned to me as I watched the husk drown in Life.
Mistress Nava yelped as she scurried back. Lilith didn’t move from where she stood and motioned for me to continue.
I increased my channeling and millions of MP was soaked up by the now growing chunk of metal. At the speed of sight, it began to resemble a detail-weathered statue.
Tipping over, Travis’s Werewolf Form started to take shape curled up on the tabletop. 
I had thought the regrowing of his brain would take much longer than the rest of him, but it appeared just as quickly. In less than 30 seconds, the Metal Werewolf opened his eyes.
Even without being in my Werewolf Form I could feel his fear and confusion. Taking a blanket out of my inventory, I covered his nakedness to return to him his full dignity.
When he saw me—really saw me—his Metal faded and so did his Werewolf Form. “Well, that happened,” he said, laughing to himself.
All at once, the people of Sanctuary swarmed him. I took a step back and watched him fend them off as if he were being attacked by a horde of zombies with a hunger for hugs.
“Okay, okay,” Skyler howled. “Give the man some room. He was just stuck in a lump of steel for the sake of all that is tasty. Where’s Zorik? Get this man some food.”
Where were Zorik and Queen Degima? Both of them were missing.
“They are locked in the freezer,” a hesitant voice said from behind us. It was the Korean girl.
No one bothered with her and we all rushed toward the kitchen.
“Russ,” I called, and threw him two Intermediate Fire Orbs.
After catching them and giving them a look, he nodded that he understood and followed after the others. I doubted either of them were dead, but they were probably in sorry shape. Queen Degima’s life force came from a Fire Core and Zorik was an Incubus with a powerful Water talent. A frozen world wasn’t the best environment for either of them. Queen Degima could literally eat the orb I’d thrown Russ, and, as an Incubus, Zorik could drain his. Mel hurried over with the group so he could also heal Zorik if needed. I’d provide Degima with all the Master Orbs she could want later.
It was only Aeris and me left with Travis and Olivia staying close by. Travis was getting dressed beneath the blanket I’d provided, and Olivia had come up and grabbed Aeris’s other hand. Seeing the fire in her eyes, it was obvious she had made it back mostly the same. Unlike Aeris whose silver complexion outshone her silver gown, Olivia wore a pale golden blouse that helped to emphasize the emerald color of her hair. It also brought out the warm tone of her dark umber complexion.
She saw me looking at her and was quick to respond. “It’s good to have you back, Skeletor.”
Checking her stats, I saw a pleasant surprise. She’d reached level 14,501 and was now the third highest level in Sanctuary. Though she hadn’t had the same opportunity Aeris had, it was clear she’d found her own way to greatly increase her level compared to the others. “Thanks, Olivia. You too.”
Hopping off the table, Travis came up behind us and said, “So how about that snack that Russ mentioned?”
It was good to see that he’d found a way to keep ahold of his sense of humor through all of this, but I couldn’t miss the nervous twitch at the base of his neck that was appearing every minute or so.
He then noticed that the Head Mistress was present and stared at her blankly for a long moment before hurrying to say, “Thank you for keeping me alive.”
“You did that yourself,” she replied, grinning warmly. “Don’t underestimate your unique combination of abilities. Even more than Elorion and Aeris, you’ve surprised me the most, little werewolf. I’d take you back with me to raise your level, but I’ve already given my word that I won’t separate any of you again. Also, because of my promise,” she said, turning toward me, “I wouldn’t have let him die if he were truly in danger.”
She then waved her hand and what was left from Mistress Nava’s human group flew up from the ground as if dragged by an invisible force. “These humans I’ll leave in your hands, but for now, I’ll take them with me so that you don’t have to deal with them today. When I return them in a few weeks, you can have your trial, or kill them, or make them your slaves.”
With a swipe of her finger, they all flew toward the open portal and disappeared. Then the little Korean girl suddenly caught air and flew over to float there before us. “Does this one please you?” Lilith said.
“Is she dangerous?” I replied, watching the girl’s dejected face.
“Very, but not to you.”
“Then let her stay. We can question her and if she’s honest we’ll find a place for her here.” Her eyes shot up to meet mine for a moment before darting away. I’d seen that look before. It was the same one I’d seen from Jasmine a thousand times.
Lilith slowly lowered her to the floor. The girl had nowhere to go so she just stood there.
“Now we come to the real point of business,” Lilith said, stepping up to stand uncomfortably close to Aeris and me. “When I originally plotted to bring humans here, I had very little hope that I’d be able to accomplish my true goals. Feeding off your excess energy was enough to make it a worthy hobby, but here we are, and in the first group no less, I’ve found two extraordinary individuals. Either one of you would be sufficient, but with your loyalty to one another, things couldn’t be sweeter. I have a proposition for you.”
After she said the last phrase, I saw Mistress Nava freeze in place.
Aeris sensed it too, for her hand tightened in mine.
The Head Mistress continued, “Elorion, you have seen that the Underworld is filled with many Monster, Beast, and Humanoid races and which of them is good and evil isn’t as simple as which group they happen to belong to. Aeris, you have also seen this, but to a lesser extent. The succubi are no different. I want to offer you a place among us. To become a brother and a sister of the succubi.”
A gasp came from her side, and with a glance I saw Mistress Nava’s hands cupped over her mouth.
“I’m sure my reasoning is clear to you.” She reached forward and grabbed our tightly clasped hands. She held the both of them between her own. “You’re capable of fighting enemies that would be otherwise difficult and completing objectives whole armies cannot. The more you grow, the truer this will become. And together…” She closed her eyes as if smelling a delightful fragrance. “I want you to fight my enemies and help to protect my people. If you agree, not only will you receive extra benefits, but you’ll have the same rights as a succubus mistress. Those who come under you will have nothing to fear from us and even receive our protection.”
Stepping to the side, she singled out Aeris. “This means that any prisoner you deem worthy you could take as your own. My dear fairy of the wind, you could even voice your opinion at high council and seek to improve on our laws.”
Glancing back to me, her flirtatious charm returned. “And you could shelter the entire Illuminated Cathedral if you so desired. Even the Tir Princess wouldn’t be out of the question and her entire family could be under your care. If you wanted to help her lift her family to the highest level of vampire nobility, or protect Eshana and her people, the succubi could help you achieve such goals. And we would.”
I felt Aeris’s inquisitive glare, but what the Head Mistress was offering was too good to be true, but also impossible not to consider. What startled me most of all was that I believed her. If we were to fight her battles, to kill who she wanted, she might just do as she said. But I was also perfectly aware of what was left unsaid. Not only would the people we brought under our banner be protected, but they would also be held like hostages over our heads if we ever wanted to back out. Their freedom and safety would be secure, but only as long as we stayed loyal to Lilith and the succubi. The worst part was that I knew we had no other choice. With Lilith standing before us, there was no way we could grab the others and flee. Even if it were just Aeris and me it would be impossible. Besides, where would we go?
I quickly relayed my thoughts to Aeris through mind-speak. There was no surprise that she was thinking the exact same thing, but then she mentioned something that I hadn’t expected. “If we are loyal to her, she will absolutely be loyal to us. For all their faults, the succubi are more loyal than a pack of wolves.”
Seeing her absolute certainty looking back at me, I sighed deeply before turning to the Head Mistress. “We accept your proposal.” Even as the words left my mouth, I hated every syllable, but I realized that if it would guarantee the safety of all the people I cared about, then I’d take the same trip through the Vampire Gate a thousand times without changing a thing.
