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Chapter 1

A New Quest




To anyone who reads this, I was here. I am Athan, a man who hated his world, Elysium. The Supreme Creature cast me out and sent me into this new game world along with my friends, Smeme and Leda. A bunch of things has happened to me since that landmark day, but what is important is that I was fortunate enough to multiclass into a vampire sorcerer. Following one adventure after the other, I managed to fool an artificer called Cadmus and gained control of a legendary artifact, called the Castle Core. After I absorbed the item, I found a compatible castle to possess and turned it into a Vampire Castle. Compared to most Dungeon Cores I am not limited by the construct’s boundaries. I can travel the world freely but when I leave the premises of my castle, my power decreases considerably and I become weaker. 

In my most recent quest I helped the demihumans of the Kingdom of Caria, but my actions had a domino effect. Because I freed them, a rebellion rose and now they consider me their hero, their savior. The human King that rules these lands is a cruel man and if I do nothing, then the demihuman races will be wiped out of the face of the realm. I unexpectedly found myself caught in the state’s affairs and now I am considered the number one public enemy.

I am writing this message through the castle’s interface as I sit on my throne. One could say that the throne acts like the interface with which I can connect directly with the Castle. My entire household stands before me along a demihuman gorgon that arrived an hour ago in the black of night, hoping to sway me in their cause. 

“Please sire,” the demihuman gorgon begs as he bends down, nearly touching the floor with his forehead. “Without you, without your help...” the gorgon pauses and bursts into tears. 

Joy riots in Ambrosia's large eyes. “We should help these poor men and women,” she says approaching the gorgon, inspecting him with her piercing gaze. How unlike her character. She doesn’t give a damn about anyone other than herself… and maybe me, her master. 

Most likely the gorgon was sent here by the King himself to lead us into a trap. Ambrosia is an ancient vampiress that craves for massacre. She must have seen through the gorgon’s deception. She secretly hopes he betrays us. This will give her the excuse she wants to annihilate everyone. 

I nod in a wise, superior, and slightly scornful manner. The other members of my household must have figured out what is going on with the demihuman already and they play along. 

“We'll depart immediately,” I begin as I get up and descend from my throne. “We’ll leave our forces behind. Marching out with our entire army could betray our position. The two of us will be enough to examine the situation and plan ahead.”

The gorgon’s eyes glimmer in this charade of smart disillusions. I have little knowledge if the demihuman before me has been tortured or if his family is indeed kept in captivity by the King, but I could care less. I am mainly concerned about my household and how this plot plays out in the end. “I will lead the way, my Lord,” the demihuman says slightly bowing his head.

I gesture for him to wait outside the Throne Room as I exchange secret glances with Ambrosia. The vampiress nods softly and carves a faint smile on her luscious lips. “What do you plan on doing with him?” she asks, placing a supportive hand on her hip.

“He is yours to do as you please,” I tell her, plastering a fake smile.

“My-my-my...” she approaches me and coils a hand around my neck, bringing my face closer to hers gently. “What happened to the kind Lord we knew,” she muses with a hint of sarcasm.

“I'm trying to be just,” I protest, “but I won't tolerate betrayal by anyone,” I emphasize these last words as I cast my gaze on everyone present.

Ambrosia raises a single eyebrow in response. “As you wish, your Majesty!” The seductive vampiress disengages and takes her previous position right beside the others.

I look at Elektra and Zoe. Electra is a wizard that betrayed her own Phratry when she joined me. Zoe is an assassin-wizard and she can use passive spells that enhance her assassin class. These two, along with Ambrosia are my three most important executives. Ambrosia is brutal and can instill fear and discipline. What the cunning seductress lacks in intellect though, Electra supplements in abundance. Zoe on the other hand can make cold, calculative decisions and bridge the gap between the two women. She is a Ragdoll and her former master is Cadmus, the artificer from which I stole her along with a legendary treasure that could match in wealth all kingdoms of Anatolia combined.

“Zoe, Electra,” I tell them now that the demihuman is outside of the Throne Room. They both tilt their heads waiting for orders. “Follow right behind with the Bark team and intervene when I tell you.”

“Yes, Lord Athan,” they both tell in unison.

“What about us Lord Athanazziouzzz?” Cute Kaisa purrs as she jumps toward me and embraces me. 

Kaisa is a cat girl, one I found in one of my adventures in the Dead Bog. The feline warrior is as playful and energetic as always. 

“We want to help as well,” Sirena, another member of my harem says. Sirena is a gorgon, with half of her lower body being that of a snake and the upper part that of an alluring young girl. 

“You'll have your chance. I assigned you under Zoe’s command. Join her with the Bark team but be careful and do not engage unless she tells you so,” I say as I study all of my girls thoroughly. Every single one of them nods. “Let's head out then...” 

****

I give the demihuman traitor named Ichiro one of our horses and along Ambrosia depart from the main gate of the vampire Castle. Ambrosia rides her undead horse, Abraxas. The black stallion has been with us since the beginning of our journey and proved lifesaving on several occasions as it never tires or fears. I ride a common black horse that Ambrosia bought from the nearby village. Ichiro rides sidesaddle, the only way a gorgon with a tail could ride a horse.

The demihuman takes us inside the woods, circling our way toward the city of Cnidis. It is obvious that we are heading into a trap and I wonder how many of the King's soldiers we are to encounter. As we approach the designated area, I decide to learn more about the city since the last time I was there. 

“What happened to the Sacred Paladin?” I ask Ichiro as we gallop our way through some bushes and low vegetation.

“The King has exiled him. Sacred Paladin Aleixo is one of the King’s precious consultants as you might know. Despite being unjust with demihumans, like all supporters of the Fate of Elysium, he was far better than the snakes the King has right now in his court. Everyone is worse than the Sacred Paladin,” Ichiro spits and grits his teeth. 

I arch an eyebrow in response. The Sacred Paladin was one of my many opponents in this world, but it makes no sense for the King to cast him away because he lost a single battle against me. If it were not for the tricks I had up my sleeve, he would have been the victor. “Any idea where he went?” I ask while my heightened senses operate on a constant lookout for potential threats. 

“Some say he embarked on a ship and went to another Kingdom while others that the King gave him an insane quest,” Ichiro says quizzically. 

“And what might be this quest you speak of?” I ask inquisitively as I narrow my eyes into slits, seeing slight movement ahead of me. 

“Myth has it that the underground of Cnidis consists of an elaborate complex of mazes that extends for several layers below. If the legends are true, this land belonged to the dragonkin but for some unexplained reason their civilization collapsed,” Ichiro replies as he inspects his surroundings. He pulls his reins and his horse gradually stops galloping.

The air around us has changed. Birds and bugs are silent during the night, but nocturnal birds occasionally howl. This stillness is strange and otherworldly. We are heading straight into an ambush but for some reason, Ichiro decided to stop. I will spare his life if he tells me the truth even at this moment. “What?” I ask him curtly.

Incapable of initiative or boldness the demihuman remains frozen in his position. This gives me and Ambrosia the time we need to evaluate the situation thoroughly. We can hear the subtle noises of our ambushers, the faint unsheathing of their swords, and the silent stretching of their bowstrings. Our sharp hearing can even reveal to us their identity based on the sound of the footsteps or the crawling of their tails. It is not human soldiers we are dealing with but demihuman vagabonds. I wonder what the King has promised them in exchange for my head.

“This... way...” Ichiro eventually stammers, pointing with his index finger where his abettors are. 

So, he’s made his decision...

“Lead the way,” I order him as I notice Ambrosia from the corner of my eye ready to take action. Her face looks ecstatic in the fervor of the upcoming battle. It has been some time since she fought. “Tell me more about the ancient city and the Sacred Paladin,” I say to Ichiro, trying to hide any hint that I might have figured out their plan.

“It is said my Lord that a great dragon resides underground of the city,” Ichiro replies relaxed, thinking I haven't noticed. “Supposedly the great beast guards a legendary sword and mythical treasures.” 

My eyebrows pinch at what he just said. Supposedly, Electra should know about this. I will have to scold her when we return. Then, it comes to me with a stab of enlightenment a notification inside my Neural Control Interface. 
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“I’ll be damned...” I say to myself, but I gather the unwanted glare of Ichiro.

“Something wrong, my lord?” Ichiro asks profoundly confused and worried. 

“Nothing to concern you,” I tell him. “I just remembered that I didn't take my sword with me,” I lie convincingly as I stare at my empty belt. I need no swords. My fangs and my claws are all I need to rip fresh and pudgy flesh.

“Don't worry my Lord,” Ambrosia says, following right behind us. “I'll protect you with my life,” she adds playfully in a teasing manner. 

Without further ado, we gallop into the very vestibule of death, seemingly unaware of what awaits us, but fully knowledgeable of the tragic fate that awaits our pursuers. The inky night engulfs us as we enter deep into the forest. Blackness oozes from every side but all three of us, including the demihuman, can see during the night as if it is broad daylight. I have to commend the masterminds behind this ambush, it is practically impossible to find where they are hiding. 

Suddenly, Ambrosia and I stop. A faint smile carves into my face as I raise my hands and clap them in quick succession. “Well done, you fooled us!” I say amused.

“So you noticed, my Lord,” Ichiro cowers and trembles but continues galloping to gain some more distance. Now being a good thirty feet away from us he turns and says, “I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry. They keep our families as hostages. If we don't hand over your head they will kill our wives and children,” the gorgon demihuman whimpers but for some reason I cannot sympathize with them.

If it were a few days ago, I would probably try to find a solution to save them and their families, but since my battle against the Sacred Paladin, I leveled up so much that I nearly tripled my Threat Level. My Vampire Ancestry leveled up as well, and as a result my emotions are nullified in a way I have never experienced before. What I suspect is that this change is permanent and I cannot phase back to my former self. Despite being a hybrid, half-human sorcerer half-vampire, I cannot restrain my bloodlust. All I care about right now is to punish those infidels and rip their throats apart.

The demihumans make their appearance one by one eventually. In this motley collection of lost souls, I see gorgons, wolfkin, tigerkin, catfolk, and dogfolk. They number two dozen but all I can do is smile at the severity of the situation. I am sure the King knew that these poor deluded fools have no chance of killing me. The only reason he did this was to make a fool out of me because I helped the demihuman leader of the resistance the previous days. In this game of finesse, it seems that the King has won. 

“You fools, don't you get it?” I snarl bitterly, but not as much because I was led into a trap by Ichiro as because the King won this hand. “Your families are already dead!” 

Ambrosia lashes purposefully at her undead stallion, getting between me and Ichiro, giving a halt to my meaningless pontification. She must have sensed that I might propose they join me. But my cunning seductress is absolutely right. We have no further need for additional hands, not to mention traitors. If they were swayed once, they will most likely be fooled again.

“Should I instill punishment in these fools, my Lord?” Ambrosial licks her lips with her long tongue like a creature.

“They are all yours but leave this fool for me,” I say, pointing out my forefinger toward Ichiro. “He is my responsibility.” 

“As you wish, my master,” Ambrosia gasps exhilarated as she polymorphs into a dire wolf and lunges at them. She runs fast like the wind and her first prey is a wolfkin. The poor demihuman dies in terror with his mouth agape as the huge dire wolf rips apart his throat.

The other demihumans, panicked, shoot their arrows toward Ambrosia but all they hit is thin fog as the vampiress polymorphs into a thin mist. The wolfkin near her drops dead with a death chortle. Ambrosia changes her form again into a pack of bats and attacks her next prey in line. Ichiro is lost in a delirious wonder of death. I unmount my horse and bounce toward him. To my surprise he does not flinch, instead, he does the same and crawls toward me.

I stop ten feet away. “I thought you would run. Why don't you make your escape? You have a horse, you could outrun us while we kill your comrades.” I rub my chin as I loom my gaze over him. 

Bitterness creeps in his face and I immediately understand his desperation. All that remains of him is hope, a hope that if he kills me then the King will spare him and his family. Deep down he knows that they are all dead. Yet all he clenches to is his fake, noble hope. I think I can almost sympathize with him now. “There's no place for me to return,” is all he says as he draws his short sword. 

Initially, I planned to torture him, to make him suffer but all I want right now is to get over with it and take my revenge on the King. As my opponent charges against me I cast sleep, a Tier-2 spell that forces my target to fall into a supernatural slumber. The spell is a success and instantly he feints into my arms. He is limp and the only way for him to wake up is only if I inflict pain. I bury my teeth into his exposed neck and I start sucking the salty ruby liquid that flows in his veins.

Momentarily, my quarry tenses and I feel his muscles turning hard like iron, but then relaxes and moans as the poison of my supernatural kiss makes him contempt. As I suck him dry, I sense his pulse increasing in waves and his heart pounding hard. Having sated my hunger, I let him collapse nearly dead to the wet ground. His breath quickens for a few seconds but then slows down and dies almost peacefully.

The Bark team -consisting only of dogfolk- and my girls have already taken care of the other demihumans. All of them lay dead and the strange peace of death broods all over the battlefield. My dogfolk are ferocious warriors that lived all of their lives inside the boundaries of the Dead Bog, a place that only a few dare to venture. Having saved these pups from a cruel fate, they now follow me like loyal dogs wherever I go. 

Ambrosia comes on all fours in her dire wolf form and touches the blood-stained palm of my hand, demanding attention. I pet her on the head. The only indication of her vampiric origin is her crimson eyes that glower in the black of night. “I'm barely sated,” she says in a dramatic tone. “Remind me to accompany you more often,” she moves back into her voluptuous human form. She stands before me smiling, admiring me even. She was my teacher and the first companion I happened to encounter when I woke up in this world.

“This battle has left me with a bitter taste,” I gesture, pointing at Ichiro's dead body.


Chapter 2

New Plans




“You shouldn't let mortal matters bother you so much,” she says, returning back to her happy, haughty demeanor. “And don't worry about that mortal King. With your new innate vampire powers, you can easily sneak inside his castle, rip his throat apart, and leave from the front door like a gentleman. There's hardly any place that can keep us outside right now,” she says. 

“I don't want just to kill him, but to ridicule him in his own game of power,” I reply as I lean forward, mere inches away from her kiss-provoking lips. They are moisturized with the blood of her prey. “Let’s return to the castle for now, I have something to tell everyone.”

The lusty vampiress gives me a disarming look. “Care to tell me what ails your troubled mind?” she gives me a flirtatious, quick kiss.

“It might not be that important but I want to hear everyone’s opinion,” I insist.

Ambrosia just gives me a half shrug and then nods.

While I leave this place and head back to the castle, I notice several other demihumans coming with Metal Magnimus, the castle’s artificer to gather all the corpses. Probably, they will be transferred into the Necromancy Laboratory and from there they will most likely be reanimated into corpses or abominations. To be completely honest with me, I have little knowledge on necromancy and most likely will never delve deep enough to understand its mechanics, although I know I could benefit since I am partially vampire.

“The Castle is under siege,” Magnimus booms at us with his metallic voice. “The King has fooled us twice. Not only we were led into a trap but when they saw us leaving, several of their scouts circled us and cut us off the Castle. I've never thought the King's soldiers could move with such efficiency in such a short amount of time.”

“That's truly strange,” I muse, thinking about the situation we've been put. “Let's get back to the Castle immediately. Prepare for teleportation!”   

“You can do that?” Magnimus’ eyes flare with surprise, but due to his metallic face he still has the same poker face making it impossible to understand what he is actually thinking. He was trapped for a century inside a soul-binding gem but I managed to free him. The only downside was that his actual body had died a century ago and I had to transfer his consciousness inside a Mechlock Chronomancer, a type of advanced automaton.

I smile as I access my Neural Control Interface. I have placed my Castle icon on the top left corner of my vision. Focusing there I am presented with several other menus. I select the Teleportation Menu and from there I select in an instant all the living and nonliving. With a snap of my fingers, we are transferred immediately inside the Vampire Castle’s courtyard. 

Metal Magnimus chuckles at what I just pulled out without any effort. “Amazing! I was right to join you. Well, you'll have to excuse me, my master. I have work to do,” he gestures with his hand at the pile of corpses I just transferred. 

I give him an understanding nod, then I turn my face to my women executives. “We have work to do. Meet me in the Throne Room in half an hour.” 

They all nod slightly and each heads to their quarters to make themselves appropriate. I polymorph into a pack of bats and fly in the sky. From so up high, I inspect my surroundings. The castle’s position on the edge of the cliff acts as a natural fortress. If the king wants to take this place by force, he’ll have to allot a considerable amount of the kingdom’s army and resources. He is not the fool I thought him to be. I see he has already placed three battalions to block anyone from coming in and out of the Vampire Castle. 

I focus the collective consciousness of the pack of bats, now split into fragments, to return back to my castle. I head to the Balcony and from there inside the Throne Room. I morph back into my human form as all bats dissolve into black material and reform into my human stature. I notice that my household has gathered. The only person missing is my artificer whom I rarely consult on matters regarding strategy. The guy is completely nuts and all he cares about is his experiments. Being a century imprisoned inside an interdimensional prison can turn any sane man into a nut, although I doubt he was completely sane even before the incident that cost him his body and his freedom. 

The only male executive of my army is my Goblin General, Kros, who joined me when I promised I will set them free from the Dead Bog. My alliance with him is frail but empowers by the day. We arranged to help me until I transferred them outside the Dead Bog. Yet I knew that once I had transferred my Castle away from there and into a human kingdom, it would be practically impossible for him to have his freedom. Human soldiers lurk in every corner and if he decides to abandon me now, he and his horde will face total annihilation. 

Ambrosia wears a black gown that embraces her perfect curves around her body. She usually chooses to wear dark colors to create an antithesis with her pale skin. Her hair is gathered with a ponytail and her lips have that natural crimson color that pairs with her purple-red eyes.

“We should leave this place now. We got what we came for. Staying here any longer will just be a waste of resources and time,” Ambrosia says to me as her words reverberate across the Throne Room. 

I cast my gaze to Electra. She is responsible for the Long and Secret Library where I hold all my treasures and knowledge of this world. She has discarded her sexy uniform from the wizard academy she belonged and now wears a blue hooded robe. Beneath the robe, she wears a white T-shirt and tight breeches that embrace her curvy hips. 

“Ambrosia's right. We're only jeopardizing everything by staying here,” Elektra agrees.

“How long can we last?” I ask them. 

“It will be hard to determine, but with Magnimus’ constructs working day and night without rest, repairs are progressing faster than ever,” Ambrosia tells me with a hint of irritation in her voice. She makes a long pause and after a long exhale she adds, “Athan, don't tell me we're doing this for the demihumans of Cnidis. It's not our business.” 

“It wasn't but it became when you freed me,” Kalma, the demihuman leader of the resistance intervenes. Ambrosia glares at him and she is about to tell something but I motion him to continue speaking. “If you do nothing, then we’re lost. What rebellion just ignited will die out and along with it the damage to the demihuman races will be irreplaceable. I beg you. Lend us your strength…”

I scratch my cheek thinking. On one hand, I do not want to jeopardize the well-being of my subordinates and my executives. On the other hand, I received two optional quests, with one requesting me to help the demihumans, and the other to claim the Sword of Innocence for myself. What's annoying as usual with optional quests is that the merits they bring are hard to spot immediately. The one sending me these missions, probably the game master of this world, Hades, never specifies what I get from each completed quest. I have seen first-hand, however, that when I complete one, the advantages overcome potential demerits I might encounter. 

“We’ll stay for the time being. It's hard to explain but I'm not doing this only for the demihumans but also for our own good. There's a legendary weapon hidden in the underground dungeons of Cnidis. If the Sacred Paladin claims it, he could easily chop my head off on our next encounter,” I reveal to them.

“And what’s that legendary weapon you speak of?” Elektra wants to know.

“The Sword of Innocence,” I reply as I observe everyone for reactions. I doubt any of them know something, however, the demihuman Kalma might have heard of it. Unfortunately, all I see in their faces is worrisome ignorance. 

Surprisingly, I get an unexpected response from Metal Magnimus, who this time honored me with his presence. He just entered the Throne Room. “Did you just say the Sword of Innocence?” he casts a cold gaze of curiosity with that metallic poker face of his. 

“I colored you interested?” I ask him while diverting my eyes for a moment to Electra and Ambrosia.

“The King I served under had dedicated his entire life in search of this sword. It is said that the one who possesses it can slay any evil foe even at the sight of the sacred blade,” he says in a slightly monotone manner.

Observing his dull black eyes under his metal face I ask him, “Anything else I should be aware of?” I lay back on my throne and rest my chin on my hand.

After some calculating thoughts he says, “The legends say that the sword has an intellect of its own. For all its power against evil foes, it will not attack anyone it considers as innocent.” 

The last thing I want is a blade with a righteous consciousness. But if the Sacred Paladin obtains the blade, he could easily overpower me. I could of course transfer the Vampire Castle to a completely different kingdom, but Aleixo had received an Optional Quest during our last fight to slay me. Although I am not exactly certain if the Optional Quest is still in effect as he lost that battle, I can only guess that the main reason why he decided to embark on this quest is because he still thinks I am responsible for his failure. Even if it is not an Optional Quest, revenge could work out just as well. 

“The dungeons that stretch underground are enormous. No one has ever managed to return from the labyrinth maze. There are layers on top of layers that make it impossible to find where this legendary sword is located,” Kalma says, shedding more light. “I think that the King gave Aleixo, the Sacred Paladin, an impossible task to have him killed.” 

“Yet you forget that high-level paladins have the ability to locate items, objects, and even persons. At his current level, he will track the Sword of Innocence in no time,” Ambrosia says thoughtfully. “What I wonder though is why Aleixo didn't use his sacred power in the past to locate that legendary sword you two speak of and claim it.” 

“The location of the Sword of Innocence was always known to the royalty of Cnidis,” Metal Magnimus reveals, gathering all attention to him once more. “400 years ago, King Panagos the Second, found a plaque in excavations of an ancient dragonkin temple. The plaque has a detailed map of the dungeons and the exact location of the Sword of Innocence. He sent countless adventurers and crusaders but none came back, at least not alive. But I won’t deny the fact that the current ruler gave the Sacred Paladin this impossible mission to get rid of him because he failed. I warn you Athan. Trying to take possession of the legendary sword is no menial task. Most likely the Sacred Paladin will fail just like the others. And since you're a vampire sorcerer, a nefarious creature of the night, then most likely you won't be able to use the sword.”

If I were not an Emissary of Elysium then I would not doubt it. But since I received an Optional Quest it means that either I can use the sword, or there is a high percentage that Aleixo will succeed and I must stop him. But something is amiss! If the reason I received this Optional Quest was to stop the Sacred Paladin, then I would have received an Optional Quest to stop him. No, the reason I got this revelation is because I can or will employ its powers in the foreseeable future. 

“We’ll venture inside the King’s castle and find that plaque Magnimus spoke of,” I say and I notice that Ambrosia and Elektra are about to protest. “In case something happens then you just have to send me a mental message and I'll return instantly. I want to claim the Sword of Innocence and overthrow the King but I will not jeopardize the Vampire Castle, you, or my life.” 

This makes my girls more contempt with my plan and none disapproves. 

“Who will join you?” Ambrosia asks, playing with a lock of her curls. “Maybe I could join you this time. It's been some time since we last ventured together.” 

“My dear Ambrosia,” I begin. “You know that as the Master Warden you're far too irreplaceable. I can't consider anyone taking your place here.” 

The cunning seductress curves a broad smile on her luscious lips. “Fair enough. But on your next adventure I want to go out for hunting as well,” she says while raking her fingers through her hair.  

“It's a promise!” I tell her as I lean forward, inspecting everyone present. Leda and Smeme, my two friends from Elysium are not present. If I take on this mission then I will need their help.

“Lord Athanazziuzzz,” cat girl Kaisa says in a purring tone. “I want to come with you. That place looks so interesting!”

“Curiosity killed the cat!” Sirena, her gorgon companion scoffs. “But it could be interesting. Please master, take us with you!”


Chapter 3

Old Friends




The Marble Gallery was one of the few locations of the Vampire Castle I could not understand its practical uses. Was the last owner a lover of art or does this place holds untold secrets I still have to discover? As I enter the arched doorway, I notice several humanoid automatons and robotic spider constructs repairing the exhibits of the Marble Gallery. This place a few days ago was a total mess, with broken marble statues littering the place. Now the floor is shining like a well-polished glass. A dozen automatons gather carefully all the pieces of the marble statues and classify them based on the limp. Hands, heads, torsos, legs, and marble articles all are perfectly positioned in rows and columns.  Another dozen takes the limps and bodies and arranges them one by one on the floor according to the marble statue. The statues are still ravaged but with time I think this place will obtain its former glory, for all it is worth it. The entire Marble Gallery is like a huge puzzle with thousands of pieces that need to be put together. Statues of men, women, monsters, and even animals are only a few to name that I catch glimpses of.

I see Leda and Smeme standing in front of three automatons that piece together the marble statue of a naked woman in side profile. The statue looks like a collage of limbs of various statues, with her belly growing from big and full to flat. I wonder if the automatons know what they are doing or this piece of art was actually like that in its primal glory. If it is the latter, I guess I will never understand how creative minds think.

Leda turns around to face me and so does Smeme. My friends, Smeme in particular, always bring me a feeling of discomfort each time I meet them. We have been through a lot since we arrived in this world and up to a point our antagonism reached the point of killing each other due to a stupid Optional Quest, but since our rivalry was settled, I thought things would improve, but I was wrong. He is still distant and cold.

Smeme is a Legendary Slime, a 100 Level avatar. He can take any form he likes and absorb everything in his limitless belly. Because he is so powerful, he wears a black plate armor ornamented with runes that covers his entire body, thus limiting his Threat Level to 39. His horned helm is made of the same steel and the narrow slits of his visor make him look like a leering demon. On his back he has stranded his two-handed sword.

“I didn’t know you had a liking for art,” I tell them, trying to break the ice. 

Smeme crosses his arms and towers above me like one of the statues that I saw earlier in the Marble Gallery that represented a demon.

“What now?” he booms at me.

Silence. I smirk and study him for a moment without saying anything.

“Well?” He asks again, but this time he leans forward his head.

“I’ll head back to Cnidis and I want you and Leda to accompany me,” I tell him.

“Heh, in your dreams…” Leda scoffs as she takes off her hood, revealing her raven black hair. She stumps her wand to the ground to attract my attention and stares me eye to eye.

“I thought you’d be bored staying here all day. Why don’t you…” I try to say but I am cut mid-sentence.

“Where’s the dagger I asked?” Smeme shouts at me angrily. He gathers the suspicious glares of the constructs. Every single one of them freezes and looks toward our place. I am their master and if anyone dares to lay a finger on me, they will try to rip them apart. Not that they have a chance against my squishy, squashy friend: Smeme.

My eyebrows pinch together. “I’ve told you already. Elektra and Gaisha are trying to find it. When we absorbed the treasures from the underground dungeons of Tlos, and the magical items and books from the Wizard Academy, it was impossible to find anything. We’re doing the best we can in our ability to find it as soon as possible,” I lie to him as convincingly as possible. Elektra has found the item already, but I have told her to keep this only to herself and me. That legendary weapon supposedly can kill one of this world’s main antagonists. It would be foolish of me to hand it over to them. The one who kills the two main antagonists of this game world will return to Elysium as a hero, but I do not care about such things. I like this place; I want to stay here. I keep the dagger as insurance.

“Our patience is diminishing by the day,” Leda protests, waving her hand. “If you’re trying to fool us, I swear I’ll…”

“The dagger is useless to me. I’ve told you already. I like this world, I don’t plan on returning. But you know very well that the dagger by itself will not be enough to kill Demon King Alastor. You need an army and I might have found something that will help us realize our plans,” I say to them quizzically.

Smeme growls and breathes heavily then exchanges a glance with Leda and nods. “I hope this plan of yours isn’t as crazy as the rest you’ve involved us so far,” he says as he slightly shakes his head left and right in quick succession.

“There’s a dungeon under Cnidis…” I begin and Smeme and Leda strike damp, both leaning forward in sudden curiosity.

“Don’t tell me you know how to find the Sword of Innocence,” Leda strides two imperious steps, our faces mere inches away. She eyes me inquisitively, arching a single eyebrow. “You actually did…” she purses her lips in hasty realization.

I nod mutely.

“This doesn’t change the facts!” Smeme growls like mad in a spectacular display of wrath. “We want to dagger. The dagger gotdammit!”

I cast my gaze on him. “I’ve told you, we’re doing the best we can. In the meantime, you could lend us a hand. In fact, you should lend a hand. If I die down there, don’t expect Elektra and the rest to continue their search in the humongous pile of gold I have in my treasury. This place will collapse, both literary and metaphorically,” I say to him and I soon realize the mistake I did.

Smeme massages the back of his neck thinking. “No!” he says finally. “If you want our help, then we want the dagger first. Find it and then we talk.”

I guess my friend and I still have to resolve our rival issues. If I hand over to them the dagger, then I will have no leverage to keep him here, but if they grow tired of waiting, then it will be like sitting over a bomb. I will have to find another solution to convince them. 

“Guys come on. It's not that I'm your enemy. So far I've been honest with you and despite our rivalries, we always came to an understanding. I'll say it once more. Even if you have the dagger, this doesn't mean that you can kill Demon Mage Alastor. He has a titan dragon and an army of Golem Knights. Not to mention his harem of warrior women. Smeme, I knew you to be a prudent man… slime I mean. Don't let this little delay cloud your judgment. If the dagger is indeed inside our treasury, then Elektra and Gaisha will find it. I promise I'll tell Magnimus to send two dozen mechlocks to search day and night for the artifact,” I tell him convincingly.

I notice that his anger subsides and he sinks into a calculating reverie. “Fine...” he says. “I’ll lend you my powers, but you must promise that along with the dagger you'll help us kill Demon Mage Alastor.”

“I promise,” I say, and a broad smile carves from one corner of my lips to the other.

****

As I leave them to their own devices, an elusive stream of thoughts shakes me. I am yet to determine if all of my assumptions are a result of my increased intellect as a Vampire Lord. Something tells me that my friends are barely contempt with my answer. I think they will try something stupid and will probably attempt to brute force their way through the Hidden Library where the treasury is. I immediately send a Message to Electra and tell her my thoughts about my two friends. For now, she will hide the dagger inside her interdimensional pouch of holding. Then, I send another message to Magnimus, telling him that I want two dozen Mechlock Chronomancers to guard the Long Library day and night. I will position them there under the pretense of searching for the dagger. 

Back in the virtual world of Elysium, I used to play dungeon games with my two friends. The main difference though is that this place works more like a sim game where you have to manage everything. As time progresses and more members are added, I will have to find more executives and assign them specific tasks in order to lift some of my weight. It is imperative I find a butler that will micromanage all aspects of the Castle. Ambrosia and Electra so far have been resilient, but I know that management is not their strong suit.

It is already dawn and I feel hungry. I stroll my way around the Castle inspecting the repairs. The goblins are the biggest slackers but Ambrosia managed to instill fear and respect and put them to hard work. She can be remarkably creative regarding punishment. 

I find my way into the castle's kitchen where Selene, the reaper chef prepares her dishes. All of her foods include some kind of buff most of the time. If it were not for her and her otherworldly cooking, we would have been long dead on several occasions. Thinking about it now, it seems like an eternity when I arrived months ago. Selene is a Reaper but she got bored with the bland test of souls and since she decided to join me, she became officially the Castle’s chef. 

She wears nothing but a white tight chef uniform, without any pants or shoes. Selene’s kitchen is always as clean as a sterilized surgery. Since the goblin horde and the dogfolk joined us, I assigned her two dozen dogfolk to help her with her cooking. The kitchen is open 24 hours like a late-night restaurant. With so many mouths to feed, it is a wonder no one is hungry. Part of it has to do with the fact that Selene is a Reaper and she has no physical need for sleep. She had told me that she sleeps only out of habit because she was once mortal. But Reapers are the select few that death chose them. They have no natural need for sleep. I remember that she once told me that sleep and death are siblings. Sleep is only temporary while death is permanent. Except for Ambrosia and me, she is the most powerful person in the Vampire Castle. 

In a spectacular display of mastery, Selene throws five crepes in the air and turns them all at once. When she catches glimpses of me from the corner of her eye she turns around and welcomes me with a radiant smile. “Athan, you came!” she says as she gestures to a female dogfolk to come at her. She gives some instructions to the shy demihuman and comes near me. “I've made a new recipe, let me feed you!” 

“It... It wouldn't be proper,” I say to her. “What would the others think? I'm the castle’s lord,” I say and motion toward the dogfolk that cooks in the kitchen. Lately, I have been behaving slightly out of character because of my position. What will my subordinates think if I fool around with my girls? 

Selene steps forward and with four brisk steps we find our bodies mere inches away. She takes my hands and places them on her fleshy breasts and then forces me to caress her down her hips. I blush at the sudden realization that not only she is not wearing any pants or t-shirt, but she is not wearing underwear either. She is completely naked underneath.

“Don't be silly. Because you are a lord you can do whatever you want,” she says and without a warning grabs my groins.

I gasp and make a high-pitched noise, attracting the discreet gazes of the other cooks. 

“See? No one noticed,” she smirks with a mischievous look in her eyes. Her pupils flare when she senses my hardening crotch. “Let me show you something,” she adds, pointing in the direction of her private room.  I ordered some of the automatons to build her a separate room within the large kitchen since she is here all the time. She grabs me by the elbow and almost forces me into her room and sits me hard on her bed. She unbuttons the upper buttons of her chef uniform and stops when she reaches her cleavage. “You've been neglecting me lately,” she lifts an eyebrow and sits on me.

More than accident rather on purpose, I touch her pussy and she gasps. “You naughty Lord!” she moans and steals a warm kiss off my lips.

Without hesitation, Selene grabs the hem of the upper part of her uniform and pulls it up, placing it under her chin, her erect nipples touching my chest, while our tongues continue dancing inside our mouths. Quickly, she begins to unbutton herself, removing her skirt over her round ass down her shapely legs, now standing bare naked, with only her uniform on her neck.

It has been a long time since I had seen Selene naked. Her jiggling and pointing breasts move charmingly with each move. Leaving her mouth, I touch the erect nipples with both of my hands, then grab her cute, round ass again as I caress her nipples in turns with my lips. She moans and tilts her head, now licking my ear.

Selene looks at me, a lusty smile appearing on her lips, accompanied with intense desire in her burning eyes. I can feel her hot breath as she moves, kissing me again on my lips with passion, eventually biting a little my lower lip. Her tongue invades my mouth again, dancing in circles. Slowly, she starts rubbing her vagina on the bulge of my crotch.

Lowering me to the ground, she removes the last piece of cloth: her uniform and sits on my lap. I am struck by how soft and warm the reaper is, a feminine smell grabbing my nose. I greedily bury my nose inside her hair and inhale her scent, then gently kiss her shoulder, tasting the subtle saltiness of her body.

My shaft becomes more erect, blood flooding down my manhood with each second passing. I want to lick and kiss every inch of her soft and milky body. I caress again her tasty nipples with my tongue impatiently, taking the extended tips into my mouth, clearly not able to wait any longer. With a deep breath, I slide my hand down her entrance, feeling her labia stiffen and become wet as I touch her.

I stop sucking the tip of her nipples and lean back to admire the result of my work. Her stiff, erect nipples are spectacular to watch. With elegant moves she undoes my belt and throws it away, rushing her hand inside my pants, touching my erect cock and pulling it out. With a lustful smile she begins stroking it slowly, till she lowers her head and her warm mouth embraces me, evoking me senses of pleasure that weren’t possible in the virtual game world of Elysium.

Taking my shaft in her mouth and caressing my groin, she intensifies the sucking, till I groan thrilled. I grab her from the hair and force her to stop. She gets up, then lays down and spreads her legs, then beckons me with a nod to come. I stare her hungrily into her eyes as she twirls her fingers, erecting her clit even more.

I take off my clothes and kick off my pants. Deliberate now from my own uniform, I kneel between her legs and caress her clit with my big thumb, then touch her tight vagina. Selene jumps up and groans lustfully. I insert my middle finger in the pink entrance, feeling the warmth and wetness as I explore her inner labia. My finger now slips smoothly in and out, making her moan from pleasure.

Selene touches her erect nipples and licks them with her tongue, nodding for me to proceed. I immediately take action and enter a second finger, now moving them both in unison, arousing her even more. While tickling the inside of her vagina with both fingers, I rub her clit with my other hand at the same time.

I tentatively take my fingers and move closer, inserting my shaft inside her. I can immediately feel her body bucking and her vagina contradicting hard around me. With each thrust of my erect member I feel the muscle of her vagina squeeze and more hot juices gush. Seaming pleased at my handiwork, I start pounding her hard, her body shivering and trembling from the intensity.

A strange feeling of fulfillment engulfs me and like a volcanic eruption, I release my hot seed deep inside in thick spurts. I rock into her for a few lasting moments, until finally releasing my last drop.


Chapter 4

Fragile Alliances




It is late noon when I leave Selene and return to my Throne Room. I admire the work everyone already puts in. The Vampire Castle, at least everything on the ground floor and up is nearly complete. The automatons have made a great difference in rebuilding the place. If I manage to find more extension modules for the monster production factory, then I could create far stronger minions that will protect me and my Castle.

Frankie, the first low-level skeleton I ever made in the Monster Production Facility, sits behind my throne guarding it day and night. It is not necessary to give names to mere skeletons but since it was my first creation, I feel somewhat attached to it and done some improvements. For starters I enhanced its bones with a food buff Selene gave me. It was Greek Yogurt if memory serves. It has a high density of calcium and if you spread it on your body, it makes your skin smoother. In Frankie's case, when I spread it on its bones, it became stronger and its Threat Level increased from 1 to 3. Magnimus enhanced it with some magical runes and Elektra gave me magical armor ideal for skeleton constructs. Right now, Frankie has a Threat Level of 15, making it as strong as my warrior women.

The skeleton has sentimental value for me because it reminds me of how the Vampire Castle was when we first arrived here. This place was derelict and now it is becoming a proper fortress. All I have to do is add a few more Castle Cores and we will be unstoppable.

I lean back on my comfortable stone throne, which is now vested with leather. I access my Neural Control Interface and from there I browse the Castle. I perform a scan to check out the Vampire Castle’s status. 

Vampire Castle’s HP: 26%.

Castle Sensor Active!

Remote Controlling Active!

Castle Teleportation Active!

Castle Defense Active!

Monster Production Facility Active!

Clock Tower Active!

Outer Wall Active!

Stables Active!

Kitchen Active!

Alchemy Laboratory Active!

Entrance Active!

Long Library Active!

Forbidden Library under repair!

Marble Gallery under repair!

Necromancy Laboratory under repair!

Anti-Chapel needs repairing!

Castle Keep needs repairing!

Catacombs need repairing!

Cursed Prison needs repairing!

Hell Garden needs repairing!

Underground Caverns need repairing!

Underground Garden needs repairing!

It is so strange to think that the upper part of the Castle is only a sixth compared to the underground. One could say that the underground is where the true Vampire Castle lies. I did not have the time to explore it fully yet. So far it has been the perfect home for the goblin horde. Their natural ability to see within the dark and their small frame make it ideal for them to populate most of the caverns. 

The crab eggs we have gathered around the Castle have already hatched. Although I am not fully aware of how fast they grow, the leftovers from Selene’s kitchen made them twice the size compared to when I had first encountered them. Selene proposed we use them for food ingredients and Ambrosia agreed since she wants to use their enhanced shell for armor. Elektra came with a smarter plan to use them as battle mounts. Since we have only a few horses, we could use these huge crabs to fight back intruders. Their legs can climb stiff cliffs and their claws can easily cut a human in two. Elektra, along with Magnimus try to find the proper spells to bend the crustaceans to our will. For their own shake, I pray Elektra succeeds, otherwise, their only use will be to make crab salad and armors.

Silence grows stolid across the empty Throne Room. I decide to play a game and observe my two friends. One of my secret abilities as Castle Lord is to have access to all of my minions through their senses. It is an ability no one knows I have, not even Elektra and Zoe. For my own reasons, I decided to keep this small secret to myself. This ability will come in handy in the future in case someone or somebody decides to overthrow me. I do not doubt the loyalty of my women executives anymore, but if I tell them about this ability, one way or another more will learn about it. For all I know, there might be a way for someone to block the Castle’s Foresight but if they are oblivious of it, then their defenses will be low.

I can use Foresight on everyone inside my Castle except for Leda and Smeme, the reason being they are not my subordinates. What I can do however is inspect them through the eyes of my servants. Automatons, dogfolk, and goblins are only a few to name with. As they stroll around the Castle, I will have my eye on them. 

Through the castle’s sensor, I have the ability to see every corner of the entire construct. Green dots symbolize my minions, grey dots the neutral entities, and red dots the enemies. Smeme and Leda are the only two grey dots inside the Vampire Castle. I employ my powers to spy on them, but for the most part, all they do is roam aimlessly around the castle, watch mock battles between the dogfolk and the goblin horde, and spar against each other.

They take positions against each other. Smeme has the advantage against Leda not only because his Threat Level is far higher, but because he is a Knight. Leda, as a warlock needs time to cast spells and Smeme has her occupied all the time, making it impossible for her to cast even a single spell. Having a 100-Level mentor with you all the time has several merits. First of all, with all the pressure Smeme practices on her, she has leveled up faster than any other Emissary I know, except for the Sacred Paladin. Second, she has become more proficient in defending and counterattacking even if she is fighting head-on against warriors. Third and most important, Smeme always acts as her angel guardian. He is like an impenetrable wall. He never leaves an opening and always guards Leda. Together, student and teacher, are the perfect battle duo.

I continue spying on them, till the evening comes with low steps. I am exhausted from today’s surveillance. Since I leveled up, I feel more exhausted during the day. I have not noticed any major debuffs other than the usual ones I always suffered, such as being unable to polymorph, perform Misty Escape, and use the innate spellcasting abilities of my vampiric ancestry.

When inside my Castle, my Threat Level increases by 30 points, compared to when I leave the premises. Right now my threat level is 65 and I am the strongest entity in here, except for Smeme. The gap between me and my warrior girls has grown exponentially. Even Ambrosia, who is the second in command, her Threat Level is a mere 27, while my other women, such as Electra, Zoe, Kaisa, and Sirena, are 15 to 16. Their threat leveling increment happened artificially in a way, since Magnimus, Elektra, and Selene created a potion of strength that can permanently increase a person's Threat Level up to 16. I tried the potion on me but I have seen no effects, neither did Ambrosia.

I am about to head down to my chambers, which are in the same tower as the Throne Room. As I get up from my throne, I notice that Smeme and Leda have gone off my radar. I cannot track them no matter how hard I try. Momentarily I think that my Castle Sensor malfunctioned and I close the Castle Menu and reopen it. Still, they are nowhere to be found. The cunning bastards must have used a spell of concealment. I suspect where they are going. For the time being, I refrain from notifying Ambrosia and Electra. Telling them would only cause excess ruckus that I want to avoid right now. 

Since the sun has yet to set, I cannot polymorph into a bat or a dire wolf. I make my way down the stairs ignoring the automatons and the dogfolk that stop and bow slightly as I pass near them. The treasury is located within the Hidden Library. I found it to be the most appropriate place to hide all the legendary items we have gathered so far, along with the most precious books we stole from the Wizard Academy.

It takes me nearly twenty minutes to run down to the Hidden Library. Both libraries are underground but the Hidden Library is an extension of the Long Library. One needs to have certain authorization to enter the Hidden Library. So far the only person I have allowed –other than myself– is Electra. I even refrained from using the automatons Magnimus makes in the Monster Production Facility. I do not trust him entirely yet. I know that anything being produced there is under my direct control, however, Magnimus is an ingenious artificer. It would not strike me as impossible if he has found a way to inject a special mechanism that can override my own commands.

When I reach the Long Library’s entrance, terror fills the most remote chambers of my brain with riot. All the automatons I have placed here to guard the Long Library are destroyed. Strangely enough, the perpetrators did not lay a finger on the library’s books or other artifacts. Everything is intact and properly placed as it should be. Even more the reason to suspect that my duo of friends is the one behind this. All humanoid automatons had a Threat Level between 10 and 12, proof that the trespassers are very proficient and powerful. 

I run ahead past several rows of books till I see Smeme and Leda standing before the secret entrance to the Hidden Library. I know they already sensed my presence, but they do not bother to even turn around and face me. I doubt this is due to embarrassment or lack of respect they have shown to my hospitality.

I stop running but I march there decisively. They overdid it this time and I will not accept insubordination inside my castle.

“Care to explain what the hell you’re doing?” I shout to them.

Smeme turns around slowly as if bored to see me. “The obvious thing,” he says calmly, folding his arms. “You've been lying to us all this time. You're hiding the sacred dagger inside the library.” 

“You went far this time...” I snarl and make one bold step forward. For some reason, a strange sensation of sadness in me deepens inexplicably. We have been through a lot, but I never thought they would act like this. Of course, I am also to blame. I hid from them the dagger I had promised to give them. Yet, ambition and rivalry get in our way once more. The dagger is useless to me, considering that I do not plan on following the main quest. On the other hand, my main antagonist is aware that the sacred dagger was stolen and he must have figured by now that it is under my possession. If we are to cross paths in the foreseeable future, I will be naked against Alastor, the Demon King of Lycia. Smeme on the other hand wants the dagger to kill the Demon King and be granted passage back to our world. 

“And who is to stop me?” Smeme laughs under his steel helm. “Give me the dagger or else... ” 

I cast Primal Savagery and my nails extend and become sharp claws while my fangs protrude like that of a wild beast. Leda stands behind Smeme as always. She takes out from her pocket a gem that neutralizes spells up to Tier-3 and activates it. Immediately, she nullifies my previous spell and my form turns back to that of a normal human. 

“You are weak against us,” Leda smiles wickedly. 

I might not be able to cast spells up to Tier-3 but I can easily cast between Tier 4 and 7 in my current level. Some of them are so deadly that will make Leda think twice before provoking me again. 

“Do not force me to use higher tier spells,” I grit my teeth as a warning. 

Smeme unsheathes his two-hander and holds it with its tip downward. “It will be a bad idea to start a battle here. If my armor cracks, then I'll go out of control and you know what this means. I could consume the entire castle,” he glowers at me with his glowing red eyes.

Suddenly, the thought of my friend going rogue shakes me but I cannot budge now. Even if they do not find the dagger in the Hidden Library, I cannot allow them to do as they please. I must give them a lesson but at the same time leave them unharmed. That is a tough shell to crack.

I cast Banishment, a Tier-4 spell that allows me to send any willing or unwilling target I want to another plane of existence for a day. Leda’s face burns red from anger as she shouts to Smeme, “Attack him!” but it is too late. The spell succeeds and the Black Knight vanishes into a blue sphere. 

Leda Looks at me flabbergasted, barely willing to accept what just happened. She is about to cast another spell but I use Circle of Invulnerability, a Tier-6 spell that nullifies any spell within a 20-foot radius. Any spell she had in mind fails and all she does is curse.

“If I wanted, I could have you killed. See the difference in our powers. I took out both of you in an instant without harming you. Stop this madness. I will tell Electra to allocate all available automatons to search for the dagger. I even sent today two more dozens, the ones you just destroyed. Believe me!” I tell her, pointing my hand toward the pile of the destroyed automatons. 

“Is it true that you haven't found the dagger yet?” Leda inspects me with the eye of a scrutinizing observer. If I fail to convince her now, then our friendship will suffer irreparably.

“I promise you that once I... We return from Cnidis, Electra will have the dagger,” I tell her.

Leda folds her arms for a brief moment and then rubs her chin thinking. “Fine... That's your last chance to make up for all your past deeds. At least for me,” she replies and extends her hand for a handshake but she is cut in the middle.

The entire place shakes as if a small earthquake is taking place. Books fall off their shelves down to the floor and several paintings bounce off the walls. A glowing red crack appears where Smeme was a few moments before the Banishment. Out of thin air, Smeme’s strong arm appears and grabs me by the neck and crushes me to the ground.

I wonder how he managed to break free but my thoughts are paused when he punches me in the face with his gloved hand.

[image: Image]I am lucky that he did not break my nose. I curse and turn myself into thin mist, escaping his grip and appear behind him. The night has come and now I can use all my vampiric abilities to the full.

“Oh I’m going to enjoy this so much,” I tell him as I lunge forward and punch him in the face. The blow is enough to force him to backpedal two steps, but I achieved no damage at all.

“You think this is enough to contain me you fool?” Smeme booms again as he makes two steps forward.

We stare at each other for three long seconds, till Leda shouts, “That’s enough. Both of you stop! The real enemy is out there!”

Both of us secretly stare at furious Leda. No one makes a move against each other, but no one budges either.

“Athanasios, you promised you’ll give us the dagger. I swear I’ll cut you to pieces if you lie again. This will be the last time we help you!” Leda waves her hand dismissively at me.

Smeme turns his face slowly. “You promised we’ll help him? A moment ago we were…” he says but Leda cuts him mid-sentence.

“What is done is done. Let’s help him and be over with it. Even if we break into the Hidden Library, there’s no guarantee we’ll find the dagger. Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt. Just this once…”

A small smile of victory forms on my face. I have won this round of wits.


Chapter 5

Bark Squad




Securing my alliance with Smeme was a victory. If the two of us fought, I have no doubt that we would tear the Vampire Castle apart.

I step back into the Marble Gallery to relax. The automatons are constantly working day and night. My women executives have been doing the best they can to restore our home: the Vampire Castle. I will need to reward each of them for their service. Once I have the Sword of Innocence in my possession, I will throw a party for everyone with more food and drink than any of them can imagine. The more I linger the more I start to feel like a king in my castle. Even as the soldiers outside lay siege around us. My blood is still boiling after my encounter with Smeme. A part of me wanted the two of us to fight. I wanted to see who would emerge the victor.

Is there something wrong with me? I ponder as my vampiric senses overflow me. It is the Hunger, the Thirst! I’m not sated. The battle against the demihumans the night before didn’t quench my bloodlust. Instead, it left me with a bitter victory.

“Ambrosia, do you still want to go hunting?” I send her a Message. She is somewhere in the underground sparring with her Bark Squad. They are an elite group of dogfolk that she has taken a liking to. Using my Sensor I see that she is in her wolf form sparring with Lucian, who is now their beta, alongside two others. 

“I’m always ready for the hunt,” Ambrosia answers me. 

“Report to me in the courtyard,” I tell her. Quickly I polymorph my body into a group of black bats and fly down to the courtyard. This ability is strange and at times overwhelming. When I polymorph it is like entering inside a lucid dream. The creature I transform into clings for control as their instincts fight against me for dominance, but they are weak. I imagine if I stayed transformed I would lose my consciousness, but since I only use these abilities a little at a time the animal inside has no pull. With practice I am sure will also be able to use any of my polymorph forms for longer periods of time. 

I stand in the middle of the courtyard as Ambrosia emerges from a dark stairwell still in her wolf form, her eyes glowing red with rage, teeth covered in blood. Following behind her are four more dogfolk wearing crab armor and holding swords and daggers, stolen from the bodies of fallen foes we’ve fought in the past. 

“Did you kill one of them?” I ask, noticing the blood on her teeth.

“A young naive pup thought he could be the leader of my squad. I didn’t kill him but I did put him in his place,” she answers. 

“I thought you were training with Lucian,” I say, looking at Lucian, the dogfolk warrior I saw her sparring. 

“This was after,” she answers.

I realize that I need to be careful. Ambrosia is probably aware of my abilities but I don’t want to let on that I was spying on her. 

“Well, I would expect no less from you. Always training, always growing stronger,” I compliment her with a grin. “So tell me, what do you think of the siege happening outside our castle walls?” 

“They want to choke us out. They think that by surrounding us they will starve us out and force us to surrender. I’ve already sent several scouts to nearby villages. Those that had been trading with us have been hung or imprisoned. Several of the smaller villages have been burned to the ground. Any demihumans are to be executed on-site as they may be potential allies for us. They want us to surrender without a battle.”

“They have no idea what we are capable of, do they?” I smirk. 

“You mentioned the hunt?” her wolflike tongue envelops the upper side of her mouth as she continues to approach me. 

“I want to show the King that laying siege to my castle will not be tolerated,” I tell her as I feel my blood boiling. My heart pumps like a raging tornado, demanding action.

“Oh, and how do you expect to do that?” she asks. 

“It is night. Many of their soldiers are sleeping in their tents. They have underestimated us. As supernatural creatures we are stronger in the night. They think they have us locked inside here. I want to show them that we are still free to do what we desire.” 

“Meaning?” 

“I want to slaughter all the soldiers that line the road between us and the castle’s walls,” I tell her with a grin as I transform myself into a wolf. My form is slightly larger than her own, heavier but not as agile. 

“My-my, what big teeth you have,” Ambrosia hisses. 

“All the better to tear my enemies with, my dear.” Still, in her wolf form Ambrosia walks up toward me and I feel her fur brush against my own. 

“Shall we begin our hunt?” she asks. 

****

We move toward the gate of the castle followed by the dogfolk. Both Ambrosia and I agreed that this will make good training for her beloved squad. She has ordered them to remove their armor and weapons for maximum agility. This will be a hit-and-run mission after all. We are to kill as many soldiers laying siege to us as possible without giving ourselves away. I want the crush their morale. I want them to believe the woods around the castle are cursed and understand that it is I that rule the darkness. 

“And you have no problem killing any of them? I’m sure the people of Cnidis will resent you for killing their soldiers,” Ambrosia asks as several goblins open the castle gate just enough for us to squeeze our way through. 

“They are greedy bastards. Any one of them that willingly fights for such a King is an enemy,” I answer. 




The cold night air courses through my fur as I take off, running into the woods. The ground is cold and wet beneath the pads on my paws. I can feel every twig, every rock, the mud, dirt, and grass. The world looks creamy, black and white with splashes of blues and purple. I feel like I am seeing the world faster. I can see 250 degrees in front of me and still sense my pack following behind me as we move into the brush. My smell is enhanced as well. In the air, less than a hundred feet in front of me, I smell the bodies of a half dozen Cnidis soldiers drinking coffee. 

My hearing is more enhanced than usual since I’ve transformed into a dire wolf. I can hear the soldiers’ mumbling, talking to one another about how they forced themselves on a demihuman.

I approach one of the guards peeing behind a bush with his back facing toward me. His armor has a squared helm with a faceguard shaped in the face of a screaming warrior. Attached to the forehead area is a crafted leather ornament piece shaped in a bear face. The shoulders are fairly oval. They're decorated with a wide piece of thick, colored cloth that looks purple to me, draped over each shoulder and hanging over the edges. His upper arms are protected by rounded, layered metal braces that sit loosely under his shoulder plates. The lower arms are covered by vambraces, which have a bear's upper jaw attached to the outer sides. 

The soldier’s breastplate is made from many circular layers of leather and fur with pointed edges and decoration pieces. It covers almost everything from the neck down, it narrows near the groin and leaves partly the sides exposed. The soldier, like his brethren, has his upper legs covered by a skirt of diagonal layers of leather and fur. The lower legs are protected by leather greaves which have layers of squared leather on the outer sides. Thin pants made from leather and fur are worn beneath this all. Ambrosia approaches him from the front and attacks him with his pants down. Before he can scream out to the others, Lucian grabs him by the neck and rips out his vocal cords. They leave him laying there alive, his eyes blinking, mouth ajar, in agony. 

“The next one is mine,” I tell Ambrosia. She and Lucian turn back into the shadows of the brush. 

Two more guards stand by a small tent. Looking behind me I can see the silhouette of my castle in all its glory in front of the full moon. 

One of the soldiers is wearing armor with only a rounded nose guard as protection for the face. Attached to the top is a boar's head, giving the overall appearance of a horned, four-eyed demon. The shoulders are squared, narrow and enormous. They're decorated with hundreds of small leather pieces, mimicking the scales of reptiles. He looks to be the leader of this group. Inside the closest tent I see four guards sleeping. They are working in shifts. Four at a team per tent. I tell Lucian to take his pack and slaughter the ones sleeping. Ambrosia and I will deal with the waking ones. 

The leader holds his weapon in hand. Always at the ready. His weapon of choice is a fairly long, thick, barbed blade made of ivory. It is held by a grip wrapped in dull, onyx crocodile leather. The razor-sharp point makes this weapon a perfect choice if you wish to puncture your enemies to death with ruthless speed and precision. The blade has a thin, curved cross-guard, just large enough to make sure your fingers are safe and the blade will remain firm in your hands. The cross-guard has a jeweled twist on each side. The cost of this weapon must have been high. A fairly small pommel is decorated with a rare gem. Fancy decorations for a fancy sword. The metal of the blade itself however is fairly simple. No markings, no decorations, and no engravings, but the blade will surely be decorated in battle. 

I can’t imagine that the leader has used this blade more than once or twice in any actual battle. I decide this is going to be the perfect gift for Kros, the leader of my goblin horde. He likes shiny things. I inform the Bark Squad that they are to collect all the weapons from those we kill this night. As for their armor, I could care less. Most look as if they are designed to intimidate demihumans and therefore I want none of that in my castle. 

From the shadows, I leap out and bite down on the neck of the human leader. He turns in a fit of rage and pain, swinging his sword around like a tornado and slashes open the stomach of one of his men who happened to be standing too close. The moonlight dances through the limbs of trees above us as I end his life, using nothing but my jaws. The blood warms me as it splatters over my fur and before I know it, I am over the next guard doing the same thing: tearing through the leather armor and sinking my teeth into soft tissue. 

Before I can sink my teeth into the last guard, he screams as he aims his admirable short bow toward me. It has been delicately constructed of poplar wood. Its string is made from pristine bear hide, it's a very rare material around these parts of the world. The limbs have been decorated with ornate golden details that end in rounded curves, ornamented with animal scales. The handle is wrapped in coarse hide and decorated with leaves. The modest quiver around his back is made from common hide. The outer side has been decorated with curved talon-like spikes, which likely have a significant meaning to the archer. The bow will make a great gift for one of my girls, so I need to be sure I don’t accidentally destroy it. Sinking my teeth into the archer’s fleshy wrists does the job. He drops his weapon and screams again. I can hear footsteps. More soldiers, twenty, no thirty, are making their way toward us now. 

“We’re discovered, should we turn back?” Ambrosia sends me a Message. 

“Why would we do that?” I answer as the dead archer's neck falls to the ground beneath me. I pull my head back and take a deep breath before letting out a loud howl. The soldiers approaching us are stunned for a moment as the sound echoes throughout the trees like we are all standing inside some dark cathedral. I wonder if they can sense their lives coming to an end.

The field is littered with gore, armor, weapons of all kinds, and bodies. Red, black, and silver are the new colors of what was once a peaceful, rich field. The air is now glowing with fire, thick smoke, ash, and embers, enough to make even the bravest men tremble in fear. The wounded are abundant and lay in heaps around the field. Some of our enemies have succumbed to a frenzy and are killing anyone they see in a fury of blood and gore, while others fight by only focusing on their enemy and not the carnage around them. Not a single member of my pack falls when I decide it’s time we withdraw.

“Leave their wounded,” I tell Ambrosia and Lucian. “Let them speak of the horror they witnessed this night. Let them tell stories of the darkness that surrounds the Vampire Castle and the cursed siege.” 

“Yes, my master,” Ambrosia says, walking up behind me. Both of us are still in our wolf forms gazing at the fires burning around us. We caused the chaos that I longed for. My hunger has been sated at last.

“Have them gather weapons. We return to the castle now.”

****




After half an hour we return to the castle and slip back through the door again. Kros and his horde are awake and waiting. The Bark Squad trails behind us carrying with them dozens of trophies from our battle.

“Kros, it is great to see you, I have something for you,” I say, changing back into my human form. Reaching over toward Lucian, I grab the ornamented sword he is carrying sheathed in a leather scabbard. Admiring the blade, I feel its weight in my hand. It has been a while since I’ve used a sword. The last one I had was Lush and things didn’t end so well with that cursed blade. I’ve grown used to using my skills and Primal Savagery to strike my foes. 

The magnificent blade is lighter and more well-balanced than I imagined. Seeing it from up-close I estimate it is worth a ton in gold. For a moment I contemplate keeping it for myself. If I am to use the Sword of Innocence maybe I should get used to handling a blade again, but the thought fades as quickly as it comes as I look down at Kros’ eyes, which are filled with lust and envy.

His jaw falls off in shock. “Master, that weapon…” he starts.

“Yes, this weapon is now yours,” I tell him as I hand it to him.

Kros reaches out and clutches it with his claws. 

“You should name it,” Ambrosia says, standing behind me. She is back in her human form as well. She wears a sexy black top and lace. I realize her mouth and mine are still covered in blood from our prey. 

“Master, I can’t accept such a gift,” Kros says, holding the sword back out toward me. 

“Nonsense, you are my ally,” I smile. “And as my ally, I gift that blade to you and you alone. I have no doubt you will keep it well-fed with the blood of my enemies.” 

“Then I shall call it ‘The Will of Athanasios,’” Kros tells me.

I almost burst out laughing but refrain from doing so. I don’t want my goblin general to feel embarrassed or shameful but the name sounds like it's ripped straight from one of the games Smeme, Leda, and I used to play in Asphodel Meadows. So this is how those strange names come to pass.

“My lord,” Kros starts, “the reason I am here is because…” 

“Yes?” I ask him. It hadn’t even crossed my mind that Kros was awake and waiting for us to return patiently. Has something happened while I was away? I check my Sensor and immediately I see two grey dots, Smeme and Leda sleeping in their temporary quarters, but another, a third grey dot is standing in the middle of one of the cells inside my Cursed Prison. 

“We have a guest,” I say. 

“Yes, another demihuman has come from Cnidis. They say they snuck through the enemy camps. They begged for sanctuary at the walls of the castle before Elektra came and let them in. We immediately subdued them and locked them in one of the prison cells. Elektra told me to wait here for your return so that you may decide their fate. 

If Elektra decided not to kill them they must have a message for me. Another trap? No, it wouldn’t make sense for the king to play the same hand twice, especially since he believed I was exactly where he wanted me to be. 

“Why wasn’t I informed earlier?” 

“Miss Elektra said that it wasn’t a bother. The demihuman is of the catfolk. A refugee from the tent city.” 

“Did you inform Kalma or Alma about our guest?” 

“Yes, they say the demihuman’s name was Nikos,” Kros says. 

“Very well, bring the prisoner some food and tell him that we will talk in the morning,” I tell Kros.

He nods and heads toward the stairwell that leads down into the Cursed Prison. It is one of the few places of the Vampire Castle I hate going.

I turn to Ambrosia, my warden, and tell her, “Make sure the prisoner is fed and given a warm blanket. Interrogate him. Find out why he has come here. I wish to retire until morning.” I feel exhausted. Having stayed in my wolf form for so long has taken its toll on me and though my thirst feels quenched, I can’t help but feel that I maybe overdid it a little. The plan was to kill maybe an eighth of the soldiers laying siege around us, but with the forest still burning, I am sure we killed at least a quarter of their army. The King won’t be pleased. And what’s worse is that we have given him a reason to call for reinforcements. 
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Chapter 6

Battle Plans




After returning to my chambers, Elektra and Zoe are waiting for me in their new outfits that Zoe had sewn. Exhausted I lay on the bed while the two massage every muscle of my body until I fall into a deep sleep. I dream of Asphodel Meadows, the arcade in which I worked with Smeme. We are walking back to my home as we walk in the city. I see metal buildings and towers reaching up toward the sky. Like the big brother he considers himself to be, he scolds me once again about how I shouldn’t badmouth Hades, the supreme administrator of the virtual world of Elysium. He tells me that I will be punished for my insolence.

The dream continues and now I find myself standing on top of a cliff observing the burning River of Cocytus. That place acts as one of the gates between the Real World and the virtual one. The supreme creature, Hades, had cast me there. I was recreated into a human being and then I arrived in the Real World. 

As the dream goes on, I notice Smeme and Leda drowning in the moving sea of fire. Leda’s arms try to reach out toward me while Smeme dissolves around her in his natural form: that of a slime.

I gasp as I wake up and ponder if there is some kind of deeper meaning to it. Just like my Neural Control Interface that connects me with Elysium, these dreams might be a way of communication, a warning of some sort. I can’t let such things bother me, not while my castle is under siege and I still have an important quest to complete. The Sword of Innocence is waiting for me below the city of Cnidis. 

“Wake up and call everyone to the Throne Room,” I tell Elektra, brushing her cheek with my fingers. 

“Yes, Athan,” she answers, turning over for half a second before sitting up and gathering her clothes from the floor. She wears a white button-up that accents her natural breasts. It is similar to the outfit she wore when we first met, but this one is slightly different. It has a skull with two wide fangs embroidered onto the back in black. 

“What is that?” I ask her, my eyebrows forming a knot.

“Zoe thought it would be fun. It's a vampire,” she answers.