A smile lit up Lilith’s face. “Then follow me. This will need all the Matriarchs’ approval and they will want to meet you.”
As she headed toward the still open portal, she issued Olivia a few instructions including for them to wait for our return. Even Mistress Nava seemed excited as she glanced back at us.
With one last look at my friends who were gathered in the kitchen, I slipped my arm around Aeris and stepped through the tear in space.
 



Chapter 45 – Succubi’s Pet
We stepped out of the space tunnel into a room that resembled the Hallow Exchange’s transformation array. The difference was that this one was twice its size and the well laid out pillars reached more than four stories high. I’d expected the succubi to be on par with most any high noble vampire family, but this was on a completely different level entirely.
Following behind the two succubi, we stepped into the hall and saw no sign of Mistress Nava’s human group. They’d been thrown into the portal, but they were now gone? She must’ve been able to communicate through the open array and command someone to deal with them…
I recognized the grand hall we entered immediately. I’d had more than one trip into the Head Mistress’s palace. It was her own personal transportation array? The walls were covered in stretched fabric of red and purple that was interwoven together in flowing designs. At the border of the ceiling and floor was golden trim which held molded images depicting the luxuries of succubi life. I kept my eyes forward to avoid seeing any of the embarrassing scenes.
Even though I’d been in her palace before, that didn’t mean I’d been in this exact hall, or even this wing. I had no idea how big the place really was. From Aeris’s description, the entire succubi city was filled with vast palaces, so the Head Mistress’s had to be something special.
Suddenly, Mistress Nava dropped back to speak with us. Seeing anything but hatred from her was a bizarre experience. “Brother, the Head Mistress asks that you change into your vampire form. If the average succubus tried to take a piece of your essence, they would die on the spot because of your extreme concentration of Light Mana, but the Matriarchs are different. They’re much more powerful and will see you as the most delightful snack. Until she asks you to reveal your true form, keep it hidden. And definitely don’t change into your Incubus Form. They would just as likely rip you apart as consume you.”
“Okay…” I replied, completely unsure how to respond to her calling me brother.
I glanced over to Aeris and she already knew what I was going to ask. “Go ahead,” she said. “It won’t bother me.”
I thought that might be the case after seeing her play with Xaphan the Primordial Cat, but hearing it was a huge relief. It seemed that she was unaffected by almost every Alignment.
My Vampire Form started to take shape. When I looked back at Mistress Nava she was eyeing my chest.
Seeing that she was caught, she sighed shamelessly. “You best cover that. Once the sisters learn you’re to be their Brother, they’ll squabble over whose harem you’re to join or if you’re building your own. I’ll tell them you have no interest and have chosen to dedicate yourself to Sister Aeris but that doesn’t mean they won’t try to change your mind.”
Before she’d finished speaking, my skeletal armor had covered me from neck to toe. “Wouldn’t joining a harem just make me a succubus’s food?”
I felt a sharp pain from my arm that was holding Aeris. She’d pinched me.
“I wouldn’t dare,” I told her quickly through mind-speak.
“I know, but it’s just a reminder,” she replied.
“Oh no,” Nava said, emphatically shaking her head. “Being a Brother gives you a Gentleman’s status and no one would dare harm you. It would be equal to harming a Sister. There are few Gentlemen, so the sisters covet their attention. Whether it’s for status or breeding, a sister gains prestige from her strength, relations, and the quality of her harem.”
I was instantly sorry that I asked. There was a question I couldn’t miss the chance to have answered, though. “Do you still want to kill me?”
“What makes you think I wanted to kill you?”
“Besides me attacking you right after I killed Napalm? What about the time your Hellhound nearly bit Audrey in two or when Lady Contessa left me having to regrow my limbs? Not to mention, Travis has almost died twice and both times was brought back from the brink of death.”
“Well yeah, but uh—” She held up a finger as if about to explain, but then took a few hurried steps to catch up with Lilith without giving me an answer.
“What’s up with her? She doesn’t act like an ancient succubus at all,” I said secretly to Aeris.
“Why do you think she’s ancient?” she replied.
“Creature Observation says so.”
She gave it some serious thought before responding. “From what I’ve heard, she’s the youngest to reach Mistress in a century. She’s held up as the standard to Lady Succubi. Maybe it’s because of that. Most get preoccupied with other things and can take five or six decades to reach it. I think she’s at the most 15 years old.”
“You’re kidding me… Although, she certainly acts that way.”
“Her father was also human, so she’s more like us than the average succubus.”
“Great. So she’s a spoiled teenage girl with absurd power that could explode any minute.”
“I kind of feel sorry for her.”
I looked at her like she was crazy. “She’s tried to kill us multiple times.”
“There’s no denying that, but even though she reached Mistress so quickly, she also doesn’t have any friends among her own kind. Lilith is the only one that really gives her any care. Succubi that aren’t born from an incubus and succubus are treated as second class citizens. She’s overcome that by reaching the rank of Mistress, but she has no harem because she’s spent all her time trying to grow more powerful. And as for her pets and apprentice, we’ve basically killed them all.”
“She must really hate us then. I thought the succubi hate incubi?”
“They do, but they still make for the best breeding partners for their race and are commonly in harems.”
“This is just too much for me. What should we do about her? Will she try to kill us again?”
“No. Whatever Lilith says goes and that goes even more for her. Don’t laugh, but maybe if we give her a pet she likes she’ll become an ally.”
“But won’t our friends kill us for even thinking about it?”
“The time for revenge has passed. Now that we’re joining them, we’re out of options. Quiet now. We’re here. When inside, do your best to not show any reaction to what they do and say. It’s the best way I’ve found to keep trouble to a minimum.”
An arched doorway two stories tall stood to the right of our path. The doorway’s trim resembled carved ivory and had even clearer depictions of succubi vices. I held tightly to the hand of my little Wind Sprite to remind me of what really mattered.
Instead of chairs lining the aisle, there were great cushions like oversize beanbag chairs lined up in rows with no end of additional pillows scattered amongst them. I counted over thirty curvaceous women already lying comfortably on the cushions and wearing far less clothing than appropriate. Unlike Mistress Nava’s petite build, they were all fully mature and had a great variety of skin tones and hair colors that didn’t exist amongst humans. A few were obviously half dark elves because of their skin tone, and one may have even been half-orc. The most distinguishing characteristic was that they all were appallingly powerful. Even though they hid it, the smallest lapse in control sent pulses of power throughout the room.
I used Creature Observation on a couple of them and received Unknown results. Seeing Nava lower her head in reverence as she followed at the Head Mistress’s side made me realize this was the most dangerous moment of my life. The only other time that came close was when I’d mistakenly woken a Primordial Cat. My only chance for survival was to trust the woman that had taken me from my family against my will.
“I thought there were only fifty-some-odd Mistresses in the entire succubi city,” I said to Aeris through mind-speak. “These Matriarchs are even more powerful…”
“There are only fifty of them that live here year round, but there are thousands of residences where other Mistress’s harems and servants reside. They come and go. There are many succubi cities. Even though this is a smaller one, it is also the capital and can hold more than a million people at a time.”
I did my best to keep my eyes forward and my emotions in check, but it was impossible to disregard the dozens of pairs of eyes that were centered on me. Knowing that some of them thought I might be offered as finger food when all of this was done was enough to make me consider filling the room with an Artificial Sun. The problem was, I wasn’t sure I could kill a single one of them even if I had another Focal Crystal in my possession. These were the genuine freaks of the succubi race.