I smile back at her. That much was obvious. But why? I guess it is the thought that counts. Then, as Elektra turns around, she slides on a pair of underwear with the same skull design and I catch myself smirking. Strangely enough, I sense some kind of otherworldly power resonating inside the sigil. I muse momentarily about what the crafty wizard girl has thought when she made it with Zoe, but I refrain from asking when I find myself hardening between my thighs. I soon realize that the sigil works as some kind of pheromone that induces sex drive.

Elektra gives me a suggestive waggle with her eyebrows as she slides her blue shirt up. The effects of the sigil fade away in waves as I shake my head left and right and perform a long exhale.

“What happened? Anything wrong master?” the perky wizard girl asks.

I chuckle reflexively. She had me there. I smile and dismiss her with a gesture, pointing at the door.

As Zoe helps me to get dressed, I think about the Sacred Paladin and the King. My rival is already well ahead of us seeking out the Sword. Not only that but sneaking into the city and from there into the underground dungeons will not be easy. Even if we manage to get help from the tentfolk, resistance is to be expected and we can’t just brute force our way through the city.

I change into my blue jacket and pants, clothing Zoe had made for me. The jacket fits like a glove, a tailored one. It has a smooth chalk stripe pattern which gives the suit a refined look. The five buttons of my single-breasted jacket are all buttoned up except for one, a subtle touch of nonchalance that works perfectly. The jacket is the same length all around, it has a vent at the back, there's a single pocket on one side and a stylish breast pocket square. The pants Zoe made are just as nice. They copy the style of the jacket, both in color and pattern and they perfectly complement my boots. To top it all off I have a classic belt made of leather, accompanied by cuff links that are shaped like tiny skulls with fangs. 

When I am prepared, I help Zoe to get dressed. She puts on a black dress that covers just one of her shoulders and leaves the other exposed. The fabric flows down into a modest scoop neckline. It is a relaxed outfit that gives the dress a graceful look. The dress covers her arms just above her wrists to hide the scars that identify her as a Ragdoll. The sleeves are a loose fit from top to bottom, giving the dress a slightly casual look. An elastic band within the dress perfectly accentuates her waist and breaks up the dress nicely. Below her waist the dress widens and has a princess dress style. It reaches all the way down to the ground and is longer at the sides. I notice that the bottom part of the dress can be easily removed, allowing her to move more freely should she need to fight at a moment's notice. She has taken everything into account when designing our new outfits. Even my jacket is lined with a thin steel mesh that can easily block swords should I use my body as a shield.

“I will meet you in the Throne Room to discuss our next move,” I tell her. She nods and takes off without any hesitation though I could tell she wanted nothing more than to walk there beside me. 

I wait about five minutes meditating in silence before starting my descent to the Throne Room. Passing through my castle I run my hand along the walls. As time passes I memorize every inch of the place, my home. One day I will know every stone, every object within it, even every object within Elektra’s interdimensional bag. All of this is my treasure. But for now, I must focus on the task at hand. That’s all that matters.

****

Walking into my Throne Room I find Ambrosia and Zoe fully dressed waiting, while Kaisa and Sirena look like they just woke up and are still wearing lacey pajamas. Kaisa is laying back against Sirena’s bottom, half stretching and scratching her eyes while Sirena sits hunched over. The two look like they had been up all night sharing one another’s company. I put on a faux smile and walk over to my throne and sit down. From here I can see Elektra, Smeme, and Leda are all walking toward the room and will arrive in less than thirty seconds. I check on our prisoner and see Kros along with Kalma and Alma standing outside guarding. Avis and Gaisha are also on their way to the Throne Room and will be with us shortly. 

The dragonkin Avis and dryad Gaisha are unique to our castle, both allies, exiles whom I befriended during the Tournament in Cnidis. I have no doubt that the two will be valuable assets in the challenges to come but I am still unsure about their skills overall. Avis is the first person I feel I have a kinship with, besides my warrior women. He is loyal to me and looks at me as a brother. 

With Message I ask Selene if she will be joining us. She asks if she can stay in the kitchen for the time being to prepare breakfast for all of us and I gladly accept her request. Both of us know that though she is a powerful ally she is still bound to the kitchen and certain parts of the castle. She knows her limits and as a professional chef would rather explore the kitchen than attend strategy meetings. 

“Shall we go ahead and get started?” I say aloud as Elektra, Smeme, and Leda walk into the room. 

“Let’s get this over with,” I hear Leda mumble.

I can’t help but notice that she is wearing one of the outfits Zoe made. The top of her shoulders are exposed, but does cover the sides and flows down into a simple round neckline. It is a snug fit that helps to accentuate her breasts without making them look tacky. Her arms have been covered to just below her elbows. The sleeves start out loose and tighten toward the bottom where they form a perfect match with the color of her skin. The dress’ waist is wide, but it's a slim fit. A yellow cloth ribbon has been wrapped around her and is tied on one side. Below the waist the dress widens and has a ruffle style from top to bottom. The dress reaches all the way down to the ground and is slightly longer at the sides and back of the dress.

“Nice outfit,” I tell her.

“What… A girl can’t have a change of clothes…” Leda says, a broad smile curves on her luscious lips.

I laugh. Usually, only Ambrosia talks to me like that. The rest of my girls, except for Ambrosia and Zoe, stare at Leda with envy. 

“I’m glad you’ve been able to make yourself feel at home,” I tell her. 

“We’re only staying until we get the dagger. But, since we’re here I’m making the most of it,” Leda smirks. 

“Ambrosia, tell us what we know about our prisoner,” I turn my gaze toward my vampire mistress. 

“Catfolk from tent city. I actually couldn’t get much out of her. Kalma and Alma insisted that I not use any magic on him or hurt him,” she says. 

“Very well, what do we know about…” I’m about to ask about the forces surrounding us when Kalma barges inside the Throne Room with the prisoner. “Kalma? What is the meaning of this?”

“Sorry for the intrusion Master Athan but Nikos has some valuable information and I believe you need to hear it immediately,” Kalma responds, grabbing Nikos with his claws and nudging him forward toward me and the others. Nikos is dressed in a crummy old piece of fabric full of holes and stained with dirt. It barely manages to hang from his shoulders like a discarded old towel. The neck has been torn on one side and there are dozens of holes, leaving much of him exposed to the elements. He is wearing a worn-out hoody over his shirt. It is a size too small, stained and dirty, but at least it helps him stay warm, even if only for a little. His pants are not much better either. It is filled with holes while the legs have been shortened by wear and tear. He wears a scarf around his neck and has it wrapped around his face in a way that covers the chin. It's worn out, but still holding together. His head is covered by a bandana, there's a hole at the front, but other than that it's in pretty good shape. His feet are wrapped in bandages and look like they are still bleeding from where he had run all night. 

“Master Athan, sire, please forgive my intrusion. I come bearing news from Cnidis. The King has destroyed the tent city. The demihumans that haven’t been killed already are being taken prisoners inside the Colosseum. They are to be executed tomorrow,” Nikos pleads with his hands held together as if offering some kind of prayer toward me. “And he won’t stop there, he has decreed that all demihumans are to be annihilated.” 

The demihumans have come to see me as their savior. Though if I am being honest with myself, I have probably caused more death and chaos than ever before since my arrival. 

“And how has the King managed to convince the entire Kingdom that the demihumans are to be annihilated?” 

“He released the Golden Ram into the city, raising everything to the ground. He claimed that the demihumans are the ones that have taken possession of it and promised the people he won’t rest until the Golden Ram, demihumans, and all threats to the city are eliminated,” Nikos replies. 

I can’t believe that bastard would do such a thing to his own people. The Golden Ram, a legendary beast I defeated and captured to earn my entry to the tournament, is now being used as a pawn. I also gave them the magic muzzle and control of the creature. This is my fault. 

“The demihumans are to be put to death by wild beasts. The King plans to make a spectacle of it all,” Nikos adds. 

“And what of the Sacred Paladin?” 

“The Sacred Paladin has fallen out of King’s favor and has sworn an oath to find the Sword of Innocence in the underground caverns below the city, a labyrinth from which none returns. It is a death sentence itself. Until he finds the sword, he and a dozen more who failed to defeat you in the Colosseum are considered pariahs.” 

So the Sword is the only way Paladin Aleixo can repent his favor. 

“We should just let him die,” Zoe says.

I know this will not be the case. The Sacred Paladin is an Emissary of Elysium and if his life were in jeopardy, he would have abandoned the mission the King had bestowed upon him. He has no fealty for the Kingdom. If he has decided to take on the quest to find the Sword of Innocence, then I can only think that he is confident he will succeed.

“That’s impossible, we can’t risk the paladin getting his hands on the Sword at all. We need a way into the city. Once we are inside we’ll stop the execution and make our way into the underground caverns ourselves,” I tell everyone. 

“That’s obviously a trap,” Elektra interjects. “Even if we were stronger and used all the castle’s forces at once it wouldn’t be enough to overthrow an entire kingdom. The King will continue to hunt us until we teleport out of here. Why should we risk everything for the demihumans?” 

“We’re not,” I remind her. “We’re risking everything for the Sword, and for us... I don’t want to teleport away and leave behind a threat that may come back to haunt us later.” The truth is that I would gladly teleport away if I had not received the Optional Quest to find the Sword. Something tells me that the sacred weapon has the potential to kill me. If I fail to find the sword and it falls into the hands of the Sacred Paladin, an Emissary with a grudge against me, I have no doubt he will hunt me to the ends of the Earth for vengeance. 

Everyone grows silent for a moment. 

“I have a plan,” Ambrosia says, breaking the grim silence. 

“Ahh yes…” I smile. “Why don’t you tell them of our plan.” I am gambling. I have no idea what Ambrosia has in mind. I will have to make sure I thank her in private later. 

“Master Athan will use Disguise Self and walk right in through the front door. I’ve noticed since the soldiers have us under siege, a small regiment ventured back to the castle to deliver frequent updates. I am sure we can Charm one of the captains and along with Disguise Self we’ll enter the city undisturbed,” Ambrosia says.

Has she picked up on all that last night when we were hunting? “Excellent!” I smile. 

****

“Begin preparations,” I order, “and release the prisoner.”

“Sir Athan,” Nikos says, standing before me, his arms still held together as if begging. 

“Yes? You are free to go,” I tell him. 

“I have nothing. No one. If I may I would like to serve under you. I am light on my feet and fast. I ran in silence all night to find you and not a single guard saw me even as I fled through the city and woods. It would be an honor to serve under your sigil,” Nikos pleads. 

“Agreed, so long as you swear your undying allegiance to me, I shall see to it that you are taken care of,” I grin. 

“I promise you my life,” Nikos agrees. 

“Very well, Kalma will make sure you get some new clothes, lightweight, so you may remain light on your feet. Should I call for you, I expect you to serve me as I please. You will do well to remember that Nikos. Fail me and I won’t hesitate to cut off your legs,” I tell him, my voice cold and threatening.

Kalma smiles and pats Nikos on the back. “Welcome aboard,” Kalma grins. 

“Take good care of our new friend,” I say to him. 

I issue one more order, telling everyone we are not to harm the soldiers during the day. If they attack we can defend ourselves, but for now, I only want us to watch their every move. 

Everyone begins to leave the Throne Room to make preparations for the trials ahead. Smeme and Leda leave first, followed by Kalma and Nikos, and then by my warrior women. Surprisingly, Avis and Gaisha stay behind waiting to speak to me privately.

Raising an eyebrow at them, I ask, “Yes?”

Avis is wearing new clothes. His long-sleeved, furred jacket covers him just below his waist and is half buttoned up at the center. The sleeves of his jacket are quite wide and reach down to his hands. They are decorated with a single thread lining and a fancy band. The jacket has a deep, round neckline that reveals part of the white shirt worn below it. I see the vampire skull sigil Zoe has designed imprinted on his shirt. At his waist is a worn light leather belt that is held together by a decorative pin. The leather belt is purely a functional addition. Armed with a sword hanging down on his belt, Avis’ blade has a large, curved cross-guard, adding weight to the blade for a better weight balance, as well as offering hand protection during battle. The cross-guard has a simple swirl on each side that looks like a dragon’s tail. The blade itself is fairly simple. No markings, no decorations, and no engravings, except for the small scratches from battle, which are perhaps the best marks for a weapon.

Gaisha stands beside him wearing a dark green, short-sleeved, silky jacket that covers her to her groin and is barely tied with string at the bottom left side. The cloth band is slightly decorative, but mostly there to hang things from. Her pants are simple and a little narrow and reach down to her hide boots. Both wear boots made from a rare hide but are otherwise not that special. Gaisha is armed with a staff, which she carries around her back. The staff starts wide and narrows continuously toward the end which has been strengthened with a metal coating. At the bottom is a carving of a familiar-looking fairy. The top is crafted into a kite shape, which has been decorated with dragon horn-like pieces, shaped in twirling motions and painted in darker colors.

“How are you enjoying your stay in my castle?” I ask them. 

“Company isn’t too bad. Food is delicious. Zoe made us some new clothes, don’t know when she found the time. I don’t think she sleeps,” Avis answers with a great big smile. 

“I’m glad to hear that,” I tell him. 

“Anyway, we think you’re insane going back to the city,” Avis adds. 

“I don’t expect to be back at my castle until I have found the Sword of Innocence. I hope the two of you behave,” I tell them with a mischievous smile. 

“And here I thought you were a kind ruler. That little remark about cutting off the cat’s legs was pretty… inhuman,” Avis says with a grin. 

“I have a reputation to maintain,” I smirk. 

“I think you just like breaking things,” Gaisha says. 

“Plenty of healers in the castle. Not like anyone ever really gets hurt.” 

“Except for the pawns you sent to their deaths?”

“I’ve only lost a handful of allies in my lifetime,” I answer. The truth is that I have lost more than my fair share of goblins and dogfolk because of my hubris, but all that have been worked out now and I feel more confident than ever. 

“All I ask for is unity,” I tell them. 

“Yeah, anyway. Like I say. I think you’re insane going after that sword but…” Avis holds out a golden ring as he approaches me.

I reach my palm out and take it. From what I can tell there is nothing special about it minus the design, a dragon surrounding an egg. 

“What is this?” I ask. 

“Think of it as a lucky charm. Keep it, you know, for good luck.” 

“What Avis is trying to say is that while we think you’re absolutely out of your mind, you better not leave us alone here for long. The first thing we are going to do is drink all the castle’s beer,” Gaisha smiles. 

“I admire your determination, but Selene probably has a supply the size of an ocean,” I tell them, and I see her eyes lighting, as if I have just issued some kind of challenge. 

“Take as much time as you need,” she responds before the two leave. 

****

Talking with my two friends reminds me that I need to check on Selene, so I quickly make my way over to the kitchen to inform her of my plans. I hope she can cook up a few buffs I can use before we venture into the underground dungeons of Cnidis. 

“Selene!” I smile, walking into the kitchen. She’s wearing a kimono and as I walk in, she is sitting with her legs crossed on a chair staring down at a bowl. She holds up her finger shushing me as I move closer. “What’s going on?” I say somewhat confused. 

“The leaves, they are speaking to me,” she says.

I cannot tell if she is kidding or not as the look on her face is a mix of worry and contentment.

“Is that tea?” I ask. 

“I’m concentrating,” she answers.

I sit down beside her, looking around the kitchen for something to eat. It dawns on me that all of her assistants are absent from the room as well. “What’s going on?” I ask her more confused than ever. 

“You are planning a dangerous journey,” she starts.

“Yeah, that is what I’ve come here to tell you, I need to ask a…” 

“Athanasios,” she turns toward me. She is shaking. She holds out the cup of tea she was staring into and hands it to me, “drink this, drink this now, please.”

I do as she commands, grabbing the bowl by a small handle. The tea tastes like dirty water. Earthy, with a grass-like texture. Though there is a small hint of something else, peach… no, lavender… and soap. 

“Did you put cilantro in the tea?” I spit some out. 

“Maybe,” she turns away for a moment before turning back and grabbing the bowl when there was only a teaspoon left in it. 

“Tastes like dirty water,” I tell her. 

Holding the cup in her left hand she begins swirling and turning the water inside the bowl three times left and right. Grabbing a saucer she inverts the bowl and leaves the cup upside down. I sit beside her watching for a minute as she then rotates it three times. Turning the cup back upright, and positioning the handle toward the door, I look over her shoulder and see tea leaves stuck inside. 

Selene mumbles something, repeats it, then throws a pinch of spice inside. 

“What is this?” I ask her.

“I dreamt I saw you drowning last night. I came to check on you and saw you were fast asleep. Rather than wake you, I let you lay asleep but I couldn’t fall back to bed,” she says. It wasn’t like Selene slept often and when she did it was usually out of habit. Still, I cannot help but feel a cold chill running down my back when I hear her speak of drowning. 

I thought of my dream. Smeme, Leda, and I were drowning in the river of fire, Cocytus. 

“Something bad is coming,” she says. 

“Whatever it is I’ll face it head-on,” I assure her. 

“No, it’s not coming just for you. It’s coming for the entire castle. All of us are in great danger,” she insists. 

“And that's the tea talking?” 

“The rim symbolizes the present, the sides the near future, and the bottom is the far future,” she answers, studying the leaves. Looking at it beside her I see several figures, one that looks like the vampire skull Zoe has designed, a cross, and finally some kind of raven. It is all very abstract but I cannot deny that it is not there. 

Selene, as a Reaper, has some interesting abilities. One of which is to sense death. Someone or somebody is going to die. 

“You have nothing to worry about,” I assure her smiling. 

She smiles back with a worried look but as I move forward and give her a bold, warm kiss, she replies, “Give the King a lesson he remembers for the rest of his life…” 


Chapter 7

To the City I Go




In the afternoon I send The Bark Squad out to capture one of the scout groups transferring intel directly to Cnidis. They do so without leaving a trace as they capture a squad that had just departed. This is crucial to the success of the mission since no one will come looking for them. I also tell my Bark Squad that every night I want them to venture into the woods and cause as much mayhem as they can. I do not want any of the soldiers to sleep. I want everyone to be on constant alert throughout the night. I want to crush the King’s soldiers’ morale with each day passing. 

At the same time, I have the goblins constantly guarding the castle day and night. If any of the soldiers get cocky enough and decide to test our defenses, I will make sure they pay it dearly.

As I keep inspecting everything from my throne, I send a Message to my warrior women, Smeme and Leda, informing them who will accompany me in the upcoming quest.

Elektra would be a valuable asset, but I need her to keep researching as the master librarian. Something tells me that her role here will be instrumental if she finds any clues about the underground caverns of Cnidis. I am sure the Library holds answers to questions we haven’t even thought of yet. Her mind is worth more than her fighting ability. She is also the only one besides me that knows the location of the legendary dagger that can kill Demon Lord Alastor. As for Selene, she cannot leave the premises of the castle. Kros on the other hand will need to stay behind to lead my goblin army in case the foul humans decide to step their churlish feet on my doorstep. 

Kaisa and Sirena already insisted on joining me after my last adventure to Cnidis and both were curious about the caverns. Both girls are also able to see clearly in the dark with their Darkvision. Zoe, with her assassin abilities, is also a perfect companion for me to bring along. Those three together are the perfect warrior women for this quest. The four of us, accompanied by Smeme and Leda, should be unstoppable.

After exchanging a couple more Messages with Smeme and Leda, we decide it would be in the best of our interest they go ahead and scout the area before I arrive with the rest of my team. After all, they work better as a duo.

****

It is late evening when I walk inside the Cursed Prison. The captain of the scouts gets up as he sees me from the corner of his cell. He is wearing a scraggy vest over a cream-colored shirt and leather trousers.

I scan him with my NCI and as I do so, his stats pop above his head.
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“You have nothing to fear,” I lie to him smiling. Using my Dominate skill I take control of the Captain and begin interrogating him. 

“Master,” he mutters. 

“Stand up, come to me,” I demand. 

“Yes Master,” he complies as he stands up and walks toward the bars of the prison cell. 

“What can you tell me about the Sacred Paladin?” 

“The Sacred Paladin has been exiled for his failures. Until the King pardons him, he is to be considered an outcast.” 

“And that’s all you know?” I ask. 

“Yes Master,” the Captain says, nodding his head. 

“Tell me your name,” I demand. 

“My name is Ezio, Captain Ezio,” he answers. 

“Well, Captain Ezio. Tomorrow you are to take me and my companions back to the city with you to report to the King. Are you able to do that?” 

“Yes Master,” Captain Ezio stands tall.

“Take your armor back,” I tell him as I motion for the goblin guard standing right beside me to open the cell door. 

Ezio’s armor has a flat top helm with a faceguard shaped in the face of an owl. Attached to the top are leaf-shaped pieces of metal, covering the entire top of the helm. The shoulders are pointy, quite short, and small. They are decorated with a row of upward-facing daggers. The upper arms are protected by squared, layered metal braces that sit well under the shoulder plates. The lower arms are covered by vambraces which have a dragon tooth, no, the fossilized teeth of dragonkin attached on the outer sides. The breastplate is made from many layers of rounded metal sheets that covers the entire front and backside, but the attachment straps leave the sides under the arms exposed. The upper legs are covered by a skirt of several layered metal sheets reaching just below the groin. The lower legs are protected by greaves that have a large sharkfin-like spike attached to each outer side.

“Now, rest and wait until I summon you,” I tell him. 

The Captain lays down on the small cot inside the prison cell and immediately closes his eyes, falling into a trance-like sleep. This will have to do while I prepare everything else. 

I send a Message to Kaisa, Sirena, and Zoe, telling them to meet me in the stables. When everyone arrives, I reach out with my vampiric abilities to Captain Ezio and tell him to come to me. This is the farthest I have ever tried to use this ability and I am satisfied that it works at such a range. Ezio arrives, followed by Kros who holds his decorative sword at the ready to kill Ezio should he disobeys a single command.

The stable, unlike other parts of the castle, has its own secret gate through which will lead us outside of the castle. Our journey to the city will take us through the rest of the night.

To my surprise, Ambrosia has arrived as well to bid us farewell.

Kaisa and Sirena follow soon after. Smeme and Leda have already left according to plan. They will meet us inside the city unless a complication arises.

Sirena comes armed with a long, broad, straight blade made of crystal. It is held by a grip wrapped in gilded, red snake leather. Sharp on both its edges this weapon makes for a fine choice. The blade has a spiked, twisted cross-guard, offering plenty of protection to the owner's hands. The cross-guard also sports an intricate ring on each side. A unique design for a unique weapon.

“Where did you find that?” I ask her as I admire her weapon. 

“Elektra gave it to me. It was a sword that belonged to my people. One of the rare items stolen from my clan years ago by the wizards,” she answers. 

Kaisa is also armed with a slim blade. Its grip is wrapped in extravagant, navy-blue boar hide. The sword fits in her hands quite nicely as she carries it along her backside.

Zoe has her two assassin daggers stranded in her belt as usual. 

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come along?” Ambrosia asks, licking her lips. I can see the bloodlust in her red eyes. It was fun fighting by her side the night before.

“I need you here to defend my castle and cause chaos with the Bark Squad. I don’t want to lose a single subordinate if possible. Remember that,” I say to her. 

“Very well, should be challenging,” she smiles. 

“And remember, each time spare a few of them. I want to crush their morale, but kill too many, and they might decide to storm the Vampire Castle all at once. If there is any trouble message me and I’ll teleport back instantly,” I tell her.

With Ambrosia defending the castle and keeping the soldiers busy at night, I have no doubt they will lose their sleep. Tired and exhausted from the continuous sabotage, some of them will flee in fear into the woods. Those remaining will think twice about attacking during the day, but even if they decide to, Ambrosia and Kros will intercept them with the goblin horde. 

Ambrosia moves toward Kaisa and Sirena. “Take good care of our lord. If he comes back with even a single scratch I’m going to take it out on you.”

Kaisa shakes as a cold chill runs down her spine.

“Yes Lady Ambrozzzziaa,” Kaisa stutters.

“We will do our best to guard Master Athan with our lives,” Sirena adds, bowing her head slightly. 

“See, nothing to worry about,” I smile, trying to lift some of the tension the cunning vampiress has caused. 

Using scrolls of Disguise Self I transform all three of us into Cnidis scouts. I even turn Puffy into a black stallion. Ambrosia insisted the day before we take Puffy with us. If we encounter the Golden Ram in the city we will need all the help we can get and Puffy is the perfect person… or animal for the job.

“Ambrosia, I need one more favor. It is imperative for the King’s soldiers to be distracted. Draw their attention away from us as we make our way out through the woods. I don’t want to take any chances.” 

“As you wish,” Ambrosia nods, knowing exactly what I mean. She turns herself into a wolf and departs immediately.

****

A few minutes later I hear a giant explosion in the distance and know that's our cue to leave the castle.

Taking off into the night I once again feel the stench of death, battle, and blood filling the air around me. 

We run over fallen corpses. Unlucky few that got in Ambrosia’s way as she made her way around the castle to cause chaos. The rest of the Bark Squad must have been close behind her because her explosion was followed by three more. None of the Cnidis soldiers are going to rest easy as the night progresses. 

Carefully, we cross through the brush and onto the road. I see bonfires burning as soldiers cut down trees around my castle and begin to dig trenches in the ashen soil. With the Golden Ram trapped in the city, they had nothing to fear in the woods or so they think. But I will have to keep myself tame for the time being. The last thing I want is to draw unnecessary attention.

The screams and the moans of the soldiers subside as we gradually leave the Vampire Castle behind. At the same time, my Threat Level decreases considerably as I distance myself from the source of my power: the Vampire Castle.

Momentarily, a green glint covers the horizon and the sun starts to rise over the great ocean as we reach the most western gate of the city. The tent city is engulfed in flames as Nikos had said. I doubt anyone was left alive.

The King must have lost his mind completely! What was once a beautiful trade city, now is nothing but a shadow of its former glory.

I focus on the task at hand and soon we reach the post outside the gate. The guards look at us with a carefully appraising eye as we make our way there.

“Stop, we aren’t expecting a messenger,” says one of the guards standing outside the gate. Three archers armed with wooden longbows stand behind him with arrows pointed at us. 

“Speak with him,” I whisper to Ezio, gritting my teeth.

The Captain nods and as he approaches the guard, one of the archers shouts, “Captain Ezio! It’s you!”

The archers exchange glances and lower their bows.

“What brings you here?” the archer asks the Captain. “Why didn’t you go from the main gate?”

“We were attacked by bloody dire wolves. We had to take a detour. I bring an important message to the King. Let us through,” the Captain replies convincingly.

The sergeant nods. “No time to waste, huh?” he says as he gestures for the soldiers to open a path to let us through.

As the gates of the city open, we see not a single vendor in sight. As we make our way through, we see the city nearly raised to the ground. Bonfires burning dead humans and demihumans adorn the streets. The stench of death and decay harasses my sensitive nostrils but I try to ignore it. The soldiers feed the fires with the bodies of the dead. I soon realize that the trenches dug outside the castle are not for soldiers to use for cover but rather for piling in the many demihumans that are going to be slaughtered. 

“Ezio, take us to the barracks,” I demand. 


Chapter 8

Meeting with the King




The sun shines brightly over the city walls. From where I stand I can see down toward the harbor. Ezio is leading us followed close behind by Zoe, ready to kill him should his services be rendered useless. We are on our way to the barracks the long way around to avoid running into high-level mages that might see through our disguises.

Dozens of armed guards line the streets, storming everything in their way and taking more demihuman prisoners. The ships have been set in fire and cast out to the sea to sink. It is strange but I get the feeling all this acts like a warning for the outside world. A warning that says Cnidis is cut itself off from the rest of the world, stay away. That’s bizarre the least. Something fishy is going on here. I can sense it.

“Demihuman plague,” I hear one of the soldiers we pass say as he swings down his sheathed sword on a malnourished, rugged tigerkin, hitting him with it in quick succession as if it is a bat.

I am tempted to intervene, but I know that if I activate any of my supernatural abilities I will lose my disguise. And while I am surrounded by threats, I cannot put myself or my companions at risk. Yet, I cannot look away either. The soldier grins like a villain as he unsheathes his sword and prepares to deliver the final blow. There is no reason, no discipline in his attack. He holds his legs wrong. Too close together. I stumble forward and brush against his shoulder, watching as he trips backward. I reach my hand out to grab him all the while the tigerkin takes off in a sprint down an alleyway. 

“Why did you do that for?” the soldier yells. 

“Sorry, two left feet,” I tell him. 

“Damnit, I wanted that runt’s head on my mantle,” the soldier grumbles. 

“I thought the King wanted the demihumans rounded up and taken prisoners…” I say as I give him a hand to help him get up. 

“King doesn’t care,” the soldier spits on the ground in front of me. 

“Eh, well. You’ll get ‘em next time, that was runt anyway, not really worth showing off if you ask me,” I reply. 

“Well, nobody asked you,” the soldier turns toward me. I can see the rage in his eyes. He wants nothing more from me than a reason to fight. I hear his beating heart and I want nothing more than to rip it out of his chest for his insolence. 

“We’ll be on our way then,” I tell him. 

“Whatever, don’t let me catch you here again.” 

As soon as we are away from the soldier, Sirena steps up beside me. “Remember our mission, lord Athanasiossss. We can’t save all of them,” she says while trying to refrain her voice from hissing. 

I can tell she is uncomfortable with the spell we are using. The magic protecting her from being seen has her concentrating extra hard to move like she is walking and yet, there are times I can see her legs floating over the ground. 

“Athan did right by me,” Kaisa says from on top of Puffy who luckily has no problem moving like a mighty stallion. 

“Itssss not right or wrong,” Sirena explains, “if anything were to happen to you, I would not hesssitate to ssslay every human man, woman, or child in this Kingdom.”

I have no doubt that her bite is worse than her hiss. At times I find it easy to forget that my warrior women are monster girls capable of killing without remorse.

In our short time together we’ve all become a family, bound to one another by fate. All I know is that it has made this world that much more fun and I must say I admire the developers for including such unique companions. And if this truly is the Real World, I must admit I have some amazing luck. 

“I admire your tenacity but that won’t be necessary,” I assure Sirena. “I will not jeopardize our lives. What I did moments ago was out of confidence. I knew I could handle the situation.” 

Sirena climbs on the back of Puffy and Kaisa steps down beside me and grabs my arm. I can only imagine how awkward we must look as several soldiers look over at us from one of the docks. 

“Not right now,” I remind her. 

“Sorry,” she says. 

“We’ll have plenty of time for that after we steal the map of the underground caverns,” I assure her. 

We round a corner and I can see the King’s massive castle for the first time. It feels like we’ve been walking inside the city for hours. The castle walls are cream and made of sandstone, sixteen feet high. The castle’s design is similar to my own, but several of the windows are taller and much wider. Each is as open as my castle’s balconies. The longer I stare up at it the more my eyes adjust and I can see very fine details carved into the eight skinny square towers. 

We continue toward the castle until I see a vast gate with tall metal doors, a draw bridge, and strong defenses. The castle’s outer wall is surrounded by a small canal about ten feet wide. The water below us is at least a twenty-foot drop.

“Just wide enough so that no one can jump it, but those who do can easily be picked off by the watchdogs up top,” Zoe says, pointing toward the towers that are filled with archers.

“How did we fail to notice those before?” 

“They are only close to the castle. The colosseum is about half a mile in that direction,” Zoe says, pointing east. 

“Are the barracks connected to the castle?” I wonder aloud. I’m hoping we don’t have to change our plan. It was my original understanding that the barracks were between the castle and the Sacred Paladin’s estate. “Ezio, this is the way to the barracks right?” I ask, wondering if it is somehow possible my thrall has lost his way. 

“Yes, Master Athanasios. There is a canal we shall take to enter through the prisons and straight into the barracks. It is the fastest way,” he answers. 

“How connected is the castle with the barracks?” I ask. 

“The barracks run parallel to the servants’ quarters, the castle prison, and all the way out through the Noble houses,” Ezio answers. 

Ezio leads us down an alleyway to what should have been another busy street filled with vendors and delicious smells of herbs. On the bright side, I can still smell cinnamon in the air, incense being burned near the castle to cover the stench of sweat and death. 

We walk along the road with the castle walls to the right of us until we approach a smaller wooden dock that is part of a small pier. Several large canoes made of wood are stationed there.

“Come–come,” Ezio says, jumping down into one of the boats. 

“Are you sure about this?” I start to think about my dream, the river of fire, drowning. An uncomfortable chill shivers down my spine. 

“I hate the water,” Kaisa says, still standing on the shore.

“Don’t be afraid,” I tell her as I jump into the large canoe beside Zoe, our supplies, and Ezio. I reach out my hand. She stares at me furtively, then grab’s Sirena’s hand and the two follow behind me.

I tell Puffy to return to the castle. The boar, still disguised as a horse, does just as commanded. I send a message to Elektra informing her that Puffy will be making her return and that she should send someone to await her.

The canoe is large, made for four people at the most. Kaisa hides under my legs across the floorboards as I sit last behind Ezio. After we are all aboard and settled, Ezio says the word barracks and the boat begins to move on its own through the water.

“Magic?” I say, feeling a bit surprised. 

“Once we are back at the barracks under the castle the boat will make its return to the shore,” Ezio tells me. 

The castle wall extends out into the blue ocean and the farther we move from the pier the more saltwater I can smell in the air.

In the distance, I notice a massive pirate ship hanging heavily to one side, half-sunken. It is filled with crates, dents, and rusty cannons. It serves as a warning to those who might think of raiding the castle via the ocean.

As we round the end of the wall I see a massive lighthouse sitting on a small rocky island between the ocean and the castle walls. Behind the lighthouse is the dock where the King’s fleet sits. I notice the King’s personal flagship from afar. It is three times the size of most merchant vessels. Only the elite can serve on such ships. 

“The Éclair! I’ve heard stories about its great many victories,” says Zoe. 

“I don’t understand, how do these ships move across the shallows?” I ask.

“There is a path, known only to the king’s captains that leads to open ocean. Only the finest helmsmen are capable of navigating the dark waters that surround the castle,” Ezio answers. 

I wonder if the reefs are somehow connected to the underground caverns. Looking down I have no doubt that there are caves beneath us. Some of those caves must lead to passageways that lead to the caverns. 

Several minutes pass until we approach a large part of the castle wall that hides a small gate that opens as we make our approach. We travel nowhere near the lighthouse, the black fleet, or the Éclair. Instead, the canoe takes us along a path that puts us nearly up against the castle’s outer wall. 

From the back of the large canoe I see two guards working the mechanism that controls the gate and I wonder if we are going to have any problems. Kaisa curls herself up and moves closer to my legs underneath me as I cover her with my jacket. They ignore us completely. Finally, we pass under and into the torch-lit tunnels that glow in red and orange hues. The smell of saltwater is overwhelming at this point as is the smell of dead fish. 

Inside the tunnel we pass several dozen prison cells that hold both human and demihuman prisoners. Many of the cells look like the floors are slanted and the front is filled with several inches of water. I can see dead fish floating around the prison cells. It is clear how they have been surviving: by eating raw fish as they await their punishment, which is usually execution inside the Colosseum. 

“Fish get inside through the gates and the prisoners eat them,” Zoes starts as she looks around at the prison cells disgusted. Shaking her head, she says, “Elektra told me the castle has three dungeons. One for nobles that sit inside the castle, another that is in a tower, and the third… underground. This must be the King’s third dungeon. This is where he throws undesirables. Another prison is under the Colosseum for those that are forced to fight and die for spectacle.”

“Demons, the lot of them. Fear not Master, for we are safe,” Ezio says. 

“Did I tell you you could speak?” I demand from the back of the boat. I start to worry my Dominate spell is fading. Ezio’s consciousness is fighting back. 

“No, I forget my place,” Ezio says, staring at the bottom of our boat. 

“This is horrible,” I say aloud as the feeling of helplessness engulfs me while we glide over the water toward the stone dock.

Another five minutes pass as the cells disappear and give way to more tunnels and ledges crawling with rodents. Giant pieces of limestone sit toward the edge of the water. The limestone looks like it is used to purify runoff from the castle sewers that flow into the prison cells. It looks like it has been taken straight from a cave and I’m more sure than ever that it originates from the underground caverns. Perhaps they aren’t as deadly as they say. 

“We’ve arrived,” Ezio says, moving from the boat onto the stone dock.

“At last, we’ve arrived at the barracks. How far away are the servants' quarters?” I ask, stepping out alongside everyone else except Kaisa. 

“The barracks run under the castle all the way to the Nobles’ houses. The servants’ quarters are through the stairs and tunnel to the right.” 

“You’ve served your purpose,” I smile and watch in delight as Kaisa jumps from the boat with her claws extended and slices open Ezio’s throat. The Captain tries to stop himself from bleeding out, but the gushing wound is so large that any attempt is futile. Eventually, the Captain dies in a death rattle in his own blood.

“Good girl,” I tell Kaisa, petting her on the head. “Good girl.” 

“I wanted to do that,” Zoe says, holding her dagger in hand. 

“I hate the water. Mean man made us go through smelly water,” Kaisa says in a protesting manner. I do not really care who would kill him. I am just glad he is dead. Though I must admit it is surprising how fast Kaisa was. Her speed and agility are on par with Zoe. 

Following Ezio’s directions it does not take long to reach the servants’ quarter where Smeme and Leda wait for us. 

“What took you so long?” Smeme asks. 

“Had to travel around the city, through the canals,” I answer. 

“Didn’t you have Disguise Self, why didn’t you just walk through the front door?” Leda asks. 

“We wanted to avoid the stench,” I grin. That isn’t the case of course. We wanted to avoid running into trouble. Our way has been easier. “Sometimes you have to sit back and just enjoy playing the game,” I remind them. 

“You either win or lose, that’s all. The only rules that matter in this world are survival,” Smeme says. 

“You don’t know how to have any fun,” I smile. 

“Is that why your cat girl smells of human blood?” Leda smiles back. 

“That, no, that was just this world's karma system at work,” a smile curves from one corner of my lips to the other, making my fangs visible.

“We need to start moving. Where should we look first? King’s Chambers or Throne Room?” Smeme asks, getting right to the point. 

“We’ll search the King’s Chambers.” 

Zoe hands each of us a scroll and we use Disguise Self once again to cloak ourselves like castle servants. I have no doubt these disguises are foolproof. To the guards and other castle servants we look like we are dressed as butlers and maids. Once again, any demihuman features are camouflaged by magic. Even Smeme’s armor is hidden by the spell as both he and Leda join us. Leda’s maid outfit is especially tiny as it hugs her body. I cannot help but admire her. 

“Mind in the game Athan,” I hear Smeme’s voice interrupting my perverted thoughts. 




We move swiftly and quietly through the castle. As expected, Leda’s outfit draws unnecessary attention among the male population. From everywhere we pass, the guards’ gaze fixes on her. 

We make our way up, several dozen flights of stairs until we find ourselves inside the King’s Chambers. It is empty now as the King is in his War Room planning the execution of the demihumans. It has to be an all-day spectacle after all. Narrow braziers encompassing each of the columns, light up every part of the castle with warm oranges and dancing shadows. The countless gems on the layered ceiling dance in the flickering light while statues and sculptures look down upon the mahogany floor of this radiant room. A crimson rug runs down from the throne and splits to encircle the entire hall while banners with burnished tapestries swing gently from the walls. Between each banner hangs a torch. Almost all of them have been lit and in turn illuminate the artistic depictions of powerful creatures below them. Inside the King’s Chambers we find vast, stained glass windows, contoured by crimson-colored veils. The curtains have been adorned with gold leaves and gilded linings. 

A small throne with thick cushions sits atop a balcony, overlooking the throne hall. It is adjoined by six smaller and less elaborate seat cushions for visiting dignitaries and women.

Using my NCI I try to scan the room. Nothing! It isn’t until I look out over the balcony down toward the Throne Room when I see it. There, behind the King’s golden throne is the plaque we are searching for, clear as day. It’s mounted on the Throne Room’s wall, surrounded by dozens of golden maps of the known world. 

“Athan! Problem!” Smeme shouts as ten of the King’s Royal guards burst through the door. 


Chapter 9

The Royal Guards




“We’ve been found out; we need to retreat now!” Zoe says.

Hearing that from my assassin worries me as I know she is more than capable of judging just how strong an opponent is. Each of the King’s royal guardsmen has a Threat Level ranging between 8 to 10. Nothing we cannot handle but there is something else. I can feel a pressure surrounding us throughout the room. It feels like they are hiding their true levels from me. How can that be? 

Zoe may be right that we should run away but she has no idea just how strong my two friends truly are. Smeme and Leda move in front of us. Our disguises are all off now as we ready ourselves for a battle within the King’s Chambers.

“We need to grab the plaque, then I can teleport us out of here,” I tell everyone. Moving back toward the balcony I overlook the Throne Room and make the quick decision to jump, but to my surprise the royal guard follows me and stops me by blocking my path, then rushes toward me with his spear. Who are these guys?

I dodge and jump through the air, landing on the king’s bed. I feel the soft cotton under the soles of my boots as I sink down into the sheets.

The guard rushes at me again spearing the bed where I stand. I bounce backward and fall over on my back. The bed makes a screeching footing as another guard rushes me with his pointed spear. Quickly I roll off, landing on the floor. Now that the guards have gutted the mattress I see the insides are made of golden fleeces from the golden rams that were killed in the past. The one we captured, and the King has released in the city was the last of its kind. 

As I stand, I watch two guards wrestle with the bed to pull out their spears. I take the opportunity to grab the helm of the one closest to me and cast a Fire Bolt. The metal heats up across the palm of my hand. Surprisingly, the royal guard does not scream –or even flinch– while his face boils under the intense heat I have created. Eventually, his head melts along with the helm in a formless maze of flesh and steel as I let him fall over dead.

At the same time, more royal guards infiltrate the room, but they back off surprised as Smeme and Leda rush them.

“Guess it's up to the knight to carry the party huh?” Smeme says, tanking one of the guards holding a double-edged broadsword.

Smeme’s shoulder slams into him before he even realizes what is happening and the soldier drops his guard completely. The other guards join in on the attack. With ten guards this means we can each attack two while I send Zoe after the plaque. I quickly send her a mental Message, Zoe, grab the plaque behind the king’s throne. We’re going to jump the balcony and fight in the Throne Room. 

The bed inside the King’s chamber catches fire as I cast a second Fire Bolt over to the other spear wielder who manages to dodge my attack. It is no wonder they are the King’s guards. They are agile even in heavy armor. Not quite as agile as the Sacred Paladin but I would not be surprised if they have received special training from my emissary friend, I am sure that even he needed sparring partners to train in his spare time. 

Each of the royal guard’s armor also bears a sigil that looks like a three-headed dragon. Enchanted? No, if their armor was enchanted I would have picked up on it during my attack. Still, something is amiss. 

Zoe moves swiftly behind the others and jumps to the balcony. I lose sight of her while Sirena wraps herself around one of the guards and begins to squeeze him to death like a python would its prey, every breath closer and closer to their last as their HP drops dramatically. 

Kaisa stands just as ready as the rest of us to fight as two guards approach her with caution. 

“They are testing us,” Leda shouts as two guards corner her in the room.

Two more guards attack Smeme with heavy shields and short swords as he holds the one he attacked earlier by the neck. 

The guards bush Smeme with their shields against the wall, forcing him to drop the paladin he was holding. As I scan them with my Insight again, I see their Threat Levels have increased to 12. That is strange… Something fishy is going on here.

Eventually, all three of the guards focus their attacks on Smeme and keep him out of the game stranded up against the wall.

“We need to jump into the Throne Room,” I shout. “The guards are using the small space to their advantage.” 

I look around and count eight guards still alive in the chamber around us. Three holding Smeme, one being choked by Sirena, one on Kaisa, and two cornering Leda. Then there is the one I killed, another facing me, and one more that has mysteriously disappeared. I can only assume that he somehow managed to follow Zoe off the balcony and down into the Throne Room. 

I am about to send Zoe a warning when the spear wielder attacks me again. This time faster than before as his Threat Level rises to 13.

“Athan!” Sirena screams.

Looking back at her, I see her body bruised and bleeding. The guard’s armor transformed into something that resembles a spiky hedgehog. Sirena sustains a 20-point damage from the attack but she keeps fighting the soldier with her sword.

“Here kitty kitty kitty,” I hear the guard facing Kaisa says. Unlike the others, he is holding a blunt weapon that resembles more a metal club than a sword, though I can see razors attached to one side. The weapon is unique as is his headwear. Unlike the other guards’ helms, which cover nearly their entire face, this guard has an open helm that looks more like a samurai helmet than a knight of Cnidis. His face is covered in scars that look like they came from a beastkin of some kind. I get the feeling that he is targeting Kaisa directly because of that. Probably a catfolk inflicted those wounds.

Kaisa moves her feet apart and readies herself for an attack. Her opponent’s Threat Level still shows 10 but I know that is not the case. Somehow, they are capable of raising their power substantially. Somewhere there must be a mage helping them. 

“Kaisa I’m coming,” I shout, trying to move my way around the burning bed as I parry my attacker’s spear with my claws.

I fail to help Kaisa in time as I see my opponent jumping toward her with his club raised over his head. As he brings his deadly weapon down, the world seems to move in slow motion. Kaisa flips the short sword around in her hand and points the blade downward. Ducking down and stepping forward in a bloody flash, she slides it across the exposed stomach of the guard as his armor lifts just enough to show a weak point.

As Kaisa escapes harm’s way, the guard continues his destructive attack, landing and crushing his enormous club to the stone-made floor, causing cracks across it.

I arrive just beside Kaisa as the guard hits the ground. I see the bedroom floor crack being open wide enough for me to notice the Throne Room below. The guard drops his club and begins tearing his own armor. The bottom part of his stomach has been completely ripped open.

"I'll gut you," the guard shouts as he faces us.

Kaisa turns toward the guard and before I can interfere she throws her sword at him. The blade lands itself inside his neck. Shocked and with his mouth agape, he falls to the ground, bleeding out to zero in seconds.

"Ambrosia taught me how to use the sword like that," she smiles and quickly sprints toward the guard to take her sword from his swelling neck.  

"Blade is stuck," Kaisa shouts as the second spear wielder makes his way toward us, moving over across the burning bed. The fire does not seem to have an effect on him at all as he walks through the smoldering flames. 

With the short sword stuck inside the back of the dead guard's throat, Kaisa is defenseless. Activating my Mage Armor, I jump in front of her and feel the spear piercing my mystical armor as I grab hold of it inches away from my heart. I realize the royal guard knew I was going to attack as his spear begins to heat up in the palm of my hands. A cursed weapon? 

The spear grows hotter and hotter causing my hit points to drop another five points as I develop first-degree burns across my palm and fingertips. The flesh, my flesh, peels, and boils, swelling and bursting as I hold the spear away from my heart. 

"Burn monster," the guard yells, pushing forward. The spear grows hotter until I cast Chill Touch across the air in front of me. The spear breaks, brittle as a twig, as I move forward and grab the guard’s throat. I feel his armor burning hot and at that moment I realize these are no mere guards. They are under the effects of a powerful spell that keeps them from burning to death. These must be some kind of elementals or even worse: demons disguised as humans.

The guard reaches up to grab hold of me and manages to grab my jacket. He turns me around in the air, lifting me from my feet, and puts me in a bear hug, turning toward the bed that looks more like a bonfire now.

I feel the heat below me as the flames grow taller. Using Chill Touch again, I try to freeze the royal guard as he moves closer and closer to the bonfire behind me. My attack does nothing but slows him down. Casting Primal Savagery, I feel my strength increasing in waves as does my mass. My body fingernails grow and my teeth turn into fangs. With my enhanced strength, I break free and sink my claws into a slit between his armor and his helm. Digging my claws into the guard's throat, I reach an artery and rip it apart. This slows him down. Eventually, I grab his helm and kick him into the bed of flames.

The fire twists and turns as it circles around the guard's body. He screams and begins tearing away at his armor. Looking carefully at him now, I see that there’s something wrong with him. His body is like that of a ghoul... The creature walks out of the fire, its flesh is charred and the chainmail melted and grafted on its skin.

With its disguise lifted, I scan the creature with my insight to get more information.
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I take a defensive stance and decide to stand my ground. I will finish this in an instant. My plans are interrupted when Kaisa’s blade flies over my head and buries itself into the creature’s forehead. The Critical Hit achieves a 25-point hit, killing it instantly. Whatever magic was protecting it vanishes and its body becomes brittle, splitting and tearing away until only ash and fire remain. 

"Thanks for the assist," I tell Kaisa, turning back toward her. 

"I have to help Sirena," she tells me. 

"Go, and after you do, you two make your way into the Throne Room. Jump down from the balcony. I'm going to help Smeme," I tell her just before she disappears through a cloud of smoke. 

I make my way toward Smeme and I notice that he’s against three guards, but the ground around him is frozen solid. I cast a Fire Bolt at my friend. Due to his robust armor, he suffers no HP loss. The ice melts almost instantaneously and Smeme smashes two of the three guards onto the ground with his arm while uses his sword to slice the third in half. The guard's HP falls to zero before his body hits the ground in two places, six feet apart from one another. 

"We're surrounded by spellcasters," Smeme says, dragging his two-hander across the ground and splitting another royal guard down the middle. 

"I know, but I can't see them." 

"One of their party is casting Hide, others are casting spells to enhance the royal guards," he tells me.

I am aware of that but as long as we are here in the King's Chamber, we are at a disadvantage. "Break through the floor, we need an open space," I tell Smeme. 

Smeme nods and raises his left hand upward. Arcane essence moves around his arm, gathering power. Then, with a metallic roar he plants his fist into the bedroom floor. The entire area around us shakes and cracks. I feel like there is an earthquake happening all around us as the floor gives way and we fall to the first level of the castle.

Standing up, I find myself surrounded by rubble, fire, and trapped genasou. As the smoke clears, I see to my right an open doorway that leads to the King's Throne while another leads outside into a courtyard. Smeme is already moving toward the courtyard when we hear a familiar sound: the roar of my boar, Puffy, trapped outside in a cage, surrounded by a group of six mages.

"Our target," Smeme says, throwing his two-hander over his shoulder and walking out into the sunlight. 

"Kaisa, Sirena, move to the courtyard," I shout, seeing them standing away from the rubble. Leda is still nowhere to be seen and from where I stand the Throne Room looks to have some kind of illusion cast around it. Probably the King is waiting to see the outcome of our battle. I start to wonder if the plaque I saw was even the real thing or part of that illusion. 

"Smeme, can you take out the mages? I'll have the girls focus on saving Puffy and I'll keep the royal guards distracted." 

"I don't take orders from you," Smeme growls. Though I can clearly see he is planning to kill the mages first anyway. 

I run toward the courtyard as fast as I can. The sun blinds me as I pass under the castle threshold. I can feel it like a rash against my skin. As my sight adjusts, I see the courtyard is square, surrounded on all sides by stone walls and small statues that look fairly new. 

Luckily, due to my high Threat Level, my burns have already healed. I am back at 100 percent as Kaisa and Sirena move past me and I turn to face three of the still-standing guards.

With my palm, I motion for them to attack me. Two of them wear rounded helms with two rounded holes, leaving the eyes barely exposed. The shoulders are pointy, long and decorated with three large, dragonclaw-like spikes on each side, curved toward the back. The upper arms are protected by squared, layered metal braces which sit perfectly under the shoulder plates. The lower arms are covered by vambraces which have several layers of curved metal attached to the outer sides. They form a wing-like pattern. Their breastplate is made from many layers of smaller metal pieces, mimicking the scales of a fish. It covers everything from the neck down and ending at the groin. The upper legs are covered by a skirt of metal sheets reaching down to the knee. The lower legs are protected by metal greaves with the same fish-scale pattern. They each have increased their Threat Level to 15. Not that it matters. I have no doubt that as long as the six mages behind me are alive they will be worthy adversaries. 

"Stand down or we kill the boar, Vampire," I hear a familiar voice say. Everyone stops and we are greeted by another surprise. Right behind the six mages, mage Antonimos makes his grandiose entrance with the Golden Ram alongside. I now understand that what we did was to deliver a weapon of destruction right into the King's hands. 

Clenching my fist I am even more furious now knowing all the carnage the beast has caused since our departure. 

"Smeme," I say, turning back toward my old friend. "Does the Knight really carry the party? Maybe now is the time to prove it."


Chapter 10

The Wager




I recognize the six mages’ cloaks. They are similar to Elektra’s. They had been a part of the Phratry of Helios before they were scattered across Anatolia. How they came to be in the King's service so fast is a mystery but not one that I am truly interested in figuring out right now. As far as I am concerned they are nothing more than magical meat bags standing all in a row, waiting to be slaughtered by the Black Knight. 

I am glad I did not bring Elektra along. Despite what she says about not caring about others, I am sure slaughtering the last surviving members of her guild would not sit lightly with her. And Zoe, she was once a part of the Phratry of Helios as well. Smeme and Leda have also fought alongside the Phratry and possibly these very souls. I cannot help but wonder if my friends have a soft spot for them. While I look at Smeme, standing ready, I understand he does not care. All he really cares about is returning to the virtual world of Elysium. He probably does not see them as actual persons. For him, they are nothing more but a mere distraction, an obstacle that needs to be overcome, another thing delaying his goal of getting back home. Smeme has already made a name for himself: the Black Knight. Though something like Devil Driver probably would have been more fitting. Smeme is as determined as ever to get what he wants. 

"Risks killing your pet," Smeme says for once, taking me into consideration. His hesitation actually surprises me but then I am still holding all the cards. Without me, Smeme is not going to get the legendary dagger.

"I don't believe you would make that mistake," I tell him. "Go all out for once."

Smeme places his sword behind his back.

"We captured this beast on its way through the city. You didn't think you could really just sneak into the King's castle without being noticed, did you?" Antonimos smirks. "You delivered to us two vicious beasts that will be the reckoning of the ungodly creatures that plague this golden city. And when our kingdom has been cleansed of the disease of the demihumans, we shall feast on their flesh in a banquet and claim their powers. Fear not though, for they shall sing stories of you and your monster kind. Kids will learn the stories of great heroes such as myself. Can't you feel it? Undeserving as you are, even wretched vampire scum like you will live forever." 

"Enough of this. Smeme, I'll kill that one, you take care of the others," I lick my lips with delight. For a moment I wonder whether I should siphon power from the Vampire Castle and end this in an instant. This quest is no longer amusing and I want it to end.

I investigate my surroundings once more, searching for Leda. I smile thinking that Leda, almost always in the games we played liked to take the role of a warlock and assist Smeme who in turn always took the role of paladin or knight. Leda usually would take on a more stealthy approach. All fires start from a spark, she would say and Smeme would add, hidden in the dark. Leda and Smeme made it through so many of my dungeons using tactics like those. Leda hiding in the shadows until she could cast a destructive spell while Smeme would distract me with a show of unrivaled power.

If I could see my slimy friend's face, if he had one, I am sure right now he would be smiling. Leda stands near the back of the courtyard, ready to set our opponents ablaze. To everyone’s surprise, she activates the Stone of Nullification, a rare item that nullifies all the magical abilities of casters up to Tier-3. Even my Primal Savagery disappears as my magic abilities nullify.
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The mages and guardsmen panic and scatter as Kaisa and Sirena begin attacking the now weakened royal guards. One by one they fall as my two girls jump and slither from one to the other. Sirena takes her sweet time choking to death the one that gave her trouble. Kaisa plays with her sword swinging it across and delivers accurate cuts to the guardsmen. 

Smeme moves faster than any and begins shredding the mages apart barehanded, unleashing his anger, his fury onto them all at once. 

The Golden Ram, no longer under the control of the magic muzzle, goes feral and knocks Antonimos to the side. I run toward him as he crawls backward on the ground until he is backed up against Puffy's cage. Puffy, still infused with its demonic energy has retained its monstrous form. Angry at her captors, she bites down on Antonimos’ hand as he accidentally places it behind the cage's bars. Antonimos screams as the boar pulls him closer. One of Puffy's tusks penetrates his shoulder, catching him off guard. The mage doesn't even flinch as his body goes into shock. By the time I am close enough to him, he is nothing but a pathetic, little, dying man. I decide to let him be. Killing him would only liberate this tormented soul.

"The spell is wearing off," Leda shouts. 

The spell’s effect gradually diminishes and as it does, I feel the arcane essence in me activating again. Leda has given us about one minute to kill everyone on sight.

I try to set Puffy free when I get knocked aside by an enormous force. Several of my ribs crack as I look up and see the Golden Ram biting down on Antonimos. His bones snap with a loud crunch as the legendary goat swallows the mage in two bites.

Something is way off with the Golden Ram I know. This creature is something different. I use my Insight to get an evaluation of my opponent.
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The Golden Ram fixates its eyes toward me. I notice the magic muzzle is laying on the ground several feet away. I rush toward it, hoping I can grab it and remedy the situation, but the Ram is fast, faster than I am in my current state. It opens its monstrous jaw and swallows the magic muzzle with one swift chomp.

The Golden Ram towers over me like a giant. Its bloodshot eyes penetrate me as if I am some kind of delicacy. Having been infused with demonic energy, it will be a challenge to defeat it. Its fur is covered in blood and mud, more dreads than the last time we fought one another. It also looks like it is slightly larger, probably a result of the constant diet of the demihuman natives it has been led to devour. Still, none of that has curved its appetite, and the look in the creature's eyes tells me it remembers me: the tyrant that put it here in the first place.

The creature sprints toward me as I prepare for the worst. I also pull up my interface just in case I need to teleport everyone back to the safety of the Vampire Castle. To my surprise, Puffy charges against the Golden Ram and sinks its tusks into the goat’s pudgy flesh.

It seems this freeloader was put into good use eventually. It has saved me from the trouble to siphon energy from the Vampire Castle and protect myself from the Golden Ram. The demonic boar’s red eyes glow with rage and animosity. 

As the golden ram stands back up and turns its attention to the wild boar, Puffy readies herself to charge again. The two beasts clash, and a wave of demonic energy washes over me like a wave of electricity. Wisps of it fill the air. Momentarily, the Golden Ram gets the upper hand and bites down on Puffy's hide forcing it into one of the wagons, crushing it. My boar in return ducks its head under the Golden Ram’s stomach and lifts it. Puffy's tusks tear away at the Golden Ram's stomach and I see the ground turning red with a waterfall of blood. 

The two fight in what looks like a brawl. Pushing, grabbing, and swinging one another around. Puffy pushes the Golden Ram into one of the walls, leaving behind a red outline only for the Ram to rear up and knock the boar back with a bleeding hoof. Puffy's right eye has taken a critical hit from the monster's back legs as it turns and twists creating a vortex of warm wind that brushes against my face. In return, Puffy does the same, only stopping to tear at the Ram with her tusks. It feels like the two are entwined for an eternity, only their fight lasts less than a minute. In the end, Puffy's tusk finds its way into the Rams gaping jaw and reappears outside the back of the Golden Rams head. The Golden Ram blinks three times before falling to the ground like a weight.

Puffy falls along with the Golden Ram, tusks still implanted inside its opponent’s mouth and body. I rush my way toward the boar, hoping somehow I can heal her or do something to ease her pain. Her eye looks over toward me as if she is both happy and sad all at the same time. I owe the great beast this victory. She saved us.

"Great spectacle, impressive indeed," I hear the deep, raspy voice filling my ears. Looking back over my shoulder, I see the King clapping and laughing from inside the Throne Room.

My body is already healing as I rise to stand. Puffy is still alive but barely breathing. My companions and I turn our attention toward the Mad King. Slowly, I go from limping to walking as my Vampire Ancestry takes control and heals my body with each breath I take. I cross the threshold that leads to the Throne Room. Once I find myself inside, I see the plaque adorning the wall above the King’s Throne. That is no mere illusion. 

"Vampire Sorcerer," the Mad King starts, "we've been watching you, studying you since we found out what you are." 

"I'm going to end your pathetic life," I growl as I move forward. My Primal Savagery Activates again as if by instinct. Fire and rage burn through my veins. I want to finish this quest once and for good until a cloaked figure, wearing a hood and a cape, comes behind the door. To my surprise, I see Zoe bound and gagged, taken hostage by the mysterious figure. Their arm, the arm of a mantis stretches across Zoe's throat while another stretches across her exposed waist. I stop in my tracks. 

"Ransom," the cloaked figure hisses.

I recognize the voice. Not too long ago I was attacked by an assassin in an alleyway. She is the one.
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"If you don't want your little Ragdoll's head mounted to my wall, we suggest you hear us out. We have a proposition for you," the Mad King smiles. 

"We killed your mages, easily defeated your royal guards, and now you think this will stop me?" I point with my chin at Zoe, then stare at him eye to eye, determination and resolution on my face. “Harm her, even a hair, and I’ll make sure you regret it…”

"Yes, quite embarrassing. You know, most of them were here specifically to hunt you down. We had a feeling you would pull a stunt like this. After all, rumors of our loyal paladin must have spread far and wide by now as planned," the King says as he takes a seat on his throne. "You really relate more to the demihumans than you do to your own kind. Surely you understand what it means..." 

I smile wickedly. "Any last words before I rip you apart, human?" I answer. 

"Athan, we can call you that right? Athan, Athanasios, Vampire Sorcerer, Lord of the Black Castle, Savior of the Demihumans, Faery Slayer, Demon Summoner, Beholder of the Lost Treasure of Helios. You've grown quite the reputation," the King speaks while rolling his head. I feel an immense pressure surrounding us, something familiar and yet strange at the same time.

"Enough, let Zoe go," I demand.

"Athan, run, get out!" Zoe's voice cracks as the insectkin holds her Mantis-blades close to my girl's throat.

I stand my ground, never letting the King out of my sight. Smeme and Leda appear left and right of where I stand while Kaisa and Sirena position themselves behind me.

"Enough with your pathetic games. Tell your companions to stand down," the King demands.

"This is a trap," Smeme says, his words echoing through his helm. “We’ve been fooled from the beginning. Athan, teleport us back to the Vampire Castle. This quest is over!” 

"Let Zoe go," I demand once again. “That or I’ll make sure your head adorns my castle’s gate.”

"How about a little wager?" the King says as a smile broods all over his wicked face.

I stand there silent. Waiting. I decide to play along for the time being and see how the plot of this quest unravels.

"Speak!" I demand as I make two brisk steps forward.

“Easy now!” the King warns me. “Let’s wage my Kingdom for your Ragdoll. I'll even postpone the demihuman slaughter for a few days."

"You would give up your Throne for a wager? Why?" I raise a single eyebrow.

“We have in our possession a cursed artifact. A very powerful one," the King lifts a medallion he is wearing around his neck up with his hand. "If you agree to our challenge, neither I nor you can back down. If any of us does, certain death will come for the perjurer."

"Enough with this nonsense!" I say, clenching my fists and approaching two more steps.

The King raises his hand, motioning for me to stop again.

"What do you want from me?" 

"You must know by now that under Cnidis a dungeon extends for several layers. It is one of the three largest in all of the known world. The legends say that buried deep inside there is a legendary sword and a dragon egg. Bring the sword and the dragon egg to us and we will abdicate the throne," the Mad King says.

Something is off here. Why would he give me the same quest he’d to Aleixo, the Sacred Paladin?

This quest is getting more and more bizarre as it progresses. I must admit he piqued my interest though.

"What’s the catch?" I ask. “If you think I’ll accept to any insane handicaps or letting Zoe here as a hostage, I must warn you…”

“No handicaps,” the King interrupts me mid-sentence. “And the Ragdoll will accompany you. We pray for your safe return.”

Interesting… and fishy at the same time.

"There’s only one restriction… If our Sacred Paladin completes this task before you, then you and your household will become my subordinates." 

"Don't do it Athan," I hear Zoe say, standing below the king. 

"You must let Zoe free," I demand.

"Once we both agree. All I need is a drop of blood to seal the contract. Spill it beside mine onto the medallion and our deal is done."

"Don't be a fool, he's lying," Leda shouts. 

"This is a trap," Smeme adds.

"Don't do it," Sirena hisses. 

"Master, please," Kaisa says, taking Sirena's hand.

I scan the medallion to get more information.
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"This is my decision," I tell them. 

"Tick tock. More of our royal guards are on their way. You have to decide now," the King says, moving his finger back and forth like a metronome. He is telling the truth. I hear footsteps coming from all around us through the corridors. 

“Very well, let this game begin,” I say, smiling as I step forward and pierce my thumbnail as the king holds out the medallion. "I agree." A single drop of blood falls from my palm. The king gives me a crooked smile and pierces his own thumbnail and a drop of blood falls onto the small medallion. The medallion glows red for an instant and I feel a tightness in my chest as if my heart is being wrapped in chains. Immediately I get a notification inside my NCI.
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Chapter 11

A Half-Breed’s Rage




As I dismiss the notification, a translucent being is born out of the medallion. Its entire body is emitting golden rays, illuminating the entire Throne Room. The figure resembles that of an enraged youth, naked, with only a thin tunic that hides his intimate parts. His penetrating eyes stare toward the King and me. A plume of red smoke escapes the creature's curved nose.