The head of the room didn’t have a raised stage, but simply lacked any cushions so there was room for us to stand and address the others. With a blood red canvas as backdrop, Aeris and I lined up behind the Head Mistress and Nava.
Up until this point, all of the succubi present had kept their comments to themselves, but that was destined to change as golden-brown-skinned succubus in a cream gown lying in the front row with her legs neatly crossed spoke out. “Sister Lilith has either betrothed her wind fairy to this handsome vampire, or she’s brought us an early lunch.”
“Enough nonsense, Hadassah,” the dark elf succubus in the row behind her said. “I’ve traveled half a day to arrive here and won’t be further delayed by idle talk. Please, little Lilith. What have you called us together to discuss?”
Little Lilith? Hearing someone speak to her as her senior send a shiver up my spine. Wasn’t Lilith the strongest succubus?
 “Thank you, Sister Kya. I will not delay you any further,” Lilith said without sounding rushed at all. “Sisters, you have all heard rumors that I’ve been naughty in bringing humans to the Underworld with a heretical purpose. This is no longer a secret and you’ve personally witnessed what Aeris is capable of.”
I felt Aeris release me before stepping forward to obey her summons. It took all of my self-control to keep myself from holding her back.
“Because it’s convenient, I’d like to first request what you’ve already suspected, that she be adopted by our people with the full authority and privilege of a Mistress.”
“She’s willing?” Hadassah responded skeptically.
With a look from Lilith, Aeris bowed her head and replied. “I am, Matriarch, and I understand my responsibilities in making such a commitment.”
“I have no objections,” Kya said, stretching out her arms in half a yawn.
“You just want to be done with this before there’s a chance for debate.” Hadassah replied with a huff.
Kya stuck her tongue out at her from behind.
“She’s a Wind Sprite that can transform into a Wisp and has spent time here to grow accustomed to our ways,” said a woman in the back. “There are many Ladies and more than one Mistress that I’ve talked to that have already commended her to me. If she’s willing to join us, then no debate is needed.”
Half a dozen voices echoed the same thing.
As I heard the positive things they had to say, it struck me that I may have underestimated what all Aeris had been doing here while I was away. With her social skills, it shouldn’t have surprised me. Just as I’d been trying to get the Tirs to support me and possibly be a place we could escape to, she’d done the harder job of trying to gain the succubi’s support. I couldn’t even imagine what she’d been through.
There were only a few objections, but those were mostly just to make sure any unanswered questions were answered. Within a few minutes, they were voting. Not even Matriarch Hadassah voted against her.
“Then, sisters, welcome the newest Mistress to our extended family,” Lilith said, leaning over to kiss her on the top of the head.
The way they’d all been lying there, I expected them to throw out a lazy congratulations or two, but instead they took turns approaching her. Not only did they kiss her in the same way Lilith had on the hair or forehead, but each of them handed her a gift. It wasn’t some extravagant magic item, but most were perfumes or potions.
More than one of the ladies looked past her and gave me a suggestive look. As if I needed any more hints as to what kind of potions they were giving her. At least they were starting to look at me as something other than lunch.
After each gift she received, Aeris responded in the same way. “Thank you, Matriarch, for your care.”
When they were all done, she returned to my side. She gave my arm a firm squeeze, then pushed me forward.
I nearly stumbled as the monstrous ladies’ gazes fell upon me. I made a conscious effort to take a few steps to arrive at the Head Mistress’s side. She gave me a coy wink.
“And now for the second reason why I’ve summoned you here,” she said, taking her time to meet the gazes of her fellow Matriarchs. “This handsome young man, who you’ve no doubt noticed holds some significance to our newest Mistress, has also left a deep impression on me.”
A flurry of murmurs floated across the room as a few succubi leaned over to their closest neighbors.
“Unlike Sister Aeris, he is unknown to you,” she continued. “As an introduction, there’s something I’d like you to see.”
She held out her hand, with the same device she’d used in Sanctuary, and I steeled myself for what was about to come. Breaking down now was not an option, so the best I could do was not let myself watch.
Instead of starting with Lord Soroush, it started with me standing on the captain’s platform at the vampire quarry I’d attacked right after passing the Vampire Gate. It didn’t show me in my human form killing them, but in my Vampire Form Draining more than a hundred charred corpses.
Even though it wasn’t the same as the city I’d decimated, I couldn’t hide from my guilt. I flexed the majority of the muscles in my chest and legs as if forcing a stable foundation as small echoes of emotion washed over me. I was still rather numb from before, but that didn’t mean I was immune.
There were a few interested succubi, but the only one I was really concerned about was Aeris who stood behind me.
“This was when I still justified killing vampires based on their race and thought they were all evil…” I said through mind-speak.
“Mm,” she replied without much concern.
I was shown Draining the next vampire settlement as well. Then another, and another. It wasn’t until Shamash was shown in his true form that the Matriarchs really started to take notice. Many of them even sat up on their cushions. They knew better than I what it meant to have a lich at your side.
Soon my time in Hallow began and my first fight in the arena was over quickly, as were most of my following fights. They were all straightforward, but when my Crimson Incubus wings appeared for the first time, there were a bunch of murmurs of Blue Mage from the crowd. There wasn’t an ignorant person among them.
Then came my fight with Eshana and my full Crimson Incubus Form was revealed thanks to the rage I’d felt after Sai was almost killed in the fight before mine. “She’s actually a friend of mine,” I told Aeris and mentioned what happened to Sai. I started to tell her about dark elf stabby music when my fight with Manu Shah began.
There were a few comments from impressed Matriarchs until my Primordial Cat Form was revealed and the entire room shot to their feet. They were discussing it like a cackle of hens when Manu’s Vortex ability reached its full power. It became incredibly quiet. 
When my Light cloud was showcased there was an excited furor, but as soon as my 99 Stabbies flew, the hush of the room became even greater than before. When my final Master Light Discs severed his limbs as I just escaped with my life, there was a collective gasp.
Then the next moment, I saw Jale and Sai standing together outside of Hallow in the same place I last saw them.
I fought back tears at seeing the faces from my second family.
The projected me clarified, “They were all Parth’s men. Three of them were level 40,000 and focused on my master, while the other three were between 20,000 and 30,000 and focused on me.”
“You killed three bodyguards between 20,000 and 30,000?” Jale asked before turning back to look at Shamash who was still watching the city. He was still in his vampire form.
Thankfully, the Head Mistress didn’t show everything, but she didn’t have to. Jale had just sworn that she was going to come with me and nothing was hidden from her face.
“This is Jale,” I whispered to Aeris. “She was the one that made me understand that vampires are no more evil than humans. I hoped we’d be able to take the others and go to her in the future to escape the Head Mistress, but she’s only the princess of a mid-tier beast-feeder family. They only drink beast blood…”
It was then that I stepped past Jale and asked Shamash to place a barrier. Because we were using mind-speak, Aeris couldn’t hear my explanation to them from the projection, but Jale’s reaction was clear as day.
And then, my form changed, and my Ascended humanity shone like a bonfire above Lilith’s head for all to see.
Sai’s reaction was appropriate enough as he first fell to the ground then moved to get up and began chuckling to himself. “You know, it would be hilarious if we suddenly attacked and drained you after your speech about us being noble. If you weren’t so shiny I’d be tempted to take a bite just to mess with you.”
The room shook as the Matriarchs momentarily lost control.
The exotically beautiful and strong Tir Princess wasn’t frozen in fear or hate. It was the look of betrayal that was like a club to the chest—then and now.
Lilith didn’t show her beating my face in. It probably wouldn’t have been beneficial for my sales pitch.