Ethereal chains wrap themselves around the King and me. They do not restrict my movements. No. This is a different kind of constraint, one that I have never experienced before. Then, in a bloody flash, the translucent creature and the ethereal chains disappear as if they were never there.

"Our pact has been sealed," the King grins, his eyes glossing over as if he feels some kind of rush from all of it.

"Now, let her go," I demand.

The Mad King looks at the Orchid and points with his chin toward me. “Release her!”

"My lord, we should hold onto her as a hostage. We should…" the Orchid begins but is cut mid-sentence by the king.

"Now!" the King growls and his eyebrows pinch in rage.

The Orchid looks at me with venomous eyes. I look back at her with a smirk. “You heard your master…”

“Tch…” is all the Orchid says and hits Zoe at the back of her neck, knocking her unconscious. In a flash, I move as fast as I can, catching her in my arms before she hits the ground.

Several Royal Guards appear and start surrounding us. "Enough! There will be no more childish games," the King’s deep voice echoes through the Throne Room around us. Once again, I feel an intense aura swelling the air. "You and your companions have five minutes to leave our sight. Our protection only goes so far. Once outside these walls, outside our presence, you are an enemy of the capitol," he states seated from his Throne Room. The Royal Guards and the Orchid stand in attention, waiting for us to take our leave.

I pick up Zoe and start carrying her to the courtyard while Smeme approaches the King who hands over the map of the Underground Caverns to him. When we reach Puffy, Kaisa bursts into tears. The poor boar is still laying on her side in the middle of the courtyard. Her chest is barely moving. If not for my vampiric senses I would think the poor bloodied animal dead. 

"This is what it means to play the villain," Leda says. "Nothing ever ends up working just right. Even when you are victorious." 

I muse what she said for a moment. I remind myself that there are games that have alignment systems that always need you to be good or evil, despite the illusion of freedom. Is this game one of these? Should I align myself with the forces of good? This would not make sense since I am half-human, half-vampire. My experience from the RPGs I have played shows that vampires have an evil alignment. But for now, Leda is right. We are surrounded by death, bodies that have been torn apart, and a dead Golden Ram, the last of its kind, heavy on my consciousness.

Inspecting my party I see sweet Kaisa covered in dirt and mud, her hair matted with sweat and grime. Leda's outfit is torn, Sirena is covered in cuts, many healed already by a Potion of Great Heal she consumed, but several are still visible across her tail. Even Smeme is covered in so much blood that his armor has taken on a red glow.

I lay Zoe down beside Puffy. She is unable to speak even as she reaches her hand back out toward me. I take it for a moment, kneeling beside her. I need to teleport Zoe and Puffy back to my castle so that they may get help. 

"It will be alright," I promise her. Standing up, I look around at the others, their faces gloomy and despaired. Our mission feels like a complete failure despite the fact the quest was a success. "We are coming back. Prepare aid for Zoe and Puffy," I message Elektra. 

"Did something wrong happen? We are prepared already," she tells me, responding almost instantly. I imagine she has been waiting to hear from me all day. 

The sun sits at the highest point in the sky and I can hear waves crash against the castle's water walls. We've been gone for several hours, I think as I prepare to teleport us away. Before I do dozens of Royal Guards rush out of the castle chambers. The door to the Throne Room slams itself and the King and his orchid assassin disappear from our line of sight. 

"So much for five minutes," Leda says, turning toward the guards, her wand’s tail trailing a crimson light at its wake as she prepares to cast a spell. She slams her wand to the ground and a huge burst of sand turns into a small cyclone in the air, providing the rest of us with cover.

“Take the map,” Smeme says as he throws the scroll at me and charges toward the guards, never letting our opponents an opening.

"We'll stay behind. Get your doll and pet out of here," Leda says, stepping toward the guards. 

I silently nod, then tell her, "Meet us back at the Vampire Castle."

A second later Puffy, Zoe, Kaisa, Sirena, and I whisk away, finding ourselves standing just inside the front hall of my castle.

"What happened?" Elektra shouts, running over to Zoe. Another group of dogfolk medics, including Lucian, are standing by, ready to attend to Puffy's wounds. 

"She’s going to be fine. An Orchid Mantis knocked her out," I tell her, "And Puffy went head-to-head with the Golden Ram and won. But at a cost." 

"Damn!" Elektra looks over at the boar. I see several bite marks where the Ram has managed to tear away the boar's hide. The dogfolk try to clean the wounds, sponging up blood and venom. Puffy, at the moment, has not reverted back to her normal non-demonic size and I wonder if there is a reason behind this. 

"Drink this," Elektra holds a bottle against Zoe's lips. If she had been human I am sure she would be dead already but right now her HP is holding at five points. The only thing keeping her alive is the magic infused within her body that brought her back from the dead. 

"Contact Selene and see if she can do anything for either of them," I demand.

“Soldiers on the move!” Kros shouts as he makes his appearance.

"Athan, what are you planning to do?" Elektra asks as I turn my attention to the front gate. 

Kros and several of the goblin guards stand ready at the gate as they prepare to intercept the invading soldiers. I activate my Primal Savagery and charge along with the goblin horde, leaving Elektra and the rest behind. 

“Athan wait! If something happens to you then…” Elektra says as I melt into the green wave of goblins.

“There’s something fishy going on here,” I say as I take the lead of my goblin horde from Kros, not sure if Elektra can hear me. “No mere mortal King could have thought of such a devious plan. I need to take action.”

****

The goblin horde clashes with the human soldiers in a ferocious battle. I catch a guard from behind and sink my teeth into his neck. Four watch in horror as I drink their friend dry and then toss his body to the side.

"Magnimus!" I Message my artificer.

“Yes, my lord?” his reply echoes in my mind.

“Unleash the draugr!” I Message him back.

“As you wish…”

The gates of my castle open once again as I feed on another guard. Several draugr emerge walking slowly across the battlefield. I order them to feast, to become stronger, to leave no trace of our enemy behind. 

“We can use what remains of the bodies. Can I send out a crew to collect?” Magnimus asks me. 

"Do as you wish," I tell him.

“Very well, I’ve ordered the ghouls to devour only the heads of fallen soldiers. I will stitch together something unique, different, a monster that will surpass your wildest imagination, my master,” Magnimus answers back and I can feel him grinning and nodding from the safety of the Monster Production Facility.

The draugr and the goblin horde continue advancing, taking them no more than twenty minutes to break through the frontline of the siege's defense. Using my NCI, I position my ghouls at the front, using them as cannon fodder while the goblin archers and spearmen behind rain arrows everywhere, killing the Cnidis soldiers en masse until we’re faced with stronger soldiers, mercenaries of some sort.

As the ghouls try to push forward, I notice that the new enemy additions are hard to be kept at bay as they penetrate our line like it is nothing and I soon find myself standing before a fighter different from the rest of this motley collection.
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His armor is different from the other soldiers. He wears a pointed helm with a face guard shaped in the face of a hound. Attached to the forehead area are two curved animal horns. The shoulders are squared, narrow, and enormous, similar to Smeme's own black armor, though he is no Emissary or Apostle. On the one hand, he holds a small shield decorated in ornate runes while on the other a slightly curved blade made of silver, held by a grip wrapped in regular, green deerskin.

"I am the vampire hunter Emil. I've heard stories of you. A half-breed now posing as an adventurer, kidnapping dames, thievery, and starting riots that have led to countless deaths. I see I've come to the right place," the merc states. He looks about my age, clean-shaven, the kind of merc that plays the hero, but I have no doubt the strongest of my kind he’s ever faced is probably no more than a thrall. 

"And how did you come to be here?" 

"Chance. I came for the Tournament but arrived a few days late. I had business to attend to with a group of like-minded knights. When I arrived I heard of the demihuman uprising and the black castle’s appearance on the cliffs. It was easy to figure out the rest." 

"And who has been spreading stories about me?" 

"Defeat me and I shall tell you, but first…” he pauses for a split second. “Where is Vampiress Ambrosia? Does she hides away in the castle?" 

Pointing up toward the sun I give the vampire hunter an unintelligible look of passive-aggressiveness. 

"I see…. She is the one I am after. A runt like you is no different from a guard dog," Emil spits onto the ground. 

"I will give you one chance to run," I tell him. "Today is a bad day." 

"The crowds will cheer as I bring back your head," he snarls.

I have enough listening to the merc talk. I attack him head-on, my supersonic speed at full thrust as I rip apart the right side of his helm, face, and eye, with a single blow of my claws. The vampire hunter cries out in agony, touching his face and lifting his sword.

"A silver sword made for slaying monsters. Too bad you don't know how to use it," I mock him. Grabbing the blade I feel it burn against my skin. It is enchanted. No way it will be of any use to me.

"Vile demon, I will wear your fangs as a trophy," Emil rages as blood runs down from the right side of his face. 

“Sire?” Magnimus intervenes with another Message.

“Yes?” I ask back, ignoring Emil.

“I have the perfect punishment for the infidel before you. He’s the perfect specimen for the abomination I’m preparing. Keep him alive and I promise you a fitting punishment for him.”

I smirk thinking of what cruel fate awaits the vampire slayer before me: an abomination forced to do my bidding. The very idea of turning him into a weapon of my own, makes me forget some of my woes for the day.

I attack again, grabbing Emil's wrist and breaking it like a twig. I repeat the process with his other hand and leg. The vampire slayer falls to the ground like a puppet with severed strings. My ghouls move upon him, grabbing him by the legs and dragging him back to my castle and toward his upending doom.

With my appetite gone, I walk back toward my castle. Giving the battlefield another glance, I notice the new colors of what was once a delicate, luscious field, it has now turned out to be the stage of a cruel war. The air that would normally be delicate and filled with the smells of flowers and trees is now merely a canvas of death. There are no more mercenaries of vampire hunters waiting for me to prey upon. This battle is a success.

Walking back inside my castle I see that Puffy and Zoe are nowhere in sight. 

"What is Zoe's condition?" I ask, turning toward Kros who waits at the gate for me. 

"Magnimus, the metal artificer, is working on her wounds," Kros bows his head and growls. 

"And Puffy?" 

"The boar is being cared by the dogfolk medics in the stables." 

"And what of you? How are your people fairing under our new circumstances?" I ask curious what he and his kind think. I had promised them they could leave at any time they wanted. Many of his people have died since joining me, maybe too many, and I feel our alliance getting uneasy but that’s just me thinking too much.

"We are pleased. Our bellies are full. Our time is well spent forging new armor, new weapons, and raiding. We’ve never been stronger," Kros growls, putting my mind at ease.

"I will be returning to my chamber. In two hours I want everyone in the Throne Room to discuss our next move," I tell Kros as we part ways. I am moving slower. I’m not injured, just tired. 

Walking into one of my private bathrooms I see a bath awaits me. Stripping away my bloody clothes I toss them aside and step down into the lukewarm water that has been prepared for me. Before I know it, two hours pass when Elektra enters, holding a towel.

"Calmed down?" she says as she motions for me to get up. She begins drying my naked body with the towel. She is holding a new vest, similar to my last one.

"Zoe made this just in case. She knew you had a habit of ruining clothes or having them stolen," Elektra smiles. She is also holding a white linen shirt and brown pants. I change in front of her as she admires me. When I’m prepared the two of us walk toward the Throne Room. 

"How is Zoe?" I ask. 

"She will pull through. Puffy though…"

"What happened?" I ask, seeing tears taking shape in Elektra's eyes.

"Puffy was bitten several times. She's hanging in there but right now we're not sure if she is going to pull through," Elektra answers. 

"She will," I assure her. I wonder now if the Golden Ram's curse is susceptible to animals as well as humans and humanoid creatures. Puffy being possessed by demonic energy may be all that is keeping her alive. 

Everyone is waiting for us as we arrive. Everyone except for Magnimus and Ambrosia who will be joining us as soon as the sun falls below the horizon. Sirena has already laid out the map across the table and both she and Elektra have been studying them since my arrival back at the castle. 

"What have you found?" I ask. 

Sirena answers, "We know about the entrance to the underground caverns here inside the colosseum, but there may be another way for us to get inside. The city’s port seems to lead to a system of underground caves that come out here," she points to a place on the map just beyond the coastal walls. 

"And how do you suggest we get there?" 

"We use disguise self again and hire a ferryman. We can go as traveling merchants taking a tour through the city. We can say we have come to watch the demihuman executions. Once we reach this spot," she points again, "we can swim toward this cavern here. There will be a cave opening with an air pocket that will lead us into the first level of the underground caverns." 

"What are these other maps?" I ask, pointing to the three other scrolls that are placed across the table. 

"The underground dungeon is as vast as a city. There are several levels, though some of them are bigger than others. The first three have been mapped out but the fourth partially. That's as far as any explorer has ever made it. The king also gave us a few illustrated pieces of what the ruins under Cnidis might look like, though we have no way to know for sure whether they are accurate," Sirena explains. 

"It looks like an upside-down pyramid. Each layer is bigger than the last. If it holds this pattern, the last level will be about the size of a small treasury," I say studying the maps laid out in front of us.  

"What kind of opposition can we expect?" Kaisa asks. She looks good after having catnapped for a while. Her hair is still matted here and there, but her clothes and face are clean. She is wearing a lacey blue dress that looks slightly too big on her with her shoulders exposed entirely.  

"Ghouls mostly, the first levels seem to be filled with undead, a few giant arachnids, and rats," Elektra answers before Sirena adds, "after that we have no idea what we are up against." 

Avis and Gaisha stand opposite to me looking over the illustrations the King has given us. I cannot help but notice that Avis has taken a keen interest in joining me and the others on this quest and I have no objections. Both have proven themselves capable warriors and they are loyal. Both seem to adhere to a code of honor that feels rare in this world. Smeme and Leda still haven't arrived back at the castle, though it has only been a few hours and they must be traveling on foot. I have little doubt that they were able to escape, yet the mere fact I am not able to contact them has me worried about their well-being. 

"Gaisha and I shall use the Colosseum entrance and meet up with you once inside," Avis says. 

"How are you going to get past the guards?" I ask. 

"We have our ways. We still have some connections with the guild," Avis answers.

"I understand. Sirena, Kaisa, the two of you will come with me. Elektra…"

"Athan, this isn't fair," Elektra starts. 

"I still need you here. Both you and Ambrosia."

"I'm coming with you," she tells me. "This is the chance of a lifetime. I can cast Dark Vision and see just as well as any of you. I am not missing this opportunity."

"Very well," I smile. "Avis, do you think you and Gaisha could wait for Magnimus to heal Zoe? We will need her help." 

"No rest for the wicked, eh?" Avis smiles.

****

As soon as our meeting is adjourned, I visit Puffy who despite being filled with toxins is doing better than expected. Leaving the stables, I go straight to the Necromancy Laboratory to find Ambrosia and Magnimus. 

I fill both of them in on the day’s events and our strategy for getting inside the underground caverns. Like Elektra, Ambrosia insists on coming with us. However, I convince her to stay behind and watch over the castle and continue demoralizing the soldiers.


Chapter 12

The Cavern of Dreams




Neither Smeme nor Leda return to the castle so I leave a message for them to Kros and Ambrosia. I hoped that they would meet with Avis and Gaisha and together we would regroup in the underground caverns. 

Together with my companions we ride out before sunset on horseback. They are slower than Puffy but still faster than going on foot. The one I ride with Elektra is brown and named Dhoz. Sirena and Kaisa ride on a black and white steed named Grevol. They disguised themselves as a pair of my wives, which is not far from the truth, not that I have actually any idea what marriage is like in this world. 

As far as I can tell the concept of marriage is vague. A person can take a partner or multiple partners and if the woman wants she can take on their last name. But, given all we have to accomplish, none of it seems important, not that I was against the idea of any of it.

Once again we approach the city from the main gate. The entire tent city that spanned outside was gone, raised to the ground. I can just barely make out what was once Alma's massive tent. As I pass the trenches I see dozens of demihuman corpses thrown into the pits, staring at me lifelessly. Up to some point, I pray this is nothing but a game. The mere thought that all those are actual people dying, troubles me and lies heavy on my consciousness. 

Reaching the front gate, one of the guards asks, "What’s your business?" he raises an eyebrow looking at us.

"We’re traveling merchants. Our shipments shall be arriving by port tomorrow morning. We are here early to tour the city and prepare for the festivities," I smile and let Elektra provide them with fake paperwork she had created for just this occasion.

"I see, I see. Says here you are a Cilantro and herb dealer? Friends with Sultani by chance?" the guard asks. 

"Of course! The two of us have swapped remedies at a dinner party years ago," I mumble, hoping the guard does not know Sultani as well as he lets on. 

"Sultani, great guy. Hope you have something other than Cilantro though, that grass tastes like soap," the guard laughs. 

"It does I agree, however, you'd be surprised how many nobles there are that find it a delicacy," I smile at the guard, trying my best to blend in and act the part. 

The guard, smirking, takes a look at Kaisa and Sirena. "Lucky man. I can think of some delicacies I would pay you extra for."

"I am a lucky man indeed. You see, my wives are more than just beautiful to look at. They are smart and deadly," I notion for Kaisa to show off her blades. She does and the guard's face tilts back in surprise. 

"My-my, I guess you get what you get being on the road all the time," the guard insults us. "Perhaps someone needs to show them how to use it," chips in one of the other guards. 

"I count three," Elektra whispers. 

"Can you get the gate open?" I turn back and whisper. 

"Yes," she answers. 

I turn back toward Kaisa and Sirena who are listening to us closely. I send them a Mental Message and tell them, "Why don't you girls show these gentlemen a good time." 

The three guards help Kaisa and Sirena get down from their horse. I see one staring at Kaisa's backend as he stands behind her and they begin leading them to a closed tent. 

"No worries, you'll be well compensated for your time. We won't even make you pay the toll for entering the city," says the first guard, moving toward the tent behind the other two and my girls. 

I feel my heart burning with jealousy. Is this normal for a game? I have never felt like this before in any other game experience. The guards act like this is common practice and I feel even more disgusted by this city. 

The last guard enters behind Sirena and I see the cloth of the tent closing behind them. A moment later I smile as the sound of a man choking in his own blood echoes through my ears. Kaisa and Sirena walk out unharmed. 

"Open the gate!" Elektra's voice mimics that of the first guard and the large gate begins to open. We set our horses free and tell them to return to the castle. Before we know it we are inside the city and around the corner. No one inside bothers to check outside the wall or even look at our papers. 

I feel sure that there isn't going to be a shift change for several hours. Kaisa and Sirena inform me that they hid the bodies in a large chest. For the time being we have nothing to worry about. 

It is finally night when we reach the canals. The guards begin to light torches throughout the streets.

“Let’s find a tavern,” I suggest. “We could get much-needed information.”

“Information about what?” curious Kaisa asks.

“Ferrymen. We need one to get to the underground dungeons of the city,” I reply back.

As we near the waterfront, it proves less difficult to find an open tavern. We decide to ask in the Second Swan first, a tavern that looks delightful, cozy, and rustic on the outside. A standout among the other buildings in Cnidis. Stacked stone details make up most of the building's outer structure. The windows are curtained, but the entertained voices from within can be felt outside. As we enter the tavern through the heavy wooden door, we are welcomed by excitement and cheerful singing. The bartender is extremely busy but still manages to welcome us with a smile. It is as enchanting inside as it is on the outside. Rounded stone beams support the upper floor and the rows of candles and lanterns attach to them. The walls are littered with different memorabilia. It is not possible to be sure if they tried going for a specific style. The tavern itself is packed. Just as many people here as the adventurer's guild. Workers and soldiers seem to be the primary clientele. Several long tables are occupied by what seems to be one large group of people. The other smaller tables are also occupied by people who are indulging in food and drinks while some do try to strike a conversation. Even most of the stools at the bar are occupied, though nobody seems to mind more company. 

I can't believe how lively this place is now. 

Walking up to the bar I ask the bartender who introduces himself as Bemran if he knows any ferryman willing to take four traveling merchants on a tour to the city. I make sure to slide several silver coins across the table as I do so. 

"Baerinda, she's the one you want. Pleasant voice, great personality. Boat big enough for all of ya plus small enough to make it through any of the pathways. Guards know her well at the docks too, so she can take you anywhere you want even as far as the great wall. Not gonna do you any good seeing the ocean at night though. Might I suggest making arrangements and going in the morning? First round on me eh?" Bemran smiles. I can see several of his bottom teeth missing. He looks like he has seen his share of scraps running the tavern. 

"How about a round on me, for every one of my company, including you? To the festivities to come," I tell Bremran, throwing down several silver pieces on the counter. 

"Got yourself a deal! Give me a moment, I'll go make an introduction to Bareinda for you!" Bemran smiles, gathering the silver.

A few minutes pass as I sip on something similar to whiskey.
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"Damnit," I say aloud. Everyone looks at me unaware that I was trying to avoid getting a Drunk status. Though my Charisma being 30% higher could be a bonus. 

"She's waiting for you," Bemran says, pointing at her, "I put in a good word."

I do not even realize as I turn that I m already sitting in front of Baerinda. She is a tall blonde middle-aged woman with a bust size three times that of any of my girls. Her clothing is a red and brown cardigan with a tan dress underneath. Along her arms she is wearing gold bracelets that tell me she is someone of extraordinary wealth. 

"They call me Baer for short," she tells us. 

"Athan, this is Ele…"

"Eliza, Siren, and Cassie," Elektra says, giving Baer similar but fake names. 

"Nice to meet you all. Bem said you want a ferry guide tomorrow?" 

"Now," I interrupt her. 

"Now, at night. Very funny," she starts to laugh.  

"You see, what Athan is trying to say is that he promised us a romantic evening under the stars. From here to the docks. We are merchants and we expect our goods to arrive early tomorrow. We've already arranged for a place to stay once we reach the port," Elektra explains far clearer than I can. 

I sit and smile, nodding at her every word until Baer smiles back at us. 

"As long as you have coin, it sounds good to me. I must warn you though," Baer laughs, chugging her entire drink. 

"You know, you probably shouldn’t drink and sail," I say pointing. 

"Nonsense! How else do you navigate the stars!" Baer says, holding up her finger to order another drink. 

"Two silver," Baer tells us. 

Smiling and still drunk I take out two silver coins. I slide them across the table and watch as Baer's eyes light up. 

"Are we smuggling something?" 

"No. Just a romantic evening under the stars," I smile. 

"You won't hear me complaining. Business must be good." 

"Business is booming." 

After two more rounds of drinks, Baer stands up and stretches her arms and legs out before cracking her neck. All signs that she is ready to go.

"Follow me out back," she smiles.

We do as we are told and I feel myself stumble a bit as I try to walk a straight line through the back of the tavern. Outside is one of the many waterways spread out through the city: the canals. And tied to a small cobblestone is Baer's ferry.

I lay my back on the bottom of the small ferry gazing up at the stars. Kaisa and Sirena lay down on my left side. Kaisa nuzzles her head below my chest as Sirena makes herself at home under my arm. Elektra lays down on my right hand. I'm pinned down as we begin our romantic ride through the canals of the city. 

An hour passes as I sober up and we reach the port. The tour through the waterways feels short and I wonder if it was really worth the money I spent. Looking at Sirena I ask her if we are close enough to the caverns to start swimming underwater. 

"We need to move out into open water," she tells me. 

"Can you guide us to the correct spot?" I ask. 

"Wait? What are you guys…" 

I cast Sleep on Baer who falls softly onto the floor of the ferry. Sirena immediately takes over steering the ferry as we drift out into the open ocean. 

"Hopefully she will think she got us to our destination and passed out without tying up her boat. Given the currents I doubt she will drift to the sea. Most likely some guards will find her and give her a hard time about getting drunk and being lazy," Elektra says, checking on Baer's condition. 

"With enough silver coins she should be able to bribe any guards out of her way. Though let's drop some coins in her pockets just in case. She will think we tipped her extra. Given how much we all had to drink it seems fair," I tell Elektra. 

"Actually you and Baer were the only two drinking," Elektra giggles. 

"We're here," Sirena interrupts us. "Just below the tide there," she points. 

"So we just jump."

"I don't want to get in the water," Kaisa laments and I realize that this whole time she has continued to lay flat as can be on the floor of the ferry. 

"It will be ok, I'll hold your hand and guide you the whole time," Sirena promises. "Actually, it will be faster for all of you to hold onto me. I have some rope I can tie around my waist. As a gorgon, I am able to move faster in water than land." A moment later Sirena prepares herself along with the rest of us for the dive ahead.

None of us are under disguise anymore as we plunge into the depths under the stars and moon. The cold water touches my skin and for a moment I worry I'm going to freeze to death. Under the water, I open my eyes and surprisingly I see fairly well. It is like being inside a cave only my vision is blurred by the currents that flow all around me. Holding onto Sirena's belt I can see Kaisa holding tight against her body. Elektra on the other hand is holding on with one hand dragging behind us. 

A part of me feels satisfied knowing that the reef and shallows are connected to the underground caverns just as I thought. However, when we reach the entryway and discover it is only three feet wide and each of us has to slide through one at a time I begin regretting taking the shorter path. Emerging inside the underground caverns I realize that I’ve never been so happy to breathe in stale air. 

Finally, we've arrived at the first level of the underground ruins… 


Chapter 13

First Level of the Dungeon, The City of the Dead




This whole thing feels like a setup. I cannot escape the feeling that we are walking right into a trap, and I do not mean the pathetic few ghouls whose heads we splattered across the water's edge. Something tells me that the Sacred Paladin is surely waiting for us on the first level. The King was way too giving, even decided to postpone the executions of the demihumans to give us a motive to find the Sword. I wonder why he did it. Obviously, making a deal with him was not in my best interest, but I had no other choice since Zoe was taken hostage.

We sit by a small fire drying our clothes after emerging from the salty waters. It is strange how everything so far seems to be going well. So far luck has smiled upon us and I can only hope that my friends: Avis, Gaisha, and Zoe were just as fortunate as we.  They would follow another path through the lower levels of the prison under the colosseum. At first I could not understand what it was they wanted to achieve by taking such a risk but it did not take me long to figure it out. If they managed to make it through the prison safely and reach the entrance to the ruins, they would have to pass through the cells of hundreds of imprisoned demihumans. This would bring them hope and raise their morale. Salvation is coming after all…

As demihumans themselves they were showing their imprisoned brethren not to fall into despair. Spreading word of our journey as if it is a gospel and rallying them for rebellion. Once we accomplish our mission we will need all the available allies we can muster to combat the King and his army. No one from my household believes that the King will abdicate the throne. 

Selene had packed us several dozen bento boxes in our bags. Mostly cooked rice with crab meat. It was not her best cooking but the food gave each of us a temporary stamina boost. Swimming has taken more stamina than I thought it would.

I was also impressed by Sirena's vigor. She carried several of us through the tightest, darkest spots in the underground caves.

Based on what I gathered from my journeys so far, vampires are extremely hard, if not impossible to kill. Our bodies can be regenerated even if our limbs are torn apart. 

My drifting thoughts come to an end as the realization of what is ahead shakes me to the core. "Lay out the maps," I order Kaisa. She had been holding onto them for dear life when Sirena dragged us through the underground waterways. They were surprisingly waterproof, most likely a magic spell that kept them from being destroyed. 

The beautiful catgirl does just as I ask. Each of the maps shows various passageways that take us some time to decipher. We had studied them in the Vampire Castle before, but it is different when in the field of action. As we already knew, not one of the maps showed us what lay beyond the entrance to the fourth level. None of the nine levels below the fourth floor are detailed. At most they give a vague idea as to their size and what kind of monsters we might face. For example, on the fourth floor there is a drawing of a giant tree, as if a tree of that size could exist so easily underground. The fifth floor is filled with drawings of giant mushrooms and warnings of poison and great beasts. The further down you go the more abstract the maps become with pathways overlapping one another as if they are some kind of web. 

"Everyone, take a moment to memorize these maps," I insist. And we do. When I am sure everyone has the maps memorized I touch them with my hands and copy them to my NCI, but to my surprise, they catch fire and burn quickly until there is nothing left but small brown pieces of paper withering to dust in the air. Activating the Map inside my NCI I find that the maps have been made available to me. I am certain that the more we explore the more the darkened unknown spaces will become available as well. We will never get lost and so long as my companions stick close I can guarantee all of our safety. 

"Should we start pressing forward?" Sirena asks. 

"Yes," I smile, looking at my clothes, which are nearly dry as is everyone else's. Kaisa's hair is super fluffy from the water and heat but besides that her top and mini-skirt are dry. Elektra still wears an outfit similar to that of her former guild but with the skull sigil placed over the back. The same sigil that Zoe has branded half my castle with. I feel a sense of pride looking at it. Knowing that the Ragdoll embroided every stitch herself, infusing every depiction with a small piece of power whether she intended to do so or not. 

Symbols have meaning. As a sorcerer I am wise to remember that.  

"We should wait, we should try and find Avis, Gaisha, Zoe, and the other two, Smeme and Leda," Elektra starts.

" I am sure Smeme and Leda will find us," I assure her. 

"But Avis, Gaisha, and Zoe… If we venture too deep they won't be able to keep up with us," she insists. 

"I agree but we aren't going to find them waiting at the backdoor. As far as I can tell this area is largely unexplored… and doesn't really leave any desire to be explored," I tell her. 

"Then we should move toward the entrance to the second level," she says. 

"I agree. The three of them can handle the low-level ghouls that are here. I don't expect to meet back up with them until we reach the fourth level anyway."

"Master, I have a question," Sirena starts. "How is it that no one has ever cleared the first level of all the ghouls?" 

It is an interesting observation. Surely it would be easy enough for the King's army. There is nothing particularly difficult about fighting the ghouls that came after us when we emerged from the waterways. Even now in the distance, my vampiric senses hear the growls of a hundred, maybe more waiting to be killed. None threatening at all. The lowest I was sure had a Threat level of 2, the strongest a Threat Level of 4. It is as if they are just a warning, a sign of something troubling ahead. 

"Is it possible the dead are the people of Cnidis?" I ask. 

"Most likely. The city has stood for over a thousand years. For hundreds of years they buried their dead nobles in catacombs underground while others had their bodies burned or thrown out to sea. If that was the case it is likely the bodies somehow washed into the underground ruins. It’s also likely the Cnidis catacombs are in fact the bulk of the first level of the dungeon," Elektra says.

I am already happy to have brought her along. She is not just a beautiful woman, but she has a mind packed with knowledge. If I ever have a question about anything, she is sure to have an answer. 

"Let us take a closer look," I smile, walking toward one of the cavern walls. From the outside it looks like the stones have been eroded, but when I reach out I feel the smoothness. I realize they are made of bones! The entire cavern. Sure, there are a few stones here and there, mostly lime, but the rest is all entirely made of bone. Cnidis, the golden city, is built on the bones of millions of dead. 

The city of the dead is endless. As I rest my hand against the wall I feel it moving, as if somehow retreating away from me. It is no threat but what is threatening is just how infinite it all seems. 

"We should find the entrance to the second level," I tell them. Everyone, especially Elektra is disgusted by the truth of what we have discovered. 

"The city above, how old do you think it is?" Kaisa asks.

I am surprised just how curious my companion is. I sense she feels some kind of connection to this place. The city of Cnidis, the golden city, is nothing but a lie. Now we are going to learn how deep this lie goes. 

Walking through a smaller tunnel we find ourselves inside the main area of the first level. It is not a maze as I once imagined but more a library with giant columns that hold the roof over our heads. With my Darkvision I see the entrance, a small tunnel with stairs going up, sitting exactly where I expect the Colosseum to be in relation to our location. 

"We must have emerged below the palace," I say, pointing toward the dungeon entrance. There is no sign of the Sacred Paladin, our friends, or any kind of trap. I can, however, see a few hundred ghouls scattered about stumbling as they walk in circles, largely ignoring us and everything around them.

The chamber, covered in a mist, seems to run the entire gauntlet of the city. Held up by the columns I can only wonder how long it will truly last. As Kings build their towers higher with gold, it seems only a matter of time before the city sinks in on itself. Whether we burn it to the ground or not, Cnidis will no doubt one day be destroyed by greed. 

As we move along the wall, I see small glowing specters floating through the air around us in the mist. Some of them look like they were once human while others resemble animals or giant black blobs. With my Darkvision I see a dozen or more having features between a combination of human and animal. None of them pose any threat at all as they wander around us. 

"Lost souls," Elektra says. "I read about them in one of my books."

"Was it a book about Cnidis?" 

"No, it was a book about Necromancy. I was going to study it at one time, long ago at the academy. The books were forbidden to read which just made sneaking them out of the library more fun. I never really got into it though," she answers. 

"You would have made a fine Necromancer I'm sure," I say, trying to compliment her. Truth is I am glad she had chosen a different path, but as a Vampire Sorcerer she could give me a boost when it came to raising the dead. "Are they dangerous?" I ask.

"Not to us. To anyone on the verge of death though, they would try and steal their body," Elektra answers.

It is interesting and I cannot help but study several of them alongside the sexy wizard. The animalistic features are the result of them feeding on dying animals. Several have human faces hidden between rat and horse heads with dozens of legs floating behind them as they move through the mist like fish in a stream of water. 

"Stay close," I tell my companions. 

I study the area around us. Picking up a small rock that may or may not be a human bone, I toss it as far as I can toward one of the skeleton ghouls. Where there should be eyes are hollow pores, what skin they have is dried out, nearly falling off their bones. Their bodies are nearly hairless as they walk around in rags. The entire underground smells like mold and mildew. The closest ghoul immediately reacts, attacking the spot where the rock hit the ground. However, the moment it realizes that the rock is not a living being or a moving object it stops. I toss another one right behind it. It attacks just like before, stopping again when it realizes the rock is not a living, breathing being. Lastly, I toss a third stone slightly further away from where I see no ghouls. The rock that sits further away is ignored, confirming my theory that the ghouls have only a limited field in which they sense things. In the darkness they lack sight and rely only on sound. 

"Should we attack," an overeager Kaisa says, holding her weapon ready. 

"No," I tell her, "I think we should creep around. As long as we stay quiet and out of their immediate area none of the ghouls will attack us. Step lightly, that shouldn't be hard for you." I smile. Kaisa and Sirena are probably two of my most stealthy companions besides Ambrosia and Zoe. 

Elektra on the other hand places her hands together and casts a spell that quiets her steps as she moves freely around us. 

"Perfect," I murmur to myself, still searching for the entrance to the second level. It is not until I see one of the ghouls stumbling in the darkness and disappearing when I realize the entrance to the second level is not a doorway at all. "There," I say pointing. 

Together with my companions, we begin to move toward what appears to be a giant dark pit. 

"Do we jump?" Kaisa asks. 

"I don't know," I say, studying the map for a moment. All it shows is a doorway on the ground. I assume it is a staircase that leads to the second level, not a drop that seems impossible to come back up from. 

"Perhaps this is some kind of trick? A trap?" Elektra suggests. 

"I don't think so," I say, looking around the vast chamber through the mist trying my best to see if there is any other way. 

"Should we turn back?" Sirena asks. "And try to find another way?" 

"We can't turn back," I say, holding my foot over the edge of the pit. I know it is the only way down, and if I take that first step my companions will surely follow. I think of polymorphing into a bat, but something instinctual tells me I do not have to, not yet at least. Not to mention my powers are dulled by the fact it is still daylight outside. Funny how I can sense that even in a place of darkness such as this.  

"A leap of faith," I say, stepping over the edge. I do not fall. My foot lands squarely on nothing. Stepping forward again I find a step. And another. And another. "An invisible staircase," I turn, smiling toward my companions. 

Slowly we follow the invisible stairs down as they spiral around the outside of the great pit. It feels like we are walking on air for hours until we see a red light toward the bottom. The darkness disappears almost entirely as torches light our way, and we reach solid ground. 

Staring upward I still cannot see into the pit. It feels like a black void above us and I quickly move as far away from it toward large walls made of rusted iron, covered in holes. I see several statues made of marble. Some represent demihumans while others are typical sword and shield-type heroes. A few are holding staves and spears and look like they are ready to launch themselves into battle. If this was my dungeon, I would have them come to life the moment trespassers passed by them, however, this it is not, and the statues are nothing but ornaments. 

A quick study reveals none are even a few hundred years old. Placed here most likely by one of Cnidis’ previous kings as they mapped the underground. 

"Do you recognize any of these figures?" I ask Elektra.

"Xenetes, Inenio, Kratanes, Damasius, Abdareo, Fanosyne, Erasyrtu. All are heroes from great battles who came to settle in Cnidis before taking the ultimate challenge. They all went to receive the Sword of Innocense and failed. None are said to have returned from the dungeon."

Grinning like a child I feel myself growing more and more excited as we pass by several more statues. I do not bother to ask about them. I know I am seeing more fallen heroes. I understand now why the King gave me such a challenge. He, undoubtedly, expects me to fail just as these heroes had. Continuing to follow the wall of heroes we finally reach the true entrance to the second level of the dungeon. It’s situated between two larger statues, depicting two of the city’s most extraordinary heroes. There, we find a doorway leading into a maze lit by torches. We have reached the second level of the underground dungeon: the labyrinth.


Chapter 14

The Labyrinth 




Using the map from the King we memorized I lead my companions. We slowly navigate what feels like a disorienting, twisting maze. On the walls we see where others have marked spaces with circles and X’s. Other marks include circles with X's or cross marks. Some have marks showing just how many times a person had passed through the same area as the marks grow more and more erratic. 

After walking for an hour, we uncover the skeletal remains of several adventurers, decades old. Parts of their bodies are missing as if they had been torn off and taken. Other parts look like they have been beaten in with fists. It is not a good sign. No matter how detailed the maps are, they do not give us any hints as to what monsters might be down here. 

Studying the map in my NCI, I find the maze is shaped like a giant circle with the entrance to the next level in the center. 

We continue to move. Picking up our pace as I fear we are being chased by some malevolent being. 

As we near the center I feel the pull growing stronger, my consciousness diminishing, and myself transported to a hellscape…

****

I find myself inside a farm field littered with gore, weapons, and blood. Red, black, and blue are the new colors of what was once a tranquil farm field, now transformed into the stage of a full-blown invasion.

The air, which would normally be rich with scents from nearby breweries, is now deafening loud. The sound of explosions drowns any other sound in the area, the mere sense of it making any sane man want to run.

An army of rebels and an army of warriors fight each other for supremacy, but the battle is in nobody's favor yet. The wounded of one side lay in heaps across the farm field while the remaining fighters push harder and harder on the enemy. Both confident and panicked, the other side courageously fights their enemies with the hope of being the stronger ones. Some have succumbed to rage and charge toward the enemy recklessly with only the aim to kill, holding warped blades made of folded steelclash with curved bronze blades. With victory becoming more and more likely, the winning side fights as if they are gods. 

The weaker have succumbed to exhaustion and are giving in to whatever fate this battle has in store for them while others seem to be fairly unaffected by the terrors around them.

I shout for my companions, wondering if they are somewhere as I try to figure out what is happening, but my mouth produces no sound. I cannot access my NCI either as something forces my body to turn away from the battle. Then, I notice a notification on the upper top side of my vision. It says Conjunction of Memories. 

I fall to my knees as I find myself inside a forest littered with carnage, wounded fighters, and gore. It is not too different than the chaos I caused in the forest outside my castle. The air that once was soft and carried a gentle breeze is now a barrage of sounds of explosions, war cries, and the screams of the wounded. Hell has descended upon this area, a hell I am not unfamiliar with. 

Two trained armies fight each other for resources, but it is starting to become clear which side will win. The wounded of the losing side lay in large groups across the forest and the faces of the fighters are grim with the certainty of death and gloom, yet they fight on. The toll on both nature and humanity is unimaginable. It will take years before this forest recovers. Bombs and weaponry have taken the place of flowers, grass, and shrubs. 

Standing up I see the silhouette of a figure standing before me. Not a man, no. It is a woman. A witch… or a demoness. Red, curly hair awkwardly hangs over a full, cheerful face. Piercing green eyes, set lightly on her face, watch yearningly over the battlefield. Freckles are spread elegantly across her cheeks and forehead. The beautiful woman looks to be in her mid-twenties and wears a red dress that hangs elegantly over her long legs. 

"Isn't it glorious?" she says smiling at me. 

"What is this?" 

"A Conjunction of Memories. My memories… It was the only way I could take possession of your mind," she giggles, “and your attention…”

"Take me back," I demand. 

"What fun would that be?" the witch states.

I try to activate my NCI again but nothing. 

"I have your abilities blocked," she says, her smile turning into a frown. "Asmodeus said you were an interesting one. I thought I would come to check you out myself.”

"What are you?" I ask, trying to calm my nerves, my breath.

"Do you like this? This body? I'd let you. I'd give it to you," she says, instantly moving closer to me and grabbing my crotch, but my body doesn’t respond to her lustfulness. She has taken me prisoner, taken control of my mind without my will, and I know nothing about her. 

Pushing me back against the ground I feel her body over the top of me, her dress dissolving into the air like fire. 

"Send me back," I demand once more, my eyes narrowing into slits. 

The skin on her hip cracks like clay as I push her off of me. 

"Look what you did," she whines in a bratty voice. 

I take a defensive stance as I look at her pale white skin that seems to glow in the forest around me. Besides the crack on her hip, she is perfect. Not a single wrinkle or mark. Not even a blemish. 

"I'm going to have to punish you, aren't I?" she smiles from ear to ear, her mouth moving wider than any human’s should be. 

"Back off," I say, my fists clench and my body prepares for battle. I try to cast a spell but my abilities are still suppressed. Still, if I have to, I can fight using my own body as a weapon without magic. 

"Fine, have it your way. This flesh was chosen just for you though. Just wanted you to know." 

"What is this place and why have you brought me here?" 

"Like I said. Asmodeus said you had stamina. I wanted a little taste of..."

"And what are you?" 

The woman transforms. Bellowing smoke and flowing shadows adorn its withered head, which itself is covered in horrifying piercings. The sound of a roaring fire escapes the creature's crooked nostrils set within a chunky nose. Its smooth body remains petite as electric power crackles through its skin. The creature strides toward me, its two legs clumsily carry its demonic body with a threatening power. A blade-like tail snakes behind her, it ends in a barbed tip covered in a sticky goo. Burning hatred can be felt the longer the creature stares at me. And as she does, I feel my feral instincts, my body dripping sweat as if she is an infectious disease. She wraps her arms around me, and I shut my eyes as I feel a charge of electricity surge throughout each and every bone and muscle in my body. Two skeletal wings extend themselves fully from my back. Fiery bones and shadowy membranes stretch upward and above me as I open my eyes and see the demon is still affixed on me. I feel her intensity growing with every passing minute. 

"Just another demon keeping watch," she says with her slimy mouth.

Suddenly, my vision becomes blurry and I feel myself losing my consciousness. My mouth waters from the salty taste of blood. I feel the world around me growing cold, my hunger, my thirst for blood growing stronger and stronger. When I open my eyes, I see Elektra standing above me, blood dripping from her wrist into my mouth. Her blood begins filling my throat as she caresses my forehead stoically.

"Are you ok master?" I hear her whisper. 

"How long was I gone?" 

"Gone?" Kaisa shrugs. The expression on my companions reveals to me that only a few seconds must have passed. “You suddenly passed out. Elektra thought that some of her blood could bring you back to your senses.”

Still, I can feel an intense burning sensation across my back where I had grown wings on fire. The images of the battlefield and the demon without a name fade into the back of my mind like a waking dream, a nightmare. There is so much to this world's magic I have yet to understand. Even as a vampire sorcerer I was powerless against that creature. This must have been a win-win case where no matter what you do in a game, you end up losing eventually. It is not the first time I have encountered a challenge like this.

It takes me about ten minutes to recover while Elektra drinks a health potion to heal her minor injury. Fully healed and with our morale high, we begin wandering the labyrinth in what seems like hours, the sense of time lost in the oozing darkness of the place. Following the map seems to be getting us nowhere as we somehow cross paths that look more and more familiar. It becomes my sincere worry that we are somehow lost, following a maze that goes on forever, spanning near the entire underside of the city. Even my companions worry as both Kaisa and Sirena grow tired of walking. Taking a small break, we each eat a ball of rice to increase our stamina and sate our hunger so that we can continue our journey. Several more hours pass. We begin drawing the walls with broken pieces of chalk we find along our path, hoping we will not circle back to the areas we have been before, but we soon find ourselves passing from the same paths again and again.

Growing more and more frustrated I slam my fist into the rusted wall and watch as the brittle steel breaks. “Damn! Why isn’t the Global Map working? What are we missing?” I ponder as I notice light coming out of the cracks. Furrowing my brows, I kneel down and stare through the hole in the wall. To my surprise, I see several gray goblins in the next area taking apart the walls and moving pieces around. "No way," I whisper so only my girls can hear. 

"What is it?" Elektra asks, kneeling beside me. I let her look through the hole in the wall and she sees the goblins taking apart pieces of the maze and reassembling them in different directions, sliding them along tracks embedded into the ground.

"Why are goblins down here? Stand back, I'm going to do something about this," I tell her. Stretching my legs and arms I cast Primal Savagery. With my hands I push against the rusted steel wall with all my strength, causing it to break away from the track in the ground and revealing my party to our goblin coheres. The green dimwits turn and screech as they see us. Several pull out small daggers preparing to attack us as another blows a war horn. It does not take long before more show up, descending from the shadows above us. 

The whole Labyrinth is a farce. The goblins have been manipulating us behind the scenes. I never should have doubted my ability to read the map. I was reading it right but because it was recorded into my NCI, it was constantly updating, changing, redirecting us to false paths.

"You're going to pay," I growl, throwing myself at the closest goblin. I tear off his arms with little effort. Not one of them has a Threat Level higher than 3. Despite their obvious weaknesses they attack me without holding anything back, trying their best to overwhelm me with numbers. At first, I fight only a handful, but as each minute passes more appear until we were surrounded by forty. That is ten for each of us to make suffer.

Kaisa attacks with steady hands and stealth while Elektra flays them with Fire Bolts and electricity. Sirena wraps herself around several, biting their heads off as she elongates her jaw. We are all tired of the endless wandering we had to endure. 

When the forty are slain another group appears. Their Threat Levels are slightly higher, at 4. Still, not a match for any of us even as they gather in a group. One of them, a Threat Level 7 shaman, attempts to summon a low-level golem. He is the first to receive my wraith. Tossing his body through several steel walls I clear a path all the way back to the entrance of the maze. With another goblin, I throw him straight toward the center.

I see straight to the heart of the Labyrinth now. Floating in the center is a large green gem surrounded by large dragon bones and a statue of a minotaur. The gem hovers several feet off the ground and is as large as Puffy in her demonic form. I am amazed at the sight of it.

"What is this?" I ask, studying the center of the Labyrinth while more goblins stalk us from the shadows. I also search for the doorway, staircase, or pit that will take us to the next level.

"Careful," Elektra says, "that is a teleportation crystal." 

"Seriously?" I study the giant gem and realize that it is made of a similar material I remember seeing in my own teleportation core. 

"How is this possible? What is powering it?" 

"The dungeon. Dark magic. Look there," Elektra says, pointing toward a small sacrificial alter on the other side of the gem. 

"I think…" I start, "I think the gem is the only way for us to move to the next level." 

"It could be another trick," Sirena hisses, still holding her sword at attention with both of her hands. 

"Another leap of faith," I tell them, reaching for the large floating green gem. Before I can touch it though, a statue of a minotaur comes to life, its giant battle-axe blocking my path. 
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My girls are already on the offensive. Sirena wraps herself around the backlogs of the moving statue and Kaisa climbs over the top of its back. Elektra creates a whip of electric energy and throws it over the minotaur's arm, keeping it from swinging its axe. I smile and take a step back as Kaisa delivers several blows to the statue’s stone neck. 

Kaisa’s sword vibrates as it hits against the stone golem, each attack dealing 2 to 3 points of damage to its surface. Sirena attacks it from behind and Elektra from the front.  

It does not take much before the minotaur falls apart, its head nothing but solid stone in front of me.

“Nicely done,” I smile proudly. All of our training as of late has been paying off. “Okay,” I say turning toward the green gem, “leap of faith.”

I am the first to jump and my warrior women follow right behind. When the transportation is complete, I see lustrous braziers hanging from the side of each of the ten ivory columns. They light up an entire throne hall and cover the hall in warm oranges and dancing shadows. 

The unadorned stones on the oblique ceiling dance in the flickering light while marble icons look down upon a teal floor inside this marvelous hall. An azure rug runs from a throne down through the center and splits into two paths leading out while pointed banners with adorned fringes hang from the walls. 

This ancient world, I can't make out any of the sigils on the banners, however, it is obvious that this place has been well-kept by someone. Between each banner hangs a lantern, some of them lit. Extensive stained-glass windows depicting demihuman nobles are shrouded by curtains colored with the same azure as the rug. The curtains have been adorned with decorating tips and jewels. 

A dignified throne of stone sits atop a tall, elevated platform and is adjoined by two similar but undecorated seats. The throne is covered in holy etchings and fixed on the wide backside is a gold snake. 

"Where are we?" Elektra asks appearing behind me. Kaisa and lastly Sirena follow shortly behind her. 

"I think we've reached the third level," I grin. 


Chapter 15

A Standing Invitation




I have no intention of finding out whose Throne Room I have just entered. It seems that below the surface a completely unknown world of monsters exists.

The map shows this room and several others tied together by doorways. If we head left we should eventually reach what looks like a stairway that leads into a cave sitting. 

"This way," I tell my companions, pointing toward a small door off to the side of one of the large ivory columns. 

We pass through and find ourselves in another Throne Room. A chestnut rug splits part of the room in half from the throne to midway down the hall. Between each banner stands a large candlestick, many of them have been lit and in turn illuminate the depictions of legendary creatures below them. Broad windows are hidden by drapes, colored the same chestnut as the banners. We can't see through any of the windows. There exists only darkness. The curtains are adorned with fine patterns.  An elegant throne of granite sits atop an elevated platform and is adjoined by six almost identical seats. Behind the throne is another snakehead. 

"Come on, let's keep going," I say. 

In the next room, an amber rug runs from the throne to the doors and is matched by smaller ones on either side of the hall while ribbon banners with ornate plumes drape from the walls. An elegant throne of oak sits beneath another snakehead and is adjoined by six plain but comfortable seats. We start to pick up our pace. 

The fourth room reveals a jade rug running down from an ivory throne and splits to encircle the entire hall while matching banners with ornate ornaments drape from the walls.

In the fifth, a turquoise rug splits the entire room in half and is matched by thinner ones on the sides of the hall while square banners with burnished borders droop from the walls. Between each banner stands a large candlestick, almost all of them have been lit and in turn illuminate the mosaics of war heroes below them. Vast, stained glass windows of heavenly mosaics are contoured by drapes colored the same turquoise as the banners. The curtains have been adorned with fancy tassels and intricate embroidery. An imposing throne of marble sits below a grand chandelier and is adjoined by two equally impressive seats. 

And the sixth… A brown rug and a throne of onyx that sits beneath two statues of legendary beasts, golden rams, and is adjoined by two equally impressive seats. We linger as little as possible as we continue to walk through the doorways that connect the rooms. 

"What is this place?" I ask aloud as we enter the seventh room. There is no rug. No windows. The throne is older than the others with no seats nearby. Covered in hundreds of elaborate carvings and fixed on each of the slim sides is an elegantly carved demon wing. Similar to the ones I remember sprouting from my back while I was inside the other realm. I start to wonder if we have been transported somewhere outside time and space and immediately try to contact Ambrosia and access my castle interface. 

Nothing. We're cut off and somehow I didn't realize it.

"Greetings," says a man dressed as a Butler. 

"Hello?" I say confused. 

"We've been waiting for your arrival. I do hope the last two levels were not too difficult for you." The Butler is dressed in a black tailcoat suit with a linen lining, black pants, black vest, white gloves, and a bow tie. His Threat Level is 19. He has pale skin, red eyes, and black slick back hair. Far more dangerous than the other creatures we've encountered. Still, I can't help but wonder how or why there is a Butler in a dungeon. 

"Might I ask, do you have your invitation?" the Butler asks in a demanding tone. 

"Invitation?" I say even more confused than before. 

"An invitation from the King of course. His majesty doesn't let just anyone down into the lower levels. The last party to pass through had theirs ready on the spot," the Butler says, stepping toward us.

I thought maybe the Butler was the King's way of trolling us somehow. Was he a high-level assassin sent ahead of us to keep us from reaching the 4th level of the dungeon?

"Wait, sure, we had our invitation but we lost it," I lie to him. 

"Doubtful, the invitation is usually not something that can be lost."

"I don't remember what it looked like," I say, trying to use my Charm skill to no avail.
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It seems the Butler is immune to any possible tricks. There is something not quite human about him. 

"Odd, it would seem something impossible to forget. Especially given the consequences. For over three hundred years none have made it past without an invitation. As you know sacrifices are important," the Butler states. 

"Any idea what he's talking about?" I say, turning toward Elektra.

"None. The King didn't mention invitations or sacrifices," she clarifies. 

"Pity. You look like a fine party. Our last guests were in such a rush they dropped their invitation and immediately moved to the 4th level. It gets so lonely here. I was hoping they would stay for some tea. I make the best in all the seven Evil Domains," the Butler laments, stepping toward us again. Hidden below his tailcoat is a short spikey tail. It's definitely not human. 

"The King knew about this," I snarl, balling my hand into a fist. 

"You see, the last sacrifice was merely an appetizer. I've found over the years my tastes have become more and more refined. They brought me a little catgirl, nothing too sweet about her. You on the other hand. I can sense great power from you," the Butler starts licking his lips. 

"You aren't like any Butler I know. Where is your master?" 

"My master is the King of course. Once I had many. Each of the kings of Evil Domains and their captains would come here to feast. Each with their own throne until it just all seemed to fall apart."  

"That would explain the rooms," I say, looking back at my companions. 

"Yes, the rooms. I do try to keep them looking well. My hope is one day the kings of hell will make their return. Until that happens I am under strict orders not to let anyone through unless they offer an invitation."

"I plan to take that throne. If you can wait I promise more sacrifices will be sent your way. No invitations required," I try to bargain. 

I have the feeling that the Butler is some kind of low-level demon or half-breed that guards this place. A guardian separating us from the next level. It's already painfully obvious the invitation is some sacrifice, probably branded with a mark from the King. 

"Don't be so naive. I am sure such thoughts are beneath one as yourself. I do not believe any who find their way this far would need to plea with such lies. Perhaps you should turn over one of your companions to me. It is possible, should they keep me occupied for a time, I may be too distracted to uphold my duties,” the Butler licks his lips now. I don’t want to know what vile thoughts pass through his mind as he eyes my companions. What I know though is that if we don’t deal with him here and now, Avis, Gaisha, Zoe, Smeme, Leda, will all be walking into the same trap. 

"I'll go," says Kaisa, stepping forward. 

"Kaisa stop, what are you doing?" I tell her, stepping forward beside her. 

"Trust me. He said he killed a catgirrrl. He called us appetizerrrs. Let me prove him wrong," Kaisa meows.

"Oh, this one is spicy. More meat on her bones than the last. I think she will do. I do love the taste of the inside of their ears," the Butler spreads a monstrous smile across his face, making my stomach turn into knots. 

"Trust me masterrrr," Kaisa purrs and winks. 

Kaisa steps forward toward the Butler. She continues walking until she is standing right in front of him. 

The Butler removes one of his white gloves, revealing an old, aged decrepit-looking hand. 

"Such soft beautiful skin," he hisses, running his claw along Kaisa's neck and slides it down to her stomach. He starts to lift up her shirt, motioning for us to leave. We start heading toward the last and final doorway. 

"What are we going to do," I wonder aloud. 

"Don't worry. I slipped Kaisa a small piece of a Cake Pop of Power, she'll be fine," Elektra whispers.

“Didn’t Selene said that the last was consumed in our encounter against the Blood Fairy of the Dead Bog?” I ask, my eyebrows pinching.

“Yes she did, but she still has some unripped ones. They don’t triple someone’s power, but they can double it,” Elektra answers.

It doesn’t take more than a moment to hear the squishing sound of bone cracking. Turning around, I see the Butler’s head splattered across the floor, his body standing almost directly in front of Kaisa, completely still even as she walks toward us.

Victory!


Chapter 16

The Hollows




I see a light at the end of the tunnel and as we approach I feel the air around me thickening. Something is standing ahead of us. I motion for my companions to stop. 

"What is it Mast..." Kaisa starts, but she, along with us sees the body of the Butler standing just ahead of us headless, arms stretched outwards. 

"You should be dead," I say, stepping closer to the headless husk. The creature spreads its legs apart and its arms move forward as if striking a pose, motioning at me with its left hand to attack it. 

The fire looms in front of us, demonic energy emanating from the creature’s core. 

"That's no ordinary ghoul," Elektra says, pointing out the obvious.

"Not a very becoming butler either," I smirk. 

It scraps its foot against the ground as if preparing to charge us and we all step back, steeling our resolve to fight it.

A twisting staff appears above the butler’s headless body, forming out of thin air. The artifact is rough and unrefined, except for the handle, where demonic runes are carved across its length. The bottom ends in intertwining wave shapes made of obsidian that have been decorated with a large red gem, wrapped gently in golden prongs. The top is made of solid steel and has been crafted into wings, decorated with intricate shapes in a symmetric pattern. Scorch marks make me think it used to be three, maybe four separate pieces forged together. 

"Ok, you want to play, let's play," I say, my Primal Savagery activating immediately along with my Mage Armor.

"I’ll cut you up," Kaisa swears, standing ready beside me. 

"All of us together," Sirena grins, readying her blade.

Elektra moves to my left, getting into position, ready to shower Fire Bolts at the creature. Our formation is flawless, making it impossible for the creature to dodge, no matter what direction it takes. We will strike it as a team. 
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"Elektra, don't use Fire Bolt!" I shout, but I'm too late as a huge blast of red energy ignites the air surrounding the headless Butler and the caverns around us shake. Even the ground cracks as smoke fills the air. With my vampiric senses at their peak, I peer through the waves of smoke and see the creature standing there, the fire burning away its clothes, leaving behind ancient gray scales covered in scars. 

The Butler must have been tortured before death had claimed him. Tortured and cursed to stay here as a slave for all eternity. I feel pity. Not just at the Butler, but whoever or whatever had created him. 
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The Headless Butler waits for the smoke to clear before motioning for us to attack it again. 

"Let me fight it alone," I tell my companions. 

“But…” Elektra is about to say something but is cut mid-sentence by Sirena.

“We’ll be just a drag to Lord Athanazioussss,” she says, grabbing both of them and begins running back to the Hall of Thrones.

Great, now I don't have to worry about holding back. 

I lunge at the Headless Butler, striking him with my claws, intending to tear him apart but the moment I reach within his tail’s range, he whips around and strikes me in the hip.




[image: Image]"Not bad," I grin, striking him again. 
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His body turns again toward me as he tries to hit me with his tail again. The tail hits my hands hard, my fingers bent backward, breaking across my knuckles but I manage to grab hold of it somehow. 
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I lock my broken hands and fingers together over the tail and start to pull it, ripping the tail straight out of its body, then begin punching its torso in quick succession. My adversary falls to the ground as I continue my barrage of deadly blows till its outer shell breaks. 

Ripping it open I see its insides. Nothing but dust and its glowing core remain. I shovel out the glowing core with the palm of my hand, toss it to the ground, and slam my foot down over it, smashing it into tiny pieces. 

The Headless Butler stops moving and I swear that if he had a face, a look of surprise would be carved on it.
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Taking a deep breath, I shout to my companions, "It's safe!" my voice echoing through the cavern. A moment later my companions find me leaning up against the cavern wall. Everything happened so fast. Although my vampiric abilities had already kicked in to heal my broken bones, Elektra pulls out one of the Rice Cakes Selene had packed and hands it over to me. My stamina replenishes and my bones heal faster until I am no longer crippled. 

"What do you think lays ahead?" I say, standing and staring at the light. The intense demonic energy that I had sensed in the tunnels was completely gone.

****

Stepping out of the dark tunnels we enter a new world. Fake sunlight shines down above us from giant white gems far above us. There are even fake clouds and what appears to be a blue sky. The exit to the 3rd level is surrounded by giant trees, grass, rocks, and I can even hear a running stream not far in the distance. 

"Where are we?" Elektra asks. She and the rest of my companions are looking around with the same amazement I do. This isn't natural. This place… shouldn't exist.

Looking back again at the exit I see we are standing in the shade of a massive tree that grows out of the side of a large mountain. The tree is several dozen stories tall, as tall as my own castle. The mountain itself goes as high as the clouds. 

"It looks like we've reached down to the 4th level," I smile.

"But master! We aren't underground anymore!" Kaisa shouts wide-eyed, looking up at the flying birds. 

"We are, I assure you. Look there," I point toward the bright glowing gem in the sky.

"The sun?" Kaisa grins, squinting her eyes. She can't see what I see. 

"It’s a giant crystal gem," I smile. "We're still underground." 

"This can't be real. I've heard rumors of a world like this. Hollow under the Earth," Elektra says, looking around, then touches one of the trees in front of us. It is growing large seeds, which my herbarium quickly informs me are edible. 

"Take a bite," I say, grabbing one from a low-hanging branch. 

Sirena slithers over to me and grabs hold of the seed. She takes a quick bite and spits it out on the ground. "Bitter, very bitter," she growls, taking another bite this time more prepared for the strange taste. 

"Yeah, I should have warned you," I laugh. "Listen, I hear water. I think there is a stream close by." 

We find a large docile river. Scanning it I expect it to be filled with some kind of flesh-eating fish, to my surprise though it is filled with salmon. Kaisa without so much as a warning falls in as she looks over the water padding at it with her hand. Emerging from the water she is soaking wet with a small salmon in her mouth. She practically swallows it whole as I make my way toward her. 

"I guess the maps were right, there is a giant tree on the 4th level," I grin, looking at the massive tree again behind us. "This is the perfect place to take a break from dungeon diving and wait for our friends." 

"Come master!" Kaisa says, pulling off her clothes and tosses them to the side of the river's edge. 

"Come on!" Sirena, naked, grabs my hand and begins slithering into the pool of water. I start taking off my shirt ready to join them for some skinny dipping and well-earned rewards when I turn back looking for Elektra. Her clothes are already on the ground and as I struggle to take my pants down I see her naked body overhead as she does a cannonball several feet into the water. I feel the warm water splash over my face and chest as I observe all three of my companions playing in the water in front of me. 

With a smile I join them with my own cannonball. 

"Master? Master?" I hear Elektra's voice as I swim toward her underwater. Reaching out I tickle her leg, feeling her soft wet skin as I run my hand up toward her thigh. Before she moves away I pull myself under her legs and lift her above the water. She gasps in surprise as Sirena disappears under the waves only to lift Kaisa the same way. 

A moment later the girls are trying to toss the other back into the water. 

"I thought you hated water?" I ask Kaisa. 

"I hate baths and icky water. This water is filled with treats," she giggles as Sirena's tail finds its way toward the more sensitive parts of her body.

Sirena wraps her arms around Kaisa as Elekta leans back. Together we fall into the waves and even I have to admit I'm taken by surprise when Elektra's hand brushes over my cock. I feel myself grow harder as I come back up to the surface. Her naked body presses against mine. Wrapping my arms around her I grab hold of her breasts and both Kaisa and Sirena move closer toward me. 

Kaisa dives under the water and I feel her lips press against me. I relax and all the tension dissolves. Kaisa's tongue moves across my shaft just before she emerges in front of Elektra and I fall back against Sirena who uses her body to keep us floating.

The cool water relieves the heat of our skin, and their hands carefully wash me clean. Soft hands trace the muscles in my back and on my torso, and it makes me relax under their touch. 

The girls giggle, and they look over their shoulders at me as I finish my bath. The muscled body of a warrior is arousing for any girl, I know that from experience. I dip my entire body beneath the water and emerge, droplets descending in the crevices of my abdominals and the rest of my torso.

“You have a nice physique, my Lord,” Kaisa purrs, her hand descending dangerously close to my groin.

I am sore and tired from the previous battle, yet the sexual relief from my companions is impossible to reject. I finally shrug and start to caress Sirena’s back to my left. Elektra on my right lowers her hand even further and wraps it around my shaft. 

The girls that surround me begin to touch each other, hands grabbing each other’s asses and breasts. I enjoy the scene as Kaisa and Sirena start to suck me off, their tongues grazing each other’s every so often. Blonde Elektra observes me with her bright blue eyes. My two companions down below both look up at me as they please me and smile; the rest of their bodies kneel in the water of the river.

With me free hand, I reach out and begin to caress Sirena and Kaisa. Soon, the circle of my women is kissing or stimulating themselves with me at the center. A cacophony of soft moans and giggles emanates from the group, and multiple wet, soft hands explore and massage the scarred expanse of my body. I am being stimulated from head to toe when Elektra pulls my chin toward her in a kiss.

It is quite a feat to have so many women seeing to my pleasure in one way or another. Elektra’s tongue enters my mouth quite aggressively, tickling the roof of my mouth. My hips move against the other women’s tongues as I am occupied with my sexy wizard companion. Elektra, unlike the others, is more forward and demanding in the eyes, that’s partially the reason I am so connected to her. I take a moment to pull away from her kiss and gesture to the women below.

“Switch out,” I order.

It is at this moment that I feel powerful again, as I command different girls to suck me off. The difference in pressure and touch makes my body light up now, pressure building in my groin. After a few minutes of this, I withdraw and scan the trio of my moaning women. 

My eyes land on Sirena. She smiles at me as she runs her hands over her huge, perky breasts. 

Ι gesture for her to come over me, and she obliges. Her scaled hips sashay as she approaches me, and she brushes her bangs to the side. 

“How can I be of sssservice, my Lord?” Her voice is soft, alluring, like that of a siren. 

I order my two companions below to move away, and it is as if Sirena understands immediately. She gets in front of me and turns around, her ass resting on my groin. Immediately, my member finds her wet opening, and I slowly enter inside. Sirena starts to moan as I fill her completely; she looks over her shoulder at me and bites her lower lip as I start to quicken my pace. 

My other women see this and begin to close in on me. Each of my companions gives me kisses up and down my frame, and soon my entire body is being touched or caressed in some way. My fingers find Elektra’s crotch and start to finger her as I thrust into Sirena. 

The oral stimulation from before makes me sensitive; it takes a few thrusts before my seed shoots into her depths. I pull out, cum dribbling into the water beneath them. Sirena stands and meets me in a kiss, before withdrawing to the side to join the circle of Kaisa and Elektra. I grip Elektra’s arm who’s next to me and gesture her below. 

Elektra is smaller and less curvaceous than Sirena; her ass barely encompasses my groin as she settles herself on me. I stroke my shaft to get hard again and plunge the tip into her hot entrance. Her ass cheeks jiggle as I pound her, and I slap them hard. Hot, red handprints mark her pale skin, and she starts to moan as I continue to slap her ass. 

I exchange each of my three companions in the river. Each session leaving me more sensitive than before; I shoot my seed in everyone. Soon, I am left exhausted and nearly collapse into the water. My three women lift me up to the shore and I hear them giggle. 

“We have exhausssssted the lord’s ssstamina,” Sirena says.

****

After the relaxing bath we lay on the ground. Sirena has taken it upon herself to wash our clothes, which now lay almost dry next to us. 

Yawning Elektra begins putting her clothes back on and asks, "How long till the others catch up to us?" 

"Shouldn't be long," Sirena answers. 

"We cleared the way for them. As long as they find the invisible staircase they should be close," I add. 

"Athan, look," Kaisa says, pointing off into the horizon. We see smoke rising nearly a mile away above the tree line. "Do you think that's them?" 

"Let's go find out!" I tell her, grabbing my shirt from the shore. 

We move quickly and quietly through the trees while Sirena makes sure to cover our every step. Despite this forest being a seemingly peaceful place we can't help but be on guard. Every layer of the dungeon so far has held some kind of monster or trap awaiting us, why should this one be any different? Kaisa moves quicker than I expect as she takes the lead in front of us scouting the area by leaping from one branch to another. She is swift. More capable than I have given her credit. Probably the small piece of the Cake Pop of Power is still giving her extra strength. 

"We're close," she says, jumping down in front of me. "I can smell food." 

"You're not hungry again, are you?" I smile. 

"Maybe," she giggles, eyeing me like I'm a juicy piece of meat. 

"Eat this," Sirena says, slithering up with a bitter bomb in her hand. Bitter bomb is the name I decided to give to the strange tree seeds we've found earlier. 

"No thanks, not that hungry," Kaisa says immediately, eyeing the bitter bomb as if it is poison. She had tried one earlier after we were drying off on the shore and the face she made was like nothing I had seen before.

"Let me go ahead," I tell them. My companions nod as I turn myself into a mist and float through the lines of trees into a clearing ahead of us. To my surprise I find myself unable to stay in my transformed state and change back to myself almost as soon as I cross into the clearing. Standing in front of me are several dozen half-clothed figures, wearing clothes made of leaves. Each of the dozen figures is armed with crystal swords that are leaf-shaped, though some are more curved and barbed at the ends. Several of the men have their faces painted green and have horns draping down over the sides of their heads. At first, I mistake them for faun or satyrs but quickly realize they are neither, once I realize they have wings of varied sizes on their backs. All are beautiful, colorful, resembling butterflies on the women and dragonflies on the men. 

All of them stare at me in confusion wondering what I am and where I came from. 
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A short, petite fae with beautiful blonde hair walks up to me and smiles. "Greetings, adventurer! Welcome to the fae realm."


Chapter 17

Crystal Sky and Darkness




It wasn’t actually the fae realm. This was just another part of the Hollow Earth, the underground dungeon, and it happened to be populated by a small tribe of fae who maintained it as a garden. The fae girl introduces herself to me as Jezebel. She was three hundred and forty-nine years old and among the oldest living in their village. Her Threat Level was 4. She, along with the other fae, was no challenge at all. 

After I introduced myself, she smiled and asked me if I had any questions. 

“Tell me about this place,” I demand. 

“As you know I called it the fae realm. That may be an over-exaggeration. It is but a hub for my tribe. A place we have for many generations found sanctuary. Free from Blood Fairies and demons. Free from nearly all the evils of the world. Many who come here have stayed of their own free will. You will find the descendants of heroes. I myself am a quarter human,” Jezebel smiles.

She is trying to be empathetic toward me. We spend the next several minutes talking about the Sword of Innocence, the dungeons, and the entrance to the 5th level. She agrees to take me there after they gather Bitter Bombs and food before returning home. 

Feeling relatively safe, I call my companions out. Fae are tricksters, not far off from demons or fallen angels, however, these fae seem to have no wants or desires. All they asked me in return for helping us to get to the 5th level of the dungeon is that we stay peaceful. I decide it will be in our best interests to help them gather food and that’s what we do. One of their so-called warriors, a young lad named Kanu, volunteers to wait beside the 3rd level exit to guide our expected friends when they arrive. 

Despite how nice they are, I still have my suspicions though there is no point in fighting them. Not yet. I decide it’s time to take action and when I find Jezebel alone I use Charm on her to find out if she is telling us the truth.

“Kanu is a free spirit, a young descendant of an adventurer who came seeking the Sword of Innocence twenty years before your arrival. He longs to see the surface world, the world of his father. I fear though getting out of the dungeon is far more dangerous than staying put. Here we have found a place for ourselves, able to help those who come through, all while maintaining a balance between the light and the dark,” Jezebel tells me as we walk carrying baskets of food. 

“Why stay though? Why not try to venture back to the surface?” 

“And what awaits us there but death? How many fae have you seen walking the streets of the cities above? We may be stagnant but we are not ignorant of the ways of man.” 

“I haven’t,” I say, thinking of the only other encounter I’d had with a fairy: the Blood Fairy, an almost invincible creature that nearly killed me but eventually decided to spare me and every member of my team. None of the fae here seem anything like her though. 

“Have you ever heard of a Blood Fairy?” I ask. 

“Monsters. Cannibals of their own kind. A powerful one is the reason my ancestors fled the surface world,” she says. 

I decide to drop this subject. “What can you tell me about the sword?” I continue.

“The Sword of Innocence is rumored to be a magical relic. Though I have also heard that it is a cursed object, one that takes great power to wield. I have never seen anyone who has gone into the lower levels appear again, nor any real news of its existence… only that it was forged by gods.” 

“That seems a bit far-fetched,” I laugh. 

“Maybe. But I never imagined a vampire walking into our realm in broad daylight,” she smiles. 

I cannot help but notice that she has her eyes fixated on me the same way as my other companions. 

“I am going to unite the demihuman world,” I say with conviction. “And when I do, you and your kindred are welcome to come.” 

“And live under the rule of another? We have our troubles but we are free here. This realm, forever changing, growing. It is home. I am sure a few might want to join you, such as Kanu, but for many of us we accept the reality around us.” 

“After I get the Sword I will return. I will take any who want back to my castle with me.” 

“Perhaps. We are almost to my village. Please remember. No fighting.”

I nod in agreement but as we approach the main hub of their village I see a familiar face waiting for us. 

“Aleixo, the Sacred Paladin. So this is where you’ve been waiting,” I say, preparing myself for battle. 

“Vampire Sorcerer… Interesting,” he laughs. 

“You two know each other? Wonderful. Allow me to fetch more wine,” Jezebel smiles, wandering off and leaving me and my companions alone with the Sacred Paladin. He isn’t wearing his armor. Parts of it are on the ground near him. He looks drunk. He sits in his noble attire on a wicker chair by a large bowl of bitter bombs and a large cup in hand. 

“Sit! Drink! Reminisce! I believe the last time we met I took an oath saying I would kill you. Never had I been so embarrassed. The King, can you believe it, exiled me. He sent me here to die,” he laughs, taking another drink. Sitting beside him in another wooden chair another fae girl emerges. 

“I’m sitting,” I tell him.

“I see. And there! Your beautiful companions! How is it that you always surround yourself with such beautiful women?” he smiles at my companions who find seats behind me. They are just as confused as I am as we look around for the Sacred Paladin’s comrades. I know he has at least a small troop with him. Then I see them. Several of the King’s guards are chasing fae women around what looks like a public hot spring in the center of the village. 

Aleixo offers me a drink. 

“I see you are enjoying yourself,” I say, taking it and smelling it. 

“Don’t worry, it's not poisoned. Not that poison would kill you. Your kind is pretty much impervious to any kind of venom.” 

I smile and take a big gulp of the wine. 

[image: Image]It is bitter and strong. Fermented Bitter Bomb. 

“Tell me, how did you make it this far? Without an invitation? Or did the King send you down here to invigorate me?” Aleixo begins to chuckle, bending forward. He has a slightly more serious look in his eyes now. 

The rules of this realm are simple. No fighting. It seems that applies to enemies as well. 

“The Butler. That was a surprise,” I smile. “We decided to give him some time off. Doubt he’ll be back for a while.” 

“You killed him,” Aleixo laughs like a bear. “You never disappoint. And how did you get through the maze?” 

“Straight line. Noticed the goblins through a hole in the wall.” 

“Brilliant. I jumped. High as the heavens until I could climb one wall after another. Lost several good men down there. How about that staircase. Invisible. What kind of magic was that?” Aleixo laughs again, grabbing his stomach as he reaches out and guzzles down another cup of wine with his free hand. “I can’t wait to see what you do here.” 

I feel like he mocks me with his last few words and I wonder what task awaits us now.

“Tell me,” I say, leaning forward, “why not try and kill me now?” 

“Did they not explain the rules? We can’t fight here, not even spar. There is no way around it. Not to mention I think I may be through with that now. This world, these creatures cater to our every whim. As much as I desire to be the Sacred Paladin I once was, I am nothing but an outcast now. What good would come of me killing you here? None. The dangers that await will surely be more than enough,” Aleixo leans back and sighs, “it is almost time.” 

“Time for what?” 

“You will soon find out,” Aleixo answers, standing and downing the rest of his wine. He walks over toward his armor and slowly begins –with the help of several of his men– putting it on while the rest of us sit back and watch. “There is no night in this realm. No stars. Only the sky above. That doesn’t mean there isn’t darkness though. The reason we don’t fight… well, it’s not just some promise we’ve made to the fae folk here.”

“There always seem to be one secret after another. What are you not telling me?” I ask, raising my eyebrow. 

Looking around I can see many of the fae men and women are retreating toward their wooden huts and stone homes that sink into the ground. 

“Elektra, Kaisa, Sirena, stay close,” I order them. 

I quickly burn through the alcohol my body absorbed earlier by activating several of my vampiric buffs and activate Mage Armor. The Sacred Paladin and his men stand staring out toward the horizon as if they are awaiting something. I concentrate my hearing in the same direction and I can hear dozens of footsteps. No, more than that. Heavy-footed creatures running on multiple legs toward our direction. 

“I thought there was no fighting?” I ask, turning toward one of the fae that hides behind us. “Are we some kind of sacrifice?” I feel like we are being used as pawns in a game of chess. Readying myself I turn toward Aleixo and shout at him to give me answers. 

“The fae live here but they are not the top of the food chain. Every few days these creatures come and take several of them away. Since I’ve arrived my men and I have been putting up a fight. I am the Sacred Paladin after all. Not much has changed eventually. I am this world’s savior and it is my quest.” 

As I wait I see Jezebel running toward us. She is being chased by several large creatures. The creatures look like a cross between a bear and… 

“One hairy beaver,” Aleixo says, taking a bow and arrow and fires at the bear / beaver hybrid. The arrow penetrates its hide and it falls for a moment to the ground. Jezebel runs past us, taking shelter in one of the stone huts as several of the Sacred Paladin’s soldiers attack the downed creature with long spears and rapiers.
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The creature must weigh no less than four hundred or five hundred pounds. It’s covered in matted fur as black as tar while two large buckteeth sit at the front of its bear-like face alongside several smaller fangs. From where I stand I see its mouth dripping with venom. Even wounded, the creature shows remarkable strength. Its tail is covered in small barbs and shaped like a beaver’s tail. It has three sharp bird-like claws on every hand. 
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“Fight now Sorcerer or you won’t live to see what lies ahead,” Aleixo says, placing his helmet over the top of his head, then grabs his sword from behind. He starts running toward his remaining men, several of whom have already fallen victim to the raging Reaver and I can’t help –for that single moment– admire what it is he is doing. He is the last person in this world I imagined would be helping demihumans. I am sure there is more to this than what I see before me. 

Not surprised, I realize that the “sanctuary” jezebel mentioned is nothing more than a rouse. 

“Stand back and protect the fae,” I order my companions. I activate my Primal Savagery and charge. 

A dozen more reavers emerge behind the last, each one is just as strong as the one Aleixo shot and wounded with his bow. I launch a Fire Bolt at several of them and knock them off-guard. 

I am sure the creatures have met little resistance from the fae, coming as they please to kill and maim. It is no wonder the fae built their stone houses into the ground. The wooden huts are only storing food and wine, something the reavers have absolutely no interest in. I can feel the dark energy emanating from each of their dark furry husks. Completely feral in the way they move, they have no master, at least no master that I can sense or see. 

They move like a pack of wolves, though there are no alpha or beta members. Instead, they seem to communicate as if they are a hive mind. Ferocious, unrelenting. Several more of Aleixo’s men die before I manage to enter the fray. 

My first encounter is brutal. The creature uses its weight to push me back against the ground. It is strong. Sinking my claws into the monster’s chest and keeping my own body as far from its teeth is my only chance at taking it down. 

Venom sprays out of the reaver’s mouth. I am immune, something that surprises the creature enough to let me drag my claws across its stomach. 

Just like the Headless Butler, there is nothing inside of it except dust and a glowing red gem. I grab the gem and crush it with my fist. The reaver instantly turns into must. 

“I killed one!” I shout. No one is listening. Not that it matters. Leaping through the air I throw my body over the top of another reaver. I drag the claws of my hand down to the back of the reaver’s neck and clutch at the monster’s spine. I grab its core from its insides and crush it, thus achieving a Critical Hit that kills it immediately. 

“Two,” I smile, heading toward a third. Sliding across the ground I scrape the bottom of the third’s surprised reaver’s stomach and watch as more and more dust pours out over the ground. It has become by now second nature how to kill these beasts. I snatch its core and smash it.

The rest fall easily as I repeat the process over and over.

Aleixo and his men on the other hand have created a kill box, luring the creatures between two buildings and attack them with bows, arrows, spears, rapiers, and longswords. I have to give him credit. Between our two parties we have downed eight, an impressive number given their high Threat Levels. 

When I start to think we are winning, my Optional Quest comes to an end. 
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Turning around I see the reavers carrying several fae in their mouths as they run away. 

“Fuck!” I shout, wondering how many managed to make it past us. 

“Calm down Sorcerer,” Aleixo calls out, “it happens every time. Several fae always end up giving themselves over to the creatures willingly, sacrificing themselves so that others may live.” 

“How, how can they let that happen?” I strike my fist against the ground. 

“Fae reproduce quickly. Sure, there are some old ones here but they are chosen. The ones with horns for example are actually shamans. Women come first, children second. You probably couldn’t tell but the ones the reavers were dragging away were cripples, half-breeds,” Aleixo answers. 

It doesn’t change how irate I am at the whole thing. Not only I lost but I failed an Optional Quest. Didn’t Aleixo fail as well? Doesn’t that piss him off? 

“How can we just stand by…” 

“Athan, please,” I hear Jezebel’s voice and see her face as she emerges from the shelter. She has tears running down both of her eyes. 

“How can you let this happen?” I ask. 

“We don’t let anything happen. We do what we must to survive. The demons come only a few times every season. They never take too many of us. We memorialize our dead and we continue with our lives,” she answers. 

“I don’t understand,” I growl.

“You promised you would not fight. We do not mind you defending us but there are no more enemies,” she cries. 

I beat my fist into the ground again, this time harder than before, leaving a mark on the ground. My own claw looks like one of the reavers. 

Slowly, I calm down and stare at my companions. Each of them looks as angry as I am. All of us are upset by the horror we just witnessed. 

“Those monsters are mindless killing machines. You are fae. You may be weak but you are quick. You could build walls, defenses,” I complain. 

“We’ve tried. Nothing we have ever done has been enough,” Jezebel says.

“Then you haven’t tried enough. You don’t want to live on the surface because you think humans will hunt you but here you are guaranteed to die,” I tell her, letting go of my Primal Savagery and returning my body to normal. 

If Smeme or Leda were here we’d be able to kill all the reavers. There is no reason for Smeme to hold back his powers here. 

“Damn you all,” I tell her. 

“I understand your feelings. I felt it during my first skirmish with the beasts as well. You have to understand. These fae. They are cattle. Just let them be,” Aleixo says, walking back up toward his wicker chair. It had fallen over in the battle, some reaver must have knocked it on their way out the door. 

Aleixo picks up the chair and dusts it off as one of his troops helps him take off his armor. Another fae girl is already fetching a basket of Bitter Bombs and wine to replace the ones that had been smashed during the raid.  She is smiling at us. 

It’s like nothing ever happened. Then, I get another notification…
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Chapter 18 

The Three Tribulations




It wasn’t hard tracking the Reavers down. They had made a home in a dark cave several miles away from the fae village. I entered their lair with a bang and killed the remaining beasts in a bloody flash. The fae that had been taken prisoners were already dead. I already knew that though. My quest wasn’t to rescue them: it was to chase and kill the remaining Reavers as well as a second chance to regain my pride and help those who had survived. 

My companions almost didn’t catch up to me. Seeing the smoke rise above the trees was the only sign they had I was alive. As they approached the cave they saw only fire. The entrance was splattered with blood, and as I walked toward them, only then I realized my health was at 10 points. 

I had emerged victorious. My clothing was tattered, covered head to toe in dust and blood while both of my arms were broken. I no longer had the stamina to run or polymorph. I could barely walk. With one final Fire Bolt I sealed the cavern caves with the dead inside.

My entire body was numb. When my companions saw me, I wasn’t sure they even recognized me. Elektra, Kaisa, and Sirena all stared at me as if I was a true vampire. The monster kind, not lord. 

And it was there with my three witnesses I collapsed to the grass. 

****

I was running out of time. My battle with the Reavers had taken a huge toll on my body. Sirena had to carry me back to the fae village. Each of my companions took watch over me as Jezebel and several other fae women tended to my wounds. When I was conscious again, I realized that sixteen hours had passed. I ate only the food Selene had packed for us and drank nothing but water from the river. My body healed itself quickly. 

Elektra, prudent as always was keeping close tabs on the Sacred Paladin. I didn’t care that the fae had a rule of no fighting. There were no consequences. If things took a turn for the worst, which I expected, Aleixo and I would be facing each other in combat once again. 

Evaluating my body, I carefully notice that I have bandages wrapped around my body, but due to my vampiric regeneration, several of my wounds have already turned into minor scars. Kaisa is laying by my side. As she realizes I am awake, she wraps her arms around me and hugs me tightly, then calls for Sirena and Elektra. 

“Why did you run off like that? I thought we were going to lose you,” Elektra says, her eyes watering as she lectures me. “We are a team. I know you are stronger than the rest of us but you’re not invincible. What if you had gotten yourself killed, what would have happened to us, to the castle?” 

“Nonsense. Nothing was going to happen,” I try to assure her. “Everything went according to plan,” I smile and take a sip of water. It barely quenches my thirst as all I really want is blood. Another craving I have to ignore. This is not the time or place. 

“The others are waiting for us. We should head to the temple soon,” Elektra says, trying to calm her nerves. 

“The temple?” I ask. 

“While you were out the fae showed us to the entrance of the 5th level. It’s a small stone temple a few miles away,” she answers. “It’s ancient. I can’t even decipher the runes on it. Smeme, Leda, and Zoe went ahead. Avis and Gaisha are eating in one of the pavilions.” 

“That’s just like them,” I sigh. Smeme and Leda were ready to move on but it was strange. How come it had taken them so long to arrive? And why was Zoe with them and not here at my side?

“We should wait. There is no way all your wounds are healed.”

“Trust me. They are. Let’s go see our friends.”

Getting out of bed was harder than I imagined. My back is still tense and the new flesh that had grown over my open wounds is sensitive. I put on a pair of fae clothes as I realize Avis and Gaisha wait for me.

“Stranger!” Avis shouts, raising a large jug of wine. 

“Athan. How are you?” Gaisha says. 

“I’ve been better. You should see the other guys.” 

“We heard. You slaughtered a horde of demons?” Avis smiles. 

“I don’t know what they were, but I wasn’t going to let them get away.” 

“That’s like you. Running into trouble even when you don’t have to.” 

“And what about you guys? What took you so long?” 

“We spent about a day wandering the first level. Smeme refused to jump into the pit. Thought it had to be some kind of trap,” Avis answers. 

I start to laugh. Before coming to the Real World I had designed a game with a dozen traps back in the Virtual Game World of Elysium. An endless pit connected to the void realm was one of them. Smeme had fallen into it twice and lost against me because of it. It was the only way to outsmart a slime. 

“A story for another time. Is that really all it was?” I reply.

“Well… not exactly. We picked up another adventurer along the way. 

“Kanu?” 

“No. That kid shows real spirit though. I think we should take him.” 

“Who?” 

“He calls himself Kai. He’s an Apostle. Says he’s traveled from a place called the Academy. Didn’t tell us the name of it though. Says you used to work at something called an arcade. I don’t know. Smeme and Leda agreed to take him with us despite the fact that he doesn’t seem very strong. Funny enough, he was the first to jump into the pit,” Avis laughs. 

An Apostle, no, that wasn’t possible. I am unaware why Smeme, Leda, and I remember everything of our past lives. There are also a few others who retain their memories when they are cast here. They are the true heroes of Elysium, the ones running things behind the scenes. They are called Apostles, but I have never met anyone.

“Where is Kai now?” I ask. I try not to sound too interested. How the hell did someone know about me? They had to be from Asphodel Meadows, or from Elysium, the world I came from. There was no doubt about that. 

“He should be back in about five minutes. He went with a group of fae to grab some firewood for a bonfire. The night might be nonexistent here but they are apparently planning some big celebration in your honor. Are we uhh… are we going to stick around for it?” 

“I’d rather get moving as quickly as possible. The Sacred Paladin is here.”

“Yeah. We ran into him too. He didn’t really bother with us though. He was walking to his hut with two fae women,” Avis adds. “I think he likes it here a little too much.” 

“Why isn’t Zoe with you?” I ask. 

“She couldn’t stand to see you all damaged. You were in pretty bad shape a few hours ago. Elektra filled us in. Zoe got angry. She went off with the other two. Told us she was going to keep watch on them.” 

That made sense. Zoe was doing exactly as I would have wanted. Sometimes my companions knew my will better than I did. 

“I’m tired of waiting. I want to see this temple,” I tell them. 

“Sure thing. Jezebel will take us,” Avis says as he waves and flags down at Jezebel. He and Gaisha seem to be on good terms with everyone here. I’m not surprised that Gaisha is. As a druid she probably finds everything about this garden fascinating. Avis is the same as he has been. Always on the lookout, making friends, and ready to move. 

“Masters,” Jezebel says bowing her head as she approaches us. 

“What did I tell you? You don’t have to call us that,” Avis grins. 

“I am sorry. Sir Avis. How may I help?” 

“Athan here wants to head out to the temple. Can you take us?” Avis asks before adding, “and make sure someone grabs Kai too when he gets back.” 

“Certainly. Are you sure you are ready though? All of you can stay.”

“No. We’re ready,” I say in my deepest voice. I’m through with these people. They welcomed us without warning of the Reavers, asked us not to fight one another, couldn’t fend for themselves, and now they are acting like servants to us. Pathetic. A part of me understands why the Blood Fairy devoured its own kind for power. One fae alone is weak and timid, as a collective they power one another. 

Jezebel nods her head and we all prepare for the journey ahead, packing what gear we have and taking it with us. Together we hike through the woods, following a path that is overgrown with weeds. 

We emerge from the forest into a clearing when I see Smeme and Leda standing outside the doorway to a massive temple carved into the side of a cliff. 

“About time,” Smeme grunts. 

“Nice nap?” Leda smirks. 

“Could have been longer,” I grin. “Where’s Zoe?” 

“Right here,” Zoe says, landing on the ground behind me. She smiles as she walks up toward me. She places her hand against my chest and inspects one of the scars I received. “I have new clothes for you,” she says smiling. A satchel filled with supplies is sitting by a tree. 

“Thank you,” I tell her as she leads me away from the others. We walk behind the treelike and I begin changing. Elektra, Sirena, and Kaisa stand guard while Zoe helps me undress. I can feel her eyes examining me, every new scar, new skin. 

“Tell me, what do you know about this Kai?” I ask. 

“He claims to be an Apostle.”

“And he’s from the Academy, right? I’ve never heard of the place.”

“He claims it is far to the north.” 

I almost burst out in laughter. Far to the North? More like the south. I guess that is Kai’s subtle way of saying that he is from the heavens. 

“Is he dangerous?” I say, pulling up my new blue pants. These clothes are even more comfortable than the last pair Zoe made me. 

“No. In fact, he is probably the weakest adventurer I’ve met.” 

“Interesting.” I pull on my shirt and Zoe hands me my new jacket. When I finish, we walk out of the woods together and I join the others who stare inquisitively at the temple. “What now? We just step inside?” 

Jezebel steps forward, “GREETINGS ALL!” she shouts in a high voice. Each of us reacts negatively and she clears her throat, “Sorry. It's been a long time since I’ve done this.” 

She starts again, “Greetings, adventurers. This is the Temple of Empusa. To enter the next level of the dungeon you must all place a drop of blood or piece of flesh into this bowl,” she points to a solid gold ritual bowl near the doorway to the temple, “and the goddess will choose one of you for the trials. If one of you passes all of you will be admitted.” 

“What trials?” I ask, tilting my head. 

She looks at me in confusion. I can tell she doesn’t know any more than us. 

“Walk up one at a time and drop a piece of blood or flesh into the sacrificial altar. After that, we wait for the goddess to choose.” 

Leda is the first to walk up to the altar. Followed by Elektra, Zoe, Kaisa, Sirena, Avis, Gaisha, and Smeme. Smeme and I go next to one another and as I peer into the bowl I see a piece of slime. Smeme literally dropped a piece of himself into the altar. I scoff at the absurdity of the situation. Pricking my finger with my thumbnail I let out a small drop of blood. 

“And now we wait,” Jezebel states. 
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Three hours pass. Nothing. Not even Kai has arrived at the temple yet. All of us are sitting on the ground, waiting for something to happen. Several times Smeme and Leda have tried to enter the temple themselves only to be flung back by a blast of blue energy. It seems it's a barrier only a chosen one can cross. 

Tired of waiting with the others I stand up and make a slow approach to the altar. I don’t want to get knocked back like Smeme or Leda so I’m cautious to go near the doorway. To my surprise though when I step onto the first step of the temple everything around me seems to disappear. My companions, the temple, everything. All of it is covered in a strange mist until I close my eyes. When I open them I’m back home. 

“Athanasios!” Smeme’s voice calls out from behind a console. “If you don’t start getting better scores they’re going to demote you.” 

“Smeme?” I say as I turn and see my friend, a round blue slime, waiting patiently for my reply. 

“Are you okay? You look red,” he tells me. 

In front of me I see an old arcade game. The kind I used to play to keep the Grand Administrator happy. All of this feels like it is some kind of dream as my hands move toward the arcade cabinet. 

“No, I can’t be here. This is…” I pause, I catch a glimpse of myself in a window’s reflection. I am scrawny. Wearing a graphic t-shirt and jeans. Nowhere near as muscular or tall as I am in the Real World. 

“Athanasios?” Smeme moves toward me as I immediately begin running away, pushing my way outside. In the street I see a little girl standing in the middle of a road and a car moving toward her. I can’t help but feel like I’m living again some kind of memory. Something I might have forgotten. I don’t hesitate. I grab the girl and dodge incoming traffic as I pull her close to me, bracing her in my arms. I shut my eyes as we roll over to the other side of the road, and when I open them, I’m standing on a cliff just above the flaming river of Cocytus. 

Stepping back from the ledge I look around and try to investigate my surroundings. I am sure I have been chosen as Empusa’s champion, though I feel more like a contestant. Jezebel said there were three trials I would have to pass but she didn’t have any idea what they were. It must be because each trial is catered to the individual. The first one must have been when I saved the girl’s life a few moments ago. 

Below me I hear a voice, my voice, crying out in pain. Looking down I see myself, the old me, falling into the river of fire. This was the beginning of my journey. My trippy introduction to the Real World after I received my invite. Why am I being shown this now? What kind of trick or trap is this? 

I move away from the cliff’s edge. I’m about twenty feet from my burning body and my screams are filling the air like I’m trapped inside some kind of echo chamber. 

“Athan… Athan…” I hear a soft, beautiful voice saying my name. Turning around I see a gorgeous woman with silver long hair that slightly reveals a fine, friendly face. Hooded blue eyes watch my every move. I can just barely make out a scar reaching from the top of the left cheek, first running toward her fairly big lips and ending above her right eye. Her body is athletic, with large breasts that seem to float in place. She is curvy with a thin hour-glass waist and long legs. She is barely clothed though her small skirt and top are fancy enough to be worn by nobles. She has several different colored gems and bracelets wrapped loosely around her wrists. 

“Who are you?” I ask. 

“Is this a way to address a goddess? You should address me as My Lady at least,” she smiles. 

“Who are you, My Lady?” I grin. 

“So impolite. I thought I had chosen the best of you. Perhaps I should have chosen that slime after all. Had you more men in your party it would have been easier,” she slides her tongue across her lips, sending a cold chill down my spine. 

I want to turn and flee but I know no exit from this place. Behind me is only the burning river. 

“Might I ask if My Lady can help me? I seem to be lost,” I say. 

“Not any better, forget it. Sit. Have some tea,” she offers. Only then I notice the tea set and cups at the table in front of her. 

I say nothing. 

“I’d hoped for more. You really are quite a tease you know that? I’ve been watching you. The way you killed my pets,” she licks her lips. “You could stay with the fae you know. You could have your every want, every need attended to for a thousand years.” 

“This is all fake,” I say. 

The woman in front of me transforms into a ghoul with empty eye sockets, dripping with maggots and a tongue made of leeches. She slithers toward me as her limbs melt apart. As I back myself up against a wall I watch in horror as her entire body dissolves as if she is being showered in acid. I shut my eyes and look away. When I open them again I know it's over and I feel a cold breeze brushing against my cheek. 

I’m no longer in the cave. The heat from the river of fire is gone, replaced by darkness and a familiar setting: the Throne Room of my own castle. Looking around with my Dark Vision I see the castle has been abandoned for years. Webs and dust cover almost every inch of the room, only it’s not as it was when I found it. I can see traces of myself here. Traces of my companions. 

On the walls are old oil paintings of Ambrosia, Elektra, Zoe, even Sirena, and Kaisa. There is one of Selene too but it looks as if her face has been torn out. I can also see several women I don’t know yet. I must have passed my second trial. Of that I have no doubt. Walking toward my throne I try to access my castle interface. Nothing. It is as if the castle itself has completely shut down and fallen to ruin. Looking toward a window I see nothing but a void, the same blackness I saw in the Throne Rooms on the 3rd level of the dungeon. A vast emptiness that seems eternal. I can’t help but feel frightened as I stare out into the beyond as I walk toward my throne slowly. 

Sitting on the throne is a version of myself I vaguely recognize. Old, decrepit. Pale wrinkly skin, bald head, grey beard, with eyes as black as night and fangs as white as pearls. 

“So what now,” I ask. The creature, the old vampire lord, looks down at me barely able to move. He looks like he has sat on the throne for ages. His clothes, an outfit similar to my own only black and red, have lost their elasticity and turned into a casing. The old vampire-lord looks as if he is starting to fossilize. 

“Pathetic,” I say. “What kind of trickery is this? First you show me my past, now my future? Is this some foreshadowing of what I’m to become? Broken, alone.” 

The old vampire-lord opens his mouth as if to speak only to realize that no words can come out. Raising his arm he points to an object to my left. A sword shaped like a katana. One that has been broken and reforged. 

The old vampire lord growls, unable to speak as his tongue has withered away into nothingness. If not for his vampire essence he too would have decayed here in this castle, in this empty void. 

“You’re a fake. I don’t know what this is, but this is not my future. This is never something I would let happen to myself.” 

Suddenly, something strange happens. It’s as if I lose control of my body and slide the Sword of Innocence along my wrist. Blood slides along my body, beneath my clothes, and down to the floor. It's warm, somehow it feels kind of nice. But it shouldn’t. After a few seconds I feel my body uncomfortably cold. As if my current self and the old vampire lord are somehow merging. The Sword grows colder and I refuse to let go. 

A warm bed would be amazing right now, or anything warm. I wish there was somebody to hold me or something to warm me. I didn't notice it before, but my body has started to shiver. 

I can't think straight anymore, I'm too tired. The world looks distorted, I can't make sense of any of it anymore.

“Just die already!” I shout at the vampire lord, noticing for the first time several glowing red cores behind him. 

I have been mistaken. His body is growing younger while my own is growing older. The two of us are switching places the longer I stay here. The castle isn’t dead, it is siphoning energy from me. 

This is bad, this is really bad. Before I know it I'm down on my knees. Soon I will probably be down on my back. I want to stand up, but I can't. My legs won't move. My body won't move. 

I still cling to the sword as the world around me grows darker and colder. Even my Darkvision is beginning to fail. I’m starting to feel almost human again. Death is a dull pain, numbed and slowed only by the adrenaline pumping through my veins. 

“You failed,” I mumble as the old vampire lord, the old me begins to stand. I lift the sword in my hand. I don’t care if I can’t wield it or not but I’m not going down like this. 

“You failed in your mission. You don’t deserve the title of Vampire Lord.”  I swing, using all the energy I have left to pierce the heart of the old me in. His body begins to catch fire as he turns to dust and I finally let go of the katana. 

I’m not sure if my Darkvision has deactivated or if I have my eyes closed. I am sure however that I have failed the last test. 

“I guess I'll rest my eyes for a little while, just a little while. I may never open them again, but we'll find out soon enough,” I mock the old vampire who may or may not still be in the room with me. I’m not sure if I actually managed to kill him… to kill myself yet or not. 

If this is real it's definitely one hell of a suicide. 

I lay there for hours? Days? It never seems to end. At some point I feel my body and mind shut down. I enter a kind of hibernation. 

I finally wake up and open my eyes. I’m laying on the floor of the temple. I can see the stairs leading into the 5th level. I was wrong before. I passed their tests. 


Chapter 19

Mushroom Dungeon Go!




“How long was I out?” I ask Zoe who is kneeling beside me. I can see my other companions as well. Elektra, Kaisa, Sirena, Smeme, Leda, Avis, Gaisha, and an unfamiliar figure that wears a black cloak sit around me. We are still inside the Temple of Empusa.

“Three hours,” Zoe tells me. “After you walked over to the temple threshold you stood completely frozen. None of us knew what to do except for your friends,” she points to Smeme and Leda. 

“How did you guys?” 

“We received an optional quest to wait and protect your body. It told us that you had to pass three tests. Heart, Strength, and Will,” Leda answers. 

“I guess I did,” I sit up, shaking my head. 

“That or this hallway leads to our oblivion,” Smeme grunts beneath his armor. He still has doubts about all of this. 

“What happens now? I’m surprised Aleixo and his men aren’t here,” I say, trying my best to stand. My legs feel like pins and needles. 

“He’s still having his fun with the fae. I don’t think we have to worry about him anymore,” Leda adds. 

“And you must be Kai,” I ask, turning toward our supposed ally who is dressed in a black tunic and a cloak. He wears a hood over his head hiding black curly hair. He’s young. He looks like he’s in his early twenties with just barely a 5 o’clock shadow.

“It’s a great honor to meet with you,” Kai says, bowing his head. 

“I don’t know how or why my companions have chosen to trust you but I have never seen you before in my life. I’m not so sure it's great to meet you.” 

“I have an easy face to forget. We never actually met. You did take a long glance at me once. Yours is a face I can never forget,” Kai answers. 

“Where?” 

“I was a stable boy. Playing a role. Confused as to why I had been summoned to this world,” Kai answers. It clicks. He was the stable boy I saw what feels like a lifetime ago. Alone in a small village where I got my first quest. He stood staring at me as I ran off into the woods. It must have been a strange sight. Still, how could I be certain this wasn’t some kind of trick?

“My companions told me you are an Apostle from a place called the Academy?” 

“Yes. Unfortunately, I can’t say more than that. I arrived shortly before you and took a job in town. I had come here of my own free will. I wanted to learn, to live among the people of Earth.” 

“And what are you?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Are you a rogue? A mage? Much too small to be a paladin.” 

“If you must know I am a field researcher. I have no plans to interfere with any of your quests, nor aid them. I am here simply to observe.” 

In a bloody flash I grab Kai by the neck and lift him from the ground. Smeme and Leda turn away as my companions gasp. 

“And why should I let you?”  
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“What about now?” Kai says smiling. It was as if somehow he had assigned the Optional Quest himself. I squeeze harder around his neck, waiting for him to defend himself, only there was nothing. If I want, I can easily kill him. Studying him, I find that his Threat Level is only 8. 

“You pose no risk but don’t expect me to protect you,” I say, letting his body fall to the ground. 

“It is my privilege to be accompanying you,” Kai coughs. 

“You don’t have to be so rough,” Leda says. “It would make sense the Grand Administrator would send spies or researchers to this world. I’m surprised this is the first one we’ve run into.” 

“What about when you fought Alastor? There were none?”

“Not that we were aware of. There were other Emissaries, but they were like Aleixo. No memories of the other world”

“So you think this is another world too? Not a game?” 

“I’m not sure what this place is but it's not home,” Leda turns toward Smeme who adds nothing to the conversation. I’m reminded how before I came here we all had roles that we played under the Grand Administrator. Most were menial tasks, others like Kai seemed to have more important –behind the scenes– roles to play. 

“How do you think anyone knows anything of this world at all,” Kai says, standing back up.

I can still see a bruise on his neck where I had started choking him. 

“So what? You move back and forth between this world and ours?” I ask. 

“A few others and I. Before you choke me again I can’t tell you who or why. I can only tell you that when we first encountered one another I never expected us to meet again. I heard rumors of you though. The Vampire Sorcerer who took control of the Duke’s castle ruins. You are becoming a legend. When I heard reports of a demihuman uprising and a castle appearing on a cliffside just outside the city of Cnidis I knew it was you. It was just luck that I came across your companions when I did. I had been posing as a scholar searching out rare and magical artifacts. You wouldn’t believe my excitement when I heard that you were questing for the Sword of Innocence. I begged them to take me along with you,” Kai explains in detail. 

“Zoe,” I say loud enough for everyone to hear me, “keep a close eye on our new friend. If he does anything strange kill him.” 

“Yes Master,” Zoe agrees and nods her head, turning her gaze toward Kai. 

“I promise I won’t be any trouble. I am here to observe. Nothing more, nothing less,” Kai tells us again, this time bowing his head. 

Turning my attention back to Smeme and Leda I ask them again, “Are you sure that Aleixo won’t be a problem?” 

“He seems to have given up on his duties completely,” Leda tells me. 

“I find it hard to believe that the Sacred Paladin would give up his search for the sword. I have no doubt that he sees himself as the eventual ruler of Cnidis even if it’s by proxy,” I tell her. 

“Last we saw… heard,  he was  drunk, fucking a fae girl all while cursing the King’s name,” Smeme adds. 

“Still, after we pass through the entrance to the 5th level we should destroy it. I don’t want us to get caught with our pants down. I can teleport all of us back to my castle once we have the sword,” I tell them. 

“Agreed,” Smeme’s voice echoes silently through his armor. 

“Amazing. So legends are true? You can appear and disappear at will?” Kai asks. 

“Not quite. I can teleport myself and my companions to my castle but I can’t teleport myself just anywhere,” I answer. Despite the obvious threat Kai poses to my team it isn’t my nature to keep things hidden from anyone that I don’t think of as a real enemy. Not to mention there is much I can learn about why I am here. For now, I will use him just as he is using me. 

“Let’s move,” Smeme says, turning toward the opening to the 5th level. 

I nod my head and grab the last rice ball from Elektra and smile as my stamina replenishes itself. I wish we had more food but we don’t have time to double back and the last thing I want is to be eating Bitter Bombs. I would rather starve. 

Using a Fire Bolt I collapse the tunnel behind us.

“No going back now,” I tell them. 

“If you don’t mind I have something that might help with the darkness,” Kai says. Reaching into a small dump pouch he pulls out a vial and tosses it onto the ground. It ignites releasing a small blue orb. 

“See, this is why I thought it would be good to bring him along,” Avis smirks, patting Kai on the back. 

“What is that?” I ask. 

“The blue orb?” Kai asks, “It's a wisp.” 

“No, the vials? In your bag? What other tricks do you have?” 

“Nothing dangerous, I swear,” he says, holding open the bag and letting me inspect. Inside are several journals, vials filled with wisps, metals, and dirt. I’m starting to actually believe Kai might be telling the truth about who he is. 

“Mostly harmless I guess,” he reaches for a vile holding a red wisp, “this one can kill a normal person if I’m being honest. The white one here creates a flash of light as bright as the sun.” 

“That’s fine,” I tell him, appreciating his openness. 

“Master,” Kaisa says, staring at the red wisp, “what are wisps?” 

“Think of wisps like baby fairies. You know how frogs start as tadpoles?” Elektra explains. 

“Please let’s not talk about frogs,” Leda says. 

“Some people think that wisps are actually the spirits of dead humans and animals that lost their way. Others whisper rumors that if you see them in the wild, they are marking a treasure or a danger ahead. I bought these from a shop in Lycia so I don’t know the whole story behind their capture, but the alchemist that sold them to me believed they were actually helpful spirits,” Kai tells us in more detail how he came about the wisps. 

Examining the blue orb I see nothing that would make me think of it as a fairy. It just looks like a blue ball of energy, radiating blue light around us. Strange that these creatures along with the fae, and even the Blood Fairy, are all of the same species. 

Continuing through the dark tunnels we pass under the roots of the trees above and I can see thousands of different types of mushrooms ranging from big to small to gigantic. Using my herbarium I investigate several different kinds. 
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It doesn’t take long before we figure out that we are underneath the fae forest. Here, however, all that exists is a vast mycelium network. There are hundreds of different types of fungi growing around us. Each one communicating with the other in some way. 

“Be careful,” none of these are edible,” I tell everyone. 

“Look at this!” Kaisa says, pointing at one of the Chlidanthus mushrooms truffles, like the many surrounding us, that didn’t grow above the topsoil. “Dangerous spiky plant thing,” Kaisa adds. 

“Don’t touch it!” I shout as one of the thorns shoots out in her direction. Running toward her with my supernatural speed I push her out of the way and get hit by one of the thorns in my leg. 
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It’s about the size of my hand. I immediately rip it out, shrieking in pain as I do. 

“Lucky that wasn’t poisonous,” I say, smiling at Kaisa. She looks at me, eyes wide open, complete shock over what just happened. 

“How did… a plant…” she mumbles.

“Not just a plant. A fungus. All of them are connected by a huge network down here,” I tell her. 

“Any idea how we get out of here? What about you Kai?” 

“I think we should just keep moving toward the center,” he answers. 

“I had the same observation,” Leda adds, standing behind Smeme. 

“So straight ahead?” I point. It seems as if the underground truffles are only growing larger and larger as the tunnels widen out into larger and larger chambers. The ceilings and walls are completely covered in mycelium. 

“Fruit of the dead,” Kai says as we pass underneath a large truffle several stories wide. It hangs to one side touching the ground and is a bright vibrant purple. 

“Tell me Athanasios. Given your supernatural abilities do you think you could eat one of them?” Kai asks. 

“I wouldn’t try it,” I answer, thinking about how Selene would be trying to find ingredients here if we were able to bring her along. Even if we do find edible mushrooms I have no intention of taking any with us. I’ve experienced one too many hallucinations since I came to this world anyway. 

Honestly, at times I feel like I am one bad trip away from tearing the throats out of everyone I love. 

“This is amazing. The forest above, this network of mushrooms below. There is an entire world surviving down here. How many other places do you think are like this?” Gaisha says, investigating another mushroom called The Fuchsia Diphylla. She runs her fingers down the gills of it. It doesn’t react to her. One of the larger ones behind her, however, a Bealei mushroom, is dangerous. 

Several parasitic pieces of large mycelium attack her, cutting her skin with small razor-like appendages. She jumps back and casts a shield around herself while Avis pulls out his sword and hacks away at the root. After a few quick slashes, it backs down allowing the two to step away as the rest of us stand ready for another assault. 

“They are actually networking and watching over one another,” Gaisha says. 

“That explains why there is nothing alive down here, look,” Leda says, pointing toward an old skeletal husk. Its armor is ancient and it looks to be some kind of dragonkin like Avis. 

Avis walks toward it. 

“Friend of yours?” Kai asks. 

“No,” Avis answers. 

“Can you make out any of the markings?” Elektra says, approaching the dead dragonkin’s skeleton. Its armor is covered in runes. 

“Here,” Leda pulls a large ancient shield about the size of Kaisa from underneath several rocks. 

“The soldier was a spear wielder. They carried the shield on their back and would run in a formation, spears held forward, protecting themselves with their shields. This is how my ancestors fought and died,” Avis tells us. 

“What exactly happened to the dragonkin?” Kai asks. 

“We were wiped out long ago. We’re a rare breed now even among demihumans,” Avis answers. 

“Tell me more sometime,” Kai asks. 

“Maybe. I don’t like talking about my kind.” 

Kai looks up toward me, “Do you really believe they deserve your protection? Your kindness? Is this not the fate that awaits all the races that exist below humanity?” 

“What kind of talk is that?” I grin. “Of course they do. I’m demihuman after all. It doesn’t matter whether you are catgirl, dragonkin, or gorgon. All that matters is we create a better and balanced world.” 

“Says the Vampire Lord. The one race that rises above all,” Kai adds. 

“You’ve been spending too much time around the King’s guard,” I tell Kai. 

“I’m just making an observation. The dragonkin were a race that believed in the equality of all and tried as best they could to unite the kingdoms of the old world. Look what happened to them. They fell. Are the demihumans worth saving? Are they really worth all this?” Kai asks me again. 

Turning toward Kaisa, Sirena, and the others I have no doubt in my mind. “Yes. They are.” 

“And what if that means one day you’ll die, buried under a boulder just like that shield?” 

“Yes. Without a doubt.” 

“I admire your conviction,” Kai smiles. “I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just... I’ve been made aware that you plan to give the Sword of Innocence to the king of Cnidis and I don’t see how that is going to help anyone.” 

“Because we are going to kill him and take it back.” 

“So it is uprising and revolution. I see I made a wise choice when I decided to search you out. Perhaps, in some meaningful way, you will be able to change this world for the better.”

“I don’t care about changing the world.” Do I? I long to create a realm where all demihumans will be free and united against the humans but is such a thing even possible? If Kai is right it's been attempted before and look at what has happened. Demihumans have always been treated as second-rate citizens. Slaves. Whores. Even vampires are seen as monsters, no different than ghouls or goblins. We are the creatures that bump in the night, that run through the woods on the full moon, we hunt, we kill, we bleed our enemies. 

“I just won’t stand for it,” I tell Kai. “Demihuman or human. I will change this world.” 

“So you plan to topple an entire kingdom?” 

I turn toward Smeme and Leda. “No. I’m not the only one. I’ll leave that to others. If you are really an Apostle you should understand why I am doing what I do.” 

“I just want to get the record straight. As a field researcher it is my job to learn as much about this world as possible.” 

Kai is pushing me, trying to test my resolve. Perhaps it is something I need. 

“Up ahead, do you hear that?” Kai says. All of us turn to see a giant slender creature with a truffle on its head approaching us. It stumbles over the ground walking like a ghoul with long gray arms and legs. 

“What is it? It’s so gross-looking!” I hear Leda cry. 

Behind me I hear Smeme ordering Leda to fall back. 

“The Sporemother. Last of her kind and she’s come to collect? What does your resolve tell you now Athanasios?” Kai says. 


Chapter 20

Sporemother
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Smeme and Leda disappear into the darkness as I rush to grab Kaisa. She covers her mouth as millions of tiny spores erupt from the Sporemother’s body. 

Gaisha creates a protective bubble with Elektra’s help that surrounds them along with Avis, Zoe, and Sirena. 

The spores rain down around us. Each one is deadly as the mycelium that surrounds us. 

With my hand around Kaisa’s mouth and nose, I refrain her from breathing but she begins to turn blue in the face. I take what air I have in my lungs and set my lips against hers, letting her breathe through me for a moment, long enough I can carry her into the druid’s protective circle. 

Kai’s body is already laying on the ground suffocating as he breathes in more and more of the spores. I can’t help but wonder if he knew this was coming. Then I see his hand reaching toward us, bloody tears running down his eyes as he begs us to save him. There are bubbling patches of flesh underneath his skin as the mycelium network grows within his lungs and heart. It spreads out across his body infecting his entire nervous system. It doesn’t take long before the white truffles start to grow out of the ends of his eyes. 

The Sporemother’s mouth moves, trying to say something in its own language. It sounds like nails on a chalkboard, screeching as it struggles to pronounce the vowels. I realize that this creature is no ordinary monster. It is sentient… a demihuman just like me. Not an Apostle or Emissary, but a hybrid. 

Without any hesitation I exit Gaisha’s protective circle and throw myself through the air at the abomination. Activating Primal Savagery I feel all my strengths and abilities increasing. Turning myself into a mist I dodge the Sporemother’s first attack, then reappear in the air behind her. I slash at the giant with my claws and tear pieces of her apart. Underneath her skin there are more mushroom gills and mycelium. 
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Each gill releases more spores into the air. They taste bitter but not poisonous to me. Ever since getting bitten by the Golden Ram I’ve had a high tolerance to poison and venom. 

As my feet hit the ground it turns to face me but I bounce back, avoiding its deadly swings. Under the dirt I see more of the mycelium. It's nearly endless. 

“Smeme, I could use some help,” I say, turning and looking back for my old friend. I see his armor kneeling on the ground. Sword implanted as if it is being used as a shield. His armor is covered in tiny white spores but there is no sign of him or Leda. “This is unlike any enemy I’ve ever fought,” I think aloud, watching as the Sporemother regenerates her wound. So much for my 8-point hit. 

The Sporemother moves slowly, swinging at me. Her attacks are easy to dodge. Looking toward Kai’s body I can see his truffle’s bursting through his skin, across his veins. He is becoming a part of the network that surrounds us, his body becoming food for the mushrooms that grow at a rapid pace. Based on her movements I can see the Sporemother has no other attacks other than her spores which seem to infect and kill almost instantly. 
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All I have to do is repeat. Slash, dodge, mist, repeat. 

I cast Haste and increase my speed by 50%.
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I move through the air faster than any of the waves of spores the Sporemother’s body releases toward me. Yet, I swallow less than a handful and I feel something strange happening within my body, an itchiness within my throat that makes it hard to breathe, not that oxygen is something a hybrid vampire like me needs. Breathing is only an instinct. Despite being only half-vampire I’m closer to the real thing than I have ever been. Able to shut off parts of my body I concentrate on holding my breath. I attack again.
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The Sporemother screeches in pain. The shock wave nearly bleeds my ears and for a moment I fear that Gaisha’s circle is going to fail. That is until Elektra lends her more energy. The two girls are working hard to protect everyone. I need to work harder and finish this as soon as possible.

Then, something unexpected happens. The Sporemother regenerates her wounds and her health immediately restores. I’m getting nowhere. 

I attack again. The Sporemother is ready for me this time. I receive a devastating blow with her leg and I’m sent flying. 

I push myself off from a boulder on the ground and launch a Fire Bolt at the Sporemother, hoping that as a plant-type species fire is a major weakness. 

It does nothing. Not even a single hitpoint of damage. The Sporemother is immune to it. No, there is something more going on. As I land on the ground and cast another Fire Bolt at the creature, I watch closely as its skin dissolves away and regenerates a second later. 

It's not immune, my attacks are just too weak. 

The Sporemother closes both of her fists together and slams them down to the ground in front of me. Several Truffles rise up from the ground where I was standing as if the Sporemother summoned them into being. 

Zoe leaps out of the protective circle with Elektra’s shirt wrapped around her face. She charges the Sporemother with her daggers in hand and slices at its ankles, diving under the creature’s legs. She slides up and does the same from the other side, giving me a chance to attack the Truffles around us. 

I cast a Fire Bolt incinerating them near instantaneously.

“You can’t stay out here,” I tell Zoe. She nods, attacking the creature again all while holding her breath and keeping her nose and mouth covered. 

Zoe attacks the Sporemother again, giving me a better idea of how quickly she can regenerate her wounds. As Zoe turns away she jumps backward toward the protective circle. Once inside she unravels Elektra’s shirt from around her face and hands it back. 

“My turn,” Elektra calls out. 

Elektra wears the shirt like a face mask as she exits the protective circle. She attacks the Sporemother with an electric shock. Lightning erupts from her fingers. The Sporemother seems almost amused as she turns her attention to my friends. 

“Get back, get back now!” I shout. The Sporemother begins moving toward them. More of the tiny infectious spores erupt from her gills. Elektra’s attack is useless. The Sporemother is immune to electricity as well. 

Gaisha calls out to Elektra to come back, unable to hold the protective shield on her own. I leap through the air and attack the Sporemother’s eyes, my claws sliding behind her dark gray pupil and into some kind of mucus. I reach in further, wondering if I can scrape out the monster’s brain. I shouldn’t be surprised but I am when I find nothing there. Nothing inside of the creature but more gills, more mushroom parts. Every single facet of the Sporemother functions as one individual but there is no control. Her entire body functions as one massive network, copying and sending information. It may look humanoid but even that is nothing more than a facade.  

Elektra retreats back into the protective circle and puts her shirt back on and helps Gaisha hold the barrier together. I can just barely hear the two of them chanting in unison as Zoe recovers and Avis looks forward in disbelief. 

“I can handle this,” I tell them, jumping back down to the ground. Looking back at them I see Avis nod first as the others quietly accept that this is a one-on-one fight. I have to handle this… if any of them is to die like Kai I will never forgive myself. 

The Sporemother lets out another ear-piercing shriek, placing both arms on the ground and extending her lower jar. I can’t dodge the flood of spores that she releases from her gaping mouth. It doesn’t take much for the spores to cover my entire backside. I can see them moving over the top of my clothes like tiny dust spiders. I’m horrified at the idea that I might inhale even a single one of these things. 

Stripping away my jacket and brushing the dust spiders off my pants, I turn again to the Sporemother and polymorph into a mist. As I change back to my human form, I attack her with as much speed as I can, as I appear down beside her ankle. Her legs heal faster than her backside and the 14 points of damage repair almost immediately. 

Unable to hurt the Sporemother I aim a Fire Bolt at the mycelium network that surrounds me until the lair is covered in small burning truffles of fire. I feel like a chef cooking up a hot meal. 

“Anyone wants mushroom soup?” I shout, firing at the mycelium below the Sporemother’s feet. She lets out another loud shriek. This time I raise my hands and cover my ears. 

The Sporemother attacks, faster than before, throwing her body across the ground at me. With my speed reduced I take the attack dead center. 
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Had I not been so careless I could have dodged that. Grinning I leap through the air and turn myself back into a mist and appear above her, then land a strike against her thick neck. Her body isn’t made of bones. It's all a system of fungus. What should be her spine is nothing but a stem that opens up and reveals a cylinder of gills that spray my body with spores. 
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I’m infected. This is what killed Kai. I can feel the spores floating in my lungs. As I fight the Sporemother another battle rages inside of me. My vampire immune system is fighting the spores like they are some kind of viral disease. I feel my temperature rising as I try my best to escape the Sporemother’s reach. 

It grabs hold of me and folds its claws around my chest and legs. 
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The Sporemother opens her mouth and another wave of spores flies out over me. Squeezing me tight I accidentally open my mouth and feel like I’m drowning in toxic spores. More and more are entering my lungs when I decide it's time to polymorph into mist again. I float as far as I can but when I polymorph back into my human form I realize I still have spores inside of me. The ones that have attached themselves to my lungs are spreading through the rest of my body. 

“I am not a fertilizer,” I say and dig my right hand in through my side. My ribs break as I dig around for my lungs. My body immediately goes into shock as my senses numb. I grab my lung and rip it out, tossing it to the side before using the same hole in my body to reach for and rip out the other. My chest heaves up and down as the air enters through my mouth to the open cavity in my body. I’m slouched over my broken ribs. How many times have my bones repaired themselves now? Each time my body grows stronger, hardening like a shell. 

The Sporemother can’t infect me. Its spores attach themselves and spread via the lungs. Looking over at my two lungs laying on the ground I know I’m right about this. Both are covered in the fungus, white hair growing over the top of them, continuing to spread even outside my body. 

I am no longer penalized.

I polymorph back into a mist and attack the Sporemother head-on. 

Slash, dodge, mist, repeat. Twenty minutes later the Sporemother’s hit points reach zero and she falls apart across the ground, unable to regenerate, unable to call on her network for help. The last of her kind. Dead.

Falling over I see everyone running toward me. I realize I might have gone too far ripping out my own lungs. At least my body has almost immediately regenerated a part of my left lung. Now, as a vampire lord I need only a fraction of oxygen. A single breath is more than enough to make me last for half an hour.

Avis and Gaisha grab hold of me. I can hear them chanting. Turning away from them in the corner of my eye I see Leda crawling out of Smeme’s armor covered in slime. Now, that is new. I never imagined that Smeme’s armor was capable of something like this. That’s why he didn’t help. Laughing, I feel my body taking a breath of fresh air.  


Chapter 21

The Burrows




“I’m a vampire hybrid. Oxygen isn’t something I need,” I tell Avis with a small smile. 

“You are half-vampire and your body still has a heartbeat, subtle as it may be,” Avis reminds me.

It is true. My body may not need functioning organs but my mind is not adjusted to living without them. My transformation into a full vampire lord is only half complete as I continue to level up and grow stronger.

“Yes,” I say. 

“Yes?” Avis looks at me, titling his head.

I had yet to realize until just now how alien his eyes are. They seem to pierce through me. 

“I understand. I won’t take unnecessary risks again,” I agree but we both know that’s a lie. Glancing over at Kai’s dead body, overgrown with shrooms, he doesn’t even look human anymore. I can still sense some life in him. His HP drops one point at a time. It is as if he is bleeding out but in reality his body is filling with fungi.  

“Avis!” I point to Kai. “Is there anything you can do?” My voice trembles.

“For the Apostle? No, he’s lost. The best thing we can do now is end him before he turns into another Sporemonster.” 

“What do you mean?” I ask. 

“The Sporemother planted an Ent seed inside of him. Actually, I think she managed to plant one in you as well but when you tore out your lungs you deprived it of nutrients,” Avis points toward my lungs. A white fungus still sprouts out of them making them look like a pair of old potatoes. 

“How do you know this?” 

“Gaisha and I ran a job awhile back hunting down an Ent. It was over a thousand years old and had lost its mind. There aren’t very many left, at least that we are aware of. Ents are really good at blending in with forests. We found the Ent and it was harvesting human corpses to provide bone meal to its seedling. When we learned what it was doing we tried to strike a deal but it attacked us.” 

“And the seedling was growing out of a corpse like that,” Gaisha points toward Kai’s body.

There are white sprouts flowing out of his mouth reaching out toward the ground, trying to reconnect to the network within the cave. Kai’s body lays totally still but his eyes… his eyes are still blinking. At first I thought it was random, then I realize he is blinking in some kind of code. One I don’t know or understand. 

“If we leave him he will die slowly of solanine poisoning,” Gaisha adds. 

“So you’ve both seen this before. I’m sorry.” 

“Let’s just get to the next level. Kinda want to forget all this,” Avis says.

I walk toward Kai’s body as his eyes look up toward me. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t trust you. If you make it back to Elysium tell them not to come for me. Leave me to this world. And tell the Grand Administrator… I am no one’s puppet.” I ignite the air around Kai in a blast of red energy devouring his body in a Fire Bolt. Several of the jars carrying wisps break from the heat and they scatter into the air. 

“Remind me to have Selene remove mushrooms from the castle menu for the next eternity,” I tell Elektra. 

“Athan, I’m sorry,” she says, looking down at the floor.

“Sorry for what?”

“None of us had been able to help you.” 

“That battle was meant for me. I am your master. It is my job to protect you,” I smile, putting my hand on Elektra’s shoulder. She wraps her arms around me and I can feel the bruise on my side that hasn’t completely healed itself yet. I try my best not to let her know I’m in pain as Zoe, Kaisa, and even Sirena join her in hugging me. 

“Thanks, that’s enough,” I choke, “we really should get going.” 

We wander the mushroom dungeon for another thirty minutes before finally finding the entrance to the 6th level. A warm, pleasant breeze blows up from a large tunnel that leads into darkness. 

“Check for a staircase,” I tell Zoe. She moves around the entrance to the 6th level looking for an invisible staircase, throwing small rocks and dirt over the top of the black hole.

“Nothing,” she reports. 

“Do we jump?” I turn toward Smeme and Leda. 

“Another leap of faith?” Smeme looks down the tunnel. 

“We have some rope.” Gaisha steps forward pulling some rope from her bag. “We can climb down, one at a time.” 

“All right, Smeme, you hold the rope. You are the strongest and can act as an anchor for us. When it's safe you can tie off the rope and drop down.” I say this knowing Smeme doesn’t need to worry much about fall damage. As a slime he can survive a fall from almost any height. All he has to worry about is revealing himself to those around him, something he is still keeping secret from my companions despite the fact that I am sure they have figured it out. Avis and Gaisha are both highly intelligent and my companions are more observant than anyone gives credit. 

“Why do I have to act as anchor? In your Primal Form you are strong enough to hold the weight of ten of your companions,” Smeme argues. 

“You are a warrior aren’t you? A brave knight. Isn’t it part of your duty to help your party by using the best of ALL of your abilities,” I answer. 

“Fine. You go first though,” he points to the hole. 

“No, master,” Zoe interjects. “I should go first, scout the bottom. We have no idea what enemies we might find.” 

“She has a point,” I smirk. 

“You would send one of your own to their death?” he asks. If he had eyes I am sure they would be glaring at me from behind that black helm. 

“Zoe is an assassin. If anyone can sneak below silently it is her. I have no doubt in my companion’s abilities.” 

“And yet you fought alone against the Sporemother?” 

“That was different,” I tell him. “I can't exactly expect my companions not to breathe.” 

“I will never understand you Athanasios. One minute you are putting your life on the line and the next you are sending others in your place.” 

“I do what is optimal based on our skills.” 

“Optimal for what? You, Leda, and I could have taken this dungeon on ourselves. No need for such a large party,” Smeme lectures me.  

“I don’t leave people behind.” I ball my fist. 

“And the Apostle? What of him?” 

“I never asked him to come along.” 

“And never trusted him either. Much like Leda and me. All this because you failed to give us a simple item. All of this because you had to run your mouth off again against a king,” Smeme steps closer to me. 

I can feel the tension building between us like a dam about to break. Cracks widening in our relationship. Is he actually angry about Kai's death? Did the Apostle mean something to him? Maybe he worries he blew some kind of chance getting back to the other side.

“Kai is dead because he made a poor decision to follow us. He wasn’t ready. None of us know what lies ahead. Zoe is our best option.”