Telling Jale that I’d stay with her if it wasn’t for Aeris wasn’t said out loud, but her fragile expression that follow what I’d said couldn’t be explained away.
It was then that four flying figures came into view in the projection. Everyone spun to see who was coming.
“Men from House Gul,” Alexandria hissed. “It doesn’t look like they’ve involved anyone else yet.”
I’d quickly observed them to find that all four of them were in the low 40,000s.
“I’ve been eager for a fight anyways,” Sai said, ignoring what I’d said and placing himself in front of me.
I stepped forward as Crimson Incubus covered my hand, and grabbed his shoulder. As I was about to force him away, Jale stepped around him and punched me square in the chest. It wasn’t rage glaring back at me, but her unwavering conviction.
“They’re more than twice your level,” she rebuked. “Don’t overestimate yourself just because you won a little tournament. You’re still not my match. You need our help.”
Her aura began to rise off of her like slow moving smoke.
“Even if your master did kill four people at a similar level,” she said lightly. “That was in an enclosed space where it was difficult to run away. This is completely different.”
She’d already turned away from me to face the incoming Gul intruders.
“My master didn’t kill them,” I said as my own energy started to intensify.
Both Sai and Jale snapped their heads back to look at me as they took a step to distance themselves.
I looked down from the scene and turned back to look at Aeris. Seeing me earlier hadn’t fazed her, nor had killing Mistress Nava’s eight remaining humans, but tears had finally started to flow down her pristine face.
When she saw me looking at her, she met my eyes and couldn’t look away. Even as Smog covered me and my hidden Artificial Sun rose to face the vampires in the projection, it was as if what else was going on in the room no longer existed. She now knew what I’d hoped to tell her when the time was right, but I never wanted her to learn of Jale like this.
The scene changed to my time sneaking in to assimilate the Master Ring and Aeris tore herself away—probably as an excuse to not have to look at me any longer. I also turned back.
It had started when I took the artificial space with me. Then Lord Soroush’s discovery came, and I began to flee as a Primordial Cat. The rest played as before when Lilith had shown what happened to Mistress Nava and my friends.
The Scorching Sun fell upon the city and the screaming began, but I’d grown tired of the memory driving me to despair. With my jaw clamped shut, I looked up at the image with stoic hardheadedness and my fists clenched tighter than I’d known was possible.
The reactions of the succubi matriarchs seeped through my distractions. It wasn’t just awe and shock, but veritable fear that stared up at the scene.
After the projector had stopped playing, there was nothing but silence for a long while. 
The Head Mistress’s voice was soft but carried through the entire room. “Change into your true form.”
I didn’t know where to place my eyes as all of the Matriarchs studied me. I chose to focus on the entrance to the room where no one was standing. The glow of my human form made it impossible to hide.
Everyone started speaking at once, but one voice caused all the others to lower their tone. “Solar Mage,” Kya said from where she stood in the second row. “Was that Scorching Sun?”
The Head Mistress waited for everyone to settle before responding. “It was.”
As soon as she acknowledged it, the Matriarchs left their seats and began to discuss me in a chaotic huddle.
Hadassah asked, “Who is he?”
“His name is Elorion. He arrived here on the same day Aeris did and they are engaged.” Speaking over the noise, she lifted her voice to drown out all others. “He is to be my agent—my general—my champion, and with our Wind Fairy at his side, with a little care on our part, they will accomplish things that we haven’t dare dream in my six centuries as Head Mistress. I propose making him an adopted brother. He doesn’t have the same experience Aeris does with our kind, but she can help him grow accustomed quickly enough.”
The debate began with emotions flailing. It seemed prejudice against Light Mages wasn’t a vampire-only thing. After a while, Aeris stepped up to stand next to me and even took my hand.
We stood that way for quite some time without saying a word. Lilith and even Nava were like my sponsors and were slowly persuading them.
“Why did you leave?” Aeris said after some time. “Jale seemed to really care for you. She was even willing to defend you after she found out you were human.”
I’d practiced my answer a thousand times but threw that all away and led with honesty. “I admit to having feelings for her, but they’re different than the ones I have for you. I chose you, Aeris. And I choose you again today. That will never change.”
“Did you ever—”
“No he did not,” the Head Mistress suddenly said, intercepting our mind-chat. “Nor did he touch the dark elf vampire who offered herself to him.”
“What?” Aeris replied, too stunned to show her the customary respect.
“He can explain the rest but know this. His acceptance into the succubi hinges on your relationship, so the least I can do is reassure you of these simple facts. You can rest assured that he didn’t betray you.”
As creepy as it was, she had full access to my senses the entire time I was away which made her the only person who could fully soothe Aeris’s concerns. It may have been a totally selfish move on her part, but that didn’t lessen the impact it had on Aeris. I owed her.
Immediately the Wind Sprite hugged my arm to her chest and rested her head on my shoulder.
“Thank you, Head Mistress,” I whispered through mind-speak.
“You’re welcome,” she replied without looking at me. “The difficulty will only begin for you when you become one of us. You will need Aeris more than ever, so be sure to do everything you can to keep her close.”
“I will.”
For a moment, I almost believed Lilith was truly looking out for us, but then I remembered something Shamash had said before we’d reached the vampire realm: “We are caught in a game in which we don’t know the rules. Hopefully, knowing that will be enough.”
 
***
 
After a couple hours of debate, I officially became a Brother of the succubi. I didn’t receive any gifts as Aeris had, but every one of them approached and kissed me on the cheek. I gave the ‘Matriarch, thank you for your care’ response that was expected just as Aeris had, then we were soon following Lilith out. There was talk about us receiving a joint palace, but they debated whether that was appropriate and if we should have individual ones. We didn’t stay there any longer than we had to, and Lilith took us home to Sanctuary.
Like dropping off her children at their friend’s house, the Head Mistress took us through the array to arrive at the same place we’d left. Everyone was waiting in the dining area and Zorik was back to peak health. I could only see his head in the kitchen appearing as he sped back and forth, but my nose told me that there was a pig roasting. That was all I needed to know.
Before the Head Mistress left, no one dared to approach even though everyone began to gather.
“Little brother. Little sister,” Lilith said. “I will give you two weeks to sort out your affairs. Then you’ll return with me and have to acclimate into your new positions.”
We both thanked her. 
Then the strangest thing yet happened. Mistress Nava approached Aeris, who was one of the few people not much taller than she was, and reached up and kissed her on the forehead. She held out a little glass bottle for Aeris to take. “Sister, this helps attract certain beasts,” she glanced at me, “and men.”
“Thank you, sister, for your care,” Aeris replied without wavering.
With hurried steps as if she wanted to get it over with, Mistress Nava approached me. She didn’t look at me as she reached up on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek. “Brother,” she whispered, then placed something in my hand before scooting away.
I reached out with a Crimson Incubus hand and grabbed her wrist as she tried turning away. Even her magically flowing red hair stiffened.
With a flick of my wrist what she handed me disappeared and a black-gold ring appeared holding a smokey purple stone. I slipped it on her middle finger. It was one of many 100% to Dark Magic rings now in my possession, but I thought of this one because it was designed to look like a wolf was holding the Dark gem in its mouth. Even on her middle finger it was still a little big.
She stared at the ring unable to move.
She wasn’t the only one caught off guard. Even Lilith curiously twisted her head to the side. My friends’ reactions were a little more—extravagant.