“Always putting yourself first whether you are running your mouth or putting the lives of your friends in danger,” Smeme growls. 

I understand now. He still blames me for him being here.  

“Is that what this is about? You still blame me?” I beat my fist against a boulder, shattering it up the side. “If I could I would send you back RIGHT NOW, but I am not the reason you are here. We are all damned eventually. We aren’t the first to wake up in this world and we won’t be the last.” 

Smeme says nothing. Instead, he stands there, motionless like a statue. 

Laying my back against the wall I slide down, placing my arms over my knees. My companions begin to approach me but Leda steps forward and stops them. Then, she leans back against the wall beside me. 

“It’s a good plan, a smart one. I agree with you. We should send the Ragdoll. Smeme should stay here and provide support.” 

“Thanks but I don’t care anymore.”

“Nonsense, the Athanasios I know is brilliant. I can see why you love it here so much. Honestly, I’m starting to enjoy this world as well,” she smiles. 

“Still, you want to go back,” I say. 

“I do. And I don’t. I miss home but I’m not in any rush. I enjoy the adventure I’m being provided.” 

Leda sits beside me and slides her hand down my thigh. It takes me by surprise. “And when we return to the surface, I wouldn’t mind spending some extra time at that castle of yours.” Her gorgeous eyes move from my chest to my crotch then back toward Elektra who immediately shakes. Leda licks her lips. “Now, what are you waiting for fearless leader? Tell us what you want. Tell us what to do.” 

I smirk. Leda is right. This is my quest and I am their party leader. I know I am right for bringing along several of my companions. 

Smeme is the fool to think that we would have survived without my companions’ strengths, magic, and stealth. 

“Elektra, Gaisha, Smeme, prepare the rope. Zoe, you will descend first. Kaisa, next, after will go Elektra, Sirena, Leda, Avis, Gaisha, myself, and last…” I pause, “and certainly not least, Smeme.” 

“Thanks,” Leda whispers, leaning forward and biting the bottom of my ear before standing back up. 

Elektra helps Zoe tie the rope into a noose. 

“Place your foot here,” Elektra explains, “and hold here.” 

“Ok, and once I’m at the bottom I will tug twice. I will explore the surrounding area and then tug twice more if it is safe. If it isn’t, I will tug once or three or more times signaling to pull me back up,” Zoe tells. 

“Yes,” Elektra agrees. 

Zoe stands on the edge. As she stares down into the abyss a huge wind erupts from below. I can see her hair blowing upward before it shifts down, sucking her forward. She loses her footing on the edge, tripping, and yelping in surprise as she begins to fall down into the pit. 

Kaisa notices before anyone else and grabs the rope from Elektra’s hands and dives after Zoe. 

“See what happens!” Smeme shouts, grabbing hold of the rope. 

“Wait,” Leda says calmly. A few moments pass in what feels like forever as we wait to see if the one or the other have landed safely. 

There are two tugs on the rope. 

“Safe, let’s go,” Leda smiles, turning back toward me. “Your new companions are very interesting. It seems it’s not just you they stand to protect from harm but also one another. I admire a master that can create such harmony between his mates.” 

I smile and blush as Leda joins the others, preparing to descend the darkness. 

“Your turn,” Smeme says, pulling the rope one last time. Everyone has gone through the entrance to the 6th level but the two of us. 

“I don’t want to fight anymore. We were friends once,” I tell him. 

“Get into the hole,” he says. 

“I know you want to go home. After this is all over, I promise I will do everything in my power to make that happen.” 

“Even if it means forfeiting your demihuman kingdom? Even if it means joining other Emissaries to take down the Demon King?” 

“Yes,” I tell him. Though truth is I’m not even sure I believe it. 

As Smeme stares at me, trying to tell if I’m lying or not, the rope begins to pull. They are tugging on it, again and again. 

“Something is wrong!” I say, turning toward the pit. I don’t hesitate, neither does Smeme. Both of us leap without the rope into the darkness.  

I activate my Mage Armor, trying to assess whether or not I should polymorph into a mist or something else as I work my way down. I don’t have time to argue with myself, ignoring what would be a better option. 

The bottom of the pit is hundreds of meters down. Smeme lands safely, using his abilities to stick his landing. I land with a thud, knocking my arm out of its socket but not breaking any bones. Fortunately, my Mage Armor protects me from the impact. Then I deactivate it and throw my shoulder against the cavern’s wall to bend my shoulder bone back into place. A voice in my head tells me I’ve become a natural at breaking bones and things. If my body is a temple it is covered in cracks. I'm a living ruin of a man. 

To our surprise everyone is fine. 

“At least we’re all down here now,” I say. 

“No going up, that’s for sure,” Leda says as the rest of the rope falls behind us. 

Smeme didn’t tie it off to anything. Not that it matters since we are all going to teleport out of here anyway. It is the one ability I am grateful to have available to me anytime, anywhere. 

“Now what?” Smeme asks, pointing toward a circular tunnel. 

“Several pathways lead to dead ends but all of them are safe as far as I can tell. I didn’t explore them all the way down, they seem to go for miles. I’m not sure but I think this and the 7th level are intertwined together,” Zoe says. 

“What makes you think that?” Leda asks, taking an interest. 

“Behind you,” Zoe points. Carved on the wall, into the stone, is a massive map of the dungeon. An upside-down pyramid detailing up to the 6th and 7th levels, which look like the inside of an ant farm. The way the tunnels intertwine it seems impossible to know which one is the right one to take us to the next. Dozens drop off into blank spaces representing the final levels of the dungeon. 

“Someone was lost. Looks like they tried to map it,” Elektra says, shining a light on the map. 

“Should we split up?” Kaisa asks. 

“No!” Smeme, Leda, and I shout in unison. 

“Sorry Kaisa, splitting up is always a bad idea,” I say, turning back toward Elektra and the map. 

“Here,” Elektra points, “I think we should follow this path.” 

I nod my head and look toward the tunnels. Leading my party down, I understand that Elektra picked this path because she felt the warm breeze. I feel it too against my cheek. These caverns are comfortable. Not a single mushroom or ghoul in sight. It actually feels like we are trekking through an old cave system. Similar to the one my vampire castle sits on now. 

My mind wanders as we walk, wondering how the rest of my companions are doing. I’m sure the garrison is still laying siege outside my home. Magnimus will be busy harvesting the corpses of the dead and turning them into monstrous recruits for my army. Selene will be wondering what we are doing, how we are doing, and cooking a feast for us to dine on once we return. 

I feel my stomach growling. We’ve completely run out of rice cake and other food. We have half a cake pop of power left. My vampire metabolism has been burning through calories like crazy. I can only resist the thirst I feel for blood for so long because of food, but it barely seems to sustain me the more damage I take. My wounds are healing, sure, but I am becoming more and more one with the darkness within myself. 

This is the only way. This is how I survive. A creature of darkness. These caves are more like a home for me rather than the surface above. I can’t help but feel as if somehow others like me have passed this way before. 

My kind, not vampires, not humans, but hybrids. Creatures that walk the line between the daylight and nighttime. 

“Focus,” I tell myself loudly. “The Sword of Innocence is my priority,” I whisper so that no one else can hear. 

The wind is growing warmer as we approach another wide-open chamber. Hopefully, that could mean we are approaching the entrance to the 8th underground level of this ruined dungeon. 

Holding my hand in the air I signal for my allies to stop. I am right. The chamber in front of us is wide-open but not empty. 

Along the ground are dozens of pellets filled with fur, feathers, and insect parts. Others look like they have the bones of dragonkin and other adventurers. In the center of the room there is a large nest, and inside of it a large white furry ball. 

Studying the white ball of fur I can see it moving slightly, breathing as if in a deep slumber. 

Elektra steps up to my side. 

“An owl,” she whispers. 

“How can an owl be down here?” 

“It must have gotten lost, it probably eats insects that crawl up from the levels below. It's also possible that the lower levels might have connected to the forest at some point. Look…” Elektra points to the bones of a dead reaver wrapped in one of the Burrowing Owl’s dropped pellets. 

“Should we attack it?” I ask. 

“Look in the nest. Those are eggs,” she points. Elektra’s eyes are silver now. She is using magic to see even better than the rest of us in the dark. 

“We should sneak around it,” I say, studying the nest, the pellets, and the fecal matter strategically placed surrounding it. “A mother owl will defend her nest with her life. Sneaking around it will be a good idea.” 

Just as I am about to give the order to sneak around the owl, I see Kaisa noticing it. Her eyes light up and her mouth drops open. 

“No, Kaisa, don’t…” I growl as loud as I can. 

“Food,” Kaisa says, stepping forward. I can see her back foot digging into the ground as she prepares to leap forward. 

“A present…” she smiles, “for my master.” 


Chapter 22 

A True Friend




Kaisa leaps through the air and I activate Haste as I try my best to catch up to her. The owl wakes up noticing both of us as we make our approach. Kaisa is one with her inner being as she moves over the ground ready to strike the owl with her weapon. Only it is too big, and too powerful. 

Kaisa is barely within ten feet of it as its body swirls and unwinds, wings unfolding menacingly. It is almost just as wide as the chamber around us. It flaps hovering above and out of its nest. 

Even with Haste active I am not a match for Kaisa at full speed. As a result, I fail to grab her in time. 

Hunching forward, the owl balks and screeches as I grab hold of Kaisa’s waist and the two of us tumble and roll across the ground. 

The owl screeches again and this time the attack nearly paralyzes us. 
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My Haste wears off as I activate my Mage Armor. I can feel an immense pressure against my body as the owl starts moving stretched out, wings back and forth, creating large gusts of wind that fill the chamber.  That was what we felt before at the entrance of the tunnel. The gusts of wind flowing in and out of the pit. 

Several dozen cyclones appear sucking up owl pellets and bones. The shrapnel turns the cyclones into little spinning tornadoes of death. 

My other companions take cover in the caves. I can see Smeme and Leda grabbing hold of Zoe and Elektra as Sirena starts moving toward us. 

The immense pressure causes Kaisa to blackout as she reaches toward the owl, drool still sliding out the side of her mouth. 

“I’m coming!” Sirena shouts, catching not just our attention but also the owl’s. 
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“Stay back!” I shout as loud as I can. 

The owl turns toward me for a moment. I can see its bright yellow eyes, brown face, white speckles across its body, and yellow claws the size of a dwarf covered in dry blood. This creature has been hunting recently. Still, I don’t think it will think twice about a free meal. 

Sirena stops. The Burrowing Guardian turns toward her and I swear I see its eyes light up. 

Sirena attacks as the owl begins to flap its wings and lifts itself off the ground. 

Sirena’s body soars through the air as she latches onto the walls with her hands and swings her body toward the backside of the owl. The owl’s head turns all the way around, carefully watching her as she leaps toward its wing, slashing it with both hands until she hits the ground. 

The owl in return stops hovering and drops its claw against the ground, barely missing Sirena. It tries, again and again, to catch my beautiful gorgon with its sharp yellow claw.  Sirena starts wrapping her body around the creature, moving her tail around its leg and twisting before reaching out and grabbing the other. The owl falls on its stomach flat on the ground and struggles to be released as the two fight like they are mortal enemies.  Sirena continues to twist her body around the owl. Constricting it until she can no longer stretch around it.  The owl continues to struggle, its eyes nearly popping out from its head as it swirls its body around between Sirena’s skin. Sirena is stretched too thin. I can see her body beginning to give way as the owl presses its wings against her. 

“Sirena, you did well. Now get out of there!” I shout. I’m too late. 

The owl slams its body against the wall of the cavern and Sirena loses health fast. Unable to stay constricted she lets go and the owl charges her. 

I cast a Fire Bolt in the owl’s direction as Smeme leaps out from behind us. My Fire Bolt lands a direct hit against Smeme’s armor, causing 6 points of damage and throws him off track. He falls to the ground landing perfectly on both legs, digging his two-hander into the dirt to stop himself from falling over the ledge into one of the Burrowing Owl’s wind tunnels. 

The shot is a miss but it is enough. Smeme’s growl distracts the owl for half a second, enough time for Sirena to get away. 

“Nice shot,” I hear Smeme growl. Standing up and raising his sword I see the owl staring down at him. He tries to maneuver himself out of the way but the creature’s mighty beak slams itself down against him. 

Pecking at his armor I can see small fissures begin to take form as he sacrifices his sword and uses an ability similar to Mage Armor to create an ethereal shield. Holding it in the air above him he does this just long enough to run away. 

The owl's neck twists again turning toward Sirena who is making her way toward us. The owl begins moving, waddling toward us, its hips rocking back and forth as its legs stay hidden behind fur and feathers. 

“Take Kaisa and get to cover,” I tell her. 

I activate my Primal Savagery and leap toward the owl, landing a blow against its beak with my claws as I catch it off guard. 

One of its eyes focuses on me while the other follows Sirena carrying Kaisa away. 

“Focus on ME!” I shout kicking it mid-air. 

The owl screeches.
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I fall to the ground covering my ears. After a few seconds everything grows silent and I can’t even hear myself screaming in pain. 

Looking down at my hands I see my palms are covered in blood. Another injury to add to my ever-growing list of growing pains. 

Looking up at the owl I see both of its eyes looking down on me. It's about to scoop me up like a worm. I prepare myself for the worst. 

A rock hits the owl in the head. Both of us turn our attention to the side and see Sirena holding another rock. She tosses it, hitting the owl again. I am pretty sure it screeches again but my ears are useless. I’ve lost all hearing for the time being. 

With the owl's attention diverted I use my claws to attack its legs. Throwing myself under the fur and feathers I scratch at the owl’s large skinny legs. 
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Barely anything before the owl pushes me back and I stumble onto my back on the ground. Smeme grabs hold of me, grabbing me by the back of my shirt and drags me across the ground as the owl attacks the place I had been trying my best to pull myself up from. 

“Drink this,” he says, handing me a red vile. I know what it is. I rip the lid off it and chug it down. The screeching owl cries, the sound of wings fluttering, my companions shouting for its attention. It all returns to me momentarily, growing louder and louder. 

“Any ideas?” Smeme’s voice still sounds like it's underwater. “Athan?” 

I turn toward him. 

“Those tunnels. Are any of them the entrance to the next level?” I point. 

“Not sure, seems too easy but then the levels are getting smaller and smaller the farther down we go,” he says, turning his attention to one. 

“Zoe, can you go check it out?” I ask.

“How will I be able to tell you it’s safe?” she asks a valid question. 

“Take Leda. Cast a Fire Bolt or some kind of magic spell toward the surface if it’s safe and we’ll follow you.” 

“And what if the owl follows us?” 

“It is defending the nest. It won’t leave its eggs behind.” 

“Are you sure?” Smeme points. Looking at the nest I see the eggs are old, ancient. They never hatched. The owlets inside are all deceased, stuck underneath the hardened shell. 

“Poor thing,” I say aloud.

“Poor thing is about to kill us all,” Smeme grunts. “Put it out of its misery.”

Sirena uses herself as bait to continue holding the owl’s attention as Elektra joins the fight. The cunning mage throws a lightning bolt at the owl that creates a smokescreen that allows Sirena and Gaisha to attack the creature from two different sides while Zoe and Leda sneak around the corner to dive into one of the tunnels. 

Smeme, Avis, and I remain hidden in the caverns looking for an opening to strike. Avis strikes first but is sucked into one of the owl’s cyclones. 

“I’ll get him,” Smeme growls while running toward Avis. 

The owl continues to spin its body around, moving its head sideways to avoid taking critical damage to its beak and eyes. 

Dozens of cyclones are spinning violently around us. 

As Sirena is about to land a blow with her sword, the owl grabs hold of it and slings her across the cavern. With its beak it breaks the sword into several pieces, shattering it across the ground. She hits a wall and stops moving. Her health is dropping fast and she’s crippled. The owl has broken several tendons in her tail. She is going to be easy prey if the owl tries to snatch her now. I could just imagine it swallowing her whole. 

Gaisha takes the opportunity to attack only to be caught in the owl’s claw. She and the claw land in a pile of fecal matter on the ground. 

This is it. The moment I am looking for. The owl turns its attention back to Sirena. She’s not pretending to be bait anymore… she has become prey. 

I activate Primal Savagery and Haste. I can feel my body fighting against me, trying to shut down as I burn through more and more calories. 

“Cake Pop,” I shout toward Elektra. She grabs the last remaining Cake Pop of Power we have and tosses it to me. I take a huge bite out of it and launch myself through the air tucking the other half inside my jacket pocket. I land square in the chest of the owl and knock it back, together the two of us begin tumbling down across the cavern floor and fall into one of the wind tunnels. I claw at the creature’s chest, again and again, my eyes glowing red with rage as power fluctuates throughout my arms and hands. It doesn’t take long before I start landing several critical hits against the creature as we fall into the abyss. Everything turns red just before I burn through all the power in my body and then everything turns black. 

****

I wake up in darkness to see several notifications waiting for me. 
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A new secondary Monster Core and a blueprint that I can use to expand my castle, the Aviary, both lay on the ground in front of me where the corpse of the Burrowing Guardian should have been. I am grateful in a way. I had put the poor creature out of its misery and given it a new purpose. Its children will live on as creations of mine. It was a worthy adversary and will be a useful servant to my castle. 

Looking around I try to get my bearings but I feel like I have no idea where I am. Accessing my NCI I find out I’m still unable to send messages to my companions or reach out to Ambrosia at my castle. Teleport is still available but there is no way I am starting over. I’ve come too far. 

Looking at the map in my neural interface I can deduce that I have fallen through several parts of the dungeon and I’m somewhere in the 10th level. Thinking back I remember that my fall wasn’t exactly a straight line. Gusts of wind had blown the owl and me through several different rifts in the cavern walls. On my map it looks like we have taken a strange path with dozens of zigzags up and down. 

“My companions won’t be able to track me,” I say aloud. 

“Apologies master,” a strange, soft, female voice speaks to me. It doesn’t sound like it is coming from anywhere as I look around trying to identify its origins. Then I notice a strange blinking on my NCI. 

I click it and an ethereal blue owl appears in front of me. 
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“Hello?” I say. 
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“Hello,” the figure says. 

“Can you explain what is happening?” 

“You have defeated me. For years my past self lived in denial, misery, surviving under a false pretense of hope.”

It is talking about the eggs, I understand. “But how are we talking?” I ask loudly.

“As an entity able to polymorph into other creatures, you are attuned to certain abilities, mostly passive. As I have come under your possession it is easier for me to speak your language than it is for you to understand mine.” 

“So you’re the owl? The Burrowing Guardian I killed.”

“I was dead long before you killed me.” 

“That makes no sense,” I mumble. 

“To you, perhaps.” 

“For a spirit guide you have a lot of useless things to say. Ok guardian. What do I do now?” 

“Move forward.” 

“Easier said than done. I don’t know up from down right now.” 

“Clear is the path.” 

The ethereal owl takes flight and begins flying down one of the tunnels surrounding me. I take the hint and start following it. 


Chapter 23

The Silent City 




I squeeze through a small tunnel, turning my body sideways as I slide through, feeling the rough edges of rock against my stomach and back. The Specter changes size moving several feet ahead of me, slowing down as I make my way through the tight spaces that dare to swallow me whole. My Specter and I are descending into the hollows. 

My feet slide over wet surfaces and small puddles of water that leak through from fissures near the bottom of the walls. And every so often I smell the sulfur as water drips down from above me. I can’t help but wonder how far below the sea level we are now. How many underground reservoirs surround me? One wrong move, one loose stone and this entire level could be underwater in an instant. 

Elektra had been right. Levels 6 through 10 are all connected. 

I am close to my destination. I feel the air pressure changing the deeper I travel. The owl guides me through one stretch of tunnels to another. The only thing standing in my way are a few –larger than they should ever be–, spiders. Some as big as houses. Nonimmune to fire. 

Haste and Fire Bolts quickly become my go-to abilities while I run through the maze of rock and webs. I hate leaving my companions behind, but I have to trust that my scorch marks will leave enough of a trail that they will be able to find me. Kaisa and Zoe are great at tracking.

Using Misty Step, I move over to a massive hole in the ground. My feet land on the edge of a cliff face. My spirit guide assures me that it’s not that much further to the 11th level entrance and all I can do is trust they are guiding me the right way. Who better than to lead than an old wise-dead owl? There is so much about this dungeon that defies logic. Even with all the magic in this world. Seriously, all I can do is trust that the surreal reality I’m living is not going to kill me. 

The cost of magic is taking its toll on my body, forcing my metabolism to slow down. My body is burning through my mana reserves like crazy. Not even a sorcerer like myself should be using this much magic at once in one day. Mesh that with how much magic I’ve used to heal myself over the last day. Things are not looking good. 

Still, if the worst comes to worst I have the rest of the Cake Pop of Power. Something is better than nothing. 

My specter flies straight through the caverns and leads me through a tunnel warmer than the others. So warm I feel my skin starting to sweat. We turn the corner and I see a bridge over a river of fire. 

“Where are we?” I ask. 

“I do not know the name of it, only that we are deep inside the Earth’s mantle where the plates shift over one another and bleed fire,” the Specter tells me. 

“I can’t help but feel a connection to this place,” I say aloud. 

“It is common. Many magical creatures can feel the power held within the mantle, the magic flowing in and out of the crust of the Earth. As a sorcerer strong enough to both defeat and summon me I have no doubt that you are destined for great things,” the Owl Specter tells me. 

“Great things, maybe…” I pause, walking over the tight bridge and watch as lava erupts like water geysers around me. This is a place of power. I can feel it in the air as if something inside of me is drawn to this place, the rooms ahead of me calling out. 

“There is history here,” I say, “this hollow earth hides many secrets. Yet I can’t help but feel I am walking into a trap.” 

“It is quite possible. The hollows are a mystery. Even I am unsure how I ended up here. If I had to wager, I would say that generations before me were the familiars of a powerful mage. I also believe the underground wasn’t quite as cut off from the world as it is now,” the Owl Specter speaks as it hovers in the air, waiting for me to finish crossing the bridge.

“Are we close?” I ask. I feel like we’ve been running through the tunnels for miles. Up, up, down, down, left, right, left, right, in circles, in squares, to the point my head begins to spin. 

“Yes, but I am afraid we should move faster. I sense we are being followed. Around the next corner we shall part ways. The city awaits you,” the Specter tells me. 

“I thought you were by my side for 24 hours.” 

“I can only hold my form for so long without draining energy from you, but your mana reserves are reaching their limits to maintain my ethereal form. For now, I must do only what is in our best interests. After 24 hours you will be able to summon me again if you wish. Until that time I am to return to my nest in the afterlife,” the Specter informs me. 

“I’m sorry,” I say. 

“For what?” the Specter turns toward me, its head twisting as it flies through the air. 

“Your nest,” I tell it. 

“There is no need for such apologies. I am with my children even now.” 

I don’t say anything more.

“Here we are,” the Specter says, flying into a wide chamber and dissipates into the cool air. In front of me is a wide expanse holding a city made of stone. 

“This is amazing!” I say, taking a breath. I am standing on the edge of a cliff overlooking the ruins of an ancient, forgotten world. Hundreds of buildings, each several stories high, surround a castle that is on par with the King’s castle on the surface. The only difference between the two is that this one is covered in black dust, parts of it collapsed in on itself, and it is not made of gold as far as I can tell. Still, just because the castle isn’t made of gold it doesn’t mean the people that built this spared any expense. I see dozens of coins scattered like rivers of gold across the roads. 

Several golem-like creatures stand armed with spears. I get the sense that they are alive, waiting for the arrival of trespassers. 

“I will have to be careful and sneak in,” I say, realizing only after that no one is here listening to me. With the Owl Specter gone I am reminded once again how alone I am. Separated from my friends, my family, the women that make this world whole. 

Staring down at the ruined city I take a moment to rest. Looking through my NCI I take a moment to familiarize myself with several of my Tier 4 spells. There was Polymorph of course that I was training and using on a day-to-day, case-by-case basis now. It is probably the most draining and surreal of all my magic tricks. When I transform it feels like an out-of-body experience.

Confusion is an interesting one. The ability to disorient my enemies could be useful. I could make that work in my favor against the King’s soldiers when I return.

Greater Invisibility is another. It is a spell similar to Disguise Self that makes you disappear in front of enemy's vision. It wouldn’t work very well against other magic users, assassins, or demihumans with strong senses, but it could be fun to use at home. 

Stoneskin, a spell similar to Mage Armor except it turns your skin to stone. Last thing I want is to be heavy and slow-moving. 

Wall of Fire and Ice Shield. Two spells using elemental magic. Upgrades to Fire Bolt and Chill Touch that could help with my defensive capabilities. That could be useful in a bind. Ice Shield also opens up Ice Wall. 

The spells that interest me most though are the Tier 5 and 6.

Animate Objects. With it I can create golems just as easily if not easier than Magnimus creates constructs. Clouds of poison, ice, fire, and of course insects are interesting as well. Some of those I am more or less familiar with. If I eat the rest of the Cake Pop of Power I should have access to them. The most powerful is a spell called Stun. With it I can temporarily paralyze an opponent and attack with everything I have. 

With Tier 6 spells such as Chain Lightning, Scrying, Sunburst, and even abilities that allow one to manipulate the earth and weather I will be invincible. 

Enough daydreaming though, I have a whole city to explore. And from the corner of my eye I can see a bright glimmer of yellow light coming from one of the castle’s towers. I’m still too far away to tell what they are but I am sure that I am no longer alone. I sense my presence has been felt here and the longer I dwindle the more danger I am in. 

Looking down from the cliff-face I can see I have a thirty-story drop. Placing my hands in my pockets I step off the edge, passing from one world to the next as I activate my Mage Armor on the way down. The impact is minimal.
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One of the golems approaches me. I take cover, moving through the darkness and hiding in the ruins of a small two-story building. 
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“Dragonkin? That’s interesting,” I whisper to myself. 

The golems' bodies don’t resemble Avis at all with the exception of having a dragonlike head, though their nose is a little flatter and wider. They are also much taller. Each golem stands about eight to nine feet high as wide with short stubby stone tails. Their bodies look round as if they were carved from circular boulders. Still, like other demihumans, I have no doubt the dragonkin comes in all shapes and sizes. For all I know Avis could be some kind of runt and this is how dragonkin are supposed to look. 

Magnimus would be thrilled to see them. It seems he uses similar magic to his constructs. Perhaps this is how he learned how to become immortal? Thinking of the many scrolls he had in his tower I can’t help but wonder how many were salvaged from places like this. Only then I remember, no one, not one living soul has been this deep before. 

Studying my surroundings I manage to track three stone golems in my area. Moving up to the second story of the ruined house I find an old wooden table and chairs. It was a study of some kind. Old vials once filled with elixirs, now long evaporated, are still held together on metal frames. Down below them are runes I can’t make out, not even with the help of my NCI. Strange, I wish Elektra were here to help me. She would love this. Despite the danger I look through the rest of the house and find two bedrooms. One has two smaller beds. This was a family’s home. Old pieces of paper are spilled out across the bedroom floors. The ink is long but faded, however, I can still make out that it is an artistic interpretation of some kind of cat. 

Did dragonkin own cats? This raises more questions. I would have thought a dragonkin would be more likely to eat a cat but that just shows my own ignorance. 

Moving through the large doorways I make my way to what must have been a window. At one time it connected to a small balcony, now broken on the ground below. I step on the edge of the sill, balancing my feet and touching the frame with my right arm. I can see another opening just several feet away from me. An easy jump. 

Moving from one house to the next I avoid the golems entirely, but as I move through the ruins I notice there is a mist present all around me. 

I am alarmed when I notice a yellow wisp in one of the houses reacting to my presence. It begins moving like a moth to light toward one of the golems. I activate my Haste ability just before it reaches out and grab it. 

For a moment I hold it in my hand like a firefly, feeling its rub against my skin, its tiny wings tickling my inner palm. I feel like I’m holding a small bolt of lightning. It begins to glow in frantically. The light shines through my pale skin like a miniature solar flare. 

Opening my palm I grab it mid-air as it tries to escape and bite the fairy’s head from its body, then toss the rest of it aside as the light show comes to a swift end. The head of the wisp tastes bitter. No surprise, everything in this dungeon is bitter. 

“That was close,” I sigh. 

I can maybe take out one or two golems in silence but if I get caught I’d be in serious trouble. 

The next house I enter is three stories high. I creep up the staircase toward the roof. I only have a few more houses to climb through before I reach the outer wall of the castle. From there I can climb down to what appears to be an old temple of some kind. This house is in ruin much the same as the others. I’ve noticed several had two to three bedrooms, studies, kitchens, and a living space. Dragonkin of this time period, in this city, must have been very family-oriented. Many valued sciences, alchemy, and based on the dozens of scrolls and parchments I’ve seen, art and magic. 

Sneaking a peek inside another ruined bedroom I find myself admiring several dozen stone carvings that look like they had been sculpted from obsidian. Another set looks like they were made of blown glass. Staring at the object I can identify dozens of colors, faded over time, that swirl through the glass objects. Many look like abstract pieces, no clear dimensions or shapes. A few of them though resemble dragons, boars, cats, and of course, saber-cats. I can see the sharp fangs on the figures now. 

One stone carving, in particular, stands out as it resembles the woman I had seen in a vision. A demon. Resting against her legs are two small children, a boy and a girl who are clearly vampires. It is a strange carving. 

Had Elektra been here I would have had her store every object we come across to catalog later. Many would be excellent pieces to display in my castle. Others could be traded to merchants. 

These items are an archeological goldmine. This whole city, preserved as it is, feels frozen in time. 

And now the dungeon made a little more sense. The City of Cnidis was built on the ashes of all of this. This dragonkin city rested nicely in the hollows of the Earth. At one point I’m sure they had caves leading out across the kingdom. Even to the great ocean. Over thousands of years, different layers were built on top. The Fae Realm itself was probably once a part of the surface until it was folded under by demons. 

Was that how they disappeared? 

Did demons come and take the city from them? 

Did they dig too deep? 

These questions and many more I will probably never have the answers to. Maybe that is for the best. The Demons had used a resurrected Dragonkin as a Butler. One that was more like Avis. And above the Demon’s throne room there is the maze and catacombs. An entire ecosystem, all underground, all under such an active city. Each level feeding on the other. All leading here, the 11th level, and inside the castle I am sure is the entrance to the city’s underground — below the vault that houses the 13th level and my prize. 

Jumping over to the last rooftop I can see the wall and three golems underneath me, completely unaware of my presence. I step back and take a running start. Wishing my companions were here to admire my agile form as I glide over the alleys underneath me. 

I land perfectly on the castle’s outer wall. Black dust rising as I plant my feet firmly on the ground and smile. 

There are no golems or creatures inside the castle walls. I can, however, see a small garden with black vines and bushes, surrounded by blue and yellow wisps. This seems to be a nursery of some kind. None of these wisps seem to mature into fairies or blood mothers. I am sure the golems cull them when they grow too strong, or perhaps they wander to the levels above and settle in the forest level. I should have tried to learn more from Jezebel and the others while I was there. 

I drop to the ground and enter inside the temple quietly. I expect to see rows of stone or old wooden pews breaking away from age, but instead I see a room that resembles more of an academic library. Several large circular tables are still covered in dusty books. Along the walls are shelves with enough scrolls and manuscripts even my library feels somewhat small in comparison… not the forbidden library mind you… but still. All of this text, forgotten, fractured, and lost to the ages. 

When I reunite with my companions, I will have to make sure Elektra takes this and more back home with us. If we can find a spell that can restore text or rewind time of an object, I am sure we can learn a lot more about the history of this world. 

Touching one of the books I see it corrodes and dissolves into dust. My finger moves through it like sand. My heart aches and I decide it is time to move forward. I turn my attention toward the back of the room where there are a small shrine and a statue of a dragonkin warrior, possibly a king. The statue looks nearly identical to Avis, stands tall, and holds a spear and a shield. The statue is another piece of art I would love to add to my collection. The shrine on the other hand looks older. Small figurines decorate the outside of what looks like a small archway. Looking back at the dragonkin King I can tell it is one of the few items in the room that looks like it has stood the test of time well. Faded several shades of gray at present I am sure it was once bright and vibrant. 

I can’t help but wonder if there is a caretaker similar to the Butler somewhere here that is slowly making sure this level of the dungeon doesn’t fall apart entirely. 

Behind the statue is another parchment, shaped like a family tree with the top portions scratched out. The Western and Eastern sections also seem to have crumbled away over time but I can make out some of the names of the Southern and Northern dragons. 

It reads: A Brief History of Dragons. Southern Dragons and serpents: Colchian, Gigantomachian, Hydra, Ladon, Cadmus, Scythian Dracaena, Echidna, Thyrus. Northern Dragons and Serpents: Cuelebre, Fafnir, Goch, Alas, Zmeys, Vahagn, Vibra.

Several descriptions express the dragons, serpents, drakes, and wyvern as being separate beings with common ancestry. Dragons were known to be the most powerful and could rival the gods. Many of the faded images show dragons with more than one head. Several look like they have a hundred or more faces. The serpents, some with wings were known to be just as powerful as the dragons. 

Following along several branches it seems dragonkin and gorgons share a branch of the family tree. Wyverns and Drakes come next. Smaller, more animalistic. They range from the size of a rat to the size of a castle. The History also tells how many dragons and dragonkin were defeated by heroes, adventurers, and others who went to rest and became mountains or found solace inside the Earth. 

The images here are familiar to me. Heroes with swords and shields fighting dragons and serpents. 

Next after the Age of Ruin is something known as The Respite. 

Studying the hanging parchment further is too hard to make out what happened next, only that sometime during that period this city was founded alongside a human settlement. 

The two cities were side by side for years before a familiar figure… Val’Nor arrived. Val’Nor, the Ice Mage, here is depicted as a monstrous-looking man with an arm made of darkness, reaching out and cutting off the head of a dozen dragonkin children with a devilish-looking sword. Another legend speaks of a dragon granting wishes to adventurers and how when the dragon died, its body became the city. 

Based on the legends I’ve heard before, this city and these legends are about three thousand years ago. It wouldn’t have been long after Val’Nor’s arrival that the city underground was abandoned and the city above expanded to become what it is now. 

It is time to leave the temple. I vow to return to this place one day with Elektra, Avis, and Sirena. I can’t wait to show them what I have learned and discovered. Perhaps they already know it, but if they don’t, maybe it will bring them and other demihumans closer together. We are all connected in some way. There is still much more to investigate here but I can’t waste more time. Still, I have to admit, the city is amazing. I can’t help but be filled with wonder and excitement. I am the first sorcerer, the first vampire, the first hybrid to set foot in this place in thousands of years.  

Looking up at the castle tower I see the light flickering… flicker… and go out. 


Chapter 24

Reduce, Reuse, Reanimate 




I miss my castle, is the first thing I think when I walk inside the dragonkin’s castle threshold. The inside of their den is not too different from my own. In fact it feels as if they are reminiscent of the same architect or period of time. The dragonkin castle however is in ruin, covered in black ash, stale air, and cold; Freezing fucking cold. 

My mission seems easy enough: break into the castle, discover the source of the flickering light, make my way down the vault, retrieve the Sword of Innocence, and double back to find my friends. I expect there to be something or someone guarding the vault, this is a dungeon after all and I’ve already run into my fair share of monsters. On the other hand it could be like the Fae, maybe whoever or whatever is waiting for me is a future friend. I’ve been spending too much time with Avis and Gaisha. The two of them are always looking on the bright side of things. Way too often... Even when I broke Avis’ arm, he wasn’t angry or upset. He was fair. 

Am I a hero or villain? Sometimes it bothers me. I wanted to stay as neutral as possible. Even now, creeping through the shadows of the underground I can’t help but think this is not something I would be doing if I had stayed human in this world. Without my castle, without my warrior women, probably I would be doing the same thing as Smeme and Leda: searching for a way home. Being human in this world seems like a chore. Sure there is magic but not much else. I would be dead a thousand times over already had I not been a hybrid. Even if I was just a regular vampire, I am sure I would have been killed. I am better this way. Better than I have ever been. It doesn’t really matter if I am the hero or villain. My destiny is what I will it to be and nothing is going to change that. 

Why is it that when I’m alone I argue with myself? I can’t help but feel I am compensating for the darkness unfolding itself around me. 

What am I? Why did the field researcher seek me out? Am I still only living according to the Grand Administrator’s will? 

Alone in the dark, my fleeting thoughts never seem to end. Maybe that itself is a curse bestowed upon me by this place? This darkness envelopes me like a blanket. As I walk up a spiral stone staircase I can’t help but get the sense that there is something, someone guiding me. 

“And there you are,” I say, seeing several torches lit up down a hallway. Across the floor is a red carpet with gold trim. It is the nicest looking thing I’ve come across in the castle so far. This area actually looks halfway decent and clean compared to everything else. There is definitely a sentient being still living here. That or I’m experiencing another hallucination again. 

With my thumb I prick my index finger to make sure I’m not dreaming. Walking through the lit hallway I walk by several dozen closed doors. 

I kick open the first one I cross and prepare myself for an attack from the other side. Activating my Mage Armor I turn and there is nothing, but a ruined dusty room covered in broken webs. 

I do the same to the next door and the next, again and again, until I reach the end of the hallway where there are only one door and a mirror hanging on the end of the wall. 

I swallow and take a deep breath before kicking the last door open. 

Nothing. More dust. More decay. More ruins. 

I deactivate my Mage Armor. It's unwise to waste magic. 

The hallway might be clean and in nice shape, but the rest of the castle is still falling apart just like the rest of the city. If there really is a caretaker or butler here, they are doing a piss poor job. 

Turning back toward the hallway I turn and face the mirror.  A real vampire wouldn’t see their reflection. They might see their outline; a few visible features might blur here and there but a real soulless vampire would be invisible. I have a theory: it’s a defense mechanism that protected them, that kept them hidden when they entered the victims’ homes. It is a natural ability. 

Happy to be me I stand there for a moment, straightening my jacket and running my hand through my thick black hair. I am starting to grow some facial hair. In my other life I would have kept my face cleanly shaven like a noble. Here in this world I didn’t mind looking a little rough. I blended in better when I walk the streets. There is always a reason to stay hidden. Especially as I continue to grow and become stronger. 

I turn back toward the staircase and from the corner of my eye I notice a –less than quarter of a second– delay as the mirror-me turns as well. 

“What?” I say turning my attention back. My reflection follows me. 

Had I been human I would have been fooled, but my supernatural senses are tingling. Raising my hand, my arm, I try to trick the mirror again. The figure follows me exactly. I turn around twirling my body in the air. When I land I point my fingers at the mirror. It follows me. I smile. 

“I’m losing my mind,” I say, watching my own lips in the mirror. I lean forward and make several funny faces along with an obscene gesture. Smiling again I begin to turn away. 

There it is again. Less noticeable than before but still happening. 

I turn again smiling at the mirror. I decide to spin around one more time. This time I activate Primal Savagery as I turn around, making sure only to use enough magic to grow my claws. It takes more discipline to hold back my power than I imagine, but when I am once again facing the mirror, I see it reflects me perfectly… all except for my nails. 

I hold up my hand. Smiling. The face in the mirror turns angry and several of the torches begin to go out behind me. I hear a golem outside the castle walls shrieking. The sound of boulders rolling over coins fills my ears from every direction. My own smile turns to a frown as the angry face staring back at me begins to grin, beating at the mirror with its fist. 

I curl my own hand into a fist and smash the mirror. Cutting my knuckles I watch as it shatters into a thousand tiny pieces. Behind the mirror is another door. Kicking it open I see it leads into one of the towers… only it isn’t a tower. It is an old archaic elevator. Secret passages and trapdoors have nothing on the luxury of a secret elevator. 

A brilliant idea, I will have to get with Magnimus and see if we can construct something like this in my castle.  

Listening I can hear several golems scraping against the stone walls of the castle as they force themselves inside. I feel the floor vibrating with each and every step they take. They are fast. Faster than I would have thought given their weight and size. 

Moving inside the elevator I grab hold of the lever and pull back. I quickly begin descending downward. The walls of the elevator are cage-like, polished recently, and made of metal. The sides are as sharp as razor blades. The lever is made of wood and feels as if it has been recently replaced. 

I am right. There is someone else here. 

A small dial at the top of the elevator moves to the left as I descend further. I’m deeper than the castle grounds now, moving underground. This must be the way into the 12th level of the dungeon. 

I activate my Mage Armor and Primal Savagery. If there is a dungeon boss this is where I will find them. The elevator chimes. The door opens. 

I step outside the elevator doors slowly into a wide-open room and see several dozen massive columns several stories tall. Behind me I hear the door shutting itself and the elevator begins moving upward.

“Damnit!” I shout, turning to pry open the doors. I am unable to do so as they are sealed by some magical barrier. I can sense it but not break through it without a spell that breaks the magic.

Turning back toward the room I growl. If there is an enemy here I have yet to see them but I am sure they are aware of my presence. 

The room is well lit by the blue hue of a crystal gem, much smaller than the one in the fae realm but still bright enough. I no longer require Darkvision. Across me is a massive staircase leading up toward a pillar housing a throne, similar to the one in my castle only made of dragon bones. Sitting on the throne is a robed figure waiting. 

I exhale and sigh. Deactivating my Primal Savagery for the moment but leaving my Mage Armor visible. I try to remind myself that I’ve been in worse situations. I can see dozens of sigils and runes carved across the floor. Circles of power. Some are larger than others. Some are covered in dried blood. 

Studying the walls of the chamber I see a large mural and I have no doubt that the character it depicts is Avis. It looks exactly like him down to a small scar near the bottom of his left eye. 

Have I been betrayed? There is a loud rumble behind me as I hear the elevator come crashing down from the tower. Have the golems continued to come for me? 

“Shit,” I say aloud, turning toward the robed figure sitting atop the throne and then again toward the sound of the elevator hitting the ground, smoke rising through the magical barrier as if flickers and dissolves. 

Two hands wrapped in steel pry open the elevator door and out walks Aleixo, clad in his Sacred Paladin Armor, two-hander strapped over his back. Behind him tucked into the small space are three of his men, each wearing similar but less bulky armor than he is. One is armed with a spear, a second with a short sword and shield, and the third is with dual-wielding swords. The one soldier with dialing swords isn’t wearing a helmet and I see he is a dogfolk traitor. I understand how Aleixo was able to track me so easily. 

“Aleixo?” I ask aloud, questioning my sanity even more. 

“You really think I would let you get away with all the fun?” he steps out and down off a dead golem. I can see black tar leaking from the creature’s neck as if it is spilling out blood. 

“Have you seen my party?” I ask. 

“I heard you had taken off and gave chase. It was easy following your path of destruction,” he lies as I glare at the dog soldier. 

“My team!” I demand. “I'm not asking nicely again. I want answers.”

“No, didn’t see any of your pets,” he answers.

A part of me feels relief but also worry at the same time.  

“I thought you were going to stay with the fae. You were pretty drunk last time we met,” I say. 

“Demihumans… sure I loved getting my dick wet, but those wings… I tore them off every single one as I came and you know what? Besides the blood dripping down their backs, they almost looked human,” Aleixo spits. I never wanted to kill someone more than I did in that moment. 

All the fae, I can’t believe it, he has to be lying. No, there is truth in his eyes. Those he didn’t hurt he killed. Aleixo is a monster. 

“What now?” I turn from Aleixo toward the robed figure who still hasn’t moved since I entered. 

“You and I have unfinished business. This seems a perfect place to finish. It will be my honor to kill you and save all the lives you will have damned.” 

“Something is wrong here,” I say. 

“What? Scared? I thought you were an all-powerful sorcerer,” Aleixo mocks me like a fucking child. He has no idea how deep we are. The danger we are in. The robed figure, the mural of Avis. This isn’t happening the way it is supposed to. Everything is wrong.

“Damnit! Look around, this is wrong, we are in the 12th layer of the dungeon and what do you see?” I growl. 

Aleixo takes a moment to look around. Staring up at the mural I see he is as caught off guard by the image of Avis as I am. Then he looks toward the throne. 

“Turn!” he shouts. I turn and see the robed figure standing and as they walk their legs creek like an old, rusted gate. They move down the staircase and as they do they begin raising their arms in the air. Several dozen dead dragonkin soldiers rise from the ground. 
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“We can finish our fight after,” I say, activating my Primal Savagery and turning toward the undead surrounding us. Aleixo nods in agreement as I am sure he just received the same Optional Quest I have. He wouldn’t ignore a quest from his deity after all. 
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“Hound, attack!” Aleixo orders the dog-soldier. It looks at our enemy with a snarl and leaps forward with two blades taking the heads off two of the undead dragonkin. A third attacks the dogfolk with a spear and takes 10 critical points of damage. 

Aleixo doesn’t bother helping his soldier so I step in, clawing open the chest of the dragonkin undead and grabbing hold of its spear. I use the spear to knock two more down, swinging it in a circle around me and throwing it into the skull of another. 

Eight left to go as the two I knock down are quickly back on their feet. However, the dog-soldier is grateful for my assistance and quickly comes to my aid. Fighting back-to-back we take four of them a piece, attacking them with complete aggression. When all of them are left laying on the ground in ruins, the robed figure raises their hands again, and another twenty-four rise from the ground below the circular runes. 

“This whole room is a killbox,” I say, grabbing the skull of one of the undead and tearing it away from its body. The body continues to attack for a moment before falling to the ground. The dragonkin skull, however, continues to snap its jaws at me until I smash it on the ground. The inside is filled with brain matter and dust. 

Each of the undead behaves in a way similar to the Butler. Only when their heads are detached from their body they are unable to commit to the fight. Their heads, however, are just as dangerous and I see the other two soldiers are having difficulty smashing them to pieces. 

I lose count of how many I kill as the robed figure, a necromancer, continues to raise the dead. Before long it feels like the entire room is swarming with soldiers and the five of us are being pushed back against the broken elevator shaft. 

“We need to press forward, to the stairs, we need higher ground,” I tell them. Aleixo agrees and takes his two-handed sword and begins clearing us a path. Aleixo stays front and center while two of us keep the undead from attacking us from the sides and the back. The dog-soldier and I are in the back. Before long we reach the steps and I feel Aleixo reaching out his hand for mine. I don’t hesitate to take it as he pulls me forward and I cast a large Fire Bolt at the swarm before they can regroup and rush over us like a wave. 

“Nice,” one of Aleixo’s soldiers compliments me. He turns toward them and grins as he gives them a kick in the chest. They fall forward into the swarm and Aleixo tosses a bag of powder into their dying arms. They explode as the bag ignites. 

“That was meant to be used on you,” Aleixo says. 

I say nothing. Aleixo isn't about to let any of his men change sides. How many of his own did he already kill, I wonder. There had to be at least a dozen with him when we last saw each other in the fae realm. 

“Above us,” I say, turning toward the robed necromancer. 

Their arms rise once again and I hear their voice. Raspy and deep as they begin to summon something big. For the first time I get a good look at their face. Unlike the others the Necromancer is not part of the undead but alive. 
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Eudoxus, the Dragonkin Necromancer, Threat Level 40, 120 out of 120 health points. 

“He’s the source!” I shout. “We have to stop him.” 

“I’ll keep the horde off your back,” Aleixo says, ordering his two men to shield him. I can’t help but watch the dog-soldier attack with his dual blades. He is formidable. 

Several larger dragonkin rise from the ground as I start ascending the stairs toward Eudoxus. 

“Supernatural aberration,” I hear him say as his yellow eyes glow with an orange hue and turn toward me. 

“You are not going… to… stop… me,” I say, feeling a gust of wind press against my body. It is a familiar breeze, the same one I felt in the owl’s burrow. The same as the one I felt in the tunnels. The Necromancer is the source of it all. The final dungeon boss. 

“Fool. Trespasser. Don’t you understand? My people have awoken. Our King no longer slumbers. Soon we shall rise. We shall take back the kingdom that is ours,” his raspy voice starts. 

“Your age is over,” I say, stepping forward. Each step is harder and harder than the last as the wind makes me feel heavier. 

“That ring? How?” the necromancer stops when he sees the ring Avis gave me for luck. 

“This? An old gift from a friend,” I grin, prepping to attack.  

“No. The King. What have you done with him?” Eudoxus demands. 

The wind grows more intense. 

“Avis, my friend, gave me this. A token of luck.” 

“Liar. You have disgraced the King and stolen his ring. You wish to lay claim to the throne. To rule. I can see it in your heart. As hedonistic as I am, I am nothing compared to you. You will stop at nothing,” Eudoxus scowls. 

I take another step forward turning back for a moment to check on the others when I hear someone screaming. 

Aleixo’s shield and sword wielder falls into the horde, his body gutted by razor-sharp teeth and jaws of the dragonkin. The dog-soldier tries to reach for him but is pulled back by his collar by Aleixo. The paladin surprises us all by swinging his long sword down on his lost comrade, ending his life and giving him a quick, painless death. I gasp in surprise. 

The wind stops. I see more than half of the horde has been slain. 

“I will stop you,” I growl, turning back to Eudoxus. 

“Son of Gaia and Tartarus, husband of Echidna, father of Orthrus, Cerberus, Hydra, Chimera, father of the Eagle that ate the livers of Prometheus, Ladon, father of the gorgons, father to the dragonkin, father of the Colchian dragon who once guarded the golden fleece, seed of monsters… the one who fought to rule the cosmos, whose body lay buried beneath the burning mountains. Brought here in the end of ages as you took your final breath. Serpent of the deep! Dragon! Rise! Rise! I summon you now, Shake the Earth to its core once more,” Eudoxus, the Dragonkin Necromancer says, sitting back atop his throne of bones. “Val’Nor, the ice mage, cursed our kingdom. Cursed our King to sleep frozen in time. And as king Avis slept, so did we. Our city fell as we waited for our king to return to us. Perhaps we waited too long. Perhaps, it is better this way: that all shall turn to ash.”

I reach the throne. My claw tears through Eudoxus chest and I wrap my palm around his still-beating heart. When I feel it stop, I begin to squeeze and pump it myself. I want him to suffer, even if it's just a few more seconds. I want him to look into my eyes as I defeat him.

“I take no pleasure in this,” he says with his last raspy breath. I feel his hands grab hold of my arm as his heart and insides turn to dust. 

The swarm of undead continues to attack us and I turn back toward them, watching as the dog-soldier leaps from one to another pulling off their heads with his back feet. I feel victory upon us until I see the dog-soldier getting snatched mid-air by a pair of massive dragon jaws. 

“Typhon,’’ I hear Eudoxus’ voice echo in the air before fading out. He gave his life to summon this. An undead dragon. The dog-soldier yelps and vanishes as the dragon's face returns back to the shadows. Another appears, snapping its maw at us, followed again by another. It emerges from the ground beneath us, dirt falling from its grayscales. 
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“Are you ready to fight by my side?” I ask Aleixo. 

“I already am,” Aleixo answers.

This is the closest the two of us will ever get to form a party. That much I am sure. 

I take a bite of more than half of the Cake Pop of Power and toss the smaller piece that is left to Aleixo. 

“Eat it,” I tell him. 

“What the hell?” he says, taking a bite, feeling the increase in energy. 




His power and mine more than double. 
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I’ve become a true Vampire Lord. Aleixo turns toward me. I see a look of pure terror on his face and I’m sure at that moment he is trying to decide whether to run and hide or which of us he would rather fight side by side with; the dragon or me. 

“I told you. I am no fake,” I grin and turn toward Typhon. “Enough of this!” 




I cast Dominate Monster. 




[image: Image]

Nothing happens. I try Finger of Death.
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Nothing again. I try Waves of Exhaustion.
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I stop grinning as I scowl. All of my attacks feel useless. Since the dragon is undead I can’t use Soul Drain, Soul Steal, or any of the spells that would normally work on the living. I can however dominate the living fuck out of the Dragonkin soldiers, which are still left on the battlefield. 

Grinning, I cast Dominate once again and take control of the undead. The room lights up as red magic spreads out across the room. I can see a red thread attach itself to each and every one of the creatures from my palm. 

There are twenty-two left. Using my mental link with them I command all of them to attack and distract Typhon. They obey me immediately, attacking the legendary dragon’s legs and ankles. 

It bites down and I can see it has multiple, possibly hundreds of heads and a wingspan almost as wide as the room. I feel like we’re trapped inside a cage with it, an arena that takes up the majority of the space. 

“Attack the heads,” I command. 

Aleixo turns toward me and shrugs. Not one to sit around, he leaps through the air and activates his own Haste ability. Striking the heads of the dragon with so much force, I am sure the Paladin could kill me if I wasn’t currently stronger than him. 

Typhon bites down with one of its heads as Aleixo is mid-air, pushing his sword up against the creature’s upper jaw while it snaps its mouth together. He rips through the top side of its face. The head dissipates into dust as two more slam against each other in an attempt to swallow Aleixo at the same time. As they begin to shake it off, Aleixo uses his two-hander to cut both straight across. 

Without a soul, Typhon is nothing more than an empty husk. A monstrous vessel with only death on its mind. 

Aleixo pushes off one of the necks and wings his sword through the air, decapitating another head and lands overtop another. Pushing upwards again he drags his sword down the backside of the skull of another head and down its neck until he lands safely on the ground.

Running through plums of dust that cover the floor of the chamber, he jumps and uses one of the undead Dragonkin to launch himself back into the air at another monstrous head.  He raises his sword in the air and tears off one of the dragon’s lower jaws. It falls to the ground, crushing several of my Dragonkin.

I order them to fall back and attack the side of Typhon. His bones are still covered in muscle and a small gray membrane of thick skin. Even as a dead husk it seems the body of Typhon refuses to give way. 

The battle with Typhon feels endless as Aleixo leaps back and forth from one of the dragon’s heads to another neck. Each time barely avoiding the teeth of another. Each head attacking him like a snake. 

I tell my undead Dragonkin to jump and cast Chill Touch against the dust rising from the ground, freezing the dragon’s legs in place. Each piece freezes along with the air in-between them. The entire floor of the chamber looks like one massive ice wall. A frozen piece of fractal art. 

Several of my Dragonkin are tripping and fall over themselves on the ice but others are latching themselves onto Typhon’s body and attack the dragon’s side and back. I send five more to try and hack away at its tail. 

Typhon no longer being able to move gives Aleixo more of an advantage. He even appears to be able to slide across the ice with ease and pushes off of it to fling himself back into the air. 

Still, after all this we’ve only done 10 points of damage: One point for every head Aleixo managed to cut away. 

What’s worst is that I already feel my metabolism burning through the Cake Pop of Power and it's only a matter of time before we are both in a weakened state.

“Aleixo, we need to regroup, this isn’t working,” I tell him. 

He doesn’t listen. I see his eyes turn toward me as he leaps from one head to another. Further down Typhon’s body I see the creature is beginning to regenerate. No wonder it is the father of the Hydra. It possesses the same skills. Casting Chill Touch again I freeze one of the heads mid-birth and watch as Aleixo brings his sword down upon it. The face bursts and shatters, revealing the creature’s innards. I summon a lightning bolt within my hand and cast it. 
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“Yes!” I shout. “Let’s do that again!” 

I look as another head tries to form. I use Levitate to fly into the air and circle around the legendary dragon. 

I cast Chill Touch again on an even less formed head. Aleixo notices and pushes off another undead, throwing his body through the air and landing his two-hander dead center of the frozen head. It shatters and I cast more lightning inside the body of the beast. 
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Another massive hit. Typhon’s health drops to 150 out of 240. 

Letting out a massive shriek I feel my Undead Dragonkin become intimidated as their speed and attacks drop. Not that any of them are doing any real damage. They are no more than a pest crawling along with the bones and dry scales of the dragon. Like ticks, they burrow themselves into the dragon’s hide and bleed it, a little bit at a time. It would take them a hundred years to actually do anything more than distract the beast. 

“Again!” Aleixo shouts. He sounds like he is enjoying himself. Though looking at him now I see his armor has taken a beating. I levitate around to where another head is forming. This one is more mature than the other two and part of the neck is already growing. Casting Chill Touch again I watch Aleixo launch himself off the side of another part of Typhon’s heads and slams his sword against the creature. It doesn’t break. 

Aleixo lands on the ground and powers himself up, leaping back through the air and hitting the frozen head once more. His sword shatters. With only a piece of it left, he double jumps again and slams the rest of his broken sword into the ice. This time the head shatters as he falls to the ground. 

I cast another Lightning Bolt into the creature’s body, shocking it as it moves to break free from the ice on the ground. The entire room grows cold as it loses another 40 points of health. 110 out of 240. 

This time the hole isn’t healing and I immediately cast another Lightning Bolt inside of it, achieving another critical hit of 40 points. 

Typhon turns and swings its tail at me, hitting me in the chest. I’m thrown mid-air and I slam my back against the Necromancer’s throne. 

Once again, I can’t believe how similar it feels to mine as I sit there for a moment, trying to refocus. My vision grows blurry as I watch Aleixo getting swallowed by another head. This time he tears open its neck about halfway toward the stomach. His sword is a little longer than a dagger now but still sharp. His armor is damaged. His torso is covered in teeth marks and parts of the armor have been split open. His shoulder bracer looks like it has partially melted away. I can feel the temperature in the room heating up as one of Typhon’s heads leans back. Fire. Dragons breathe fire after all. 

“Cover!” I shout. 

Aleixo, unable to hear me, moves toward the head and I order my undead dragonkin to grab him and pull him away. They succeed but barely shield his body from the dragon’s fire breath. Meanwhile, another head is already preparing its attack. I order my remaining dragonkin to shield Aleixo and they do. Each of them turns to ash as Aleixo recovers on the sidelines. A third head begins to heat up, its hollow eyes glowing red as it prepares its attack. This time Aleixo will die if I don’t do anything. I use Levitate to throw myself at the head and as its mouth opens, I cast Chill Touch, allowing it to swallow me whole. The inside Typhon’s throat is just as gray and dull as the outside. Part of it is scorched black and the air inside of him smells like sulfur. 

When Aleixo tore through the creature’s throat, I made a mental note of just how far inside he is. Casting Lightning Bolt I brace against the creature’s inside, holding myself in place as it falls to the ground. 
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I cast Lightning Bolt again, this time severing Typhon’s skin. I see the blue light above me as I activate Primal Savagery and tear my way through the creature’s tendons. Another head is already coming down at me as I leap out of the way, barely avoiding it as it crashes into the ground. Turning toward Aleixo I can see he is running up toward the throne. He is dangerously weaker and I realize that he has already burned through the entirety of the Cake Pop of Power.

Behind the throne I see a doorway. Sealed shut. The vault. The fucking traitor is running for it. I jump through the air, pushing off the ground and landing on another of Typhon’s head. Pushing off, I cast another final Lightning Bolt behind me at the creature’s heads as they attack me with open jaws. 
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Typhon falls. 
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My NCI goes crazy as I hit the ground running. 

Aleixo looks slow. The seal behind the throne opens up, revealing to both of us another tunnel. I Polymorph into a wolf and using all four of my legs I brush past Aleixo. Quickly I switch back to my vampire form as I turn mid-air and cast a Fire Bolt at the ceiling above the opening. My Cake Pop wears off and I am level 30 again. I land with my back, scraping against the ground as the tunnel collapses. 
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On the other side I hear Aleixo cursing my name. 

“I’m going to rip out your fangs! You hear me? If you think I need my team to kill you, you’re wrong!” he continues on and on. 

I take a breath. I fear what I’ve done now could possibly damn my companions. Aleixo and I could have made a good team if he was a better person. It is a shame. 

Still, there is nothing left but to continue forward. Into deeper depths I go. 
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Chapter 25

Deeper Depths




I gain some time. I only wish my women had been able to see that. Now, I would have to find another way back to meet up with them. Worst case, I guess, they fight Aleixo in his weakened state and kill him. I wonder though, how I can reconnect with them now that the tunnel is shut? Of course, Smeme can bust his way through. Had he and the others been by my side when fighting Typhon, I am sure it would have been a much easier battle. Still, without Aleixo I never would have gotten here, as much as I hate to admit it. I owe him one. If my team doesn’t kill him, I will spare his life. Truthfully, I hope he rots in this underworld. 

Standing up I can already feel myself recovering. I feel good. The air isn’t quite as stale as it was before. The dust that covered much of the dungeon seems non-existent in this place. There is the smell of flowers in the air, lavender, and lilacs. 

Walking into a well-lit chamber I see a large wooden table covered in food. I hear my stomach growling as I look around, trying to see who has prepped this delicious-looking meal. It has everything: Giant turkey legs, roasted meats, potatoes, bowls filled with hard-boiled eggs, and a mountainside of bacon. Surrounding the table, I see chairs and chests both large and small. The ground surrounding the chests is covered with gold coins. Not as many as the ruined city but still enough to make anyone as rich as a king. 

Starving, I move closer to the table. From the corner of my eye I see one of the chairs moving closer to me and I back away. I stop, realizing that none of the food smells. I take a big whiff of air, breathing in the lavender and lilacs, then I blink once and open my eyes… the sound of wood scraping, no, stepping across the floor fills my ears, and I open my eyes. 

Several of the chairs are nearly side by side. I’ve been waiting for this. I grin and toss a Fire Bolt at the table and chairs.  The table screams. The chairs scream. The plates scream. Even the Turkey Leg screams.  




[image: Image]

The table and chairs twist and morph, turning into malnourished humanoid beings. The table quickly tries to devour the smaller chairs as it burns in agony. I toss another Fire Bolt at it and step back, watching as it succumbs to its death. 
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Each Mimic is weak. Malnourished with Threat Levels each between 3 and 4. 

“It just had to be mimics.” 

I turn and fire another Fire Bolt at the chests. Several of them burst as gold coins heat up and melt. The chests of gold were not mimics but rather placed to look like decoys. 

Studying the dead ones on the ground I can’t help but notice how the table Mimic looks older than the others. A family of some kind? Is it possible it split itself up to lure people into sitting? The table would feed and then the chairs would eat legs and feet as scraps. Most likely that is what it believed, the only thing getting in here has been ghouls, draugr, cursed, and monsters. I doubt they have feasted on anyone from the surface in years. It is a wonder they haven't all died out. 

I turn to look inside the rest of the vault. It is divided into three large rooms, branching out from this one. The other three rooms are filled with more chests, weapons, and miscellaneous items spread randomly throughout. From where I stand, there is no way to tell if those were the only ones or if there are more. 

“This is going to be impossible,” I say, looking around. Each room looks like it is a treasury, capable to hide the Sword of Innocence. Even in plain sight, given that I’m not actually that sure what it is supposed to look like, it would be hard to trace it. I always imagined it would be something I could pick out immediately. 

“Athan!” a voice calls out to me. I turn and see Elektra standing behind me, near the entrance to the main room. 

“Elektra! How?” I smile. Behind her I see the rest of my companions smiling. 

“We found another way inside, another gateway,” she smiles back. Only there is something wrong. 

“Careful,” I tell them, “we are surrounded. Be careful what you touch.” 

“Why? What is it?” Elektra asks. 

“Did you not just see what happened?” I point toward the dead humanoid creatures on the ground. “Mimics.” 

“Are you serious? How could they live down here? A mimic can’t go more than a few months without food or they’ll wither away.” 

“They’ve been cannibalizing one another,” I point toward the smaller chairs. I notice that even in their inanimate form, some are missing pieces, and their shapes look more like stools. Other are missing bars between their legs. They have been feeding off one another. 

“This must be a nest. Where we came from we saw dozens of dead animals. They might be storing them, living off of them piece by piece,” Elektra tells me. The others behind her nod their heads in unison. 

“We should be extra careful not to touch anything,” I say. 

“Stand close to us Athan,” Elektra begs, reaching out her arms.

I step closer toward her. Something is off. The smell of lilacs is even stronger in the direction they are standing. 

“Hold on, I think there is a mimic close,” I tell her. Staring down toward her breasts I notice they aren’t quite as big as usual. 

Fucking bastards. Reading my mind. Pretending to be my women. 

“I’m coming to you guys,” I smile. 

“Yes, Athan. Please. Come to us,” Elektra says. She is the only one talking. Looking behind her at the others I can see other notable differences. Length of hair, height, even Sirena seems to be missing more than half her tail. Smeme and Leda are nowhere to be seen. I guess the Mimics decided not to copy them. 

“Hold on,” I tell her. 

“Please Athan. Please. I know you like it when we beg. Please come to us.” 

I take a long step over the dead mimic that lays on the ground but stand only a few meters away from Elektra. I reach out my hand and as she grabs hold of mine I cast a Fire Bolt down across the ground. She screams and jumps backward, grabbing hold of one of the others. 

“Athan, don’t hurt us,” she says. As she moves I can see her face changing as if it is falling apart. She’s weak. All of them are weak. 

Living underground, surviving the way they have I almost feel sorry for the creatures. Not sorry enough. I cast another Fire Bolt with my right hand and again with my left. The entire room comes to life as several other items around us show me their true form. Everything in here is a mimic. 

“Stop hurting us Athan, stop hurting us,” the Elektra-impersonator screams again and again. I try to cover my ears. She sounds just like her, just like my Elektra. 

As the fire swallows her she reveals herself. Crying in pain, she transforms into a fanged creature with pale skin. She manages to just barely put the fire out in time and backs away into one of the other rooms. I start to chase the crispy mimic when she suddenly starts laughing and all of the passageways around me close. 

Spikes emerge from the ceiling above me. A dozen more mimics outside the gates start laughing uncontrollably, mocking me as the ceiling begins to descend. I bang on the metal bars. Activating Primal Savagery I try to hold back the ceiling centering myself between two of the spikes. 

“Stop hurting us Athan. Stop hurting us,” Fake-Elektra moans as I polymorph into a mist. 

The ceiling spreads itself out over me. I concentrate extra hard not to come back together. I wait, holding my polymorphic form for about five minutes as the mimics screech at one another, arguing over who gets to feast first on my remains. I watch them closely. Watching the fake-Elektra as she moves to the mechanism that controls the trap.  

The gate opens and the ceiling begins to rise. Several dozen mimics rush in, looking for my splattered guts. To their surprise I slip out and polymorph back into myself. It takes me no time at all to activate the same trap they used against me. The gates close shut. The ceiling above them is only halfway up but begins to descend again. I smile and wave as fake-Elektra curses in a language I don’t understand. Her curses turn to begging as she switches forms, taking the appearance of everyone I’ve ever loved or cared about. As I turn away, I hear a squishing sound accompanied by screams.

****

Investigating the room I’m in now, I see it's not just the largest of the three treasuries, but that there is a passageway offset to the side at the end. Several small chests, the size of rats, crawl over piles of gold coins. I can see their tongues are bigger than their bodies as their mouths drip with drool, revealing small sharp teeth. Newborns. Hundreds of them. I leave them alone, and besides a few trying their best to look intimidating, I find them easy to ignore. They’ve seen what I can do and know I won’t hesitate to flay them alive. The offset passageway is sloped downward with a large ramp leading into darkness. I step forward and start to slide. Taking the fun way down I see light at the end of the tunnel.

The ground levels out and I see a dozen more piles of gold in a room lit by small black torches. Standing in front of me is another dragon, a living one. 
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The dragon has two horns on the side of its head. Red scales that seem almost purple as lights glimmer past them. I have been wondering when dragons would show up in this world, and now I’ve had the pleasure of meeting two. One might have been a husk, but it is still one of the most brutal fights of my life. Now, a Fire Dragon sitting with their arms crossed and wings slanted over their back. It stares at me like I’m nothing. And I am nothing. With a threat level of 100 and 400 points of health, I have no doubt that I’m going to die if I face this beast head-on. There is no other way to go about this. To beat a creature like this you use the old ways: persuasion, trickery, and diplomacy.

I start by smiling and saying, “Hello, I’m Athanasios.” 

The dragon turns toward me. It's smaller than Typhon’s husk was but not weaker. The only reason I stood a chance before was because I split the last Cake Pop of Power with Aleixo. This dragon can chew me up and spit me out without a single bit of hesitation. 

“I’m Nikita, Nikita Red,” the dragon stares down at me. Her voice guttural. Her mouth barely moves as she speaks, but still manages to shake the piles of gold coins and the chamber. I see a dozen tiny mimics running away like rats. But now I know it's female at least.

“Greetings…” I clear my throat, “Nikita.” 

“Greetings, meat,” Nikita replies, her eyes watching me as I step closer. 

“I come seeking the Sword of Innocence,” I tell her, trying not to sound like I am making any demands. Behind the dragon I can see it. It is calling out to me. I can hear it like a soft humming in my ears. A melody so deep it is barely audible at all. 

“I have many treasures. Why seek one so weak?” 

“I have my reasons.” I take another breath; I feel myself sweating as Nikita stares down at me, waiting for me to say more. “My destiny,” I half-lie. It is my quest, certainly not my destiny, at least that what I hope.”

“A half-breed’s destiny? I am but a wyrm but I wasn’t born yesterday,” Nikita’s voice shakes and rattles the chamber more. Knowing I can’t give up or turn away, I put on my best smile and step forward again. 

“I am not mere half-breed. I have just as much power as a vampire lord.”

“Lying vampire,” Nikita glares down at me. 

I shut my eyes and listen to the hum of the Sword. It is beautiful. Like a great sword, solid black, with a round point, slightly tapered at the end, over 3-feet, broad, flat with parallel edges, hand-and-half to two hand length grip, and a flattened diamond cross-guard. Nikita sees me admiring it.

“The Sword of Innocence belongs to the rightful heir,” Nikita growls. 

With nothing but my life to lose I hold out my hand, showing the dragon the ring Avis gave me. Silently I pray this is going to work. 

“Very well,” the dragon turns. Her wings stretch out across the entire room. As she moves it feels like the earth is shaking around me. She reaches for the sword and grabs it between two of her claws and tosses it toward me. The melody emanating from the sword grows louder and louder as I lean over to pick it up. I grab it. I can feel a burning sensation as my palm touches the grip. Looking down, I see a face appearing on the sword, a mimic face. The sword transforms and a naked, beautiful, silver-haired woman is sitting on the ground in front of me, reaching her arms out and yawning. [image: Image]




“Is it already time to eat, big sis?” she yawns, turning toward the dragon and then looks at me. Her eyes widen. She stands and looks at me curiously. I have no idea what to say or what is happening as she smirks and pokes me in the chest. “What are you?” she asks. 

“I’m Athanasios. I came for the Sword of…” 

“I’m not to be used by nefarious creatures,” she says. 

“He is the heir, apparently,” Nikita growls. 

The beautiful silver-haired woman turns toward me again. 

“He’s handsome but I don’t know,” she turns again to Nikita who nods. 

“He has the ring,” Nikita tells her. 

She turns toward me again. I can feel her studying me and as she pushes her naked body against me, I feel myself hardening. 

“I can only be bound to one with a pure heart,” she tells me. 

“I don’t…” 

She places her soft fingers over my lips, quieting me instantly before we are face to face and I feel her lips against mine. She takes me by surprise, but it is not unwelcome. I feel a connection to her, the melody that plays in my mind is growing deeper and stronger as I feel her tongue circling around my own. I reach my hand around and grab her from behind. Her legs lift up and I move my hand down her ass to the back of her thigh and pick her up. Together we fall over onto a pile of gold. She pulls away and laughs about the same time as I do. 

“Athanasios, interesting name,” she smiles. 

“You can call me Athan,” I smile back. 

“Wait, first go ahead and absorb Nikki into your ring. I don’t want her to watch. Old pervert,” she turns and sticks her tongue out as Nikita growls. 

“What do you mean?” I start to ask. As I do, my NCI notifies me that I’ve unlocked a special ability.
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Nikita, the dragon, disappears in a flash of purple light. 

“There,” the beautiful mimic smiles. 

“There,” I say, feeling her hand rubbing against the inside of my leg. 

Our lips meet and she kisses me passionately; her hand cradles the back of my head. Her lips are hot and sweet, and I respond eagerly. The kiss becomes heated and deep, and my tongue enters her mouth to dance with her. In response, she bites down on my lower lip to release more blood, almost as a warning; my tongue immediately retreats into my mouth. I softly groan against her mouth in pain. I understand now that Rei, the Sword of Innocence, is an entity with a will of her own and she’s not to be dominated. 

She pulls away from the kiss and looks at me. Her eyes hold a lot of mystery and an ancient wisdom that make me feel slightly intimidated. My tongue laps at the blood on my lip as I wait for what comes next.

“I am Rei, the Sword of Innocence,” she declares. Her voice is smooth and disembodied; it is now emanating all around me, not from her mouth. Tresses of her hair float around her head as her eyes examine every inch of my body. I feel a little uncomfortable. As a man, I am not used to feeling so dominated. 

She kisses me again, then slowly moves her lips to my neck and collarbone. Her mouth hovers over my skin before descending even further, exploring every inch of my naked body. It is a slow process, but I quickly start enjoying each touch. I am used to vigorous and rough encounters, so the slow passion is novel and builds my anticipation and ignites my desire. Something inside me is ignited as she kisses me, her long nails dragging into my skin as she continues down toward my groin. 

Her nails leave scratch marks on my chest and abdomen, and the stings feed the growing arousal in my body. I now feel like a fly caught in a black widow’s web; I am at her mercy. Her face is illuminated by my light as her mouth meets my member. I see something flash in her eyes as she looks up at me; it is hunger now mixed with an ever-growing lust. 

Her long tongue darts out of her mouth and wraps around me as it becomes fully erect. Her hot breath brushes my tip, and the grip of her tongue is almost too tight. Her tongue’s saliva lubricates my shaft as it recedes and advances on me. The sight is jarring for me to behold. It is as if she’s doing it for the taste rather than my pleasure. 

Once I am lubricated enough, she stops and turns around. Her pale, bare ass and her entrance are in complete view now. Her long fingers spread her lips wide, her pinkness twitching and throbbing for me. I stand there and swallow before putting my hand over her vagina. I stimulate her clit hesitantly, but once I see that she’s not reacting, I add pressure. Now I can feel her inviting warmth and wetness and it excites me even further.

I dare to insert a finger and start to finger her tight opening. I am amazed to find how foreign she feels around me, her walls contract and shift around my finger as if they are testing me. Inserting another finger, I widen the expanse and her juices cover my hand. 

She becomes impatient with this and reaches around to grip my wrist tightly and glares at me over her shoulder. “Fuck me already,” her commanding voice booms around me.

I take action and grab her by the waist and slowly press my shaft against her entrance. My wrist throbs as I tighten my grip on her waist, and I drive myself inside her as deep as I can. It is a surreal feeling, her hot walls forming around my shape. 

“Aaaah, yes,” she moans, her hips moving against me and my thrusts. “Yes!”

The arousal and ecstasy we are feeling are in the air surrounding us; I can’t figure out when or where our bodies begin or end. In the midst of our sex, I feel disoriented due to this sensation, but it doesn’t stop me for a moment. She seems to approve of my commitment.

She laughs as I pound in her, her walls tightening around my shaft. Suddenly she flicks her wrist, and I feel my arousal rise throughout my entire body. She arches her back. We are both close to orgasm. 

She throws her head back and screams in pleasure, her screams making her body vibrate as I start to cum inside her. Her walls start to milk the seed of my shaft as she slams her ass against me. The spasm rocks through our bodies, and her body trembles in response. After a few moments of panting and recovering, I pull out of her. 

She stands, and I note that I cannot see one drop of my cum from her pussy. I am astonished. My eyes never leave her body as she adjusts herself and then turns back to face me. 

“Our contract is sealed,” she tells me, the hunger and lust in her eyes seem to dissipate, at least as far as I can tell. “I wish to be bound to you,” she says. 

With Nikita gone, I feel I am able to speak freely once more. “I’m not pure of heart,” I tell her. 

She smiles as her hand starts working its way up my chest. “I know what you are Athan. I have lived here for thousands of years. Nikki, my guardian kept watch over me, waking me when it was time to feed. I was a mimic, a hybrid like yourself, but I found my way here to the Dragonkin city. Here I was turned by the dragonkin into something else. I was to be used as a weapon against all lesser creatures until I was stolen. Do you know how much blood it takes to forge a sword like me?” 

“No,” I tell her. 

“I am called the Sword of Innocence because I was fed the blood of the innocent. Their strengths, their power, all became a part of me. And because of that I chose to only be bound to those with a pure heart.” 

“You’re telepathic too, right?” I ask. 

“Yes, I can see into your mind and your heart.” 

I am sure the two of us have very different meanings of the word innocent. Still, I can’t stop listening to the sound of her voice, the waves brushing off her aura. 

“I’m half-vampire,” I start to tell her. I don’t care if she knows I need to say it aloud. 

“I have seen your life. From the arcade to now,” she tells me.

I’m not sure what to say. It feels like an invasion of privacy but I don’t mind. “My friends…”

“Will be waiting for us at the port,” she assures me. 

“We need to…”

“There is a secret passage that will take us to the surface.” 

She smiles. I know she is telling the truth. I can feel it. Ever since our lips touched, I have felt a strange connection to her.

“I want nothing more than to protect you,” she says. “I am your sword.”


Chapter 26

Crowe’s Nest




I have bound myself to Rei, the mimic girl, the Sword of Innocence. She is every bit as powerful as I imagined, but there is a catch. She has made me swear an oath: to never use her against the innocent. Not that it should be that hard. If she considers me pure of heart, I have no doubt I could strike down anyone I come into a confrontation with. — 

— Still, I can’t figure out just why she chose me. 

“This way Master,” she smiles, grabbing a pair of old tattered clothes from the floor of the dungeon as I put my own back on. “How does this look?” she asks, twirling around in a short white sundress. 

“Beautiful,” I tell her. 

“It’s actually something Nikki made for me. I just never really wear clothes, but now I’m going to the surface!” she smiles, her eyes glimmering as she waits for me to join her side. Rei seems more anxious than I am to meet everyone. How am I going to explain this exactly? 

Here is Rei, a mimic, a sword, and our newest member.

What will my subordinates have to say about the whole ‘pure of heart’ thing?

Stretching my arms and walking toward Rei I watch in awe as the sidewall of the room opens up, revealing an elevator large enough for the dragon Nikita to squeeze in through. 

“This will take us to the catacombs,” Rei explains. “We should be close to your friends once we arrive.” 

“How are you able to do that?”

“I can sense everything in this dungeon,” she answers. 

“So, you also have the ability to Scry?” 

“Yes, Scry, that is what it is,” she smiles. “I see things in my head.” 

Walking inside the elevator I can’t help but regret that I am not going back to the ruins of the silent city. All the lost art, gold, and other items that could have been wondrous in my treasury. 

“We can go back the other way if you want,” Rei says. 

“Stop doing that,” I smile. She is reading my mind again. 

“No problem,” she giggles, giving me a thumbs up. 

“Do you think I should turn myself into a sword or wait? I want to surprise everyone,” she says. 

“Wait. I’ll explain it to everyone first.” 

“Maybe we can do the reverse when we get back to the castle,” she smiles. 

The castle, right? Did she mean my castle or… my quest?

I feel my heart sink. I had almost completely forgotten about my wager. With the King of Cnidis, all of this work, all of this effort, if I don’t fulfill my oath and deliver her to him, I will die. Surely she knows this, she is inside my mind, my memories. She knows I plan to steal her right back but what if I fail? What if I have to teleport away? I wasn't worrying about it before but now. Now, I’m not so sure. The last thing I want is for her to end up as one of the King’s concubines. 

Maybe I can… I feel a tugging inside my chest. A sharp pain. No, I can’t even think about breaking our wager. 

“Rei, when we get to the surface we are going to have to…”

“I know,” she says, her head turns toward the ground. 

“I’m not sure what is going to happen,” I tell her.

“It’s ok. I trust you,” she turns her face back toward me and smiles. 

Less than a minute passes when the doors to the elevator open wide and we are met with complete darkness. We’ve arrived in the first level of the dungeon, the city of the dead. Rei smiles and grabs my hand. Nearly all of the ghouls are dead. The ones that are not, are no bother to us. 

“Hey… Want some practice?” she grins. 

“Sure,” I smile. 

Rei grabs my hand and places it against her hip, transforming into a mist and then into a sword. Even as a weapon she is beautiful. 

“Slay the dead,” her voice whispers in my head. I understand exactly why her telepathic abilities are important now. 

I leap using only the stamina I have left and throw myself through the air at one of the ghouls. The sword severs it like paper. Not even a drop of blood remains on the blade. 

“Nice cut, let's try thrusting next,” I hear her voice again. Hearing her in my head — holding her as a sword in my hand is going to take some getting used to. I target another ghoul and thrust the sword into its chest and pull out. To my surprise the ghoul falls to the ground. “I should have mentioned that when I am used against undead, all my attacks are critical,” Rei’s soft voice informs me. 

We practice on another five ghouls as we inch our way closer and closer to the catacomb exit. This time I’m not diving underwater but instead going through another secret passage that connects to the port. 

Turns out there is more than just two ways into the maze. Dozens of access tunnels can lead through the wind tunnels, burrows, and even into the fae village. People have been getting lost in the underground maze for centuries. Even the king’s map had been missing secret tunnels. 

“I can see daylight!” I say, holding Rei in hand. We exit the port and we are right outside the King’s Royal Chambers, near the port on the back of the castle. It takes me a moment to adjust my eyes. I see three soldiers guarding the gate that will bring me back into the city, each one with a Threat Level no larger than 7. Easy targets.  

Two of the guards with bastard swords immediately attack me. The third stands back with a crossbow. I lift my sword to block their swings and our blades touch. I give a little grin and kick one of them in the chest. Raising my new sword in the air I begin to thrust it toward their armor, but something holds me back. The sword stops itself inches from their heart. 

“I won’t be used to spill the blood of innocent,” Rei reminds me. 

“Seriously? These bastards aren’t innocent,” I tell her. 

“I can sense they have never killed anyone. They are only doing their job. They don't understand what is happening,” she tells me.

“They are trying to kill me, their king is killing demihumans!” I argue. 

“If they knew they would do differently. Find another way.”

“Fine,” I growl, hitting the soldier with the bottom end of the sword and knock them out. I kick the second again, crushing their breastplate and causing them to fall down. They aren’t dead but they won’t be getting out of their armor anytime soon without it being cut off. The third fires a silver arrow at me, barely missing as I dodge out of the way. Turning toward them I see they are shaking. “You don’t want to do that,” I tell him. 

“You’re him, you’re the monster,” the guard quivers. 

“I am. And you want to run. And you don’t want to tell anyone about what happened here,” I open my mouth just wide enough to show my fangs and cast Dominate. The guard gets the hint and begins running toward the castle. I have little time before Dominate wears off. I’m not sure if it works or I just intimidated him. What is painfully obvious is the wet stain on the ground where he was standing. 

“Thank you,” Rei’s voice echoes in my head. 

I turn toward the castle wall and jump to the top. Looking out over the town I try to remain out of sight. 

“So where is everyone?” I say, sending a message to Elektra, asking for her current location. It doesn’t take long for me to receive one back with their exact location. A small tavern, not far from the castle wall. I quickly reply for all of them to stay put and jump down. 

It takes me less than a minute to follow Elektra’s directions and find the tavern known as ‘Crowe’s Nest’. The outside looks like it has seen better days with boards over the window. If I didn’t know they were inside I would have thought the place is abandoned. Opening the door I am greeted by my warrior women, Avis, and Gaisha, all waiting for my arrival. 

“We were so worried!” Kaisa cries. 

“I’m fine. What exactly happened?” I ask.

“We were following the trail you left us in the wind tunnels but we lost our way. The tunnels took us in several dozen circles and then we ended up near the center of town. Did you know that?” 

I cut Elektra off, “There are actually dozens of tunnels crisscrossing through the dungeon. You wouldn’t believe it, but I took an elevator all the way back to the first level from the vault,” I smile.

“What’s an el eve gator,” Kaisa asks. 

“It’s a lift,” Avis smiles.

“We thought it best to regroup here and call for some of the dogfolk to give us backup,” Elektra adds. 

“That’s a smart decision,” I start, looking around and noticing two of my companions missing, “Smeme? Leda?” 

“They went back to the castle. Said they had enough games and they were going to give Ambrosia our message,” Sirena answers. 

“They went back for the dagger dammit,” I curse. It didn’t really matter. I owe it to them anyway but I didn’t expect them to leave me for dead. Smeme is strong enough and he could have probably cleared the dungeon on his own. Stupid lazy blue slime. 

I send a quick Message to Ambrosia, 

‘I’m ALIVE, and FINE, I have the Sword. Do not send the Bark Squad. Give Smeme and Leda the cursed dagger. Continue as planned.’

Less than a few seconds later I receive a response. 

‘Soldiers are pulling back. See you soon. I hope you got me something good.’

I’m gone less than a few days and she’s already back to her old ways. 

“So you got the sword?” Avis points to the black sword in my hand. 

“Now?” Rei’s voice asks. 

“Not yet,” I say, getting an interesting look from everyone. 

Looking around at the tavern I see several of the tables have been pushed together. There are a dozen jugs with water or alcohol surrounding it. Besides that, the tavern is as empty as it looks from the outside. Elektra, sensing my discomfort, tells me that they paid the barkeeper five gold coins to leave the tavern open, just for them.  

They paid more than enough for everything, several times over from what I can tell. This seems as good a place as any. 

“Ok, we’re in a safe place,” I tell Rei. 

The sword instantly pulls away from my hand and initially turns into a mist, then transforms into a naked Rei. I quickly pull off my jacket and cover her up as she stands tall, smiling, and ready to greet everyone with a hug. 

“Hold on!” I tell her. “We have to do something about your clothes!” 

Elektra smiles and pulls a dark blue and white dress from her interdimensional pouch and tosses it to Rei to slip on. 

“Sorry,” she laughs, “a few thousand years in a vault with Nikki, and clothes don’t really seem that important.” 

“Who’s Nikki?” Kaisa asks, poking Rei with her finger curiously. Rei doesn’t seem to mind and is in fact giggling as Kaisa continues to poke. 

“Nikita, only I can call her Nikki. She’s kind of my best friend, guardian whatever,” Rei smiles, “Athan you should let her out! She would love to meet everyone!” 

“What! Are you kidding? I can’t unleash a dragon in here,” I say. 

“Silly, Nikki is able to polymorph. She’s not just a big lizard you know,” Rei explains. 

How the hell she can casually insult a dragon is beyond me… “What do I do?” I ask. 

“Hold out your ring and summon,” Rei tells me, showing me how she would do it: by holding her left hand over her right wrist with her arm stretched out as far as possible. 

“Ok, here goes,” I say, mimicking the mimic. A moment later, a purple light flashes in front of me as if it is examining the room as smoke begins pouring out from around the outside of the ring I’m wearing. 

A moment later a short, skinny, dark, red-haired woman with two large dragon wings and two horns curved around her head stands yawning in front of us completely naked, stretching her arms into the air. 

“Master?” she sighs, turning toward me and Rei. She sounds like she just woke up from a nap and as she realizes she is standing naked in the middle of a tavern, she begins to freak out and covers her front torso and small breasts with her wings. “Master! What is this? Are you wishing to defile me with your friends?” she cries. “Rei! Is this what you call pure of heart?” 

Rei smiles as Elektra tosses Nikita a pair of clothes. She must have an entire emergency wardrobe stashed in her interdimensional pouch. 

“Sorry, I’m used to it just being the two of us,” Rei giggles. 

“You little creep! You did this on purpose. I said I’d let you go first but you didn’t even tell him until now, did you?” Nikita turns toward me, her cheeks blushing. “You are my Master now! Wherever Rei goes, I follow. She is your sword but I am your dragon.” 
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My jaw nearly hits the floor as Nikita spreads her wings across the room and then she notices Avis. Just as quickly, she covers herself up and folds her wings back down and takes a knee. 

“King Avis, I had no idea you were still alive,” she says. 

“King Avis?” I turn toward him. Is it possible? It did look exactly like Avis’ face on the mural inside the ruined city and he is a Dragonkin. 

“Shit, I guess I’m caught,” Avis grins. 

“Sir, I don’t understand. Has my Master stolen the throne from you?”

“No, not really. I gave him my ring.”

“A priceless family heirloom,” Nikita adds. 

“Not really. A pawn owner once offered me about 10 coins for it. It never fit right either. Always too tight,” Avis says, holding up his hand. 

“Avis, what is going on?” I ask him bluntly. 

“Long story short I used to be a king. My body was moved about here and there from one dungeon to another in fear that if I ever woke up I would try and take vengeance on the human race for slaying my people.”

“And do you your majesty?” Nikita asks. 

“Stand up. I’m not your King anymore. I haven’t been for a long time. The truth is it wasn’t just humans. My people fell because of our own hubris. We alienated other demihumans and humans alike. We made enemies of the world. Before long we cut ourselves off from everyone and retreated to our caves. We forged the Sword of Innocence by fusing blood, metal, and magic. Then Val’Nor came. My entire kingdom was destroyed and I fell under a sleeping curse. I asked Nikita here to watch over the sword…” Avis takes a pause, “Rei, I mean.” He smiles at Rei who is now petting Kaisa on the head and laying with her back against Sirena.  

“What happened next?” Rei asks.

 “I woke up a few months ago when Gaisha found me in a temple about forty miles from here. The two of us have been traveling together ever since, moving from town to town. The life I always wanted,” Avis looks over at Gaisha who is hiding under her hood, blushing. 

“I understand. Thank you, Sir. I do not think you could have chosen a better heir,” Nikita turns back toward me. “I would like to make our bond official soon but for now I must return back to my lair. I haven’t taken this form in a few centuries and it may take me some time to adjust to this new world.” In a flash, Nikita disappears back into the ring. 

“Don’t worry. She’s always like that. She’s a total introvert,” Rei giggles, standing up and stretching. 

“Want some food?” Elektra asks. Both Rei and I are starving and we turn at the same time and say yes. Elektra walks behind the tavern counter and pulls out several large loaves of bread. It has been a while since I had eaten anything, so I wasn’t looking forward to much, but I felt relief having something on my stomach again. 

It is hard to believe that Avis used to be a king, a warlord even, killing hundreds, maybe thousands of people. He definitely acts like he is a different person now. Is it possible to change so much? 

“We have another king we have to deal with before we can do anything else,” Zoe steps in. It’s the first thing she’s said since I arrived back and I can tell she has been thinking about it non-stop. Her eyes tell me all I need to know. There is something wrong. 

“Zoe?” I say, trying not to sound too alarmed. 

“I don’t know what it is but there is something wrong with the king. I have a feeling. It doesn’t feel natural,” she says. 

“A mage perhaps?” Elektra asks. 

“No, maybe, it’s a different kind of energy,” Zoe tries to explain.

Facing the king is something I know I should do alone. I can’t put any of the others in danger. 

“We should fall back to the castle. We’ll venture out in pairs: Avis and Gaisha, Kaisa and Sirena, Elektra and Zoe, Rei and I. Once we are back we’ll formulate a plan.” 

“You should go back first,” Elektra says. 

“She is right, who knows what they are doing there without you,” Avis insists, “Gaisha and I will go last.” 

“Athan, I know what you are planning.” Zoe starts.

“You can’t face the king alone,” Sirena adds.  

I don’t try to hide the fact that I’ve been thinking of doing just that. 

“I can teleport back to my castle in an instant if things go south. It will be harder with the rest of you there,” I explain. 

“I understand,” Elektra says. 

“I too,” everyone else agrees.  

“Rei, you are the only one I can bring with me.” 

“All right then, next round is on me!” Avis laughs. 

 


Chapter 27

Playing Against the Odds




The King and I have a wager. Both of us are cursed, sharing our blood on an ancient medallion. He will have no choice but to forfeit the throne to me. At least, that is what I keep telling myself. Reassuring myself again and again as I jump from one rooftop to the next in the evening air, with the smell of the ocean flowing over me. From up here the city looks like it had when I first arrived, only every so often I see the smoke of burning bodies rising into the air. The screams of souls still wandering, running through the city like it's a death maze. I feel strange doing this in daylight. On the other hand, no one is expecting this of me and I have the advantage. 

“I sense discomfort in you,” Rei’s soft voice resonates in my ears. I’m growing more and more familiar with her, sensing her presence as I move with the sword sheathed on my belt. The sheath, a gift from Elektra, one of the many items she had stolen and placed in her interdimensional bag of holding. A lost artifact that belonged to the Phratry of Helios, the most notorious Wizard Guild in the Kingdom of Lycia. 

I perk up and listen carefully as I smell fine tobacco in the air. Two guards down below me are taking a break in one of the alleys. I’ll need to be careful and work my way around them to reach the wall of the King’s castle. 

“I ask that you don’t call upon Nikki unless she is absolutely needed. She has a tendency to lose control when she is woken from brumation.”

“Brumation?” 

“Kinda like a long period of hibernation and adjustment,” Rei answers. 

“Ok, don’t wake the dragon. I think we can manage. The King can’t go back on his word and worst-case scenario I can hand you over, grab you back and teleport us away,” I assure her. 

“The King is not pure of heart, I won’t let him hurt you,” she reassures me in return. I’m still not sure how I am able to wield the sword. 

Rei’s idea of innocent is strange, on the other hand, this world is cruel so maybe it’s not. It is a simple plan. Too simple. I’m walking into a trap and I know it. I can’t stop the thoughts from racing through my head as I land on the castle’s exterior wall and turn to face the courtyard. I just battled here a few days ago and had to face the King at that time as well. 

I never should have made this city my problem. 

“We’re here,” I tell Rei. 

“I’m ready,” I can hear the tension in Rei’s voice. She’s not ready. As confident as she is in me, I am still not sure if our plan is going to work. 

I fall from the castle wall and land in the courtyard. It is surprisingly empty. Near the entrance to the king’s throne room, I see several soldiers still cleaning up the rest of our mess from last time. They look toward me and quickly turn away. 

“Innocent,” Rei tells me, “they don’t understand why it is they are being forced to kill demihumans. They think the King has lost his mind. They are doing everything they can to avoid going out, some are even helping the demihumans, leading them out of the city.” 

“He has,” I tell her. That is something I have little doubt about. The King of Cnidis hasn’t been the same since the tournament. When the uprising started he became paranoid, anxious, even stroke a deal with me. 

“Presenting Athanasios, Vampire Sorcerer, Lord of the Black Castle, Demihuman Savior, Faery Slayer, Demon Summoner, Beholder of the Lost Treasure of Helios!” I turn to see one of the King’s high priests announce my arrival. He is waiting for me, just as I thought. Off to his side I see Orchid Mantis, hood over her head, arms crossing one another. I can feel her eyes undressing me as I walk with my back held high forward. On the other side of the King is another face, one that is all too familiar. 

“Alex?” I say, questioning whether it could really be him. 

The Alex I knew was burned to death in my mansion. Like Zoe he was once a human, a wizard in the Phratry of Helios. He looks like he had been restitched back together. The only thing still familiar about him is his silver hair, face shape, and eyes. 

“My newest bodyguard,” the King says with a wide grin. 

I study the three of them. Besides the priest behind me, there are no other people I can sense. Alex wears a black robe, same as the insect assassin. Hidden in his clothing I have no doubt that he is hiding weapons and armor. I ignore him, keeping my eyes focused on the Mad King. I tell myself it doesn’t matter how he managed to make his way here. There are dozens of mercenaries and bounty hunters still in the city because of the tournament and even more have been arriving because of the uprising and executions. I have enemies all over Anatolia.

“Your paladin failed,” I cast half a smile at the King as I unsheathe the Sword of Innocence and swing it through the air, showcasing the elegant blade as well as my skills. It feels natural in my hand, like an extension of my body. 

“The paladin is a fool and death deserves him for failing,” the Mad King starts laughing. His laugh, it's familiar. “And so are you, putting your trust on such a foolish wager.” The Mad King stands and rips off his face. As he does, several gates around the throne room close, sealing us inside. Orchid and Alex throw back their robes, revealing steel plates and belts with three silver daggers on each side of their bodies. Mantis of course doesn’t need them. Her hands and arms are weapons just as deadly as any knives.

The mask made of flesh falls to the ground and the Mad King wipes away the blood. He is no king. All this time I’ve been dealing with an impostor. My oldest adversary, the Mad Artificer, Cadmus. 

Cadmus was once considered one of the most powerful and brilliant wizards when he joined the Wizard’s Academy in Lycia. Working his way through the ranks he joined the Adventurer's Guild at eighteen and began dungeon diving in as many ruins as he could. He uncovered a city buried beneath the rubble of Podalia. Unable to capture it on his own, he used his unnatural talents to create constructs, golems, and other inventions. He gave up spell-casting for technology. Fusing magic, alchemy, and technology, Cadmus became known as a powerful Artificer. And in the dungeons under the City of Tlos, he betrayed us all by absorbing the power of a lich and tried to kill us. Ambrosia, Elektra, and I barely escaped with our lives but not before stealing the entire treasure the horde had buried beneath the city. He has been hunting us ever since. I thought we had gotten away from him when we landed in the dead bog but that had only bought us some time. 

“How long?” I ask. “How long have you been posing as the king?”

“After my Mantis delivered word of your arrival in the city. I had spies everywhere. All searching for what is rightfully mine…” Cadmus says, stepping toward me. I can feel just how powerful he is. “You have played right into my hand. Created chaos. Retrieved the Sword of Innocence for me, and given me what I need to take control of your castle.” 

No… It is all a lie. At that moment I understand that the medallion, the wager, even the demonic creatures were all but a well-implemented illusion created by the Mad Artificer. Not even Elektra and Leda realized it. Just how powerful is this man exactly?

“Are you ready Rei? Looks like we are fighting our way out.” 

“With your blood I will take your form. Your power will become my power. Your castle, your treasures. Once I kill you, like the King, everything you have will be mine.” 

“Not today,” I say, wondering if I should summon Nikita. 

“Athan, don’t do it. Nikki will destroy half the city if you unleash her here. I will help you. This man is evil. I can sense only darkness from him. I understand your intentions. I understand your desire to kill and I will help you. The other two must stay alive. They are dolls. Like Zoe.”

Cadmus continues to rant about his plan, “I will enjoy fucking your friends as I wear your skin around my face. Zoe, I miss that piece of meat. You wouldn’t believe the things I…” 

That is enough. I activate my Mage Armor. 

Time stands still. The Mad Artificer has cast a 9th level transmutation spell, freezing everything and everyone but him. 

I can’t move. I can’t even blink. 

“You are nothing. A maggot, an insect biting at crumbs.” 

I let out a growl as he moves closer. He reaches for the sword in my hands. 

I cast Primal Savagery. My body, all the muscles inside of me, including my hands tighten. I am not letting Rei go. 

Cadmus activates Frightening Gaze. One of the Lich’s powers. 

My body trembles, my eyes water and dilate. I feel my body temperature rising, my heart racing and my brain feels like a fried egg. Sweat trickles down my neck and I'm about to explode. I’ve been here before. This exact feeling.  Nothing can make my body relax and I feel fear. 

I cast Haste. My heart rate speeds up faster. If I were human I’m sure I would be having a heart attack right now but I’m not. I’m something else. I have to be something else. 

Cadmus begins prying my fingers loose one at a time. All while grinning less than a few centimeters away from my face. He delights in this. The pain, the agony I’m in. Bastard is getting off on torturing me. 

I polymorph. I change my body, clothes, and items into a black mist that fills with bits and pieces of bats, trying to take form. I am a mist split between human, bat, and darkness. Not one part of me is fully combined together as I linger in slow motion, the mana that surrounds my polymorphic shape pulling itself together. 

Cadmus doesn’t freeze time. Even that would be too much for him. He slows it in a small area. I may not be strong enough to attack him but he will not take Rei from me. I can sense him growing frustrated as my mind wanders the void between being and not being. I give him no choice but to release us from our prison of suspended animation and fight.

Time speeds up. Back to normal and I move back several feet away. Alex attacks first. I block his dual-wielding daggers with Rei. 

“Interesting approach,” Cadmus compliments me. 

If only I moved forward instead of back maybe I could have caught the Artificer off-guard. 
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Orchid and Alex take turns attacking me. One from each side as I block their attacks and fire several Fire Bolts back in retaliation. 
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Orchid has grown one level since I fought her but I’m still stronger. She moves much slower than I remember and Alex, even slower. A few days ago we would have been equals. The tournament, the dungeon, all of it has hardened me, turned me into something else. I am stronger, faster, and more feral. I don’t even have my Mage Armor or Haste active anymore and I am able to fight both of them simultaneously. 




I cast another Fire Bolt at Alex. Every time I do I see him backing away. Fire is his weakness. 
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“Don’t kill them,” Rei reminds me, whispering in my ear. 

“You said not to kill them with you,” I respond. She’s in my head. She knows I won’t. Not if I don’t have to. 




I turn my attention to the artificer. 
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Cadmus isn’t that much stronger than I am. All this time I’ve been afraid. Wondering what our next encounter would be like. He could use high-level spells but he is no one special. 

“What are you smiling about?” Cadmus mocks me. 

I eye his hand, his rings. They are ancient artifacts of power. I can see enhancement gems grafted into his skin. He knows he is weak. He is compensating. 

“Can you cut through the metal grafted under his skin?” I communicate with Rei via telepathy. 

“Yes,” she answers. 

“Good, we need to cut off his hands,” I tell her with a grin. 




I step forward, dodging Orchid’s attack and firing another Fire Bolt at Alex before he can engage me in battle. He backs away just like I thought he would. His face fills with rage as he takes his daggers and combines them together into a claw that grafts itself to the inside of his skin. Blood runs down his hand as he screams in pain. 

“I was amazed. When my thralls brought him back to me he was nothing more than a crispy-burnt corpse. There was barely a single shred of life left in him. A doll feels no pain. Even that scream is nothing more than an act,” Cadmus grins. 

Alex leaps toward me. I cast another Fire Bolt but this time he ignores it. The more pain he feels the more of a puppet he becomes. 

“Not going to make me show you my junk again, are you?” I smirk, catching Alex’s claw with Rei. 

“Do not kill him,” she reminds me again. 

“No, I won’t,” I say, pushing him toward Orchid as she runs toward me with her arms ready to assault us. 

She is slow. I activate Haste and overpower both of them as I use Alex’s body as a shield and push him into Orchid’s razor-sharp hands. 
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Not good, one of Orchid’s blades ripples through Alex and pierces my chest just above my heart. I lift my right leg and kick both of them back. 

Orchid rips her arms out of Alex and tosses him aside into a wall. He falls over like a puppet. To my surprise I realize we have been fighting for only two minutes when I see my NCI popping up with a notification. 
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I hear the Artificer laughing. Everything starts to slow down again and I feel my body tense. He is using Frightening Gaze a second time. I turn toward him and fire lightning from my fingertips. Everything returns to normal.
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It works. His reliance on construct technology has actually made him weak. 
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Alex is back up. I feel his claw tearing through the back of my jacket and the armor plates that had been threaded in-between. 

“He isn’t giving up,” I say, leaning over. His claws broke through my skin. Blood drips down my back. I’m lucky he missed my spine. That could have been bad. 

I polymorph into a wolf and attack his arm. Biting his wrist and bringing him down on the ground, I snap near his neck in an attempt to cripple him. 
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As my teeth sink into his neck I feel the metal stitches in his body scraping against my teeth. Physical attacks mean little to him. He might as well be filled with stuffing. 
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I shake, tasting his blood rolling down the back of my neck. I grow stronger. I see the Orchid in my peripheral as she begins her next attack. I polymorph back into my human form just in time to block both of her arms as they swing toward me. 

Orchid, whose real name is Dianthe, squeals. She jumps back and I see her undoing her chest plate. It falls to the ground and her power increases. 
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“You think I am a fool and that I would display the true strength of my assassin?” Cadmus gloats. He still doesn’t get it. 

“You’re a self-centered maniac,” I smile. With Haste active I move at incredible speed and knock Orchid back against a wall. 
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“How?” Cadmus smile turns to a frown. He is stunned. He still doesn’t understand what I am, what he is up against. 
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I slam my fists into Orchid’s body again and again. When I stop, both Orchid and Alex are both hanging on within inches of their life. Cadmus lifts his hands into the air and I see red wisps shoot out from around his body. Both Alex and Dianthe begin to heal. 

“You bastard!” I shout. 

I slam my elbow into Orchid’s stomach and begin again. 
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My fists bleed. Alex attacks me from behind, trying to catch me off guard like he had before but I see him and grab his arm and flip him over my shoulder, slamming him down on the ground. 
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Cadmus casts another healing spell. I turn my attention back toward Orchid as she recovers, holding her wounds. Cadmus may be healing her, but mentally she is breaking apart. 
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How long can he keeps this up?




Alex grabs my ankle. 
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It takes me by surprise as he slashes my shin, tearing through my pants. I jump back, falling onto the ground and dropping Rei. 

Cadmus casts Haste and both of us move toward the sword at supersonic speed. I barely manage to grab hold of her as I roll across the ground and land my back against a wall. 
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It took a moment but my body caught up with me. 

Cadmus stands, towering over me. 




“I won’t let you have her,” I say. 
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Alex’s claw lands in my thigh. 
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I roar and grab his fist, letting Rei fall into my lap. His claw breaches the inside of my shoulder and it is taking all my strength to hold him back. I activate Primal Savagery, hoping I can use it to counter but it doesn’t work. Alex’s claw pushes against me. I can feel it shredding through my muscle. If Orchid attacks me now or Cadmus I’m done for. 

“Athanasios!” I hear the voices of Zoe and Kaisa. Both girls leap into the room, breaking through a sunroof above. 

Kaisa counters Orchid who is coming toward me and Zoe grabs Alex by the back of his collar and tosses him off me. 

“I couldn’t leave you, not again,” Zoe says, offering me her hand. 

“Deception! Trickery!” Cadmus screams. 

“We’ll handle the minions,” Zoe smiles.

I look over toward Kaisa. She leaps through the air, holding her dual daggers, countering every single one of Orchid’s strikes with her feline prowess. 

“I told you not to follow me,” I say, grabbing her hand. 

“Get over it,” Zoe smiles, “you really think we’d let you have all the fun. I’m an assassin… killing kings, overthrowing empires, it’s part of who I am.”

I stand with Zoe’s help and as she turns to fight Alexander I turn to face Cadmus. Holding downward Rei, I begin limping toward the fake king. 

Shark vs Shark. We circle one another waiting to see what ability the other might try to cast, cadmus analyzing my every movement. 

“You can’t attack and kill a god in their own city,” Cadmus says, holding out his hand. I can see him powering up an attack. 

I drag Rei through the air behind me, pushing her forward in an upward motion that connects with Cadmus’ wrist. I feel her passing through his skin, muscle, and finally the metal grafted to his bone before penetrating through the other side. The Artificer’s right hand falls to the ground. Separated from his rings. Separated from his power. 

“I know god. I used to work in his arcade. You’re not anything like him.” 

The Artificer raises his left hand. More rings of power. 

I turn my body clockwise, raising Rei up through the air. I feel her penetrating skin, muscle, metal, and bone again. 

The Artificer’s left hand falls to the ground. 

“Self- Destru…” I hear him start. He’s too late. Rei separates his lower jaw from his head. A Critical Strike leaving him just alive enough to watch me raise the Sword of Innocence into the air and bring it down over the top of his head. Rei makes an unpleasant sound as she tears his body into two pieces. Through his skull, down through the rest of his head, toward the center of his body, I feel my blade hit something hard, a core of some kind that has been growing in the Artificer’s heart. 

The core breaks away. Shards shattering and spread out like a crystalline explosion taking place inside what is left of the Artificer’s body until my sword tip hits the floor. Slowly, I begin to raise my body and my legs closer together. I take a deep breath and feel sweat dripping down my forehead. I’m holding Rei so tight I can feel the rough edges of the sword’s grip imprinting itself on my hand. I stare down at the two halves of Cadmus, wondering how I managed. 

The inside of his body is made of both organic and construct pieces as if he had been rebuilding himself, replacing organs inside and out. Every time he got injured, every fight he’d ever been in, he couldn’t heal himself, so he replaced himself piece by piece. It is no wonder he is so corrupt. There is little of whatever man he had been left. 

Wondering if this is even the real Cadmus or just some Construct, I turn toward Orchid, Alex, Zoe, and Kaisa. None of them are fighting anymore. In fact, Zoe is helping Alex to his knees. At some point it seems my warrior women traded battle partners. 
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I hit level 40. 




“What now?” Rei asks. 

“Let me show you your new home.”


Chapter 28

Royal Blood




The battle with Cadmus is over but things are spiraling out of control. While we were fighting the Artificer, Avis and Gaisha have been busy freeing prisoners from underneath the colosseum. The uprising has started. Even from the Throne Room we could hear the war cry of demihumans and soldiers battling it out on the streets. What’s worst, when the fake-king died, the gates immediately lifted themselves back up and the priest who has been watching us fled into the courtyard before we could catch him. If he didn’t get caught by a spare arrow or clawed to death it wouldn’t be long before everyone in Cnidis knew the King was dead. 

“We need to get back to the castle,” I say. 

“Master,” I look, expecting to see Zoe or Kaisa having called me that but instead I see both Orchid and Alexander, their blank eyes fixated on me. 

“You are free to go wherever you want,” I tell them. 

“Master,” they both say in unison. 

“Please, take us with you,” the orchid assassin pleads. 

“Your real name is Dianthe? Right?” I ask. 

“Yes,” she says, eyes widening, cheeks turning a strange shade of purple. 

“You are free to do what you want,” I tell her. 

“I want… we both want to go with you,” she begs. 

“If you don’t accept us our cores will cease to function. We will self-destruct,” Alex adds. 

“Self-destruct? Like blow up?” I ask, wondering if Alex meant that literally or figuratively. 

“Our heads will explode. We made contracts with Cadmus for our lives,” Dianthe tells me. 

“This is really unexpected,” I tell them. To be honest, so many were the times that Orchid has vowed to bite my head off, I can’t help but think that having her in my castle is equivalent to asking for trouble. I can’t deny that she is gorgeous, but her strange obsession is both sexy and frightening at the same time. Not to mention how would Zoe feel…

“Let’s take them,” Zoe smiles. 

“What?” I turn toward her. She is the last person I expect to say yes. For one, Alex and she used to be a part of the same guild and he always seemed like a jerk, and Orchid has tried to kill her, us, several times now. 

“I could use a training partner,” Zoe smiles.

“What about Alex?” I ask. 

“What about him?” 

“Never mind,” I shrug it off. “Fine, we’ll take both of you but we won’t make it easy. You are each going to have to earn my trust and work for your keep,” I grin. I’ll have to assign some of the Bark Squad to keep tabs on them. I need to be sure this isn’t another trick. “I’ll teleport us to the castle now.” 

I quickly send a message to Elektra who I am sure is waiting for us by now and inform her that we have guests coming with us. 

****

We arrive at just inside the castle’s front gate. A line of goblins, dogfolk, catfolk, gorgons, and refugees from Cnidis await our arrival. Elektra stands front and center alongside Sirena, Kalma, Alma, Kros, and Lucian. Ambrosia must be asleep. That or hiding in the shadow. Magnimus is probably busy in the lab working on new machines. I expect nothing less. 

“What’s going on Athanasios?” Elektra shouts, her attention focusing on Alexander and Dianthe. “Why is that jerkface here?” 

It’s… obvious she’s mad.

“He’s here to earn our trust. I killed Cadmus,” I tell her. 

“The Artificer? I thought you were after the King?” 

“Cadmus was pretending to be the King. He was tracking us, waiting for us. When I killed him I claimed his contracts.”

“Damn,” Elektra turns toward Alex and smacks him, “you treated me like shit at the academy. I will not let you walk all over me here.” Turning toward me she says, “you should have left him for dead.”  

Alexander breaks down. “I’m sorry. I am a fool. I thought I was destined to be something, to be someone. I thought I was being a leader. Cadmus tore my soul from my body, he cut me up, he bound me to corpses, and sewed them together. I’ve never felt pain like it. I didn’t realize the world, that anyone could be that cruel. I saw things, terrible things. I was forced to do things under his control no matter how hard I tried to hold back. I am sorry.”

“You don’t need to be sorry Alexander,” Zoe says. “I went through it too.” She places her hand on his shoulder. He isn't lying. Still, I understand it will be hard for Elektra to forgive him right away. 

“Kros, see to it that our guests get settled into their quarters,” I order. 

“Yes, Master,” Kros beats his chest and nods. 

“Kros,” I add, “any sign of trouble kill them both.” 

“What now?” Zoe asks. 

“We wait for news of the king’s death to spread and see how the uprising goes. Avis and Gaisha should return here eventually to check-in,” I turn toward Lucian. “Assemble a pack and go seek out news from the villages. I want to know everything happening in Cnidis.” 

“Are you going to take the throne?” Kalma asks. “It would be a great honor to serve under you as our king.” 

The thought crossed my mind… but the work. It is hard enough running a castle. Someone else would have to do it. I don’t answer to Kalma, instead I give her a faint smile. 

“Right now I want a bath, new clothes, and a hot meal.” 

***

Several hours pass and I stare out at the setting sun. Several members of the Bark Squad have already brought back reports that soldiers have been pulling away from the castle. Avis and Gaisha have also arrived safely back at the castle just like I thought they would. They brought with them news of the outskirts and told us many of the soldiers are fleeing entirely. I’ve also sent Dianthe and Alexander to be checked out by Magnimus. I have to be sure that there is no trace of their loyalty to the Artificer Cadmus left. Dianthe has also insisted that we remove her mantis arms. She told me how the Artificer used his magic to transform her arms into weapons to turn her into the perfect assassin. Magnimus is sure he can handle it, especially now that he has access to the Long Library. Still, I worry Dianthe’s arms will be replaced by construct pieces, however, the ochrid mantis assures me that her species is capable of regenerating lost limbs. 

My mind wanders momentarily to the city. Right now both sides are fighting with no leaders on either side, just chaos. Right now all we can do is let it burn while we heal our wounds and build our supply back up. 

****

It’s been four days since the events with Cadmus, the Mad Artificer. Our castle storage is full right now. We’ve managed to blackmail and pay for nearly all the food and supplies we needed. The surrounding villages have been resourceful. The uprising in the city is growing with each day passing, spreading to the outside. Farmers are being drafted to serve in the Cnidis military and a new leader has emerged to take control. One that apparently really hates demihumans. 

I also have learned that there are reports that the Golden Ram has been retrofitted with pieces made out of construct material, scavenged from the Tower of Dissonance, Magnimus’ former home. Obviously, Cadmus did so while I was gone. The creature terrorizes the outskirts of the city and keeps others from getting inside. 

“We have to do something,” Avis says, slamming his fist down to the sturdy, wooden table.

“What do you propose?” I ask. 

“We have an army, we should march into Cnidis and take control, overthrow the empire, and form a new kingdom,” he suggests. 

“And who will lead?” 

He grows quiet. He failed once to lead his own kind. I can see he has doubts, regrets. 

“I agree with Avis. I can’t stay idly by while more of my tribe suffers,” Kalma says. Alma standing next to him agrees. Truth is all of us agree but once we do, once we enter the city we have no idea what will happen. We know nothing about the new leader and even less how we could end years of hatred. 

“More than half the demihumans in the castle are ready and willing to fight against the new monarch,” Elektra informs me. 

I am about to tell everyone my plan when I receive a private Message. The kind only an Emissary can share with one another. 




[image: Image]

“That bastard,” I say aloud. He survived and found his way back outside the dungeon. I should have known he would put himself in charge. 

“What is it?” Avis asks. 

“A message from your friends? We gave them the dagger, are they coming back to help us?” Elektra asks. 

“No, Smeme and Leda are long gone by now,” I tell them. 

“It’s him, isn’t it? The other one that was in the dungeon,” Rei chokes.

“Yeah, Aleixo is back and wants to meet on neutral grounds,” I tell them. 

“Say no,” Elektra says. 

“There is more. Aleixo is currently the city monarch,” I bite my lip. 

Elektra slams her fist against the table. Looking at the rest of my party I can see that they all feel the same responsibility to Cnidis I feel. We’ve betrayed the demihumans by letting a bastard like Aleixo come into power. 

“Master, if you don’t mind I have an idea,” Rei smiles. 




****




It’s late afternoon in the middle of a clearing halfway between my castle and the city walls. I can feel the ocean breeze blowing through the air, mixing with the smell of copper and burning flesh. It’s a smell that has spread for miles now. Over the last few days about 1/3 of the population of Cnidis have died either from violence or starvation.

We’ve hidden our horses in the woods and have started making our way to neutral ground on foot. 

“For someone called the Sword of Innocence you are pretty damn brutal,” I say, communicating telepathically with Rei as I wear her in sword-form around my waist. 

“I am still a blade,” she responds. “I understand what I am and how I want to fight my battles.” 

“This is probably going to get all of us killed, you know that?” I smirk. 

“Better than the alternative.”

“Which is running away, I’ve done that a few times now. Worked out just fine before,” I tell her, reminiscing about how I once teleported my castle into the Dead Bog after being stuck in the middle of a siege. 

“You are a vampire lord, you will not be able to run forever,” she says. 

“I probably can. I can teleport every half an hour and already have more than enough defenses to hold back a siege,” I grin slightly. 

I love exploring this world. I want to see it all, but obviously not thirty minutes at a time. I want to spend days, weeks, months in a space so that I can see all it has to offer me. Yet, Rei is right. No one has ever protected anyone by running away. 

My entire party walks behind me, Ambrosia and Elektra by my side, followed by Avis, Kaisa, Sirena, Kros, several members of the Bark Squad including Lucian, Zoe, Gaisha, Dianthe, Alexander, Kalma, and Alma. The few members not present are my dragon, my reaper Selene, who’s still cursed to stay in the kitchen. I’ve put her in charge alongside Magnimus who has thoughtfully sent several constructs alongside us in his stead. Puffy is also still back at our castle, still healing from wounds inflicted by the Golden Ram. Magnimus has assured me that the boar will survive. Every day that passes, its power level grows just as mine did when I was bitten by the Ram. When Puffy is fully recovered she will be stronger, faster, and more powerful than before. 

“Is this the place?” Ambrosia asks, her face and skin covered by a black hood and cloak that covers her entire body. Despite usually sleeping, right now she insisted on being up for this. I don’t blame her. Aleixo has been a consistent thorn in our side for too long. 

This part of the forest is set between the city walls of Cnidis and my own castle, north of the shore. We are surrounded by small ruins. None higher than two feet off the ground. It is what used to be a Dragonkin settlement I’m sure. Aleixo has purposefully chosen this spot. A reminder of how humans have decimated the demihumans once before. 

“Zoe, Gaisha, Dianthe,” I say, stopping just before the ruins, our group still hidden in the brush. My three warrior women jump into the trees and scatter across the branches above, circling the area. 

“Nothing seems out of the ordinary. Aleixo has brought Emissaries, judging from their gear and demeanor. Paladins, and about sixty Cnidis soldiers. Half of them look like they are elite royal guards, the other half look like they just got out of bed. They should be arriving shortly,” Zoe reports back to me via Message. 

Gaisha and Dianthe quickly report the same. 

“Great, so it’s just like we thought, I’m glad he didn’t say to come alone,” I perk up and stretch my arms.

“Why would he say that?” Elektra asks curiously.

“Typical bad guy behavior,” I smile. 

“Aleixo is no typical enemy. He has nearly gotten the upper hand twice now. We should be careful,” Avis says straight-faced. 

“Lucian, you know the plan,” I nod and watch as he turns back toward his men, and using hand signals, he communicates with them. They take off around the perimeter of the ruins on our side. Each member of Bark Squad is covered in crab-armor and armed with short barbed swords and crossbows. Lucian himself carries the sword I gave him, one he named ‘The Will of Athanasios’, holding it tightly in his hand as he leads. 

The rest of us head into the ruins and wait for Aleixo and his army to arrive. 

“You’re late,” I tell him, tapping my wrist like I’m wearing a watch. 

“Apologies Sorcerer, I had an execution to attend to,” he smiles at the delight of it all. The chaos, the murder. Aleixo is finally showing his true self. It is no wonder the Grand Administrator sent him here. If he was half this trouble back home, I would have erased his mind and exiled him as well. 

“That’s no way to address our Sacred King!” one of Aleixo’s Captains shouts. 

“Disintegrate,” Ambrosia whispers. The soldier explodes. 

Several of the Emissaries and soldiers draw out their weapons to attack but Aleixo raises his hand and shakes his head sideways. 

“Creative. But you will have to do better than that to intimidate me,” Aleixo’s says just before taking a step forward. “I’ve come to tell you that you are free to go. As the new…”

“Shut the fuck up,” I tell him while grinning. 

“You dare?”

“Enough is enough. No more games.” 

Aleixo grows irritable. If there is one way I know to set him off it's to cut him off mid-sentence while he tries to deliver one of his heroic speeches. 

“You are no king,” I say loud enough for everyone to hear. 

Aleixo stands ready to fight, grabbing his sword from behind his back I can see the same rage and hate in his eyes as he displayed before. 

“I am the Sacred King! And I will not…” 

I smile. This whole time I’ve been rubbing my ring. The ring Avis gave me. 

Suddenly, the skies turn red, as if the sky itself is bleeding, lightning sparks erupt from the few clouds in the sky. A loud roar fills the space in-between, carrying itself through the air and echoing through the trees. More than half of Aleixo’s troops scatter like sheep. 

“Enough,” Nikita lands down on the field between us, fire and smoke pouring out from behind her jaws. She seems much larger outside. Her wings stretch out wider than the ruins and taller than the trees as she stands on her back legs. “There will be no more blood.” 

“Tell me Rei, does Aleixo strikes you as innocent?” I ask. 

“No Master. His heart is tainted. Black as coal. Still, he is weak. He will not fight us,” she answers me. 

“You will not be king,” I tell him. 

Aleixo swallows and drops his swords. He looks up at the dragon alongside the other Emissaries who have all but dropped to their knees. 

The Dragon stands over them like an elder god. She could kill all of them with a single breath if she desired. 

“You will reach an agreement. If not I shall burn your city and castles to the ground. Cnidis and all its gold will be mine,” Nikita threatens. Even I find her attitude convincing. 

“Yes, yes, of course,” Aleixo agrees. “Never in my life have I seen such a powerful creature such as yourself. We will reach an agreement. I will not take the throne for myself,” Aleixo agrees in a way that makes me believe he is both fearful and gracious. 

“Is he telling the truth?” I ask Rei. 

“Yes,” she tells me. 

I nod toward the sky where Nikita can see me. She breathes a blast of fire over the top of the ruins and I feel the temperature rising several degrees. I see Aleixo and the other Emissaries sweating in their armor. Even several of my soldiers are shaking as Nikita begins flapping her wings and flies off into the sky. She vanishes behind the horizon, using a camouflage spell to disappear into infinity. In truth though, she is returning back to my castle. Everything has gone according to Rei’s plan. 

A few minutes pass as the sky turns blue again and we prepare to begin our conversations on the future of Cnidis. Avis, Kalma, Alma, Aleixo, I, and several other Emissaries sit around a ruined pillar that we use as a table. Kalma and Alma start the discussions as several Emissaries argue over what we should do. 

“You should be king,” Aleixo tells me, “I understand now. The last few days I have learned the hard way that I am a weapon, a paladin, and that I am not capable of managing a kingdom. Not only do the people see you as a hero but the demihumans see you as their savior. You are the bridge between both worlds. I was wrong to think of you as an aberration.” 

“Thanks, but no thanks,” I smile. “Avis.” 

“Athan?” Avis says, standing beside me. 

“This is your kingdom. You are the only one capable of uniting this land. You have walked among both the humans and demihumans.”

“I remember you from the tournament. You fought well. I see no problem offering you my sword if that is what the Sorcerer wishes,” Aleixo says, placing his sword on the table as an offering.

“Athan,” Avis grabs me, pulling me to the side, “I can’t. I’m not a hero.”

“The world lacks heroes. From what I can see you might have failed as a king before but you’ve learned from your mistakes. You’ve traveled far and wide and made friends with both humans and demihumans alike. If anyone can unite them together it’s you. Don’t let the past define you. Take that guilt, that rage, and forge a better world,” I tell him, finally breaking through his thick scaly skin. He smiles and turns toward Aleixo.

“Very well, I accept,” Avis nods.  Several of the Emissaries behind Aleixo reveal themselves to be demihumans and rejoice. After a minute several of the humans do as well. Everyone seems to be satisfied with this. 

“Tonight we end the war between humans and demihumans. As the last of my kind I have seen far too much bloodshed. Should we fail, may our souls burn in eternal damnation by dragon flames.”

Avis winks at me as he mentions that last bit. He continues on, even patting Aleixo on the shoulder and raising his arm in the air. Together they lead the Emissaries in celebration. Even Aleixo seems relieved to give up the throne. 

I step away from the rest of them as Aleixo announces plans to end the war and celebrate with a festival immediately as all the prisoners are to be released and fed. Moving into the shadows of the trees I stand by side with Ambrosia and signal for Gaisha to join us. 

“You’ve been by Avis’ side longer than any of us. What will you do now?” 

“I will remain. The two of us will not part,” she tells me. 

I smile, “That’s what I thought. I’m glad Avis will have you watching his back. I have one more favor to ask of you.”

“Yes?” Gaisha asks, her voice signaling that she has no idea that I have discovered a secret truth about her. Not only she is a Dryad but an assassin also. She moves just like Zoe and Dianthe. She does a good job of hiding it but she has already demonstrated that she has no problem killing. 

“Aleixo. I don’t want him to survive the week,” I tell her. 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes. Make it look like a suicide. Have him leave a message. Have him tell the others that he is wrong about demihumans. I want them to believe that he is unable to bear the guilt of what he has done.” 

“It will be done,” Gaisha accepts the assignment and I have no doubt I’m hiring the right person for the job. 

“I will leave you and Avis a vast amount of wealth. More than enough to rebuild the city. I am sure many of the refugees in my castle will want to venture back with you. It is time for us to make our leave. Take care of him for me. And take care of yourself.”

Lucky for me Elektra is already aware of my plans and has taken the liberty of storing a pretty decent amount of gold back at the castle for Avis and Gaisha. 

“Athan,” Ambrosia turns toward me, “there is still the problem of the Golden Ram. If you would like Lucian and I shall take our leave and hunt it down for you. We will return to the castle soon as we have delivered the body of the beast back to the town.” 

I smile, “Thank you Ambrosia.” 

“Not for you, Athanasios. The Bark Squad needs the training,” she says, though it is painstakingly obvious she wanted another try at besting the beast. 

“Athan! Wait!” Avis shouts, running up to me. My warrior women have already gathered back around me. “Athan, I want you to know. You always have a home here. All of you,” Avis looks at me and everyone in my circle, “thank you for giving me this chance.” 

“Don’t blow it,” I tell him. We do a forearm handshake and nod before parting ways. I tell him I’ll catch up with him later at the festival and I am sending several of my constructs along with him as well as Kalma and Alma as his personal advisors. 

It takes no time at all to get back to the castle, riding our horses that are hidden in the woods and I decide that we deserve a festival of our own.  

First, I meet with the refugees inside my castle and tell them that they are free to return to the city. Several dozen do. Some goblins from the Dead Bog even decide to take their leave. Alongside them I send several members of Bark Squad to deliver gold and jewelry, enough to rebuild the city.

****

I sit relaxing, waiting for the festival to start, wearing a new black robe while telling Rei of all the adventures I have been having. Rei sits on one side of me and Elektra on the other, wearing a pair of glasses and pretends to read a book. Both girls are dressed in black lacy tops and white thongs. I can’t help but rub Rei’s backside as she speaks and moves her fingers up and down my thigh. However, my concentration is broken when Zoe, Kaisa, Sirena, Nikita, and Ambrosia walk into the room completely naked. Nikita has her wings folded behind her back as Ambrosia leads her in by the hand. 

“You didn’t tell me you have a new pet!” Ambrosia licks her lips as she approaches me provocatively, now mere inches away from my own lips. Without warning, I kiss Ambrosia fiercely, shoving my tongue into her open mouth. The vampiress raises both eyebrows in surprise, but takes the kiss eagerly, her hands already tearing away my clothing. We fumble at each other’s clothing until we end up on a large bed. Once we make it to the bed, we are completely naked. Our tongues dance in a fierce battle, and I feel already erect. As we climb onto the cushioned surface, the sounds of shuffling feet surround me. 

I break away from the kiss, and see my other female companions shyly awaiting their turn. I eye Ambrosia who looks up at me with a mischievous expression. Without any prompt or word, the women start to disrobe and climb into the bed with us. Zoe with her ample body goes to my left, with Kaisa to my right. They both begin to stroke me off while Ambrosia watches, her fingers already busying themselves at her clit. 

All of my companions flock to each of them, as Rei sits on Ambrosia’s face while Nikita goes to my shaft immediately. A cacophony of female moans and sighs fill the air, and I am already overwhelmed. Now, Elektra is licking and slurping at me down below, while my other two companions massage my torso and kiss every inch of my skin. Ambrosia and Nikita finger each other and their tongues exchange dances with one another. An orgy of conventionally attractive lustful women surrounding me is a sight to behold. I smirk to myself at the mere idea of it as my cock is shoved down Elektra’s throat. 

Now Nikita settles on top of Ambrosia, her ass and entrance facing me in complete view. As Ambrosia and she begin to kiss, Nikita’s hands start to pleasure herself while I watch. Two fingers delve deep inside the pink expanse and thrust in a slow, curling motion. I can’t tear my eyes away from the sight, my erection getting hotter and harder in Elektra’s throat. 