“I’m not sure I can forgive you, and I certainly can’t speak for everyone here, but,” I said, drawing out the word, “as long as you never seek to harm another person here, neither will we harm you. More than that, if you will have me as a brother in more than name, then I will be a brother to you. I’m not an Incubus so my definition is likely different than yours, so keep that in mind.”
It wasn’t just her I was saying it to, but to everyone present. Things had changed and I didn’t know a better way to make that clear. I was thankful, at least in the moment, that everyone was too shocked to voice their opinion.
I’d like to think that my reason for doing it was to build an unexpected allegiance, but in truth, despite her repeatedly trying to kill us, I found it impossible to be angry at a fifteen-year-old girl. If she hadn’t had the same level of power, then her actions would have gone from deadly to silly tantrums. And if any other young girl were given the same level of power, how many people would die with each fit they threw? As foolish as my thinking was, there was still a half-human girl hidden in there somewhere.
I took one more glance around the room and looked each of my friends in the face before turning back to Mistress Nava. “Sister, this ring is a token of my promise to you. Your sister Aeris had the idea of helping you find a new pet as a peace offering. When we return in a few weeks, we’ll visit you and discuss it then.”
When I let go of her wrist, she still didn’t move away, but brought her hand up to examine the ring.
I saw Aeris watching her with a glimmer in her eye. It seemed I’d finally handled something right.
Mistress Nava finally moved. She still didn’t look at me but came closer and reached up again to give me a second kiss on the cheek before running toward the Head Mistress. She didn’t stop and plunged into the portal behind her.
Lilith didn’t say a thing. She left with a smirk plastered across her face.
Everyone was still standing there speechless. 
I saw the living ruby that was Queen Degima with warm orange cheeks and bright eyes on the front row. Stepping up to her, I retrieved a golden chain necklace with a Fire-gem embedded and hid it in my palm.
“Young master,” she greeted less mechanically than she had last time I saw her.
“Queen Degima, it looks like you’re fully recovered…”
“I’m fine, thank you.”
“This is for you.” I held out my hand and the 100% Fire Magic enhancement necklace fell into her palm.
Her face turned bright orange as she grinned. “Thank you.”
“There’s also this.” I pulled out a magic bag that was filled with Master Fire Orbs. Her complexion grew even brighter.
Travis of all people stepped up and offered to help her put on the necklace. He’d been with me when I’d found her, so she knew him as well as anyone.
I found Aeris and I gave her an odd look. She gave me a subtle shrug. We’d both been away too long.
“It looks like somebody left and came back a rich playboy,” Richard jeered from where he stood off to the side. He’d recovered his chocolate-colored armor.
“Just because you’re not as pretty doesn’t mean I didn’t get you anything,” I retorted.
My heartbeat sped as I heard the laughter of all my friends together for the first time in months. 
“Come on,” I called. “Line up. I got stuff for everyone. Ladies first.”
This was only the first round of gifts that I planned to give them. Jewelry was the easiest way to provide quick buffs, but Russ was going to have his hands full. They all had their individual gear with its own buffs, but no one had something comparable to 100% to their magic of choice. Equipping what I gave them would automatically override their lesser buffs and raise the power of everyone here in an instant. As for the melee specialists, I handed them Neutral Magic gemstones which I still wasn’t sure would work. We’d figure it out.
Approaching each of the girls in turn, I examined them while I was at it and couldn’t help but to be impressed with their advancement. Not one of them was under level 10,000 and many of them were closer to 11,000. It was as if nothing had changed as Olivia and Audrey gave me a hard time about the look of the rings that I gave them. All of it was in good fun. Clarissa and Jess giddily received theirs and even Lydia looked pleased. 
When it was the guys’ turn, I pushed past Russ and Skyler and slammed my hand down on Travis’s wrist as if I were slapping him in handcuffs. What remained was the bracer I’d bought him. “If you almost die one more time, I’m going to feed you to the pigs.”
“Dude, what’s wrong with you?” he replied. “Do you want to contaminate our food?”
The wisecracks began to fly as I turned to Skyler, then Chris and Mel, Trevon and Zorik. Only at the end did I turn to Russ and smack him across the back.
“I missed you too, man, but ouch,” he said with a chuckle.
The guys had leveled quite a bit, but it was only a fraction of what the girls had accomplished. Travis was the highest and nearing level 5,000 and the rest were around 3,000. There probably wouldn’t have been as wide a gap between them and the girls, but for the last two weeks they’d practically been locked up. It was a serious problem, but one that could be fixed. Getting everyone to 20,000 would become one of my major priorities in the coming days.
“Russ, you’re going to need a bigger shop,” I said, holding him by the shoulder. “And the armory needs to be at least ten times bigger.”
“Uh, what do you mean?”
“Here, take a look.” I held up my hand and the Master Ring appeared. “Just touch it and will yourself to view it just like your inventory. The armory is in the back.”
He reluctantly placed his index finger on the top of my ring, treating it as if I were playing a practical joke. After he just stood there looking off into space for more than a minute, everyone realized that it was the Master Ring he was examining.
When he finally left the space he began shaking his head to himself. “So big. As big as the living quarters.” He hesitated before asking earnestly, “Elorion, what level are you?”
Pulling up my character sheet, I spun it around and showed him. Everyone bunched around to see.
“29,000…”
“How in the world—” Richard begun before cutting himself off. All of them had seen what I had done. “Oh.”
I didn’t let any of the lingering shadows of emotion show and just smiled back at them. “Lydia. You’re going to need a much larger shop as well.”
Chris was standing with his arm around her shoulders and was bouncing up and down for her. She smiled shyly.
“So who’s hungry?” Travis said, changing the subject.
As they went, Aeris’s hand found mine and pulled me away. We began walking toward our old rooms.
I heard Travis call out, “Elorion?”
“Don’t. They need some time,” Olivia said, jumping in front of him.
“Yeah…”
 
***
 
We arrived at Aeris’s doorway. The space inside was smaller than a college dorm room.
“We’re going to need a bigger room,” I said. In reply to her questioning look, I added, “I got you a new bed.”
“This one is fine for now.” She entered and walked over to it, then sat down in the corner with her arms wrapped around her legs.
I followed after her and took a seat next to her, leaning back against the wall.
We didn’t speak for a couple minutes as we tried to figure out how to begin. I was the one that broke the silence. “Tell me everything.”
She blinked away the beginning of tears and began with what happened after I’d been banished.
The more she spoke, the easier the words came. At first, she’d been hopeful about her time in the succubi city despite her fears. Having monsters to kill without danger was a great relief. But as her talents became known, she learned more about how rare her abilities were. And how effective they were. When she first got the opportunity to kill prisoners, it wasn’t presented as a difficult thing, but a reward.
She almost hadn’t gone through with it, but because the first prisoner offered to her was a vampire, she justified killing him the same way I had. Then there were other races, like orcs and dark elves. They became easier to justify the more she killed. She said that because she knew they were going to die anyways, it might as well be her getting the experience…
The first human put before her was a murderer. It wasn’t a succubus he’d murdered, but another human. From that moment on, she no longer wanted to know what they did. In time, she simply walked into the room, sometimes with hundreds of prisoners, and slaughtered them all before leaving a few moments later. It wasn’t just once a day. Sometimes she had twenty visits or more.
She’d seen how the young succubi around her began to look up to her and decided to take advantage of it. After that, a plan began to form, and she courted the favor of a few select Mistresses. She’d hoped to make it difficult for them to dispose of her and the others if such an event ever happened.
Sometime during the hours of telling her story, she’d climbed into my arms. My story began soon after that. I healed her many times, but she never showed any signs of growing tired. I continued for the rest of the day and into the night.
 



Chapter 46 – Jasmine Arrives
With Aeris’s hand in mine, we approached slowly when hearing the clattering of hooves. It had only been a day and a half since I’d arrived in Sanctuary, yet Jasmine had already arrived with Shamash at her side. She must have ridden the Embar at a frantic pace to make it in such good time. I knew the lich would have ways to help her cross the mess of a path I’d left with my Primordial Cat Form, but I had no idea how they’d pulled this off.
Seeing her come around the corner atop the skeletal horse-like creature that had a vicious beak in place of its nose and two horns instead of ears made her seem like the perfect depiction of dark elf royalty from some dark fantasy game. She wore a black strapless dress with the white frame of a lotus flower over one side of her chest. Its stem curved down from one side to the other and traced the line of her hip. Her lavender hair was back in a braid and the blue-grey skin of her shoulders, neck and face was flawless. It was almost impossible to tell she was a vampire until she gave a strained smile in greeting.
Her eyes shot to the ground when she noticed Aeris. She willed Brat to a stop.
I reached up with a vampire’s hand to help her down. She took it and slid off the Embar like a slide. As she landed, she dared to meet my eyes with bold interest. “Your friends?” she said.
I’d nearly forgotten that I’d left her when I’d thought Travis and Mel had been murdered. “They weren’t as dead as I was led to believe,” I replied with a grin. “You’ll meet them soon.”
Gently guiding her in Aeris’s direction, I watched as she clammed up as if meeting a new master. “This is my fiancée, Aeris.”
The Wind Sprite wore the silver dress I’d bought for her and which Jasmine had approved of. Also, the multilayered Wind necklace adorned her neck. I’d had difficulties taking my eyes off her since I’d arrived.
Before Jasmine could say anything, Aeris summoned a small gust of wind that pulled the dark elf’s hand forward. Aeris caught it with both hands and she pulled herself into a more intimate distance. With a pixie-like smile, she said with melodic tones, “Jasmine. Elorion has told me so much about you. And he told me you’re pretty, but not this pretty. I’m totally jealous. I’ll probably have to punish him later.” She giggled.
Seeing the alarm on Jasmine’s face, Aeris didn’t give her a chance to say anything. Pulling her into a hug, she squeezed her like a long-parted friend.
Jasmine gave me a look as if requesting help, but I just chuckled.
Pulling back, Aeris didn’t let go of her hand as she said, “We’re so happy you’re here. We’re going to be sisters from now on, okay?”
Finally given a chance to respond, Jasmine answered helplessly, “Okay…”
“Everyone wanted to be here to greet you, but I chased them away because meeting twenty-some-odd strangers all at once is a little too much. Instead, I’ll introduce you to them one at a time. If it ever gets too much, just tell me. We have your room with the bed Elorion gave you all ready in case you want to hide out for a while. Zorik, our Incubus chef and Water Mage, also has the huge supply of vampire drinks El brought available for you in the kitchen. He even said that some of them are commonly served frozen and mushed up like a slushy, so if there is anything you want from him, just ask. Oh, and if he asks you to spar, just tell him your sister Aeris will have words with him if he doesn’t stop bothering you.”
By the time she was done unloading, Jasmine was nodding along. It seemed Aeris had somehow sped past the beginning stages of relational awkwardness and totally pulled the fragile dark elf away from any need to lean on me for the moment.
I was left standing with Brat and Shamash as Aeris led her into the Outer Perimeter while chatting her up. With my eyes closed, I let out a long sigh of relief. Aeris had been much quieter than she used to be and often hid her emotions even among Olivia and the girls. I knew as well as anyone how transformative the last few months had been for her. In telling me her story and during our moments alone over the last couple days where she threw herself into my arms as if to hide, she’d revealed what she was keeping hidden from everyone else. Olivia seemed to be the only other person aware of how hard it had been on her. The moment I wasn’t at her side, Olivia would slip in out of nowhere just to be there.
Ultimately, my greatest fear that my time away would have broken Aeris beyond repair was unfounded. She was scarred and had certainly changed, but there was also a relentless strength to her now that would sometimes reveal itself and could frighten even me. It was only when seeing her take care of Jasmine that I really began to believe that we’d be okay.
“If things turned out this well for your friends,” Shamash said through mind-speak, “I suspect the Head Mistress has had a hand in orchestrating recent events. You must tell me, what has happened?”
I didn’t turn to look at him but felt the lich’s presence as he floated up beside me. “Thank you for bringing her to me safely,” I replied. “I’ve already spoken to Russ and Clarissa. We will start construction on the new tomb for the Wraith immediately. As soon as you’re satisfied, I’ll be ready to sign a new contract. As for what’s happened. Aeris and I are now officially Sister and Brother of the succubi. I have no doubt your assessment is accurate. I need to grandmaster Light Magic as soon as possible. Once I do, do you think I’ll be able to cast Scorching Sun at will?”
“I see. This isn’t outside our expectations. Why are you so certain you want to extend our contract now?”
“Because until I’m powerful enough to walk through any realm in the Underworld and exert my will without fear, I will never be able to assure the safety of the people I care about.”
“Then consider our first contract dissolved.”
A familiar open scroll appeared floating before us. It disintegrated as if rapidly being burnt.
“What about the Wraith’s Tomb?” I said.
“I know you well enough to know you’ll keep your word. To answer your other question—once you have reached Grandmaster and have the 100,000 Intelligence bonus, then yes, you’ll be capable of casting Scorching Sun without a focal crystal. It will likely take longer to cast though, making it more dangerous. You wish to use it as you did on Persepolis to level quickly?”
“I do, but only if there are places that are completely void of any honorable people and collateral damage can be prevented. I know I don’t have a choice, but I don’t want to lose myself while pursuing the necessary power. Does such a place exist?”
“It does, but it’s far more dangerous than any place you’ve been before. The creatures there are living machines with no other purpose than to hunt or become something else’s food. I assume the Wind Sprite is coming with you?”
“Always. Will that be a problem?”
“Not at all. As a matter of fact, she’s one of the main reasons why I’m even considering taking you there. Even with your Light Magic ability, once you cast Scorching Sun, you’ll be dangerously low on mana for a time while you refine more. She’s the only one of your friends with the level and ability to have a chance of helping you stay alive. Also, how goes the prospect of marriage? Has anything changed in your absence?”
“No. At least, I don’t think so. A big part of why the succubi agreed to make me a brother was because we’re engaged. Her feelings for me don’t seem to have changed and have even deepened from what I can tell. As for my own, that goes without question. But after tonight I should know for sure.”
“Mmm,” he said, pulling up a second parchment scroll identical to the one our first contract was on. “Then we will make it a joint contract with both of you considered as one party. Her word will be equal to yours except in the chance that you disagree and are giving contradictory commands. Only then will your word override hers. We will discuss it again after your conversation with her tonight. And you’re probably not aware, but do you know why the succubi were so quick to accept her into their numbers?”
“My thinking is that it’s because she impressed the right people. She’s good at that kind of thing.”
“That might be the case, but there’s something more. As a Wind Sprite with the ability to transform into a Wind Wisp she’s far more powerful than average for someone of her level, but also her affinity with Wind makes her, though far from invincible, among one of the most difficult creatures to kill. No Alignments directly harm her, and as long as she’s aware, she’s nearly immune to all physical damage in her Wisp Form. Any one of her forms would be enough, but the Head Mistress did her job far too well when she picked your group from the human population.”