Nikita looks over her shoulder at me with a smirk. Ambrosia follows Nikita’s gaze, and a slow grin spreads across her lips. Ambrosia cups her hands on Nikita’s buttocks, massaging them and slapping them on occasion. Then her fingers descend to Nikita’s pussy, her hands spreading her lips wide open for me to see. I see Ambrosia’s face tilt to the side to look at me as she speaks. 

“Have you ever fucked so many women at once, Athan?” Ambrosia asks.

I cock an eyebrow at her, but don’t bother to respond. The women surrounding me break away as I approach them both. My erection twitches at Ambrosia’s hot, wet opening, and without warning I plunge myself deep inside her. 

Ambrosia lets out a cry of pleasure that is almost a wail, and the other women giggle at the sound. They surround Ambrosia and me, their small, delicate hands splaying on both of our bodies in a suffocating exploration. I watch as Nikita who lies on top of Ambrosia interlaces her fingers with her, kissing her passionately. Nikita’s ass cheeks bounce with my pace and Ambrosia’s breasts are pressed against each other in a snug embrace. Ambrosia feels warm and welcoming around me, milking my shaft of every ounce of energy that I have. 

Before I descend too far into ecstasy, I decide to try out Nikita now. Withdrawing, I adjust myself above her. Her entrance is visibly twitching and wet for me, and I thrust himself deep inside her. Nikita is tighter and wetter than Ambrosia, her walls already contracting and squeezing all around me. Immediately I let out a soft exhale, overwhelmed by the sensation of her. She has already been pleasing herself with Ambrosia, so she is ready to cum. 

I pound against her, watching Nikita’s curls and ass jiggle in synchronicity. She moans against Ambrosia’s breasts, her hands folding into the bedsheets beneath them. Before I leave the woman arrive to her climactic destination, I withdraw and penetrate Ambrosia now. 

I alternate between both women, amazed at the similarities and differences of their pussies. It does not take long before I feel myself about to cum. My body contorts and jerks, and through these alternations, I manage to spill my seed in both writhing women.

I collapse onto the bed next to them, and I am immediately attacked by the rest of my wanting companions. After the women are given everything they can handle, I see that Ambrosia desires for more. As she embraces my cock with her mouth, I hear a rumbling sound from the basement of my Castle. The Teleportation Core begins to malfunction. I feel it begins to phase in and out of reality as Ambrosia deep throats my cock faster and faster. Everything around me spins. I am losing control, grab the back of her head and push my cock all the way down her throat and cum once more, as the Castle transports us away from Caria and the kingdom of Cnidis.


Chapter 29

A Village in Winter




Everyone panics… 

I stand there, looking down at Ambrosia as a cold wind rushes in through the open windows of my castle. The temperature drops several dozen degrees. I quickly pull up my Castle Mastery Guide and check our position. We have teleported outside Anatolia completely to a new continent called Europa. I command Ambrosia to secure the area.

“I guess the rest of the festival will have to wait,” she smiles just before grabbing a pair of spare clothes from beside the bed. It looks like she has picked up one of Zoe’s outfits. “This is an ancient continent. According to myth, this is the place vampires originate from, home of the firstborn.”

“Do you think the first is still alive?” I ask.

“I’m not sure,” Ambrosia answers before taking off. I can’t imagine the progenitor could still be alive. Even with our immortality, there are millions of ways to get killed in this world. One would have to be impossibly strong to survive thousands and thousands of years. 

“Back to brumation,” Nikita moans, stretching her arms out. I nod my head and she disappears back inside my ring until I need her again. 

“We’re somewhere called Europa,” I start. 

“That’s in the north. We’ve teleported to another continent,” Elektra adds.

“Yes, I’m not sure why exactly. Ambrosia is securing the castle. Zoe, take Lucian and Dianthe to scout the area.”

“Masssttteeerr!” Kaisa asks. “Can I go too?”

I look at Zoe. “It will be good training,” she agrees.

Little did I know Kaisa is on her way to becoming my best assassin. With the reflexes and stealth of a cat, she was born for recon like this. 

“Go in pairs,” I tell them. 

“Master,” Zoe mumbles. “Ambrosia took my clothes.” 

I start to laugh, “Elektra, can Zoe borrow your clothes?” 

“Yes, I have an extra outfit in my pouch,” she smiles. 

Zoe dresses in one of Elektra’s tight school-girl outfits and I feel my blood rushing back to my crotch again. 

“I’ll see what I can find about this place in the library,” Elektra says. 

“Thank you,” I tell her. “Take Sirena with you to help.” 

“Master, I suggest you get dressed as we prepare ourselves for battle,” Rei tells me, staring out toward the balcony. 

“Why? What is it?” 

“I sense great darkness all around us,” she tells me. 

“It’s ok,” I tell her. 

“As your blade I implore you to keep me by your side at all times.”

I nod in agreement, allowing Rei to accompany me as I put on a new pair of clothes and walk toward my throne. I take a deep breath of the cold air. A part of me finds it refreshing. It feels as if there is nectar floating in the mists around my castle. I can feel it revitalizing my stamina, my vitality growing as I relax and sit my back against my throne. I can access everything except for my teleportation core. For the time being it seems to be offline. Everything else is in the same state of repair as before except I now have an aviary. 

“There!” I say smiling at Rei, forgetting I am the only one able to see my Global Map. “Two secondary cores in a large city!” 

“Who could live in this cold?” Rei asks, shaking. She is wearing one of my warmest robes since we still haven’t been able to make enough clothes for her. She moves closer to me, trying to get warm as she rubs her arms around my leg. I should probably try and get her something warmer, but right now all I can focus on is our new location. A part of me thinks I might like it here in the North.

I continue to study the Global Map for a few minutes before sending everyone a Message to meet in the war room. We are in the Carpathian Mountains: a region that includes what was once Romania, Serbia, and Hungary. Judging from our position, we were teleported inside central Romania, near the ruins of a city called Cluj-Napoca. 




**** 

I have the following spells equipped: Primal Savagery, Fire Bolt, Message, Lightning Bolt, Ice Bolt, Ice Wall (Ice Spike), Chill Touch, Mage Armor, Shield, Thunder Wave, Disguise Self, Mirror Image, Misty Step, Fire Bolt, Haste, a new spell Spatial Displacement that lets me send items back to my castle and a few other smaller spells. 

Since leveling up in the underground dungeons I have been able to equip more and more spells to my arsenal but I put myself in danger by burning out my own mana reserve. I can still draw some mana from the world around me but unlike dryads or wizards that have been training for years, I am still cultivating my own powers. 

****

Ambrosia is quieter than usual as everyone gives their report. 

We stand in a circle around a large wooden table, still covered in food Selene had made for the festival. 

“Bad idea,” Elektra says. 

“You don’t even know what I’m…” I start to speak but Elektra cuts me off. “You are going to say that you want to go out. You probably found some city out there you want to explore,” she huffs. 

“City of Tricula,” Ambrosia speaks up. 

“Yes,” I nod. “You know it?” 

“I’ve heard stories, the sun only shines 6 to 8 hours a day here,” she tells us. 

“Dangerous?” Zoe asks.

“Very. Not just inside the city but the surrounding villages as well. I’ve always heard the monsters here are incomparable to the south.”

“We should send Bark Squad to collect the cores,” Lucian adds. 

“Athanasios is the only one with a Global Map, it’s practically impossible without it, they would just get lost in the snow. They would freeze to death before sunrise. He is the only one capable,” Elektra says unexpectedly. 

“I agree,” Ambrosia adds, surprising me. 

I thought I was going to have to argue with all of them to leave but it seems they know me better by now. I will always jump to the next adventure and there’s no way to stop me. 

“We should make sure that you leave with the best team. I suggest Ambrosia, Zoe, Sirena, and Kaisa,” Elektra suggests. She has become our group’s strategist in many ways, always researching, and weighing the pros and cons of every situation. Even if it excludes herself. I appreciate her initiative, however, in this case, she is wrong. 

“Ambrosia must stay here to watch over the castle. One of the two of us should always be here to protect it,” I command. 

“Master is right. Even now I feel prying eyes upon us.”

Ambrosia is right. I can feel it too. Since we teleported here, it is like a new sense has been activated. Something in the black void of the night calling out to me. A part of me fears it, another welcomes it. Either way, I thirst for the unknown. 

I take a moment to think about who I might bring, leaving everyone to wait and wonder. “Kaisa, Rei, and,” I point, “Dianthe.” I smile and wait for my girls’ reactions. Zoe’s face turns blood-red. I’m not surprised. 

“You are kidding! You can’t take her,” Zoe objects, pointing at Dianthe, the Orchid assassin. “She isn’t ready, not to mention you have no idea if she’s going to try to bite your head off.”

“Magnimus assured me that there are no more modifications made by the Artificer inside of her. She’s ready,” I tell Zoe. 

“You should be taking me!” she objects sternly again. 

“You are still healing from our last battle. We need to give your wounds time to heal,” I tell her. 

“It’s not fair,” Zoe objects again. 

“It’s my decision. Dianthe is ready. Not to mention I have Rei and Kaisa by my side, and the dragon ring,” I tell her, holding up my hand with the ring, which, given the power I now understand it holds, I swear to myself I am never going to take off. 

Zoe stops herself, embarrassed that she has lost the argument. I know she only wants to protect me, but I also trust that she has prepared Kaisa for what lays ahead. With two assassins at my side along with Rei and the ability to summon Nikita, I have no doubt this will be an interesting journey. Plus, I need her here to make sure the castle is safe. Elektra will be busy in the library and Selene only has access to so many rooms. If a real battle breaks out I feel it imperative to have Ambrosia and Zoe on the front lines. I don’t tell her this but I believe she knows. All of my warrior women understand they are valuable to me. 
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And so a new adventure begins...




****




Within the hour I meet with everyone at the stables. Dianthe is the first to appear and I can’t help but notice that her skin is more pink and white than before. 

“Are you ok?” I ask her. 

“I shed my old skin. Right now my skin is hardening. Three to six hours from now it will be as tough as armor,” she smiles. 

“Did Magnimus do that?” 

“No, it is an adaptation my species has developed. If Rei is your sword, I want to be your shield. With my body nothing will hurt you,” she bows her head. I know she is thankful for this new beginning. I guess hearing her say she is my shield is better than hearing her say she wants to bite my head off. 

Kaisa and Sirena arrive next. Sirena sees Kaisa off, checking her weapons and clothes. Kaisa is wearing a new corset made by Zoe. It is dyed black and red and has been hardened into armor, though still flexible and lightweight enough she can move freely in. 

We leave the stables on horseback, Ambrosia at the last minute coming to say goodbye and insisting that I take Abraxas, her faithful steed. Ambrosia also sends several members of the Bark Squad along to accompany us. Several of the stronger ones travel on foot, wearing specialized gear to help keep their limbs from freezing. Others take horses. They leave with two objectives: The first is to assist us should we run into any monsters in the icy mountains, and the second is to report back any findings. 

I activate my spirit guide to the wonder and amazement of the others. Using the ethereal owl I can ensure that none of us get lost as it creates a pathway for us to follow to the city. It is also far easier than pulling up my Global Map every few minutes. Kaisa can’t help but attack the ghost of the owl as it dodges her claws and flies higher into the sky. I laugh watching her futile attempt. The ethereal owl only flies higher. Ambrosia grows annoyed and tells Kaisa to stop. Without hesitation she listens and mounts her horse, a black and white stallion, her eyes still transfixed on the owl. 

Within minutes we are traversing the cold mountain ranges and hills that surround the castle. There is a light snow on the ground that seems to grow larger as we ride higher up into the peaks. Each of my companions is wearing a large fur coat with their armor and an additional thermal layer of protection underneath. Selene also made us up some amazing hot cocoa that we carry in large airtight mugs to keep fresh. The hot cocoa fights back the cold instantly with one sip, giving each of us who drink it +10 in cold resistance. 

Rei accompanies us on horseback rather than in her sword form. I worry what the locals might think of me carrying such an amazing weapon. With Elektra’s help we have concocted a story around ourselves. Knowing we wouldn’t be able to hide ourselves away, we have decided to pretend we are wandering nobles, come to see the northern continents as part of a world tour before we return home to a life of politics and parties. Elektra has also given each of us an allowance equivalent to ten golden coins, more than enough to buy anything our hearts desire under the condition that we promise to bring her and everyone else back some fine clothes.

Abraxas is fast, faster than the other horses by a long shot and doesn’t seem to be affected by the cold at all. It is no wonder Ambrosia has chosen such a faithful companion to remain by her side. It would be great if my entire army had horses like this one. 

We travel for several hours, crossing several hunting cabins that are empty. Before Kaisa’s horse gives out, she rides with me. Not that I mind as she settles herself in front of me; even a body as small and petite as hers, helps keep me warm. Her face snuggles up against my chest and purrs as she falls asleep as we ride. It makes for a nice distraction against the howling wind. 




****




My spirit guide fades into the mist. The City of Tricula is astounding. Aesthetically pleasing with gothic cathedrals and dozens of spires that pierce the dark sky. There are dozens of lights tied together, some running on electricity, others burning with bright yellow flames. The city stands tall and sharp like a pointed star as it spreads its light over the horizon. We see it from above at first. It looks endless, an ocean of stone. I don’t even need my Darkvision to see it properly. 

“Inspiring,” Rei says. 

“It is amazing. I can’t believe such a city is capable of surviving out here.” 

“Look over there!” Dianthe points. A massive metal airship is hovering in the sky like a massive blimp, releasing a trail of steam behind it. As it moves toward what I assume is an airport on the other side of the city I see two more airships emerge from the clouds in the sky. These two are larger and look almost like floating castles strung to giant gallons. I can just barely make out a dozen propellers pushing it forward. 

Kaisa paws at them. “Fireflies,” she says. I realize that all she can see are the lights floating in the sky. I smile. They really do look like fireflies falling down toward the city. 
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There is no wall outside the City of Tricula. No guards stand watch. There is a nice wooden stable for us to tie up our horses. A demihuman tiger is feeding several of the steeds nearby. 

“Excuse me, are there any taverns nearby? My companions and I have been traveling for days and would like to rest,” I ask her, unsure whether I should use Charm. 

“Greetings! Three blocks and a right will take you to the agora,” she points, “there are maps available at the ‘Red Hen’, and if you get lost, don’t be afraid to ask for directions,” she smiles, walking toward us and our horses, “beautiful steeds,” she adds, holding out an apple for Dianthe’s stallion. 

“What do you think?” I turn toward Rei.

“We can trust her,” she smiles. 

I leave Abraxas and the other horses in the tigerkin’s care. We venture forward and find ourselves standing between the tall spires in an agora filled with shops and bars. There are several empty carts parked outside, empty of items as it seems many have moved their wares to tables located inside an open cathedral. 

“Can we go shopping!” Rei asks, “I’m starting to like clothes!” 

“Yessss! Pleaze Mazzzteer!” Kaisa adds. 

Dianthe stays quiet. I don’t think she’s ever actually gone shopping before. None of them ever have. Not really. 

Smiling I tell them, “Yes! Let’s do this!” 




Nearly every shop we go inside is filled with gothic style clothing and corsets. Kaisa, Dianthe, and Rei each show off several dozen outfits for me. 

We take a break after buying out nearly three stores and packing. Several of the Bark Squad carry our goods back to the stables for us. Walking inside a tavern we sit and order something to eat. Looking around I can see that the people of the city are a mix of demihumans and pale humans. 

Everything here is also extremely cheap as well. It makes me wonder how they have an economy at all. 

While my warriors eat I move toward the bar. The barkeeper serves drinks to demihumans. Pale white skin, black hair, and no facial hair. I think he is human.

“What will it be?” he smiles while washing a small shot glass. 

“I have a question,” I say. 

“Ask away,” the barkeep tells me as he continues to clean. 

“Are you human?” 

“Funny question but I get it. We don’t get much sun out here. I can see compared to you and your companions it might be hard to believe but yes, myself and many others we’re all human,” the barkeep laughs. 

Rei is watching me from the table, reading my thoughts and the thoughts of the barkeep. If he is lying I will know. 

He’s telling the truth, Rei’s voice echoes in my mind. 

“Thanks, we are new here. Traveling from the far south to see the world.” 

“No better place than here. Keep at a good time too. Lots of travelers have come to pay their respect to the king.” 

Nothing on the menu really calls out to me but I order a shot of absinthe to appease the human, tossing several coins down on the table. 

“Not necessary friend, everything is already covered,” he says. 

“How can that be? I’ve only just arrived,” I glare at the man. 

“We don’t worry about coin here. Food and drinks are free. The King keeps us supplied with more than what we need. Shops take coin to trade with airships but there is never need of excess.”

“I don’t understand,” I tell him once again, trying to offer him money. 

“If you want you can donate it to the church, the Fate of Elysium. Here we follow the old code. Peace among all races.” 

“My understanding is that the Fate of Elysium believes humans are supreme and should rule the world.”

“A twisted sect, don’t get me wrong, there are still some here that think that, but nobody would ever say it aloud. Our king is a demihuman and believe me… If anyone is superior, it’s him. We have an honor system here. Everyone makes the job they want, exchange work for goods and vice versa. If you like something you can give something else in exchange that you have in abundance,” the barkeep tells me. That explains the strange look on the tailor’s faces when I handed them bags of coins in exchange for the dresses. Perhaps it would have been better to have brought along crates of food. Our gold is pretty much worthless here. The whole system reminds me of an ancient city I read about, Sparta, and how everyone contributed to the community and everything belonged to the public. 

“What about nobility?” I ask. 

“No nobles, well, except for the king, I guess. Otherwise, everyone is equal,” the barkeep pours me another shot of Absinthe and slides it over to me. I look over at Rei who confirms the barkeep is telling me the truth. 

How can a king ask nothing of their subjects? 

“What about crime?” I ask. I have not seen any armored guards since entering the city. A few people with swords and shields but none in knight’s armor or ready to attack at a moment's notice. 

“We have a few patrols. Crime really isn’t an issue. When someone oversteps others, the community just stops helping them. Eventually, they wise up.” 

“This is a strange place,” I say, taking another shot of Absinthe. 

“Tell me, stranger. Are you not here yourself to pay your respects to the King?” the barkeep asks. I’m not sure how to answer. Then looking down at my glass I notice the red stain on the outer rim of the glass. 

Absinthe and blood. 

“You are a vampire, aren’t you? Surely you know king Dracula.”  


Chapter 30




Side Quest: Terminal 




The name sends shivers down my spine. I’ve read stories, countless versions of the myth, the legend, the vampire known as Dracula. Not even the libraries in Asphodel Meadows could confirm or deny whether they were a real person. Some legends say Dracula was based on a man known as Vlad the Impaler. Other versions were older, insisting that Dracula was Cain, one of the sons of the first men, and first murderer, marked to walk the Earth for eternity. An even older legend said that Dracula was a fallen angel like Lucifer. Whatever he was, I knew for certain now that he was real. 

There was no doubt in my mind that the first vampire, the progenitor, Ambrosia had spoken of was Dracula. That feeling of darkness, of prying eyes. I have the feeling he is the reason for me being here. The barkeep slides me another shot. This time it’s just blood. How did I not notice before?Despite the winter storm picking up outside, our strange teleportation here, the strange familiarity of this city makes me feel like I am somewhere I belong. 

“Of course,” I smile and lie. 

“Great, damn, shucks, I thought for a moment I might have been wasting blood on you. Only a short supply still in tow. Got our first supply a couple months ago when visitors like yourself started showing. You certainly had me going there for a minute,” the barkeep smiles. 

“Why so many visitors?” 

“Pay their respect to the king of course and acknowledge him as their supreme ruler,” the barkeep says like it’s no big deal. He has no idea. A vampire doesn’t submit to anyone. 

“What else can you tell me about King Dracula?” 

“Just that he’s old, been king around here since my father’s father’s father came here.”

“Anything else?” 

“Always lived in the same castle. Bran Castle I think is called. Doesn’t leave very much. I’ve never actually seen him in person, but I remember my father telling me stories of how king Dracula fought and beheaded a dragon that thought it could lay claim to the mountains.” 

“A dragon? He’s really that powerful?” 

“He is a king,” the Barkeeper says as if pointing out the obvious. I hate to correct him, but I’ve seen several kings who would never even think of badmouthing a dragon, let alone fight against one.

“Dracula is a vampire though, aren’t you worried about him attacking the city, drinking blood?” I ask. 

“Nonsense, Dracula doesn’t need to drink blood. Only younglings do that. Sometimes the monsters living in Hoia Forest, those beasts are another story. That place is a hotspot for the supernatural.”

“Any idea where I can find his castle?” 

“That’s a first, never had a vampire ask for directions before. Most arrive via the airway, so you must be new at this,” the barkeep grabs a map from under the bar and hands it to me. The map is highly detailed with villages, castles, sketches, and more. My Global Map immediately updates with all the landmarks, the seven wonders of Romania, the different names for cities, many now buried under rock or snow. Several locations are castles. Each one looks like they would have made a perfect Vampire Castle, unlike the Duke’s castle I claimed. Had I come here with my Castle Core I would have had my pick. 

“Thank you,” I smile, handing the map back to the Barkeep.

“Don’t need it?” 

“Photographic memory,” I lie. 

Kaisa, Rei, Dianthe, and several of the Bark Squad finish eating their meals and walk over toward me. Each of them has already been appraised of our situation by Rei who has been listening in on my conversation with the Barkeep. “Here, take this,” I say, grabbing a smaller container of hot cocoa and hand it to the barkeep. He studies it for a moment before taking a drink. His cheeks turn red as it warms his body. 

“This tastes amazing! Next time you come in I’ll have to give you something better than blood and absinthe for the recipe,” he smiles, waving at us as we make our way out and toward the airport. I can sense there is an extension module for my monster production facility there and can only wonder what it might be. 

It doesn’t take us long to reach the airway as we stroll outside the city and follow paths marked with wooden signposts, through the mountainous area of the City of Tricula. The airway is filled with dozens of airships that range in size, color, and craft. Some use hot air balloons, now deflated, resting on the ground, others look like castles with visible gears and wings covered in massive propellers. The most common though is a blimp variety. 

Each and every one of them is a marvel between fusing magic and science. Walking inside one of the airway terminals, a harpy clerk wearing a blue and white stewardess outfit greets us. She even has a pair of demon wings clipped to her left breast pocket. 
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“Are you lost?” she asks in a helpful voice. I look at her eyes, black as coal, and wonder how it is that she can sound so helpful. 

“Why are there so many airships present?” I ask. 

“The King had recently sent out a message to all the other kingdoms of the other continents, requesting his kin to pay him a visit and pay their respect. This happens every thousand years as it is customary. Thus, most of the vampire lords of the entire world have come here, traveling via airship rather than risk braving the long stretches of broken roads,” she smiles. 

“Thank you, I would love to take a look around if that is alright?” I say, trying to hide my sense of wonder. 

“Absolutely, you are welcome to do as you please here,” she informs me. Does she know I’m a vampire as well? Is it that obvious? I thought being a hybrid would give me some anonymity. 

Heading outside the terminal with my companions I find myself being drawn toward a smaller airship. It is not bigger than a mansion I own. Still large by airship standards I’m sure, though it is no flying fortress like the others. Studying some of the airships parked on the landing strip I can’t help but wonder if there is a way I can make my castle fly. 

“Master, we should be careful, I sense a great darkness is near,” Rei tells me. I nod my head and watch as she transforms into a sword and I sheath her to my side. Next to the airship is a small fountain. 

“There,” I say pointing. I can sense the extension module is under the frozen water of the fountain. 

The closer we move toward the fountain the more it becomes clear that the water is in fact frozen blood. Not human blood though, instead it is a mixture of goat and pig blood. Nothing but an aesthetic piece to please the Vampire Lords. The module is sitting at the bottom under the blood ice.

The closer we move the more I can feel Rei become uneasy. And when I see the face of a beautiful vampire hunter I understand why. I cast Disguise Self immediately, disguising myself as a Vampire Lord and my companions as my servants. 

“Who is that?” Rei’s voice asks.

“I thought you read my memories?” 

“There were some things that were only blurs,” she replies. 

“That is Melissa, she is the leader of a vampire hunting squad from Pedasa. Her master, Nestor, is my creator.” 

Rei is silent as I study Melissa. Short blonde hair, it looks like she has been forced to cut, blue eyes, large breasts, and an athletic build. She is wearing a tight white and black corset and a short skirt. Eleven vampire hunters accompany her, each an elite member of her Vampire Hunting Squad.  

Melissa is one of Nestor's future brides and someone both I and Ambrosia have fought before. She actually trapped Ambrosia inside a Soul Stone, forcing me to decide whether or not to save her. In many ways, Melissa is the reason Ambrosia and I have stayed close to one another. I am glad to see she is still alive, I worried that Nestor would have killed her for failing to capture Ambrosia and me in our first encounter. There is a notable scar running down her cheek now, something I hadn’t seen when we first met. It looks about the right size for a vampire claw. Nestor, the bastard, is taking advantage of her. 

She looks over at me and my companions as we approach the fountain and then I see him… Nestor, walking in the shadows behind her. 

“Do you think the half-breed will show?” Nestor mumbles. His voice is not quite what I remember. 

“He will have to. All high-level vampires have been summoned,” she says. “When he does we will be ready,” she adds. 

Nestor nods and I take notice of the two demonic-looking swords crossed over his back. His hair had grown long, slick back over the back of his head. I could see his purple eyes clear as day. He is wearing clothing similar to my own but black and red. I can feel myself being pulled toward him as they approach the fountain of blood, parallel to us. 

“Greetings fellow lord! I am Nestor, Lord over Pedasa,” he smiles. 
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“I am Amon,” I greet him back, making up the name on the spot. I can look the part of a Vampire Lord but I am sure if I say too much I will be found. 

“Can you believe this, Dracula himself has summoned us to his court. I couldn’t be more excited,” Nestor starts. 

I nod and stare at the fountain in silence. I stare down at my fake reflection in the frozen blood, my mind wandering elsewhere. From that moment I first emerged in this world, Nestor used his power to Charm me and made me believe he was my friend. 

Don't worry human, you can trust me, were his first words to me. The first words I ever heard in this world. I thought the Devs had it out for me. A level 1 versus a level 56. If not for Ambrosia I probably would have made a light snack for him but she ambushed him with a pack of ghouls. Moments later I lost consciousness and found myself strung up, side by side with the Vampire Lord, playthings of Ambrosia’s as she forced me to taste his blood. 

Ambrosia… she did this to me. It is said, that when a sorcerer drinks the blood of a vampire, vampiric magic permeates their blood and their own being. I've never seen it and it's hard to find sorcerers here, but you could be the ideal candidate. What do you say, up for a little experimentation? her words echo in my memories as I play them on repeat to Rei. 

It wasn’t Nestor, it was Ambrosia that turned me by cutting Nestor’s throat, spilling his blood into my mouth, forcing me to drink. She did all that just before fucking me against a hard cavern floor in front of him. I couldn’t blame Nestor for hating me. 

Nestor is responsible for Killing Lamia, the Vampire Queen of Pedasa, Ambrosia’s mentor. He is also hunting other vampires in Pedasa such as Ambrosia. Anyone and everything that is a threat to him, he destroys it without remorse. 

“This is Melissa,” Nestor smiles, taking his hand and placing his thumb against her mouth. She opens and starts sucking on it. “I once thought to make her one of my brides before she failed me. Then I thought I should kill her but I changed my mind… made an example of her. She’s a competent warrior, one of the best hunters I’ve ever met. I’m grateful that she is on our side, helping us get rid of the impurities that plague this world.” Nestor smiles wickedly. “She might make a nice gift for the King, maybe his court,” Nestor pushes his hand deeper into Melissa’s mouth before she starts choking and he pulls away laughing, “or maybe I’ll just keep her for myself.” 

I continue to watch, unable to say anything.

“Quiet one aren’t you Amon?” Nestor states the obvious. 

I nod, trying to keep my mind free from control. I can feel Nestor reaching out to me, trying to Charm me, trying to Dominate my mind. I’m not the weak-minded thrall I was when we met. 

“Tell me, where are you from?” Nestor asks. 

“Komana,” I tell him, picking a city to the far east I had noticed on my Global Map some time ago. It is a city filled with Castle Cores, and candidate for the most likely place I want to go after all this. I knew if I said I was from Caria of Lycia, Nestor might comment or know other vampires that lived in those countries. I have to be careful. 

“Gods Damn, it is no wonder you are shy. I’ve heard the sun shines into the late evening there, not to mention the heat,” Nestor laughs. 

Is he testing me? Should I say something more? What if this is a trick? Komana is farther south than Caria but is it hot there? Desert maybe? Fuck, what am I supposed to say? 

“Lords,” a voice breaks the awkward silence before it can fully form between us. Standing to the side is a wolf-beast. 

“There’s the chauffeur, I was wondering how long this was going to take, Sorry Amon, I do hope we get to speak more,” Nestor turns away from me, grabbing Melissa by the wrist. No longer the center of attention I send a message to Dianthe and tell her to retrieve the extension module underneath the frozen blood ice. 

“We must hurry my Lords,” the wolf-beast says, eyeing several of my Bark Squad servants. “The king awaits.” 

“After you,” I tell Nestor, insisting he and his Vampire Hunting Squad go ahead of me. 

As I follow behind them, Dianthe quietly digs her arm into the ice and retrieves the extension module for me. She runs toward me silently and hands me over the cold circular module. The moment I touch it, it dissipates and becomes a part of me and my castle. 
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What a strange module, I think as I study my Castle Mastery Guide. The Ornithopter is a chicken construct, pretty much like mecha lobster, only with its head and wings. It is large and can be used by a human or demihuman vessel as a mech or be automated to follow direct commands. 

It might be embarrassing having an army of these things but on the other hand it would be more embarrassing for an enemy to be dominated by the large mecha chickens. 
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The wolf-beast leads us to two large carriages that wait for us just on the other side of the terminal. 

“See you on the other side,” Nestor smirks. 

Following after him I find myself teleporting inside Dracula’s castle. 


Chapter 31

The Illustrious Castle  




[image: Image]

We are greeted by dozens of gorgeous demihuman and human maids ready to cater to our every need. Two leopard twins bow their heads at my party and offer to take us to our chambers. I nod my head, staying silent as I see Nestor and Melissa continue to watch me. The entryway is vast with two great staircases to the right and left, along with a third leading to a large banquet area where I can hear music playing. There, I see dozens of masqueraders dancing together, wearing medieval masks and fancy outfits. 

“This way Sir,” the maid diverts my attention. 

Dianthe and Kaisa walk directly behind me as if they are my bodyguards while the rest of the Bark Squad trail behind them. There are six members of the Bark Squad with me. The rest should be on their way back to my castle now with supplies and information. As we are led through one hallway after another I try to Message Ambrosia, just to find I am blocked out. 

I can still siphon energy from my castle and I can still teleport though. 

The twin maids lead us to a large chamber with a king-size bed. An azure rug splits the entire room in half and is matched by a thinner one on either side of the bed while matching banners adorn the walls. Between each banner hangs a torch, many of them have been lit and in turn illuminate the statues of naked vampire women below them. 

A massive window is blocked by blue curtains that have been adorned with decorating tips and fancy tassels and are covered in black runes. Stepping outside I can see we are high up on a cliffside. The castle it seems is surrounded by water and small glaciers. A drop from this height would kill any human or demihuman. 

The only way to escape would be to polymorph into mist or bats. It seems, for now, the only way out is back the way we came or by teleporting back to the castle. 

“At the stroke of midnight you will be summoned to pay your respects,” says one of the leopard maids. They bow their heads and leave us. I tell my Bark Squad to wait outside our room and knock three times if anyone comes our way. 

Finally, I am able to drop my disguise and lay on my bed.

Kaisa hears someone coming toward the door. 

“Someone is coming,” Rei tells me, transforming into my sword. I jump up from bed just to find myself in front of a vampire hunter that just broke inside from the main door. I raise my leg and kick him in the chest, then grab his crossbow out of his hands as he falls backward. I don’t have time to grab the Sword of Innocence, let alone I’m not sure she will allow me to kill these people. 
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I fire a silver bolt from the crossbow into the sternum of one of the hunters. There are six in total coming after us. 

“Damn that Nestor,” I curse. I throw the empty crossbow at another while dodging his bolts as he rips through the bed behind me. Dianthe and Kaisa are already fighting two more as I pick up my sword. 

Rei doesn’t say anything as I thrust her inside one of the vampire hunters and pull her out, using my leg to kick his body back against another. 

None of the bastards are innocent. Each and every one of them has a Threat Level of 17 and 68 points of health. 

Each of our strikes does Critical Damage and we easily dispose of the sinister six. 
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Using a Fire Bolt, I blow the door off its hinges and break the bones of another vampire hunter who is waiting for us in the hallway. My Bark Squad lays dead on the ground in front of me and I feel my heart flooding with rage as I activate my Primal Savagery. 

“Nestor,” I growl, scrapping my hand against the wall. 

Studying the large hallway, I take a guess blowing open the doors to the room beside me. Empty. Following behind me I have Dianthe and Kaisa, both girls watching my back. I repeat the process again and again. Each room is a carbon copy of the one I was in. A large bed, rugs, torches, blue curtains, and a balcony. The hallway is bridging parts of the main castle with one of the large towers. 
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Moving back the way we came I continue my assault on Dracula’s décor, making sure I throw a Fire Bolt into every empty room, setting it all ablaze. As we continue our descend to what I hope is the exit, I see Nestor leaning on one of his squad members with Melissa by his side. Three others stand behind him with their crossbows at the ready, pointing in the direction behind us. I can see a large silver bolt sticking out of Nestor’s shoulder. He is injured badly. 

“You,” he says pointing, “I knew you smelled familiar.” 

“Nestor,” I growl. One of his squad turns toward me. 

“I’m not the one responsible,” he says. 

“We were attacked,” Melissa’s soft voice cuts Nestor off. 

“And why should I trust you,” I growl, trying to control my anger. 

“You spared Melissa’s life once before. I ask that you do it again. Take her and escape this place. There are more coming down from the tower. I can sense them. Athanasios, you might be an aberration but you were born out of my blood and I…” Nestor pauses, “I have no quarrel with what you have become.” 

Melissa at first objects, pleading Nestor to let her stay by his side but he pushes her away. His attitude is totally different than before when he thought I was just another Vampire Lord. Now that he knows I am me, he is treating her like a human being. 

“Let’s move,” I tell them. Turning back I see a large group of vampire hunters coming down the hallway. The castle is under siege. They must have picked this as an opportunity to take out Dracula and more of his kind. That or another vampire is declaring war here on this hallowed ground. 

It takes us a few minutes to reach the castle’s entrance. The door is completely barricaded by both large metal struts and a magical barrier. Unable to break through, I have no choice but to teleport us all away, but as I open my Global Map I see two Castle Cores nearby. 

“Master?” Rei asks, obviously reading my mind. 

“I want those cores, I want to know more about this place,” I tell her, speaking aloud. Dianthe and Kaisa both nod while Melissa looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. Collecting Castle Cores is my priority. If I am to become stronger and more powerful there will never be a greater opportunity than to raid Dracula’s own castle. I turn my back toward the great stairway to the right. Studying my Global Map I can see parts of the interior of Dracula’s castle. The great stairway leads to the Mechanical Tower and beyond that is the Throne Room where I might find Dracula himself along with the Castle Cores I am looking for. 

“This way,” I tell everyone, marching toward the stairway. 

The great stairway is a large, rounded staircase that leads to the next floor. Surrounded by large paintings of constructs a new quest activates in my NCI just as I hear Dianthe’s scream.
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Chapter 32

Circus of Fools




A hand reaches out of one of the paintings and grabs Dianthe by the back of the head, shoving her face down against the ground. The hand is the size of a normal man and looks like it has a small deformed head where it cuts off at the wrist. Melissa pulls out her whip and lassos the giant hand’s middle finger pulling it back and off Dianthe’s body. 

Dianthe jumps up pushing off the ground with her back legs and springs into action with dual daggers that seem to extend outward from the sides of her wrists. Magnimus made some extra modifications to her body. The blades were nearly identical to the ones she used when she was under the Artificer’s influence only now they are smaller. 

The beautiful assassin wastes no time and slices into the tendons of the hand, dragging her daggers across its knuckles. In the few seconds it takes me to take a deep breath, she sheathes one of her daggers, grabs a large vein from an opening she cut from the giant’s hand and pulls on it like a string. Unraveling, blood funnels out across the stairway as the hand drops dead and tumbles back toward the first floor. 

From above us, we hear maniacal laughter from the shadows. 

A Mantis Assassin waits for us. She has a similar build as Dianthe only her skin is naturally green, though here I can see she has painted it white with red-rosy cheeks. She is wearing a curly red wig and has a red nose sitting randomly on her face. Clown Mantis. The assassin’s arms and legs have been torn off and replaced by long curved blades she balances carefully on. I can see large pieces of construct metal have been driven in and out of her body like a pincushion. 
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“Friend of yours,” I ask, turning toward Dianthe.

“No, master,” she says, preparing her weapons to attack. 

I do a double-take and wonder if she is lying. The two assassins look like they could be twins except for the color of their skin. 

“I will take care of the assassin bug,” she assures me. 

I give her a small nod while Kaisa and Melissa prepare along with me to run past the assassin. Dianthe leaps forward with her daggers stretching outward. The Mantis Clown Assassin blocks her with her legs, forcing Dianthe to jump backward. Dianthe doesn’t give up, instead goes low, following her instincts as her years of training demand. 

The clown drops down on all four legs, bending over backward and sticking out her tongue as Dianthe is forced to retreat again. Flipping her legs into the air, the clown walks on her arms toward Dianthe against the wall and makes her trip down several steps. Yet, Dianthe doesn’t give up. Stoic and determined, she continues to fight back.

The rest of us sprint up the stairs only to be caught off guard by several small spider constructs that move out of the paintings. Melissa begins dealing damage to them first. 
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“I expected this,” Melissa says, attacking the constructs with her whip. 

“I did too.” 

The paintings are an excellent place for the mechanical creatures to hide. Each one is shaped like a spider, no bigger than the palm of my hand. 

The constructs are easy to destroy but attack us in numbers of ten, even twenty at a time. It feels almost as if there is an endless horde of them coming out of the cracks in the walls. 

Kaisa joins Melissa and me in our battle against the mechanical wave as I hear the two insectkins’ blades knock against each other. Turning my head toward Dianthe I see she still hasn’t gotten the upper hand. 

I cast a large Lightning Bolt throughout the staircase, lighting the place and setting everything on blue fire. The Mechanical Arachnoids stop their assault. Kaisa’s and Melissa’s hair stands on end and I would be laughing if I wasn’t so worried about the figure standing at the top of the stairs.

Melissa readies her whip. 

Using my Darkvision I can easily make out the figure is a nine-foot-tall slender man wearing a pig mask. In his hands he is holding two large boar tusks that look like they could have been ripped right off Puffy. Just the sight of them angers me as I activate Primal Savagery. 

[image: Image]

“I’m breaking through,” I tell Kaisa and Melissa, expecting them to follow behind me. 

We make it past the clown as Dianthe does a somersault on the ground distracting her opponent. The two fight like ballet dancers, the assassin switching from her legs to arms as she slides across the floor without losing any of her balance. Dianthe mimics her attacks using her flexibility to dodge each and every strike. 

Melissa cracks her whip into the air in front of me, grabbing hold of the Pig-Man’s right arm as he raises it to attack. Kaisa picks up speed behind me, readying to attack the dwarf giant’s left side but she is too late. The boar tusk hits me in the stomach as the giant’s arm swings to the side and pulls Melissa forward. 
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“Damnit,” I curse, picking myself up off the stairwell. The giant is blocking the entryway to the next floor. If we can get around him we’ll have a better chance at beating him. 

I spend too much strategizing and not enough time attacking. By the time I look up I see Melissa is being held up by the neck in the giant’s oversize palm, his fingers wrapping all the way around her. He sticks out his tongue, which drops down to its chest, and begins licking her from the bottom of her thigh up to her chest. 

I can hear the poor vampire huntress crying as Kaisa begins attacking the giant’s left side. The giant turns his tongue toward the catgirl and using it like a whip he knocks her back. 

“Eww,” Kaisa cries out as the giant turns his attention back to Melissa. I feel helpless, but thinking about it for a moment, there should be no reason for such a weak enemy to be giving the three of us this much difficulty. 

Casting Haste I push off the stairs behind me and slide underneath the giant. With Primal Savagery still active I castrate the beast. 
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The giant drops Melissa who pulls a small dagger from her belt and digs it deep into the dwarf giant’s neck. The giant wails and as he begins to frenzy, the body of the Mantis Assassin spears into his chest and falls backward onto the floor at the tip of the stairwell. 

Dianthe slowly walks up toward us. Her health has taken a few hits and her arms are covered in cuts. 

“What did I miss?” she asks, staring down at the giant’s mangled dong. 

“Melissa almost got fucked by a dwarf and Kaisa got tongued,” I say, turning away from the two dead freaks. 

“This feels so gross,” Kaisa complains. The front of both her and Melissa is soaking wet with saliva. I can’t help but laugh a little as both take off their clothes and try to wipe it away on the red carpet that covers the entire room. 

Dianthe joins me in laughing at the two of them as they strip. 

The room for the most part looks completely empty. That is until I hear creepy carousel music playing at what must be 1/10th of the normal speed. I prepare myself for another ambush, keeping Primal Savagery active and my claws at the ready. 

Then I smell smoke. The entire room begins to fill. 

“Ladies and Gentleman! I present to you the half-breed, the pussy, the bug, and the hunter,” a voice echoes around us. 

“Show yourself!” I growl. Not even my NCI picks up anything. 

Then a large creature emerges from one of the hallways, charging into the smoke. Another giant, this time largely obese, four breasts, and a shaved head above her pig mask. Enraged, she charges toward us, galloping on her arms and legs like a giant horse. The ground shakes as she comes closer and closer, the smoke wrapping around her. 

“What the hell is that?” Melissa asks as she continues to struggle to wipe the slime from her clothes. 

I prepare a Fire Bolt in the palm of my hand when I hear Rei’s voice in my head. “Let me handle this,” she tells me. And at that moment I grasp the Sword of Innocence in both my hands and feel my mana flowing through my arms and into the metal vessel. “Spread your legs farther apart, keep your balance,” Rei adds. 

I do just as she asks. Watching and waiting for the giant to rush me. I can only hope that Rei knows what she is doing. 

Using my NCI I scan the creature. 
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“Are you sure you can break through her skin?” I ask Rei. 

It’s too late for her to give me an answer. The giant is just several meters away from me now. I can’t hesitate. I move my leg forward and prepare to strike, making sure I won’t slip, though I still worry the dwarf giant’s bouncing breasts will crush me. 

The Sword of Innocence transforms in my hands as it draws energy from my body. The blade becomes ethereal, extending outwards as long as a Zweihänder before widening into a broad buster sword six feet long, one foot wide, and several inches deep. Despite becoming larger I feel it became lighter in my hands. 

Glitter doesn’t stand a chance. The giant runs into the Sword and I push it into the chest of the beast, holding my ground as her breasts slap me in the sides of my head. 
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As the giant moans her last breath, several red wisps spring out from the blade of the Sword of Innocence like tentacles or tongues and devour the creature’s flesh, dissolving it in the air. After a few seconds there is no trace of the giant left. Staring down at my sword I can’t help but notice that where the tentacles sprang from there are eyes, a mouth, and teeth staring up at me. A moment later the glow disappears and Rei is back to being a normal size sword again. 

“What was that?” 

“I am a Mimic, I have to eat,” she answers me. 

“That energy? That power?” 

“It’s a polymorph,” she answers me. It is by far the strangest polymorph power I’ve ever seen but who am I to question. Rei doesn’t exactly have a threat level or health, she just is. She is both alive and inanimate at the same time. Her true power is based on whoever wields her. 

And in this case she is as strong as I am. 

The smoke in the room continues to grow and I feel a dark presence surround us. Kaisa, Dianthe, and even Melissa move closer to me. 

“You have managed to defeat three of my Circus of Fools, interesting. I can see why Nestor would send you along with his best hunter to kill me.” 

“Nestor didn’t send us!” I shout. My voice echoes around the room. 

“You reek of his stench half-breed,” the voice snarls, “not to mention I see not one but two assassins in your party alongside Nestor’s best hunter. I am no fool. You will not catch me off guard like the others.” 

“We were attacked too,” I tell the voice in the darkness. I would probably think the same thing. I am heavily armed, two assassins, a vampire hunter, and I am basically murdering my way through the castle. It is easy to see how someone might get the wrong impression of me.  

My eyes circle around the room. I still can’t see or sense anyone. Even with my senses sharper than ever, I can’t even locate the source of the voice. 

“You had your chance to flee and yet you remain, what is it that you could be seeking if not my death and the death of my King?” the voice asks as the smoke begins to circle around the room. 

I can see the source now, the smoke isn’t smoke, it is a vampire, a very powerful one. 
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The smoke circles and takes the form of a nine-foot-tall, skinny, pale man wearing a black cloak. He looks like he is elven with pointed ears, bald head, and a pointed nose. His arms aren’t human but instead made of pieces of construct. His legs are hidden by the cloak and smoke. 

“I promise you I am not what you think I am,” I try to sound convincing even though I know I’m not. 

“Thralls, attack Nestor’s new hound, kill the girls and bring him to me,” Maxx orders. A moment later dozens of ghouls fall from the ceiling above us. Each one more deformed than the last, their body parts attached, stitched together in all the wrong places while others are grafted together by construct chains and gears. 
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The room is quickly overrun with dozens of the circus freaks. 

Melissa cracks her whip tearing two of the ghouls apart. 

“They break easily,” she smiles. 

Dianthe and Kaisa stand ready with their weapons beside me. However, I’ve been in a position like this before and nearly been overrun. Not this time. I cast a Lightning Bolt spreading it throughout the room. The ghouls fry in an instant. 

“Noooooo! My children!” Maxx cries out. The strange giant vampire falls to his knees and starts sobbing like a child whose toys were just crushed. 

“I am not here to kill you,” I tell him. 

“But now you must. You have taken my creations from me.” 

“They were ghouls.” 

“They were mine! I made them! I saved them!” 

“They were thralls, nothing more,” I tell the old vampire. I try not to feel bad about what I did but I know how I would feel if it were me. “I didn’t want to fight, you gave me no choice.” 

“Kill me!” the old vampire cries. 

“No,” I tell him, “I told you already I am not here to kill you.” 

“Why? Why would you do this?” 

I stay silent. I have my reasons. Two Castle Cores and information. 

“Let me put him out of his misery,” Melissa says. 

“No. Stand down. Neither I nor Nestor want to make enemies,” I tell her. 

“Fine. At least do something about his whining.” 

“You don’t understand. My children. I brought them back. When I found them I was so hungry. I was an animal. I tore them apart but then I saved them. I stitched them back together, I brought them back to life so they could be with me,” the old vampire continues. 

“They have been dead for some time,” I say, examining one of the bodies.

The old vampire had lost his mind, believing that they were alive. He had killed his family, and in his grief brought them back as something wrong. This is for the best. Maybe I should let Melissa kill him. I sheathe the Sword of Innocence at my side. 

“Athan, what are you going to do?” Rei asks. My other warrior women look at me with the same question written all over their faces. 

“Even if I kill him he will just polymorph into a mist and go back to his coffin. He is an ancient, an old one. Maybe,” I say, knowing that the others have no idea about my NCI and the information it has given me, such as the vampire’s name and age, as well as weaknesses. 

I place my hand on the old vampire’s shoulder. At first, I expect him to attack but instead he looks up at me, making crying sounds. His eyes however are dry, his skin cracking. He looks like he hasn’t had a drop of blood in ages, if ever. I want to know more about him, about Dracula, but now isn’t the time or place. 

I cast Ice Touch, one of my newer cantrips, and feel the palm of my hand freezing along with the rest of the vampire’s body. 

“Sleep, if you struggle it will wear off. If you don’t you can just stay,” I tell him, “dream of another world. Dream of your family. Dream of peace.” 

As his body turns into ice I see forgiveness in his eyes, something rare for a vampire. Something I’m not used to seeing. He nods his head up and down as his body becomes encased in ice, thus accepting his fate. 

None of us say another word about it. We murdered the deranged circus of fools and their ringleader now lay frozen by the stairs. 

We have no choice, there is no reasoning with monsters. Still, now I wonder how many more in this castle are being attacked. Maxx thought I had come to assassinate him. Has he gone through what Nestor and I have? Where there others? What is Dracula planning and why? Is it possible for us to die in this place? As a hybrid I am sure I could be killed but pure vampires would be able to polymorph into mist and return to their… the smell of burning wood fills the air. I run toward a window and outside in a courtyard I see a bonfire. Dozens of coffins are piled into a large stack, burning with no one else around.  

With an abundance of caution we make our way down a hallway toward the tower that holds the Castle Cores. It sits a few floors directly below Dracula’s throne room. Even now I can feel his presence growing stronger as if he is continuing to watch me traverse his castle layer by layer. Scrying is a power in this world. Is it possible to sense if you are being watched though? And is it possible to do anything about it? Either way I am sure the two of us are going to be face to face soon. 




For now I am here to collect. 
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Chapter 33

The Mechanical Tower




We continue down one hallway only to find ourselves turning into another. The castle feels like a maze. Dozens of empty rooms. Some in better conditions than others. We try our best to check every one of them. Even my Global Map seems to show this area as a black spot as if the room is constantly shifting around us. I enter a bunch of rooms and check outside the window. I see nothing but a vast forest and snow falling while airships land far off in the distance at the airway terminal. I have a vague idea where my castle is but only when I access my interface. 

Messages are blocked. Teleport is active. And so are my siphoning capabilities. Worst comes to worst I can use either of those two abilities to defend myself or run away. 

“Tell me Athan, what do you know about vampires?” Melissa asks me. 

I try to think about her question for a moment. The truth is I only know what I saw or read about while I lived in Asphodel Meadows, most of that was in the arcade and came from games. I knew a few things: Vampires were usually the bad guys, drank blood, couldn’t go out in the sunlight and could be killed by a stake in the heart, which now is something I’m not that sure about. I also knew pure vampires like Ambrosia couldn’t have garlic or it could kill them. Silver was also a weakness though not a very strong one. Fire still burned, lightning shocked. 

A vampire doesn’t need to breathe oxygen but not breathing or pretending to breathe was unnatural and caused a lot of discomfort. I also knew vampires were old, ancient. Ambrosia had shown me that through her memories. She herself has lived many lives. Even her threat level and abilities changed over time. I knew the vampires of Pedasa used to have a ruler, a queen, that Nestor killed. And of course now, here in the North, I know Dracula is the King of them all. 

I start to tell her everything I know. I don’t care if she is trying to get information out of me. She is a vampire hunter and if anything she can tell me if I am right or wrong about things. 

“Have you ever heard the term strigoi?” she asks. 

I had in a film somewhere but I wasn’t certain, either way I nod ‘yes.’

“That was what my grandmother called them. My father, Markos, hated that term. He believed that the vampires of Pedasa weren’t evil. That they could be kind. That their guidance was going to save the city that had been almost all but abandoned,” she starts. “There were four types of strigoi. The witches, the sorcerers, the ghouls, and of course the one class that ruled the others, the vampire strigoi.” 

“What does this have to do with anything?” I ask. 

“My grandmother was a witch hunter that served the vampires. They believed that one day either a witch or a sorcerer would rise up and become too powerful. She murdered the seventh child of every family, burned the bodies of the unwed, even hung those that led lives she considered too full of sin. She was obsessed. My master, Nestor, is also obsessed with the idea that one day a vampire will rise and become too powerful. He believes that he is the one. That he is deserving of it.” 

“I don’t see where you are going?” 

“You are a sorcerer, Athan. Don’t you see how powerful you are?” 

“What if I say yes?” 

“You are the best of two worlds. Able to walk in the daylight. All the powers of a human sorcerer and a vampire combined. You are an abomination, a monster. You are what they have feared coming for hundreds of years. Look at what you did to an elder with the touch of your hand. Had you killed him he would be gone from this world forever.” 

“I only kill those that get in my way,” I assure her. 

“And what if one day that is an entire city? A kingdom?” she asks. 

My mind jumps to Cnidis. I’d already brought one kingdom to its knees and caused a change in their monarchy. Probably not the best time to mention something like that. 

“If you become too powerful, who keeps you in check? Vampire Hunters exist to deal with threats like you…” she pauses. “And yet you have saved my life and let me live half a dozen times now.” 

“Perhaps,” I start, “the world just wasn’t ready for what I am. Maybe now more than ever it needs change.” 

“Maybe,” Melissa smiles.

I feel grateful she is opening up to me. My first mission in this world was actually from her father. How very different I have become since the two of us first met. Back then she saw me as human. Now, I am sure she sees me as something more. 

“Don’t you find it ironic that you are a vampire hunter engaged to a vampire? That you work for one?” I ask. 

“No,” Melissa answers without question. 

I kick open another door to another empty room. It seems this part of the castle has either been cleansed already or the only vampire staying here was the ringleader and his circus of fools. I’m not disappointed. I’m actually grateful it's been more than ten minutes without us running into a killer construct or monster trying to eat us for dinner. I can also feel the power of the night sky outside, μy abilities growing stronger as the blood moon rises outside. I try not to let the hallways disorient me but I can tell the maze is taking its toll on my warrior women. 

“Tell us more about your grandmother. I remember meeting your father, he is a kind man,” I say to Melissa. 

“My father is a fool. He never wants for anything more than to serve customers in his tavern. He had idealistic dreams of turning it into a guild hall once when he was young. Now, he is too afraid to see the world.” 

That isn't a very kind thing to say about Markos, but Melissa is obviously a very rebellious daughter. 

“Ok, tell us more about your grandmother, the witch hunter. Seems hunting monsters is a family trait? Was your mother a hunter?” 

“She was. She died giving birth to me.”

“So you followed in her footsteps,” I smile, turning another corner and feeling distressed as we enter another long corridor. 

“My grandmother didn’t believe Dracula was the first,” Melissa starts. 

“Really?” I’m intrigued now. Ambrosia had said the north was home to the progenitor, but I was curious if there might have been something more. 

“Over a millennia ago in an ancient city there was a woman named Selene that worked in the Temple of Apollo. She was in love with a man named Ambrogio until he was cursed by the god she worshipped. After he was cursed they were given protection by Artemis, the moon goddess, and goddess of the hunt. Ambrogio though was cursed with immortality and Selene was a mortal who aged. For protection Artemis had the two lovers vow to never touch one another and so Selene never had children. When she died of old age Artemis allowed Ambrogio to touch her and drink her blood. Selene became a goddess of the night, a goddess of the moonlight. Afterward, Ambrogio discovered that anyone whose blood he drank would become their child. A child empowered by moonlight.”

“Sounds almost romantic,” I say. 

“It’s not. It’s terrible. Can you imagine never being able to touch? Ambrogio was cursed and so was Selene. Ambrogio became a monster. Creating armies that hungered for blood. Lustful creatures that know only the darkness.” 

“And what about Nestor? Your master is a vampire,” I remind her. 

“Nestor is different. He rules with a kind fist. He wants to rid the world of monsters like Lamia,” Melissa tells me. I can see her eyes watering. She is lying to herself, telling herself Nestor is something that he is not. I know this for a fact. Nestor Charmed me when we first met and was ready to sell me out the moment we were caught by Ambrosia. He didn’t care that I was an innocent bystander at all. 

“What happen to your grandmother?” I say, trying to think about something else. 

“She was killed by Lamia, the queen of vampires in Pedasa. Lamia had her strung up in the nude on the front of her castle gate and every day covered her body in oil, letting her thralls have their way with her until finally crucifying her on an upside-down cross, legs spread so her thralls could continue to torture her until she starved to death,” Melissa spits on the ground. 

I knew vampires could be cruel. It was easy to forget. Ambrosia must have been there at that time. She had served the queen for hundreds if not thousands of years. I honestly didn’t know. There were memories Ambrosia shared with me that were… unkind. 

It was easier to understand now why Melissa loved Nestor. He killed the monster that killed her grandmother. In her eyes he was vengeance against evil incarnate. Could she ever see him for what he actually was? A power-hungry scrub.  

“Not what I heard,” Dianthe cuts in. 

“What isn’t?” Melissa asks irritably. 

“Vampires, I was always told they were demons. The first was a female demon, the queen of demons. She would drink the blood of babies and lure men away into her realm. That is one of the reasons my people bite the heads off of our mates. To ensure they can never be lured to any of the seven hells,” Dianthe tells us. Dianthe’s theory made sense to me. I’ve already had my personal share of run-ins with demons and I had no doubt they could have been responsible for creating the vampiric bloodline. 

“What about you, Kaisa, any interesting theories?” I ask. 

“It was a lion with the body of a donkey. I don’t know much other than that,” Kaisa tells us, but she’s not making much sense. 

“I heard it was a mimic that had a taste for blood. She was disguised as a chest and fell asleep one day only to find a man fucking her keyhole. She bit off his head but nine months later gave rise to the first vampire, a human mimic hybrid,” Rei says in my head, trying to add to the conversation, not really caring that no one else could hear her. “That’s why vampires are able to polymorph, because they are descendant from mimics.” 

I start to laugh but remember none of the others can hear, so I hide it by kicking open another door. 

“Isn’t Dracula believed to be older than Lamia?” I ask. It wouldn’t make sense for Ambrosia, who knew Lamia, to believe that here in the North was where the first vampires came from if Lamia herself had been the first. 

“I’ve heard he was the first cursed, a son of the first man. Nestor told me that Dracula’s blood would be just as powerful as Lamia if not more,” Melissa answers me without any hesitation. 

I find it fascinating just how many myths there are involving my bloodline. Vampires seem to pop up in every religion, every culture. All of their origins are different but they have a few things in common. Many involve demons, all are about immortality, an aversion to sunlight, a curse. Not one of them feels right, each story feels like a piece of a larger puzzle. 

“Humanity burned this world and left it for the demons. Doesn’t really matter where they came from. Vampires are no more or less evil than humans in the cities,” Dianthe adds. I can tell she is thinking about the Artificer. Better to serve a vampire than a mad man. 

“Evil is earned,” Melissa says. 

“I never did anything evil and you hunted me,” I remind her. 

Melissa stops, looking at me I can tell she is trying to figure out exactly what to say to my comment. She knows I am right. She was hunting me because she thought I was an aberration and I am. Yet, I have now saved her life half a dozen times and I can’t help but think that she has even started to fall for me. 

“I’m sorry,” she says at last. “Nestor is wrong about you.” 

“Thanks,” I smile, kicking open another door. This time it isn’t a bedroom but the inside of one of the towers. Wide-open, the tower goes up several dozen stories with walls covered in ladders and bookshelves. Several large paintings hang in the circular room. One, in particular, stands out. A red-haired woman that looks like the one I met in a hallucination in the underground dungeon. Red, curly hair over a cheerful face. Piercing green eyes, freckles, mid-twenties. In the painting she is naked and looks sexier than ever. She faces two other naked figures in the background, one of which is a woman holding a red apple and a man hiding behind a bush. 

“We’re close. I can sense the castle cores are here in this room.” I tell my companions, trying to ignore the painting. 

The center of the room is filled with a large red crystal dormant without runes. It looks to be nothing more than a decorative piece. The room itself is lit decent enough with tesla torches sparking electricity in glass cylinders spread evenly throughout. 

“What is a Castle Core exactly?” Melissa asks. 

“It's a small spherical device that I can use to…” I pause, trying to think how to explain, “upgrade my castle. Kind of like a magical device. These are secondary cores. I have a castle core inside of me. That is how I’m able to teleport my castle and defend it. It also helps me to keep track of those inside,” I really shouldn’t be telling Melissa this, she could tell Nestor and use it against me, “the cores we are looking for will help me unite humans and demihumans.” 

“That’s your goal?” Melissa asks. 

“Yes, I want to make a world in which humans and demihumans can both live in peace. I don’t care if I’m lord of that world so long as I have my castle and can do what I please.” 

“And what if you could do what you please while everyone else lives in fear?” Melissa asks. 

“I wouldn’t,” I tell her, holding up my sword, “this is the Sword of Innocence. Forged by the Dragonkin, buried in the deepest dungeon in the world. Only those pure of heart can use it.” 

“Let me see,” Melissa demands, reaching out. 

I am hesitant at first but decide it’s worth a shot. I haven’t seen whether anyone else can use the sword yet and so far Rei is not objecting. 

Melissa tries to take the sword from my hand as I turn it to hand it off to her but when she reaches out the air between us begins to heat up. She is inches away from the grip when she pulls away. 

“Maybe another time,” she says, rubbing the heat off of her hand. 

I smile and sheathe the sword back on my side. I am actually relieved I couldn’t just hand it off to anyone. 

“Athan!” Dianthe cries out. I look up and see several flaming Medusa heads descending from the top of the chamber. As they move closer I can hear their screams as their skulls shriek and burn without a body. 
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“Get down!” I shout, firing a Fire Bolt at the already burning Medusa heads. Zero damage. 

In just under a minute the entire room is infested with more and more screaming Flying Medusa Heads that continue to hover above us and only occasionally dive down to attack. They are quickly becoming more petulant than anything as they don’t seem to have much in ways of attacking. Each head has its eyes burned out and other than being on fire they are just floating annoying heads. 

“Shut them up please!” Melissa shouts, cracking her whip in the air at the same time. No damage even as it hits one of the heads and knocks it to the side in the air. It refuses to fall, only changes direction slightly and bumps into another, causing them to screech and howl even louder. 

“Enough!” I shout, raising both my arms into the air. 

Siphoning energy from my castle I create dozens of Ice Spikes that erupt from the walls and impale the screaming Medusa Heads. 

The entire room turns cold as books and items fall from the shelves. The walls are nearly completely covered in spikes made of ice… 

The screaming stops. Only a handful of Medusa heads are still fluttering about and retreating back to the top of the tower. 

I breathe a sigh of relief feeling the cold air brush against my cheeks. 

“That was an amazing attack,” Melissa compliments me. 

I’m about to thank her when I notice more than a dozen extension modules for my monster production facility lay on the floor in front of us. 

We've scored some killer loot and now it's time to collect. 
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Siphoning allows me to gain levels temporarily and unlock new spells like Spatial Displacement. With it, I can send each module to my castle instantly. 

Magnimus must be freaking out right now as they come one after another. I imagine he will be having the time of his life figuring things out. 

With the extension modules now in my possession, it is time to see the King and grab the other two Castle Cores… if I can. 
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Chapter 34

All Hail the King




We reach the final tower when we hear a clock striking, signifying it’s midnight. The chime echoes loudly throughout the entire castle bouncing off the walls and through the maze of hallways and empty rooms. I activate Disguise Self, taking Amon’s form once again as I worry Dracula might not be too kind to a hybrid vampire. If he is like the others I’ve encountered I have no doubt he would see the real me as nothing more than an Aberration. 

The difficulty of this world keeps getting harder and harder as I grow more and more powerful. What should I expect next? I’ve been doing just fine ignoring my Main Quest objectives, killing Alastor and Sarpedon for so long I barely think about them anymore. By helping Smeme and Leda will I end up getting sent back to Asphodel Meadows or Elysium? No, I can’t worry about such things. This is my world now. Not to mention I have no intention of leaving my girls behind. Hades be damned. 

No matter the cost I will carve my mark on this world. 

The throne room is similar to mine. In fact, the two are nearly identical. The king himself awaits me without any guards, leaning against the shoulder of the throne. His face pale, long black hair and a black goatee. His eyes are purple just like other vampires I’ve met, just like Ambrosia’s they catch the light of the torches spread evenly around us. He is wearing a black cloak with a cape, a white button-up made of linen underneath. For a king he really doesn’t impress me as anyone special. Still, I’m unable to read his Threat Level as if something is running interference against me. 

Damnit, why am I here? What do I think I am doing? I grabbed some castle cores, why did I feel the need to enter inside his throne room, to see him for myself? Why do I need more? He’s going to kill me. He’s going to see past my charade, dominate me, charm me, I won’t be able to just teleport away. His eyes are looking straight at me and my companions. Even the air inside this room feels heavy, as if Dracula himself is creating his own gravity well. 

“My king,” I take a knee in front of him.

My warrior companions follow suit taking a knee behind me. 

“Alive? Interesting,” his voice is deep, soothing even. He talks in a way that sounds refined and wise. As if he has spent years studying language, even his body moves with such subtlety that his words seem to come from his stomach like a reverberating song. There is a slight echo in the chamber that makes his vowels sound like they are being preached by a choir. Shivers run down my spine and even the hair on my arms stands up. I can sense that the rest of my companions feel the same. The only one I am unsure of, the only one I am not able to get a sense of is Rei. 
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This hasn’t happened before. Was the king of Cnidis really just that weak of a man? Is this what it feels like to kneel before an actual king? 