He turned to face me and imposed his magical pressure without limit through his lich’s gaze. “How many of your group have undergone some kind of transformation or gained the ability to transform? More than a quarter? No, I believe it’s more than a third. You yourself have reached the second tier of Ascension and have two natural Light Magic Forms, not including your Blue Magic. Though most sentients have the ability to unlock an ascension or transformation eventually, your group has done it far earlier than normal. But you and Aeris are even more extraordinary. Having more than one form isn’t just rare, its borderline unnatural. There’s a possibility, though no one can be sure, that your fiancée could have one more final form. If I’ve suspected it then Head Mistress Lilith has as well… She could become a Primordial.”
I found my hands curled up into fist before I even realized what I was doing. My anger was unjustified, but I felt his comments were like some kind of attack against her character. I calmed myself before responding. “What does that mean?”
“You don’t have to worry about her no longer being human. If she becomes a Wind Primordial she’ll be able to take on any shape she wants. She won’t become less than what she is, she’ll become much much more. You’re somewhat familiar with the Primordial Cat, Xaphan. Why do you think such a creature dares to sleep in the succubi’s territory without worry?”
“Because he’s too powerful?”
“Exactly right. It’s not that he’s impossible to kill, but even if Lilith showed up and leveled everything within a hundred miles, he could walk away practically unharmed. It’s also unlikely he could kill her, but a battle between two monsters at such a level could destroy the entire region. It’s because of Aeris’s multiple Wind Forms that the possibility of her third form exists. Rarely does such an affinity occur in one person and who’s to say if there’s a limit to what she’s capable of. If she does transform, her level will have little meaning. She will grow more powerful simply by breathing and absorbing the mana in the air around her. Even Lilith will have to be wary of her.”
I shook my head as much to encourage myself that he was wrong as to disagree with him. “How could someone become a Primordial though? Aren’t they ancient beings that have been around for thousands of years?” Even as I was trying to deny it I remembered her playing with Xaphan in her Wisp Form. It was like they had some kind of connection that even she admitted that she couldn’t understand.
“What you say is true, but that doesn’t mean new Primordials don’t come about. No one has seen a new one being born in my lifetime but there are some that have been open about their own origin. One thing is clear: they aren’t born with their Primordial power. Even if she is capable, though, it’s impossible to know what criteria she’d have to unlock it. She could live many centuries without ever finding the answer. The important thing is that you’re aware and prepare her to search out the possibility.”
So not only did I need to tell her, but it seemed we’d need to pay Xaphan another visit and ask him. At least, if she did become a Primordial I wouldn’t have to worry as much about her safety. “Does this mean that I’ll become some kind of Light Primordial because of my two Forms?”
“No. There’s no record of a Light or Dark Primordial. They are strictly elemental creatures of the highest order. That doesn’t mean you won’t be able to develop the same level of power. You’ll just have to forge your own path. Under our new contract, I will help you both. You must be especially wary. It’s a wonder that the Head Mistress has kept you alive. Either one of you could threaten her once your power is fully realized, and together…”
“Is it possible she has good intentions?”
He answered only after giving it some thought. “All that I can say is that if she doesn’t, you might not know until it’s too late.”
 
***


I caught up with Aeris and Jasmine a few minutes later. Olivia had joined them, and she was speaking with the dark elf vampire about their shared Nature Magic.
As I expected, as soon as the guys were introduced to her, it wasn’t primarily fear that they showed, but amazement. They’d seen my Vampire Form and Lord Darius, but never had they had access to a real vampire, let alone a beautiful one that wasn’t too arrogant to answer questions.
“You’re so awesome,” Richard said, as he followed close behind as the girls led her toward Russ and Lydia’s shops. I wanted to pluck him off the ground and toss him, but seeing the bashful look on Jasmine’s face, I let him be. She was handling the introductions far better than I thought she would with no little thanks to Aeris and Olivia. If he became too much, they’d take care of him.
I followed behind them at a distance. Russ was pounding away at one of the swords from the first pile of gear I’d given him as he tested and deconstructed it. He stopped at their arrival with a coat of sweat covering his shirtless upper body. When he’d undergone his transformation he’d gone from huge to having an extremely lean and compact physique. Now, his condensed form was starting to fill out again and he was no longer just cut but chiseled. We’d spent some time together the day before, but there was far too much to catch up with for us to spend much of it on our advancement.
Olivia introduced Russ as, “He’s smelly at times, but he cleans up well.”
He ate up every word she said.
Jasmine kept her comments to a minimum, but I could tell the affection she saw between them affected her.
Even though I’d hinted to everyone that she’d been abused, only Aeris had been told the full truth other than me, and I emphasized to all that she was a Trueblooded vampire, which made her a noble of her people. They didn’t need to know the rest and were clumsily polite.
Only after she’d met everyone did we all sit down for a meal. I did have to tell everyone to be seated so they didn’t crowd our guest. She joined me at the table with the council of leaders, sitting just shy of leaning on me like a half-cowering child. Despite that, her apprehension was slowly dissolving.
“This is your new family now,” I whispered through mind-speak. “What do you think?”
“It’s unreal,” she replied while secretly scanning everything going on around her. “No one is this nice.”
“They can get angry, jealous, and throw tantrums just like anyone else. But most of the time this is exactly what they’re like. To them you’re fascinating, and they genuinely want to get to know you. They won’t knowingly harm you and will probably annoy you with all their questions. Especially the guys. Just remember that you promised me you’d become one of us and do your best.”
“I will.”
If I wasn’t wrong, she seemed to be just as captivated by them as they were by her.
 
***
 
Travis and I found each other by accident between the Pits and the Master Chamber. We casually greeted each other, but after passing, we both stopped. There hadn’t really been a chance for the two of us to talk in private since he’d recovered and there were certain things that needed to be said.
Spinning to face one another, I was the first to speak. “How are you doing? Really?”
He swallowed down what he was about to say and instead chuckled. “Honestly, I’m still freaking out, but I’m a lot better than I was. I still have no idea how I did what I did.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad to have you back. And the fact you didn’t leave for the surface…”
“In the end, it was impossible for me to go. There’s too much I’d be leaving behind. Besides, the government would probably turn me into some superhero secret weapon, and who would want to deal with baby werewolves on the surface?”
We shared a laugh.
“I’m going to need your help coming up,” I said, trying to seem composed. “I trust the others, but…”
“Yup. Enough said.” He smacked me on the shoulder.
I huffed at the thought of what we’d been through, then grabbed him in a bear hug, doing my best Russ impression.
He gave me a manly double pat on the back. “I love you too, man. From one werewolf to another, whatever shampoo you’re using smells great.”
Letting him go, I stepped back. “You had to make it weird.”
“You really think I’m going to let being melted by Fire-Acid mess with me?”
“Of course not. I’ll buy you a bottle of the stuff next time I’m at the vampire grocery store.”
“Really? I mean I was joking around, but you do smell nice.”
“Uh. You’re not going to lick me, are you?”
He gave an extra toothy grin. “Maybe? Just a nibble.”
“I’m going to go now.”
“Yeah. Having my brain regrown might have affected me more than I thought…”
“No. You haven’t changed a bit. I’m still glad to have you back, just don’t bite me.”
He shrugged. “I can do that.”
“You can go without biting me, or you ‘can’ bite me…”
With an exaggerated wink, he walked away.
Great. Travis had somehow been possessed by the spirit of Sai.
 
***
 
That night as Aeris and I were retiring for the day, I led her to a mostly unused hall a few columns down from our normal rooms.
“Where are you going?” she said.
“You’ll see. There’s something Clarissa was helping me with that she finished today,” I replied as if it wasn’t a big deal.
Still, she could sense something was going on and grabbed ahold of my arm with both hands. I literally dragged her as she floated beside me about an inch off the ground.
As soon as we neared one of two thousand halls filled with identical rooms, it was immediately noticeable that this one was different because there were hinges on the rim of the doorway. Swung open was a door as heavy as cast iron but also pearl white. It was only when we were nearing to enter that she could see its surface clearly. It had the imprint of what looked like a phoenix eagle hybrid with its wings outstretched in all its glory. But just as quickly as she saw it, she looked past the incredible image to see what else was awaiting her.
The twenty rooms had completely disappeared as Clarissa had demolished every wall to open up the space into one large room. In the back was a grand canopy bed fifty percent larger than a normal king-size mattress. The posts spun up in silver spirals of Wind-rich stone. Sky blue fabric arched from post to post above the bed which was covered in a comforter of blue and gold. As for the rest of the room, it was lined from wall to wall in antique display cases of different sizes and shapes.
After a quick glance at everything there, Aeris scaled me as if I were a climbing post and hung on to my neck while looking up into my face. “What did you do?”
“Take a look,” I replied while carrying her over to the nearest case.
She almost didn’t dare to as if she were afraid of what she might see, but when she did, the 100,000 hummingbirds stirred up inside of her.
“I promised you a ring, but I couldn’t pick, so I brought you a couple to choose from.” 
She hadn’t glanced away from the rings as I finished what I was saying. But then she turned to the next case. Letting go of my neck, she started to spin, realizing what was in every case. 
“Pick one or pick them all. It doesn’t matter for they’re all yours.” There were more than fifty display cases I had set up and each held dozens if not hundreds of rings and other pieces of jewelry.
She looked back at me like she didn’t believe it, and I playfully pushed her into the center of the room.
She slowly flew from case to case, but her speed grew with her excitement. Before she was done looking at half the room, she quickly finished her lap before flying back and throwing herself around my neck.
“So you still want to marry me, huh?” I said, only half teasing.
She didn’t speak and only nodded repeatedly before burying her face in my neck.
After she’d settled down a bit, she asked, “How? Were these all from Lord Darius’s estate?”
“About half of them were,” I replied. “The other half I got in Hallow when I bought out the jewelry section in the shop I told you about.”
“It’s too much. How am I supposed to choose?”
“You don’t have to. Wear a different one every day or maybe switch them out once an hour.”
She laughed and smacked me on the chest. “You dork.”
“Just promise me something.”
“Hmmm?”
“If you ever become a Primordial, even if it makes you look down upon the entire world, you still have to love me and never leave me.”
“What?”
“Shamash said there’s a small possibility that you could have a third transformation and become a new Primordial. He said you wouldn’t become less than human, but after seeing what Xaphan is like…”
She barely held back her laughter. “Xaphan isn’t that way because he’s a Primordial, but because he’s a cat. Even if I were to become a ‘Primordial’ you’d have nothing to worry about. The worst that would happen is that you would become a full-time homemaker.”
“Ha, ha,” I replied, a little relieved. “You don’t seem to be surprised by what he said.”
She shrugged. “Not really. There’s got to be some reason those old Matriarchs favor me so much and that makes as much sense as anything.”
“Okay. Then how long do you need to pick out your ring?”
“Uh. I have no idea, why?”
“Because I’ve been thinking about when we should get married and I can’t wait any longer. How about tomorrow?”
“Okay.”
I’d already opened my mouth to try to persuade her when her response registered. “What did you say?”
“Okay. I don’t want to wait any longer either. Tomorrow is just fine.”
I just smiled down at her, unsure what to say next. I immediately messaged Richard to tell everyone to start preparing. Though I’d kept it from Aeris, I’d told all the leaders what I was planning on doing.
The next moment, there was an announcement that went out to all. It was Richard’s voice saying, “Everyone report to the kitchen! We have some work to do. Tomorrow, King Meathead and our very own Wind Princess are finally getting married.”
Coming from every direction outside our new room, cheers and well wishes flew. It was like everyone had been waiting.
“Eh, he wasn’t supposed to say that,” I said.
“It’s your own fault for thinking Richard would keep it a secret,” she replied, rolling her eyes.
“Sorry.”
“About what? It’s perfect.”
Losing myself in her eyes, I knew that she was absolutely right. As annoying as they might get at times, this was our family and there was no guarantee we’d have them tomorrow. It was bound to be the geekiest wedding ever and I was perfectly fine with that.
All of a sudden, Aeris shot to the door and pushed it closed, then flew back and grabbed my hand before dragging me toward our bed. “Don’t get any ideas. You still have to watch your hands until after our wedding, but tonight you have to show me your cuddling skills.”
“What about picking out your ring?” I replied.
“There’s no hurry. Besides, there’s already thirty or forty of them that I have my eye on. Now get in.” With a surprising jerk from her little body, she threw me the rest of the distance to clear twenty feet and a convenient gust of wind blew the covers back. I spun to land back-first in bed.
With a bounce, I looked up to watch her approach. She vanished in a rush of air. In the next moment, the covers folded over me and a warm little body appeared lying on my shoulder and snuggled up against my side.
 
***
 
 A couple hours later as I lay there unable to sleep, I began to worry about how Jasmine was adjusting. She’d had to suffer through the last couple nights without me sitting by her bed. Throwing out my perceptions, I found it difficult to pierce through the stone walls, but once I was through, since I knew exactly where she was, it only took me a few seconds to find her. As I’d expected she was lying with her back to the wall and her eyes wide open. I saw no tears, but she hid them so well it was impossible to know if she’d been crying earlier or not.
I shifted to see how easy it would be to move Aeris without waking her, but then I heard her whisper in groggy tones, “You can go to her, just take me with you.”
I’d told her everything about Jasmine including how I’d sat leaning against her bed at night. It seemed Aeris had been expecting this.
It wasn’t like she was difficult to carry. Even if she didn’t weigh less than her original human weight, she’d weigh almost nothing to my current level of Strength. So with a Wind Sprite sleeping with one of my arms hooked under her legs and the other her back, I left our room and headed toward the hall where Jasmine was.
Only about half of Sanctuary was sleeping. Some were watching the dungeon’s map, while others were preparing for tomorrow’s wedding. When Travis saw me and was ready to call out, I put my finger to my lips to shush him. He saw Aeris well enough and didn’t say a thing.
Having her with me also helped with the whole sneaking into another girl’s room at night thing not becoming too weird.
As I cracked open her door, I whispered Jasmine’s name. “It’s Elorion.” Pushing the door open, I slipped in. “I saw you couldn’t sleep so I came. Aeris wanted to come. I hope you don’t mind.”
Jasmine wouldn’t look at me even though she had yet to close her eyes.
Because it wouldn’t harm Aeris in the least, I transformed into my Vampire Form as I sat and leaned against the bed. It was the one I’d given her after leaving Persepolis. It was small enough to fit in the space just fine.
“You don’t have to keep doing this,” Jasmine said as she scooted closer to me.
“No,” I replied, “but now and then won’t hurt.”
 Turning over, she didn’t say another word and pressed her back against mine.
 I spent the rest of the night with my bride sleeping in my arms and a vulnerable dark elf vampire snuggled against my back. As blissful as it should’ve been, my mind was filled with the restless thoughts of our unsure future.
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