“Why?” I ask but I soon understand it hurts to speak as if my throat is being crushed by an enormous weight. I struggle to say even the simplest thing. 




“I made a mistake,” he starts, his eyes looking about the room as if he is searching for something, another person perhaps? Does he sense Rei? Does he think she is hiding from him? 

“A mistake?” I question, raising my head to look at him. He has to be at least a level 80 or 90 Threat Level. His essence feels similar to Asmodeus, demonic energy circles him like an invisible aura. 

Dracula cracks his neck and takes a deep breath. It seems strange watching the ancient one’s chest rise and fall as he exhales such warm air. 

“Where is your other companion?” he asks, continuing to look around the room. I am right. He can sense Rei is here but he has no idea she is a mimic or my sword. Can I use this somehow?

“What companion?” I take a chance and lie. I’m already hiding my true self. What is one more lie to the king? 

“Don’t think of me as a fool child,” his voice cracks. The air in the room grows heavier as I push myself to stand. 

“I am no child,” I start, I siphon energy from my castle. Draining it just enough I can straighten my spine, shoulders, and neck. “You are right, I have another companion with me but I promise she is no threat to you. She is trapped inside a vessel, my sword. I wield her power as my own.” I lie even more to the king. Ambrosia had trapped her sister Lush inside a sword, I knew it was something that was possible, I had to bet Dracula knew of such strange powers and would buy my bluff, or at least pretend. 

“It is not wise to hide things from your king,” Dracula says. I feel another shiver running down my spine. I feel like I’m about to be attacked. 

“A King doesn’t send assassins to kill his people,” I say, siphoning more energy from my castle. If I continue this, my defenses might start falling into disrepair. Ambrosia and Elektra are probably having a fit trying to keep everyone calm. I don’t care, right now I need answers. 

“What ability is that?” he asks, softer than before, his pointy fingers rise and his long nails rub his goatee. 

“I am able to siphon energy from my castle,” I tell him. I have no reason to hide this from him and it's obvious he is picking up on my growing power level as I stand before him. 

“A vampire hybrid, an Aberration,” his words cut me deep but at the same time I feel a bit of relief.

“I will share my secrets if you tell me the truth,” I tell him. 

“Enough of your lies,” Dracula’s voice hisses. “Knowledge is greatness, power, and I have lived too long to have either one baited in front of me.” 

So it is knowledge he is after. The reason he is letting me talk, letting me live. If he controls this castle the same way I control mine I have little doubt that he has been watching me, waiting, studying me like a rat in a maze. Theorizing about the how and why of my every move. He already knows what I am. And still, he is letting my charade continue all to learn my secrets, to study me himself. I admire him for this. Knowledge is power.

“I am a sorcerer. My conjurations are not tricks. Call me an aberration if you want but I am the best of both your worlds. A vampire and human,” I tell the King, my voice shaking as I un-cast my Disguise Self spell revealing my true form at last. 

“Truth at last,” Dracula smiles. “You have nothing to fear from me.” 
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“Dhampir, I thought the nobility had eradicated your kind. There hasn’t been a hybrid in nearly a millennia. Who performed the taboo?” Dracula asks. 

I stay quiet. If I can keep Ambrosia away from all of this I will. The air in the room becomes warmer. Is it all just a rouse to get me to tell the truth? 

“It doesn’t matter. You are a dhampir, the best of both worlds. My children on the other hand have grown dissonant, greedy, and far too immature to be kept alive. Over the last several years I have culled many of the pureblood vampires of this realm. Watching as others have done the work for me, competing against one another, starting civil wars, battling for territory and humans as if they are cattle,” Dracula starts walking toward us, motioning for my companions to stand up. 

“You are talking about Nestor killing Lamia?” I ask, turning back toward Melissa and wondering how she will react. 

“Lamia was pureblood but her heart was filled with hatred. Nestor, poor Nestor was too stubborn to give up. His coffin now burns in my courtyard and his body lays in ashes in my hallway.” 

Melissa begins to break down. 

“Dianthe, take her outside,” I order. Dianthe nods, helping Melissa balance on her feet and taking her outside the throne room just beyond the door. 

“Condolences, I was grateful in the end. He did what I never expected. Giving his life to save a human,” Dracula comments as the two women stray. 

“Why cull your own bloodline?” I ask. 

“They are creatures of the night, blood-sucking demons that I despise.” 

“Don’t you drink blood?” I ask, thinking of all the stories I’ve heard in my lifetime, just how Dracula is the worst. “How can you despise your own children? How do you not see them as part of you?” 

“Once maybe, long ago. I have no hunger, no thirst for such things now. My children on the other hand are savages.”

“What about me?” 

“You are a dhampir, you have the ability to choose do you not?” 

“But why do so many have to die?” 

“So that humanity may flourish. For centuries humanity has been brought to its knees, a dark age without invention, unlimited potential and yet stagnant because they are forced to live in fear. Think of the peasants of Pedasa, the abandoned cities, the poor who wander the streets selling their blood and joining cults so that they may have bread enough to eat — The age of chaos is coming to an end and I will see humanity flourishes once again,” Dracula answers. “I will create a utopia.” 

Dracula’s rationale makes some sense. Who would have thought he would be the good guy? 

“Did you know what I was this whole time?” I ask. 

“No, I watched you and I was unable to decipher what you are. I only sensed that Nestor’s blood runs through your veins. When you defeated my assassins I called off my hunters and sent the rest to deal with Nestor. I expected you would be killed by the Circus of Fools, only you surprised me. I watched as you used power beyond any vampire I’ve encountered.”

“I’m not sure whether to be complimented or disturbed,” I say. This confirmed what I already knew. Dracula is able to Scry. 

“I’m no one special,” I tell him, trying to sound modest. Kaisa moves closer to me, I can tell she wants to speak up, tell Dracula just how special I really am; more than a vampire, more than human. 

“Athanasios, correct?” Dracula asks. 

“Yes, most people call me Athan for short,” I smirk. 

“Athan, I need help,” Dracula laments. 

What kind of help could the King of Vampires need from me?

“I’m listening,” I tell him, trying to put on my best game face. 

“I have nearly eradicated all of the pureblood vampires. My kingdom would be a utopia if it wasn’t for my former vampire brides that plague this place. They are a pestilence that must be eliminated,” he starts. 

“And let me guess, your hunters have failed to kill them?” 

“My hunters refuse. Preferring death to hunting them,” Dracula replies. 

“Very well, I’ll accept but I have a price.” I swallow hard. 

“Name it Sorcerer Athan,” Dracula softly demands. 

“There are two Castle Cores here I desire. If you want me to run blindly into battle against your former brides I demand both of them as my reward.”

“Agreed,” Dracula nods. That was easier than I thought. —“Take my airship, here, this elevator will take you down to it.” Dracula points toward what I thought was a solid wall. As it opens, it reveals an archaic elevator similar to the one inside the underground dungeon. Melissa and Dianthe walk back into the room after listening in on everything we said. Melissa is still crying and I can see the hate in her eyes as she looks at the King of Vampires but even she knows now is not the time. There may never be a time. And the promise of a new world… there is just too much at stake for her to give into her hatred now. 
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Chapter 35




Battle of the Thick and Dangerous




Dracula’s private airship is small. Less luxurious than the others I saw at the airway but no less advanced. It is amazing the different kind of technologies that the King of Vampires has access. Not just the usual castle cores but actual industrialization and electricity. The airship is powered by three tesla coils and has actual lights on the inside. It is no wonder Dracula hates how backward the world has become. 

Whatever apocalypse had happened to this world must have set humanity back thousands of years. Now, of all people, the King of Vampires wants to move humanity forward…
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Waiting for us inside the airship is one of Dracula’s hunters. The only one willing to take us to the location of the Vampire Brides. He is a navigator named Pete. A strange man with a gray beard and a glass eye. He looks like a pirate, a sky pirate? Brown longboat, sailor’s hat, linen button-up shirt showing parts of his chest, tucked into one side. Leather trousers and belt. He even has a flintlock strapped to a hostler on his belt. All he’s missing is an actual eye patch and a peg leg. Tied around his back he also carries a small silver harpoon.  

The Vampire Brides have been hiding out underneath a large graveyard 50 miles north of the City of Tricula. With Message finally working I see I have over sixty missed messages from Elektra and Ambrosia. Several asking why the castle is falling apart, another stating that Puffy’s condition is improving and Selene has yet to leave her side. Elektra also sent another dozen about a problem with birds getting loose from the new aviary wing that has appeared and trouble with them pooping everywhere. 

I quickly inform them of my new mission. 

“Dracula’s brides are older than I am, stronger, you need to be careful. Tell me where you are going and I will help,” Ambrosia pleads via Message. 

“I can’t. I’m not even sure. We are in an airship. I need you at the castle. If things fall apart I will teleport back,” I reply. 

“Athanasios hear me out, you are not strong enough to take on his brides.” 

Blunt and to the point as usual. 

“I will just have to prove you wrong,” I tell her via Message. 

“Athan…” she replies instantly. 

“What can you tell me about them? If I know what I am up against it might help,” I respond, trying to keep my cool. 

“There are three. Many know them as the sisters, the vixens, the weird sisters; two are described as having dark hair and purple eyes, and the other as being fair, with blonde hair and one blue eye and the other purple. I don’t know their names, they have gone by many. I’m not even sure if they are actually sisters. Each one is stronger than I am, just as strong as Lamia no doubt…”

There is no message after that. Interference again. I am sure Ambrosia is feeling irate with me but it's a relief to know a little about what I am going up against.

The clouds surround us as we move through them like waves. Rei continues to be silent. I can’t help but wonder if she is mad at me. Not that I have given her any reason. I take out my sword and walk to one of the empty storage bays inside the airship, hoping maybe some privacy will help. She had been alone with no one other than Nikky for years. Dianthe, Kaisa, and Melissa wait on the bridge while I begin practicing. I had little training with a sword, however, I do know that sword fighting doesn’t have a standard learning curve. I’ve been lucky in my approach so far. Between Rei and Ambrosia helping train me and the experiences I've had fighting against ghouls, wizards, and soldiers I don't think I'm that bad. That doesn't change the fact that my actions with it are wild and unpredictable. 

“Athan,” her voice whispers into my ear, finally. 

“Rei! It’s so good to hear your voice,” I grin. 

“You are doing that wrong,” she informs me, her voice slightly annoyed. 

I laugh, “Alright, teach me.” 

“Not now, you are still new. If I try to condense years of swordsmanship into thirty minutes of flight time you would only come off as a fool. Your technique would be sloppy as you try your best to adhere to the rules. Right now you have the chance to be dangerously skilled, if only we had a few weeks I could condense some things for you…no, that’s pushing it," I hear her sigh, "just don’t do what you just did.”  I wasn’t even sure what I did wrong to catch her attention. Maybe it was spinning around? 

“Was it the spin?” I ask. 

“No, it was not the spin. Your legs. When you slice you are moving your arm out too far. You are slashing like I am a machete when I am not. I am a beautiful, elegant weapon and not some primitive tool. You need to keep your arm straight, loosen your wrist more. A warrior can sustain many wounds without dying. You yourself have been cut, stabbed, and torn open hundreds of times. It is the stabs to organs that contain large amounts of blood that are the most dangerous. If someone strikes you in the heart even you will lose power. You may not use your lungs to breathe oxygen, not really, but if they are pierced by a blade they would still fill with blood. The impact of which would slow you down. Maybe send you into shock. Definitely, throw you off balance. You need to both be able to defend with me and strike at a moment's notice without hesitation,” Rei explains. 

“So, like this?” I ask, changing the way I hold her. 

“No.” 

“This?”

“No.” 

“How about this?” 

“That’s slightly better. Remember these four things: timing, distance, reaction time, and reaction ability. When we faced the giant I was guiding you. You didn’t have to react but you did have to hold me at just the right distance and step back before the giant was about to crush you,” Rei sighs. "You were automatically deciding your distance and reaction time. However, had the giant been smarter he would have noticed your terrible abilities to react and use timing to your advantage. He would have changed his approach last minute and taken you out. Had you been against a swordsman you would have been cut down, legs first, then head."

“Was I that bad?” 

“No, it isn’t that. I couldn’t sense Dracula. It was as if he was completely hidden from me. I couldn’t gauge how to act. As your weapon I feel unable to protect you against such a creature,” Rei admits at last. 

“I don’t know if Dracula is the bad guy. He seems to have good reasons for wanting to help the human race,” I say. 

“But to commit genocide against his own bloodline, no matter how evil they are, he is wrong. And yet, I couldn’t sense if he was evil or pure,” Rei says. 

“Is it possible to be both?” 

“There is always a gray area. But that isn’t what this was. It’s more like he wasn’t even in the room with us.” 

“Interesting, I couldn’t really get a read on him either, still I could feel his presence all around me kind of like the smoke,” I add. 

“Back to our lesson,” Rei changes the subject. 

“So, you are teaching me now,” I smile. 

“Timing is crucial. Most swordsmen focus on their reaction ability, the moves of doing this and that with the sword. Don’t pay attention to any of that. If you start your attack after your opponent, chances are you will get hit. Focus on finding an opening in their defense. With your speed you should be able to find an attack that works for you. Most humans are slow. Going against Vampire Brides though I expect they will be stronger and faster than you. They will also rely on their teeth and claws for close-range attacks.” 

“So, you worry about me losing too?” I ask. 

“You will not lose with me as your weapon,” Rei assures me. 

“Thanks, that means something.” 

“Distance is just as important as timing. If you see your opponent coming at you, you need to parry or dodge.” 

“So, keeping a certain distance away will help me make sure that I have enough time to analyze and react to their attack.”

“Exactly, I feel like that is all I should share with you for now. If you activate both your Mage Armor and Haste you will be able to better defend yourself and attack. Against supernatural entities speed will be your greatest advantage. You can’t be just reacting to everything. You must take the initiative and trust in your own instincts,” Rei continues to explain. 

“And if my instincts get us killed?” 

“I told you, you will not die with me as your weapon.” 

We continue to train together for a few more minutes until Rei leaves me on my own, telling me that she must look inside herself and analyze our encounter with Dracula further. 

The flight to the graveyard is over in the blink of an eye. Still, with only a few hours of darkness left we decide it is in our best interest to wait until morning and so we pull out several cots and blankets and land the airship in the clearing. Kaisa, Dianthe, even Melissa curl up by my side and together we manage to grab a few hours of sleep. 

****

“There it is,” Pete says, looking out at the graveyard from inside the Airship. He has taken us back into the air to survey the area better. 

The graveyard is packed with hundreds of wandering low-level zombies. Slow-moving, mindless, hungry for brains. I can hear them groaning as the airship moves to a higher position to drop us off. 

“Are you coming with us?” Melissa asks Pete. 

“Aye, I am, I also have a few relics for us to use,” he smiles sideways as he lands the airship and walks over toward a crate that is laying up against one of the walls. Opening it I see four Tesla Rifles. Long rifles with tesla coils and copper fillings, small wires running down the barrel attached to a trigger. 

“Save your magic for the real fight, we can use these spell casters to even the odds against the dead,” Pete smiles. 

I pick one up as I sheathe Rei by my side. The rifle is heavy. Made of tubes and metal. Black paint is peeling away revealing a copper underneath. 

“I’ve never used one of these before,” I tell him. 

Melissa overhears and walks over and shows me the quickest way to use it while fighting in short range. My left hand holds the foreword part of the gun, the stock, elbow pointing downward, while my right hand holds the grip, elbow pointing outward but not too much. With the back of the rifle snug against my shoulder that is when I aim and fire. Only not yet, with no target in sight I don't want to blow a hole in the side of our ship. 

“My grandmother hunted witches with these weapons. Many of them were destroyed during…" she stops. "Even pureblooded vampires fear what these weapons are capable of. The power of lightning without magic. The Wizard Guild outlawed them almost entirely. They were afraid of what would happen if too many non-mages had weapons,” Melissa tells me. 

“What do you think?” I ask. 

“I think they would have been surprised. There are times a sword is a good weapon, but there are times when a sword just doesn’t cut it,” Melissa grins, taking her own rifle from the crate and hands another to my sexy assassin Dianthe. Kaisa will be the only one of us empty-handed, but she is also the fastest in our party.  

“You ready to slay the dead?” Pete asks, kicking open the airship door and throwing a small gunpowder bomb into the graveyard below us. We are parked on a hill just above the gates. Close enough we should be able to run straight into the crypts. 
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“We have to sever their limbs!” I shout. There are hundreds of them and all of them know we are coming thanks to Pete’s theatrics. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Brides are just as aware of our presence now. Pete is loud enough to wake the dead. We probably shook their whole crypt. 

“Aim for the head!” Pete shouts, firing his Tesla Rifle at one, blowing its head straight off its body. It erupts as if it is a watermelon being hit by a giant bolt of lightning. The body continues forward, no head, no brain, guided only by the magic that connects it to the others. 

“I told you, sever their limbs!” I shout again. Kaisa rushes forward, duel daggers in front of her and she slices the closest zombie’s arms and legs from its body, kicking it mid-air before severing its head and tossing it several feet away. As the limbs move far enough away it is as if a tether has snapped, the invisible magic chords that kept them stitched together disappear. 

Kaisa repeats the process, taking down another as we provide cover fire for her with our rifles. It isn’t long though before Melissa and Dianthe sling their rifles around their backs and begin using their melee weapons. Melissa attacks, severs, and pulls apart limbs with her whip while Dianthe engages them with her blades. 
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“A stronger one,” Dianthe tells us, attacking the Grave Keeper. Her attacks do some serious damage but not enough to knock it out. Kaisa attacks it from behind, dragging her dagger through its back, opening it up and kicking its spine. The bone breaks and the shattering causes the Grave Keeper to fold in on itself, bending over backward. It reaches for Kaisa, trying to grab her with its long arms when I fire a bolt of Tesla Energy at it from my rifle. I miss, but it’s still a job well done for having caught its attention. The Grave Keeper turns toward me swinging its body around as its crab walks in my direction. I wait a few seconds for my rifle to charge before firing again. This time I nail it in the head but the body continues. The smell of blood fills the air as the ruby liquid pours down from its open neck. 

Pete fires at it from several feet away from me, blasting off the limbs on the side of its body. It keeps coming, dragging itself by one arm until finally it stops just in front of me. I sling my rifle around my back and cast a Fire Bolt across the ground, incinerating it for good. 

Another horde of zombies approaches us clumping together in groups of twos and threes. I can’t help but notice that some of the zombies have purple and blue skin and seem to be stumbling faster toward us through the crowd. I fire several Fire Bolts at the crowd trying to slow them down. 

Melissa, Dianthe, and Kaisa fall back behind Pete and me as we begin to move backward toward the airship. I continue to sling Fire Bolts at the bastards as they continue to make us fall back. Finally, after about fifty or sixty critical hits and notifications, the remaining few seem to scatter away from us as if something is calling them away. 

“Why are they moving away?” I ask. 

“Dracula’s brides know we are here. They are rolling out the red carpet,” Pete says.

We make our approach to the entrance to the underground crypt slowly. It is a large pyramid-shaped structure made of stone. There is a slanted door and staircase that leads down into a catacomb. Pete flips a switch on the Tesla Rifle and a light shines out from the front of it. 

“Not going to be using Fire Bolts down there,” he says.

The corridors are small, barely wide enough for us to squeeze through two at a time. Everyone readies their rifle, except Kaisa who stands between Dianthe, Melissa, and me. Pete takes the lead. 

“Aye lad, would you look at this,” Pete shines a light on the wall of the ruins. There are old runes written beside pictures of what I can only describe as spaceships flying into the stars. 

“You ever see anything like this?” I ask. 

“Not on my life boy, not on my life. These shapes look like airships but airships can’t reach that altitude. I would know. I’ve spent half my life sailing the clouds,” Pete answers. 

“Nestor spoke of this,” Melissa adds, “lost technologies.” 

I study the ruins, one in particular stands out. One of the ships flying up toward the stars has a sigil I’ve seen hundreds of thousands of times —The sigil of the Grand Administrator. 

“We should turn back,” Pete says, “I have a bad feeling.” 

“You are acting like Dracula’s other hunters. Don’t think about the fear. Focus on your goal, your intent. We are here for a greater purpose than our own survival,” Melissa says.

She is saying that to herself as well as the rest of us. Since losing Nestor she seems to be coming around to me but she is broken, she will need time to heal. And her hate for Dracula… that will never pass. This I know from my own experiences. 

“Athan? Are you ok?” Rei’s voice whispers. 

“I’m fine,” I tell her. 

“It looks like you’ve seen a ghost,” she adds. 

“I’m fine, really,” I assure her. 

“Stay with us kid, don’t go losing your mind down here. Tunnels have a way of playing tricks on the mind,” Pete says, listening to me talking to Rei, which looks like I’m talking to myself. My companions understand what it is. They’ve seen me do that and use Message multiple times. To others it must be extremely strange and unsettling. 

“It’s my…” I stop, “never mind.” Why bother trying to explain something that sounds impossible, even in this strange game-like world. 

“Stop,” Pete says, holding up his hand. I can hear it. In the dark, just out of reach of the light is another group of zombies approaching us. This time they are approaching us in the narrow corridors. 

“Behind us too,” I add. “The ones that were walking away have decided to follow us inside. We are trapped like mice. We did exactly what they wanted us to do.” 
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“Well Dhampir, any idea?” Pete asks. 

“We have the rifles, use them,” I say. 
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“Got one!” I shout, only realizing too late that I only drained its HP by 12 points. The Wight is fast. Just as fast as a ghoul. I use the Tesla Rifle as a sword, smashing it down on top of the creature's head and we all take off running from one tight corridor into an open chamber that looks like it is an old cave system. We quickly find ourselves running for our lives. 

Pete leads, firing several shots at more Wights and Grave Keepers that keep appearing as we move toward the center of the crypt. 

As we are running I notice that the glass tube on my rifle is beginning to break. One of the Wights attacks me and I bash its skull in with my rifle, using it as if it is a club. Watching as the tesla coil shatters, I decide to toss my rifle at the horde. It turns into a ball of lightning. 

The glass shards explode and cut my face but I activate Mage Armor. 
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The Wight falls dead. As do the others as the ball of lighting travels down the tight corridor frying every nerve in every wight in front of us. Luckily, I am able to shield my companions, everyone but Pete who is injured from the blast. The ones behind us are few. Easy enough for Dianthe and Melissa to fire on while I see if there is anything I can do about Pete’s wounds. 

“You motherfucker! What the fuck!” he curses at me. He is bleeding badly, his own rifle too damaged to fire. There is no saving him. 

“Thank you for getting us this far,” I tell him. 

“You really are just as bad as those other monsters, too bad you’re not a flesh mage,” he begins to laugh, pulling an old cigar from his pocket, “give me a little light,” he asks. 

I charge up a tiny Fire Bolt and aim it at the end of the cigar. 

“It's a rarity you know. Tobacco. I’ve been holding onto this one for a few years now. The King himself gave it to me after I helped slaughter a masquerade full of purebloods,” Pete begins to cough. The tobacco seems to numb his wounds, that or his body is going into shock. 

“Kill those three bitches for me, will ya?” he demands.




****




We continue walking, Melissa takes the lead with her rifle while Dianthe brings up our tail. I don’t know what will happen to Pete but I’m sure it won’t be a pleasant death. He knew what he was doing. There is a reason none of the other hunters came. The only drawback now is we have no one to fly the airship. I would have to use teleport to get us home. 

We make our approach to an open chamber with three coffins. I can hear Pete screaming behind us as the Wights begin feasting on his flesh. Poor old Pete, the sky pirate, the vampire hunter. 

“What now?” Dianthe asks, still watching the tight corridor behind us. 

“We should drag the coffins in the daylight, open them, watch the bitches burn,” Melissa insists. 

“What if they wake up?” I ask. 

“Then we will have to fight, but we may be able to fight them one on one. If you use your Ice magic you might be able to freeze them,” Melissa suggests.

I can’t help but feel that she has been thinking about this for a while now, envisioning this exact moment. 

I grab the first coffin. Each of them is old-fashioned, made of petrified wood, and light. Too light and I can’t help but notice that there is a roach-like smell lingering in the air all around us. My curiosity gets the better of me and I reactivate my Mage Armor. 

Pulling Rei from my side I kick open the coffin lid. Empty. 

“Just as I thought,” I say, turning and looking around the room. 

Dianthe readies her rifle pointing it in the air around, shining the light on the edge of it in the air, at the same time ready to fire. Melissa does the same as the two of them search for any sign of the brides. 

I feel a cold wind blow against the back of my neck. Turning around I see the shadow of a creature disappearing into mist. 

“They are here,” I tell my companions. Concentrating I do my best to follow the many shadows that fill the crypt as bats flutter down from the ceiling above us. Casting a Fire Bolt at them they scatter, several fall dead on the ground, the sounds of the creatures echo through the tunnels as they make their way around us and back out through the tunnels in which we came. Between the sounds of bats crying and wings flapping I can hear other voices, female voices, soft, whispering. 

One of the brides appears out of a mist in front of me and slaps the Sword of Innocence from my hand just before she grabs me by the neck. 

She is a very tall lady, at least eight feet tall, wearing a white dress, dark brunette hair, large breast, and an hourglass figure. She has large lips that look like they could swallow my entire hand and her fangs are twice the size of my own. Purple eyes shine bright in front of me as she licks her lips with a pointed tongue, salivating. 

“Little–little half-blood,” she smiles. The others turn toward the two of us as she holds me in the air. The other two brides appear behind her. 

Melissa and Dianthe don’t hesitate to fire one shot after another at them with their Tesla Rifles. The shots go straight through them as they turn into mist milliseconds before the shots impact their bodies. 

All three are laughing, smiling. I can still hear their voices whispering as their mouths hang open, drooling over us. 
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Rona is the tall one, Leena the other dark-haired one, looks just like her sister but longer hair and less of a chest. Arusha is the strangest of the three, with blonde hair, one blue eye and the other purple just as Ambrosia had said. Her hands look more like claws and her face is longer, her skin less pale and more olive. I can hear a song playing in my head, an old melody.

The Maiden still holds me up for her sisters to see. I lift my hand to attack her but I am too far back to reach her. She swings me around like I am some kind of puppet. I feel her reach out and grab hold of my wrist. She moved so fast I couldn’t even dodge. She lifts my arm and together we start dancing. 

My companions stop firing, they are waiting for my command, unsure what to do as the three brides mock us, treating us like playthings. Asura turns into a mist and reappears behind Dianthe, playing with her hair as her other arm reaches around and grabs her breast. Kaisa moves to attack but before she can, the other sister is standing in front of her, Kaisa’s weapons falling to the ground as the sister grabs hold of her by the back of her neck and forces her head down on the ground. 

The strange melody continues to play in my head as Melissa tries her best to attack one of the sisters with her whip. The Bride catches it and pulls Melissa over to her. It is the same sister that has Kaisa on the ground, her ass in the air. I suddenly realize that Kaisa is paralyzed. 

Dragging Melissa over the ground, she stops her just underneath Kaisa and her smile widens to monstrous proportions. She pulls Melissa out from underneath Kaisa and moves her crouch over the top of Melissa’s face smothering her and holding her arms down with her legs. She bends down and digs her claws into the side of the vampire hunter’s legs as she struggles to push up against the bride. Melissa is paralyzed, her body stops squirming. I can’t even tell if she is still alive as her face is completely covered underneath the Vampiress’ dress. 

“Let us go,” I demand. 

“Little half-blood, little half-blood making demands,” the Maiden sings to me, her voice slightly off-pitch. 

Suddenly, my body slams down against the ground. The Maiden spreads her legs over me, her massive hands rubbing against my inner thigh all the way up to my cock. 

“Little half-blood, little half-blood I make the demands,” she sings, her voice getting deeper as she does. “Little half-blood, little half-blood, what would you be, what would you be if not for me.” 

Her tongue stretches out and licks from my crotch to my cheek as I struggle to move under her hips, her arms holding me down. She is powerful. She has the strength of a dozen men at least. 

I continue to be powerless. No spells, no sword, I might as well be paralyzed. My NCI is completely on the fritz. I can’t even siphon energy from my castle. I can’t teleport. It feels as if they have already won. 

A blast from a Tesla Rifle sprays out from the corridor hitting the Maiden in the back of her head. She turns, her mouth unfolding, jaw extending downward as the melody stops playing and she growls. The other two sisters turn toward the source of the disturbance and I manage to move my head around just enough to see good ol’ Pete standing there, covered in blood, covered in bite marks, limping against the wall holding his rifle, charging another blast. He fires again and the sister dominating Dianthe leaps toward him to attack. With her claws she slices open Pete’s throat. Dying Pete fires one more blast from his rifle, ripping a hole through the Bride’s chest clear enough to see through. 

She falls to the ground, bleeding out but not dead. I wish I knew just how much damage she had taken but most of all I wish I could do more. Pete had bought us a few precious seconds but not much more than that. 

The Maiden turns back toward me. “Fine, fine, everything is fine, fine, everything is fine,” she sings, trying to start the melody up again. Her claws press into my ribs, her nails dig into my skin as she drags them downward pulling down my pants. I can’t help but feel a rush of blood to my crotch. 

I can’t strike the feeling that each of us is under the Dominate spell. Our minds clear but our bodies are being forced to do what the brides want. 

The Maiden slithers down toward my erect cock and I feel her hand slide under my balls. Her jaw elongates again as she starts sucking me off. 

I start to hallucinate. I’m standing in the cave where I met Nestor and Ambrosia. I’m laying in the middle of a stone bed, in a dark cavern. 

“Kaisa! Dianthe! Melissa!” I shout. No one answers me. I don’t have Darkvision either and all I can see is the glow of moss and a small amount of light coming down from a hole in the ceiling. I’m wearing rags. Coming toward me, a pale man in armor soaking with blood. Nestor. Vampire Lord. Threat Level 56. HP: 107 out of 175. He is injured, but still… I am... 

My body moves without my permission. Taking a rock from the ground I smash it against Nestor’s head and the vampire turns toward me. 

“Ambrosia is so desperate to hire human mercenaries to aid her!” he growls just as I grab a silver dagger from his belt. A cursed dagger, much like the same one I gave Smeme and Leda. I press it against his chest and hammer it deep into his heart. As his body turns to dust and falls apart I see Ambrosia standing behind him, her purple eyes glowing in the light. 

“Spectacular performance,” she says. “I had assumed you were Nestor’s blood bag, how naive I am,” she smiles moving toward me. My hands are shaking. This isn’t happening… there is no way this is happening. 

Am I dead? Did I respawn? 

“Come pet, let me reward you for what you have done,” Ambrosia begins lifting her dress. Every detail of her body is just as I remember. 

But this isn’t happening… 

I push the dagger into her stomach and pull it upwards splitting her heart.

“I am no pet,” I tell her. “I am your master. End this game now!” I demand. 

Everything goes black. I wake up in a bed inside the Adventurer’s Guild. I can see a blue sorcerer robe hanging by a hook by the bed. Robes belonging to a Novice at the Phratry of Helios. 

Laying naked beside me is Elektra and Zoe. The real Zoe. Not Ragdoll Zoe. She is completely untouched by the Mad Artificer. 

“Athan? Are you all right?” Elektra asks, sounding like she is just waking up. I turn toward her. Her hair is shorter, her skin seems softer. Both women curl up closer to me. “It sounded like you were having a bad dream.” Both their hands reach down, one grabbing my cock while the other cups my balls. 

I am silent for a moment. This all feels so real. 

Memories of the cave flood through my mind. I killed Nestor in a surprise attack and did the same to Ambrosia. They thought I was helpless. They thought I was weak. I proved them both wrong. I am remembering things that didn’t happen, such as climbing up and out of the cave, being surrounded by the other vampire hunters from Nestor’s party, and Melissa running inside of the cave. 

Several of the hunters celebrated what I had done. I killed two Vampire Lords. I was brought back to the town and called a hero. I spent weeks there watching them rebuild, helping them. Melissa even came back out of the cave and forgave me, rekindling her relationship with her father and being my partner for a time. After months I decided on my own to travel to the city of Tlos. I never became a vampire, I never encountered the ghoul Esteri or the Black Knights. When I arrived in Tlos several adventurers had already slain the Mad Artificer and I was relieved to find they were my friends. Smeme and Leda welcomed me with open arms and drinks at an inn. With Nestor dead we plotted and planned against Alastor and Sarpedon. 

The three of us had never been closer. Smeme introduced me to Elektra and Zoe. The two became my girlfriends. Together and dozens of others are training for something big. A major battle. 

My life if I wasn’t a vampire… Elektra and Zoe, they are both so happy. I can feel Elektra’s hand pressing against my chest, Zoe rubbing her soft fingers against my inner thigh. 

“This isn’t real,” I say. 

“Of course it is Athan,” Elektra smiles. “We should probably get ready, today we set out for Cnidis. The king recently managed to deal with the demihuman infestation and is offering a reward to retrieve the Sword of Innocence and Smeme thinks it will be a good idea if we have more than one powerful artifact when we fight Alastor.” 

“Rei,” I mumble.

“Rei? Who’s that? Don’t tell me you’ve been sleeping with other women without us again, we told you to always invite us,” Elektra says irritably. 

“No,” I answer shaking my head. “I’m just thinking about…” 

Why am I talking to her? This isn’t real. This isn’t happening. Right now I’m in the basement of a fucking crypt with a vampiress stuffing her throat with my dick. I need to break out of this. I need to…

For one moment I see the Maiden’s face flash in front of my eyes. I was right. This is a trick, a lie. 

I stand up and quickly move out of the bed. Elektra and Zoe both seem to panic as I grab my cloak and kick open the door. I was right. I’m in a room at the guild but everything is wrong. It's all too perfect. I walk down a set of wooden stairs and I see Smeme and Leda. Sitting across from them are Avis and Gaisha, still disguised as adventurers. Leda sees me and shouts for me to join the four of them who hold up a large pitcher of beer. 

“Avis! Gaisha! I need you to help me!” I shout. 

“Whoa, who are you?” Avis stands up. 

“Athan, Athanasios, Vampire Sorcerer,” I say. 

“Yes! You are a legend. The Vampire Killing Sorcerer! I always hoped I would get to meet you! Could have used you up in the North awhile back what with the war and all,” Avis smiles and holds out his hand. 

“No, you are a ki…” I stop myself. No one here is real. No one will believe me. No one is going to help me. 

“Athan?” Smeme says, turning his armor toward me. 

“Back off slime!” I shout. 

Maybe if I make enough chaos I can break free of this world. 

“Athan? You know Smeme is sensitive about his appearance,” Leda frowns. Smeme turns back toward Avis and Gaisha who are staring at him. 

“Yes, I am a slime. A proud slime ready to help the human race.”

Avis and Gaisha nod in approval. 

“Seriously? Help the human race? All you want is to kill Alastor and Sarpendon so that you can get back home to Elysium. Back to the boring arcade. You hate me. You blame me for your being here!” I shout. 

I’m losing control. I start to summon a Fire Bolt to toss at Smeme’s armor, maybe if I can shatter it I can break away from this reality. Only now do I realize that I am a level 15 Sorcerer. I am weak. All the training day in and day out that I do and I’ve only leveled up to 15. 

“Athan, did you and Elektra get into another truffle? I swear if not for Zoe being there to help you out she would drop your ass for me,” Leda licks her lips. “Of course then all four of us could have some fun,” she adds. 

I turn toward the doorway of the guild. Leaning into it as hard as I can I open it up and see the City of Tlos just as I remember it. The sun shines brightly in the sky, birds chirp, there are dozens of people going about their business on the streets.

“The Devs have really overdone it this time,” I say. This feels just like the real world. How can this be happening? What kind of spell does this?

I walk back into the tavern. 

“Smeme, are there any spells that transport someone to a parallel reality?” 

“No, Athan, what is going on? We are your friends…”

“No! You aren’t. Well,” I point to Avis and Gaisha, “they are but you and Leda have only been allies since we all became trapped in this damn game. You blame me. You hate me. You resent me. You almost killed me one time! And you. You continue to follow him to the end of the earth when you know it’s me you want to be with,” I say to Leda. I knew it was true. The two of us have always had an on again off again romance. If not for Smeme I was a hundred percent sure she would be living in my castle with me. 

“Calm now…” Smeme starts. 

“I am not fucking calming down,” I curse. Maybe I should. Yelling at them isn’t really going to get me out of this mindfuck. 

I take a deep breath. I’ve seen all of this. All these faces, this guildhall. What happens if I go somewhere I haven’t been? 

Damnit, the illusion will probably just generate the area randomly and I wouldn’t know the difference. 

“We’re so close. This is everything we’ve ever wanted. Everything you’ve ever wanted. You were right Athan. The arcade is boring compared to this. When we do return to Elysium I am going to talk to the Grand Administrator about coming back to this world. Maybe we can start some kind of watch. Maybe there is one already,” Smeme places his armored hand against my shoulder. I feel my anger building up inside of me. 

Everything I ever wanted? Is he right? No, I wouldn’t wish death on Ambrosia, on the demihumans. What about Kaisa, Sirena, Kros, Lucian, and the others whose lives I’ve saved. By living this life how many have died? 

I’m a damn good bad guy. Too good, as a vampire I’ve shown more mercy than I ever could as this weak sorcerer. 

“So much for being neutral,” I say. I feel the cursed dagger inside my cloak. How did I not notice it before? I grab hold of it with my palm and drive it into Smeme’s armor. Everyone stands up, their eyes wide-open and mouths gasping. 

“What the fuck Athan!” Leda shouts. With the dagger in hand I tear at the armor, ripping it across in a diagonal line. I can see Smeme cowering inside. Leda and Avis move toward me managing to grab my wrist before I plunge the dagger into Smeme. I pull away as Smeme manages to back away from me with Avis’ help. Several others in the guild are watching us now. Even the barkeep is standing ready to attack. 

“Have you lost your damn mind?” Leda slaps me across the face. It hurts. Should I feel pain in a dream? In a hallucination? 

I spin the dagger around and drive it into my chest. 

Pain. 

Loneliness. 

Betrayal. 

I can’t live in this world. 
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I open my eyes and see the Maiden’s mouth wrapped around my cock. Behind her I see Rei holding Pete’s Tesla Rifle. She breathes heavily as the weapon charges up a second shot. The back half of the Maiden blows up to pieces, but to my surprise it begins to regenerate instantly. 

I grab the Maiden by the back of the hair and pull her off of me, her long tongue sliding up my balls. Crawling backward I find myself face to face with the exotic sister who is trying to grab hold of me. 

Rei fires another shot from the rifle in her hands. It tears through the Maiden’s left side. Not enough to kill her but the song has come to an end. I access my NCI and quickly jump up to my feet. Rei follows behind me as I cast a Fire Bolt at the Bride holding Melissa and Kaisa down. Both of my warrior women are paralyzed. Dianthe is in a similar state hopping toward us, her left leg having been torn off by one of the Brides. 

I open a portal using my Teleport ability. The ground around us swirls and I push Melissa, Kaisa, and Dianthe inside. 

Rei nods toward me. I know she has my back. Without question. 

The gateway back to my castle closes. 

“You know, I had just had the strangest dream,” I smile, and begin siphoning energy from my castle. 
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I feel my hands pulsate with devastating energy and for the first time in my life I absolutely understand what must be done. No hesitation. 
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I'm still not strong enough. My NCI blows up with messages from Ambrosia. All the hard work we've done over the last few weeks repairing it for naught…




All of it falls apart in an instant. 




It's still not enough. 
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Vampire Castle Core Activated!

Vampire Castle's HP: 35%.

Castle Sensor Inactive!

Remote Controlling Inactive!

Castle Teleportation Inactive!

Castle Defense Inactive!

Monster Production Facility Inactive!

Aviary (New) Inactive!

Alchemy Laboratory needs repairing!

Anti-Chapel - DESTROYED

Marble Gallery - DESTROYED

Castle Keep needs repairing!

Catacombs  - DESTROYED

Draw Bridge - DESTROYED

Clock Tower  - DESTROYED

Cursed Prison  - DESTROYED

Entrance needs repairing!

Forbidden Library - UNKNOWN

Long Library needs repairing!

Hell Garden  - DESTROYED

Necromancy Laboratory needs repairing!

Outer Wall - DESTROYED

Stables need repairing!

Underground Caverns need repairing!

Underground Garden - DESTROYED
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That's it, that is everything I can take. I am now level 90 and my body burns with the power of a pureblood Vampire Lord. 

I surpass my limits. Electricity flies out from my fingertips and I turn the room into a giant Tesla chamber with me at the center. The Maiden reacts in kind turning into a mist and grabbing her sisters with her big arms and protecting them in a corner with a shield. 

From below the ground dozens of hands emerge and the dead begin to dig themselves out. The lightning has no real effect on them and I have to be careful not to hit Rei or her rifle as she continues to stand with me back to back, firing at the dead rising. 

Using the skill Dominate Monster I try to take control of the rising army of the damned only to be blocked by two of the sisters who cast the same spell. We continue to cancel one another out, switching to Death Warden and Animate Dead as I start to raise an army of my own from the ground, stitching together ghouls and other dead monsters with invisible chords of magic-like threads. I push and pull on them like puppets until they take the shapes and forms I desire. Conjuring limbs for them made of Ice.




One of the sisters answers my casting with a Wave of Exhaustion. 

[image: Image]And so I counter with a combination of Haste and Fear. 
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My Haste combined with Fear creates a cascading effect on the weird sister causing her to become intimidated. 

I start casting Soul Steal, a legendary ability, while Rei backs me up firing on the undead. Everything but Rei within a 60-foot radius of me falls to the ground. Even the three brides fall to their knees screaming as their magical barrier depletes itself of energy as the taller one covers her sisters, shielding them with her body. They can't shield the effects of this attack though and I drain each of them for 100 HP. It’s not much but it’s a start. Now, I am just as powerful as all three of them combined. Truly, I have become a king. 
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My hands move on their own, driven by the mana flowing through my body, creating sigils in the air that allow me to control and weave the ether in the air into a tapestry of destruction. 

I focus on the Maiden while casting Soul Drain. 
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She counters, creating a golem from the bodies of her dead thralls. its core glowing red in the center. It stands in front of her, taking the brunt of my failed attack. 
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I look toward Rei and using our connection I cast Dead Eye, siphoning to her my own energy the same way I had when she is acting as my sword. No matter her form, she is my weapon. The connection between the two of us grows stronger. She aims down the sight of the Tesla Rifle, charging it. Dead Eye is a unique ability in that it allows a sorcerer to focus their attack. Using it with Rei as my proxy I am able to shut my eyes and infuse both her and the rifle with power. 
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The body of the Flesh Troll boils and erupts but the core does not break. Instead, the pieces of flesh and bone move across one another, sealing the wounds of the golem and making it skinnier. 

The Maiden grabs the hands of her three sisters and together they begin to levitate before launching a black ball of energy at me. 

I counter with my own Fire Ball. The two blasts of energy merge and twist around one another before exploding, shaking the entire foundation of the crypt. The Flesh Troll is moving closer to us. Gradually stepping closer and closer even as Rei fires several shots into it. They are ineffective. The Tesla Rifle is worthless without my magic backing it up. 

Levitating in the air the three Vampire Brides channel more and more of their energy into the Flesh Troll. Its skin changes color, becoming gray at first before turning purple and blue. One of them casts Stoneskin and channels it into the golem turning it to rock. It slams its fists down on the ground in front of me where I drew a Circle of Death. I catch it in a trap, grabbing Rei around her wrist and jumping backward at the last minute. The Flesh Troll’s arms are ripped apart. 
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The Flesh Troll, now armless, turns back toward us and begins to sprint in our direction. Rei drops her rifle and polymorphs into her second sword form. Grabbing the buster in hand I try my best to remember what Rei had taught me. Trusting my instincts I attack first, keeping just out of reach of the Flesh Troll's legs and slamming the Sword of Innocence into the side of its body, breaking it apart at the ribs. 

When my feet hit the ground I jab the huge buster sword inside the golem from the side, landing a critical strike at the creature's core. It tumbles apart, a small landslide of a victory.  

Turning back toward the Brides I can see they are already calling forth dozens of familiars. The sound of bats, rats, and wolves fills my ears. Several bats begin flying in from hidden passageways, others seem to appear as if out of thin air. I slam the large buster sword into the ground and my vision turns red. Using as much of my energy reserve as I can I conjure several dozen Dire Wolves. 
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I start levitating myself off the ground as the exotic Bride attempts to fly toward me. Her claws hit against my sword hard as I use it as a shield. 
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Several claw marks remain on the surface of my buster sword. I stop levitating and drop to the ground, the Bride hovering over me screaming like a banshee as the rest of my familiars continue to battle just in front of me. The entire crypt is a battlefield. The smells are nauseating. I can also feel my energy reserves are starting to run low. 

The power I siphon from my castle is too much for my body to hold onto. Each spell is taking a physical toll on me. If I were human I am sure I would be dead. 
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I cast Children of the Night again. Summoning an Alpha Dire Wolf from the ethereal darkness and watching as it takes shape, a black silhouette made of dark clouds that turn into fur, teeth, and claws. It is twice as large a Puffy is and the Alpha Wolf's jaws immediately hone in on their target: the exotic Vampire Bride. She tries to dodge but all she does is make herself look like a fool fluttering mid-air. The Alpha Wolf clenches down on her long body and it doesn't take long before the Bride screams for her sisters to rescue her. Desperately, she continues to tear at its eyes with her claws, blinding it and scaring its long mouth until it begins to shake her body in the air. 

My wolf throws her down to the ground and using its front paws to puncture a hole in her stomach it bites down again, this time its front teeth enter inside her neck. She pleads for me to make it stop. 

"No," I answer. With her hand held out toward me, her body turns into a mist as she polymorphs one last time to return to her coffin. 

"That's one," I smile, turning my attention back to the other sisters. They are continuing to summon smaller familiars in a futile attempt to get the upper hand. They are hoping to outnumber mine three to one as they let their own wounds regenerate so that they can attack me at full power. Something I can't let happen. I climb on top of my Alpha Wolf with my Buster Sword in hand and begin riding toward them. 

The smaller weird sister panics and begins throwing a barrage of Fireballs at me. I deflect them using the Sword of Innocence as a bat to knock them away. My wolf howls as several smaller ones appear and try to stop it, biting at its legs to bring it down. Another attacks us from behind and I brush them away. The Maiden summons her own, a large white wolf, similar in size and strength to my own. I leap forward to attack her in the air only to be blocked by a swarm of bats that force me to the ground. To defend I call on my own magical barrier. Shielding myself from the familiars that surround me, encasing myself inside a bubble. All I can do at the moment is watch the two alpha's fight. 

The white wolf attacks first, biting the neck of the black wolf. The black wolf tosses its body in the air, using its front paws to knock the other’s face back against the ground before opening its own jaw to bite down, then begins to shake the white wolf to the ground as it throws its body in every direction, trying its best to spin the black one off. Its white fur turns red until it claws the black wolf's other eye with its paw. My wolf yelps and backs away. Blindness is not a weakness. Its other senses are just as enhanced, and it is just as deadly. Both leap through the air battling one another with fangs and claws. 

The white wolf looks like it’s going to get the upper hand when my wolf drops below it and uses its head to knock it off balance. The white wolf falls onto a swarm of the rats I've summoned. They immediately begin attacking its back as the black wolf bites down one final time against the white wolf's neck, coating the ground floor of the cave in blood and shakes it until there is a loud bone-breaking sound and howling. 

I drop my magical barrier and swing my sword around me in a circle. The familiars back away and I turn back toward the two Brides. 
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I lock eyes with the smaller one. There is nothing for a moment until she falls to the ground grabbing her throat and spitting out blood. A few seconds later she polymorphs into a mist and I see her float away toward the coffins that are now all the way on the other side of the crypt. 

The Maiden unleashes all of her power.

Completely enraged. The room turns red for a moment and everything in it except for her and I disappear. 

I start to hear the melody again. I can feel her using psionic energy to try and break into my mind. If I was any weaker she would be able to.

I cast lightning fires from my fingertips. Her health drops to 40 points and I slam my buster sword back into the ground letting go and putting the palms of my hands together as if in prayer. I cast Stun. 

The Maiden freezes inches away from me, her hand ready to grab me by the neck again. With her momentarily stunned I cast an eighth tier spell I have been holding onto, my ace, Sunburst. 
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The entire room fills with UV light with me at the center. 

The Maiden’s physical form dissipates and transforms into a mist, like the others she is performing Misty Escape, and returns back to her coffin where she and the other two will be unable to perform any action for 24 hours. All that is left now is to destroy their coffins and return back to my castle. 

"Athan," Rei's voice whispers. 

"Great job back there, you saved my life," I tell her. 

"Athan. There is a problem. I've been putting a lot of thought into that feeling I had when we met with Dracula. I understand it now that we fought the Brides. It wasn't that he wasn't there it was that I was refusing to see him. I was refusing to see him because his heart is darker than black." 

"What are you saying?" 

"I'm telling you that Dracula was lying." 

Another voice echoes throughout the room toward me, “She is telling you the truth. We tried to show you. Tried to connect with you." 

I turn toward the three coffins. 

"How are you speaking?" 

"We are Dracula's Brides, purebloods. We speak when we need to be heard. We reveal all to those that deserve." 

"And why should I believe you?" 

"Underground, the King, he keeps his pets, underground, ghouls and captives, drinking the blood of his subordinates. The world goes unaware. His lies, his armies, waiting…" 

"We have to stop him," Rei's voice cuts in through the sister's whispering.

"We will," I tell her. "I'm contacting everyone now." 

"Spare us, take us with you, make us your servants," the three sisters beg. 

"No,” I whisper. Ambrosia is the only Vampiress I need. I send a message back to my castle letting everyone know that we have been betrayed by Dracula. Ambrosia sends me a quick reply telling me that should have been obvious from the start and she thought I was just playing along. 

Blunt as always. I turn toward the exit with Rei in hand and using the last of my siphoned energy I annihilate the three wooden coffins. The screams of the three Vampire Brides are the last thing I hear as their ethereal forms burn into nothingness. 

With all the EXP I gain I reach level 62 as I emerge back into the evening sky. The graveyard is silent. 

A new quest pops up on my NCI.




[image: Image]


Chapter 36

The Abyssal Forge




I polymorph into a dire wolf and run through the woods. A light snow falls all around me as my paws make a crushing sound against the slushy frozen ground. As I get closer to the castle the snow nears a foot deep even as I pass through the Hoia Forest. I can see goblins wandering through the woods, studying me, moving out of my way. Their small pale blue bodies have adapted to withstand the cold. The fur that wraps around my body is more than enough to keep me warm as I head toward the location of the Castle Cores on my Global Map. Without it I would be lost. 

"Ok, so if I were a secret entrance, where would I be hiding?" I ask myself as I come out of the woods and see Dracula's castle on the horizon. It looks far larger than I remember, but I guess seeing it from the ground is a very different perspective than an airship. It is ten times larger than my own castle, surrounded by a twelve-foot wall. The castle itself has multiple towers and bridges connecting them. No wonder it was such a maze. The throne room sits at the top of the largest tower near the center of the castle. 

I can clearly make out the Mechanical Tower even from the ground, it is large and cylindrical with several windows and wires running down the outside of it along the stone walls toward what I'm guessing is a Monster Production Facility near the ground floors. If Dracula's castle is like mine that would connect to the catacombs and underground prison. From there I can deduce that the entrance to Dracula's own prison is near the back of the castle, below his own tower. Most likely the same elevator that took me to the air pad goes down farther into the castle depths, into the prison itself. An easy way for the King of Vampires to catch a snack. 

I make my way through the woods to the back of the castle. I can't help but notice goblin and harpies watching me from the woods. The harpies here are different from the one I met at the terminal: feral, savage-looking creatures with the heads of humans and the bodies of vultures. None of them pose a risk to me and I'm sure they can sense my strength. Still, I can't help but wonder if they are somehow acting as spies for the dark lord. Is this how he does it? No, most likely he has a mirror or a secondary core that lets him see things without interfering with the material world. He was watching me in the castle after all. Not that I can really blame him for that. I would do the same. I wouldn't however plan out the eradication of an entire race. Too much power for too long has led to callousness. 

Using my nose I sniff out human flesh and blood. Lots of it. The smell is nearly overwhelming. Inside the castle it is covered by burning incense and the smell of torches but out here, on the outside of the castle, at ground level, it is impossible for my vampiric nose to not smell it. I can feel the thirst inside of me growing. The powers I siphoned from my castle are wearing off but I am much more vampire than I was before. 

"There," I say to myself, eyeing a slanted metal grate that leads down into the castle. "Right where you are supposed to be." 

I polymorph back into my vampire form. My bones bend and break back into place while some of my organs change size, either shrinking or enlarging. The transformation process is uncomfortable but not painful. I also feel as if I have more control over my forms now, especially that of a dire wolf. Perhaps it is my connection to Bark Squad and the dogkin or the other demihumans. 

Does empathy play a part in how well one can assimilate to a new form? Perhaps I should try a cat or snake next. 

Actually, yes, a snake is perfect. Concentrating on my ideal serpent, my body begins to take the shape of a mist, my skin shedding and turning to dust as my bones thin; and in a matter of seconds my human form is no more.

"Perfect," I think. "Now I can slither inside." 

"This is weird," I hear Rei's voice. 

"Rei, I wasn't sure you could hear me when I polymorphed," I say. 

"Hear you, feel you, I am your sword, I am an extension of you when I'm not in my human form. Right now I feel like I am your venom." 

Interesting, I didn't think about Rei when I polymorphed into a dire wolf, but like my clothes, my sword was something I wore on me. When I use this ability I transform my clothes, weapons, potions, even my coins so that I don't disappear and come back naked. Rei's mind has existed beside me in all of these states. Perhaps she is the reason I feel I have more control now. 

We slither inside the metal grate and find ourselves wandering down through an air and maintenance shaft leading to a small underground aqueduct used to channel rainwater to the prison. Once my serpent body hits the water I find I am able to swim easily downstream and pass through a dozen more metal grates. 




[image: Image]Finally, we reach the actual underground prison. The aqueduct runs like a stream through the prison cells. Each one is separated by bars, stream in the center, and another pair of bars and prison cell on the other side. The running water is both a place for the prisoners to grab fresh water and relieve themselves, making the water further down less than hygienic as it flows along. The only way inside or outside the prison cells is through a hole in the roof that looks like a trapdoor opening. 

There are hundreds of them. Most malnourished, some not so much, still wearing the servant outfits they wore when they came to the castle. They are the servants and thralls of the vampire lords, the ones who have been missing over the last year. The ones who go unnoticed. 

Dozens of them look like they have just arrived. Their lords were those who danced in the masquerade above before they were slaughtered, their coffins still burning in the courtyard. 

Pressing forward I find a small corridor leading from the prison to a stairwell. I polymorph back into my vampire form and activate Disguise Self, choosing the image of one of the hunters who Dracula had sent to kill me. 

There is screaming coming from above alongside the sound of a hammer hitting metal. I can smell smoke, the smell of iron burning. I recognize it as the smell of a blacksmith's forge. 

My hand rests on the grip of the Sword of Innocence as I peer around the corner of the stairwell and see a large forge chamber. My NCI informs me that I have entered inside the Abyssal Forge. Several dozen prisoners sit with their backs to the walls in chains, another few are tied down to metal racks, their naked bodies covered in cuts and wounds. Several look like they have had armor grafted to their skin while others look like they are being tortured for information. 

Beside the giant forge are an altar, an anvil, and a slack tub. Hammering away at the altar is a tall bald man with tan skin and a collar wrapping around his neck. His face is covered in several scars where the flames have reached and burned his face, his hands, large and callous. He is tall, wearing just enough clothing to keep his skin from being struck by sparks as he continues to hammer out a new weapon. It looks like a long sword. At least forty-seven inches in length, a claymore sword.

"How long?" I hear one of the torturer's hiss. His throat sounds like he has been breathing in smoke for at least the better part of his life. He is wearing an all-black outfit with a mask covering his face. His skin is gray, his eyes glowing orange. He isn’t human, not entirely, but no demihuman or hybrid either. His body has been warped by the dark magic inside the castle. Warped by spending too much time in the presence of Dracula himself. At one time he was probably a blood bag. Like the thralls in Pedasa, wandering, waiting for their master to come and bite them. I can see the teeth marks on his neck. 

"Not long now," the Forgemaster says, taking the claymore and dipping it into a large tub of oil. The steam rising fills the room. 

"Good, our new girl is waiting in the Holding Room. The King is going to have some fun with this one and I'll get extra merit for bringing him a new sword to boot," the Torturer grunts. On his left hand he has a seventeen-inch claw dagger gauntlet and stabs a prisoner who is tied to a metal rack. He moves his claw downward, opening up the prisoner's body from his ribs to his crotch, covering his mouth with his right hand, and smiling while he does it. The blood and entrails drip down through a metal mesh into a bucket. The metal mesh catches the entrails and organs leaving nothing but blood in the bucket. 

"Circus meat," the torturer growls, bending down and sniffing the entrails of the now-dead prisoner. He picks up a piece of the prisoner's liver like a sausage and takes a bite out of it like its raw meat. Almost immediately he spits it out and curses below his breath, tossing the liver back on top of the metal mesh. He moves toward another prisoner and repeats the same process with his dagger claws. 

"Your King wants a bath tonight," he snarls. "I’m going to need a few more bodies from the lower level. I'll be back. When I do, prepare to reanimate the corpses. King's been wanting more ghouls in the gardens." 

The Forgemaster nods. 

As the blood drains from his latest victim, the Torturer turns away from the Forgemaster and the other prisoners. He doesn't see me as he disappears around the corner toward another hallway. It must lead to where the holes go down to the other prisoners. I can't imagine why anyone would dare crawl back up knowing the fate that awaits them… unless they don't know. They might think their masters are still alive. Maybe some of them think this is all a mistake. Others might think once they are out of their cell they can escape. I can't imagine the hopelessness they feel. Perhaps better to die than live like a rat in a cage. 

"Athan, I sense this man is not as dark-hearted as he seems," Rei tells me as I turn my gaze back toward the Forgemater. 

"Hey you," I say just loud enough to grab the Forgemaster's attention. 

The Forgemaster turns to me, slightly cowering. "I haven't done anything wrong," he says. 

"I'm not here to hurt you," I tell him. I uncast my disguise and reveal to him my true form. "I'm Athanasios, friends call me Athan. You are a prisoner here?" I ask, already aware of the answer. 

"Yes, I split with my last master in Pedasa, a vampiress, and was led here by the King. I was promised salvation, fairness, instead I found myself a slave," the Forgemaster tells me.  

I suspect that the vampiress he is talking about is Ambrosia. She had mentioned parting ways with a Forgemaster at one point. 

"Why did you split?" I ask. 

"There was a battle between two of the bloodlines once the Queen had been killed. I tried to do my part, to slay the hunters. Still, my vampiress released me and told me to flee to the North. It was in the City of Kibya I heard the Dark Master's call. He had sent one of his familiars to fetch me, a pale man named Renfield," the Forgemaster starts. 

I was right. The Queen was Lamia and the vampiress he served had to be none other than Ambrosia. I also knew that the vampire hunter he attacked was Melissa. It was something Markos, Melissa's father, had mentioned to me and was probably the reason I had been attacked back then. 

"Is Renfield the Torturer?" I ask. 

"Renfield is no more. Dracula had him slain. Renfield had been harboring feelings of regret. Distancing himself from the Dark Lord as he travelled doing his master's biddings. He threatened the Dark Lord with rebellion, hoping to take his place atop the throne. Our Dark Lord does not forgive easily. Renfield was the first abomination I was forced to bring back in the King's service. I reanimated him in the shape of a demon. Stronger, faster, and of course completely loyal. It was a test of my talents," the Forgemaster tells me with a sorrowful look in his eye. I can't help but wonder how someone such as this was blessed with such a dark gift. The ability to reanimate the dead, he was basically a necromancer, only instead of magic he used his skills as a Forgemaster, burning souls into submission as well as a blacksmith is capable of sculpting steel. 

"I'm going to free you," I tell him. "But first, you must tell me, do you know a vampiress named Ambrosia?" 

"My Master," the Forgemaster begins to smile, "she is alive..." His voice cracks as if this is the best news in the world. 

"Yes, she is mine. I am a Vampire Lord, I'm here to steal two Castle Cores from Dracula and then I'm going to teleport myself and anyone I can take back with me if I don't kill him first," I grin, "are you in?" 

"I…" the Forgemaster hesitates, "I am unable to leave the castle. While many of the other prisoners are Charmed or Dominated I am immune to the effects of either spell. Instead the Dark Lord has placed this," he motions to the collar wrapped around his neck," a cursed item. If I leave the underground prison," the Forgemaster continues by pointing to his head and then making a scene with his hands that symbolizes an explosion. A cursed collar that explodes one's head if they wander too far. 

"Is there a key?" I ask. 

"Once I was enslaved, my current master fed the key to the aberration Renfield in order to ensure I would never be able to leave." 

"Can we cut it?" 

The Forgemaster laughs slightly, "I am the greatest of all Forgemasters and not even I can make a weapon strong enough to break this curse." 

Smiling, I pull out the Sword of Innocence. "I might have something." 

"No…" the Forgemaster starts as I take my blade and tap the Forgemaster’s collar with a little force. I let Rei guide my hand so that I don't accidentally nick his flesh in the process. 

"You are free to flee or join me," I tell him. 

The Torturer walks back into the room followed by three enchanted prisoners, each walking in single file behind him. 

"What the fuck is going here?" he hisses. 

Before I can attack, the Forgemaster picks up the claymore and throws it at the Torturer. It breaks through his chest and impales him against the wall. 

The Forgemaster's strength is unreal. "Come, we should escape now while we have the chance, the Dark Lord’s frightful gaze is already upon us," the Forgemaster tells me. 

"Wait, the other prisoners?" 

"Charmed, Dominated, Enchanted, they have no desire to leave. Without killing the Dark Lord they are his thralls. They are cattle waiting to be devoured," the Forgemaster tells me. I curse under my breath. This wasn't the plan. There are servants, villagers, all here. 

"The Holding Room, I heard the Torturer mention it before. What about them?" I ask. 

"True, they are not charmed by his ways but they are guarded by my aberrations. Including the familiar Renfield," the Forgemaster says. 

"Well, it's time for you to put your creations out of their misery," I grin. 

"This way, I shall lead," the Forgemaster tells me, grabbing his hammer from the ground beside a giant anvil. 

"Wait!" I say, noticing a small Castle Core laying on the ground next to a pile of junk. The junk pile consists mostly of pieces of constructs, chains, and a few trinkets, however, one of the two cores I've been seeking is here. 

"Nothing but junk. Pieces the Dark Lord has me melt down to weapons," the Forgemaster says as I begin digging through toward the Castle Core. I reach in and pull out the small sphere. 
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"This is amazing!" I tell the Forgemaster. 

"I don't understand, the Dark Lord has given me many materials such as that to use in making weapons." 

"He was trying to get rid of them," I tell the Forgemaster. 

"This was to be imbued in my next weapon. I am afraid I have already destroyed many in my time here in this dungeon. I am sorry." 

"No, it's not your fault, Dracula had tricked me into killing his Brides in exchange for two Castle Cores. If he was willing to get rid of this one, that must mean the other one is still in his possession." 

"The lift leads to the Dark Lord's throne." 

The Forgemaster begins making his way toward the dead Torturer, spitting on his corpse as he walks by. 

As I follow I notice the Torturer is still just barely alive and decide to put him out of his misery with a well-placed Fire Bolt. 

"What can you tell me about Renfield? Weaknesses?" I ask as we creep through the dark corridors. The Forgemaster is leading the way. Before I get an answer though we have already arrived. 

The Holding Room is large and I can see the elevator that leads to the air pad and throne room on the other side. There is hay and various weapons, some old, some new scattered on the ground alongside crawling insects and feces. The room smells terrible, worse than the prisons and forge. 

The Forgemaster was right, there are four aberrations waiting; two look like werewolves chewing on the bones of the dead; another looks like a goblin and man combined; the fourth, Renfield, is tall and slender with four arms made of pure muscle, metal grafted to parts of his body, his face bruised and his mouth crushed, his teeth jetting in and out of his skin. Renfield's mouth protrudes outward as he takes a bite off a giant boar leg. The bones around his neck have been broken and enlarged and protrude out of his skin. Along his back are a set of moth wings but they don't look like they serve any purpose other than to intimidate. 

"My masterpiece," the Forgemaster sighs. 

"All that stands between you and freedom now," I remind him. 

Alongside several of the prisoners, all beautiful young women, I see Melissa, with chains wrapped around her wrists. 

She sees me and I hold my finger up motioning for her to stay quiet. 

"Hey Renfart!" she shouts, grabbing the beast's attention. 

[image: Image]

I strike with the Sword of Innocence. 
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It's not dead but badly wounded. I was lucky to get such a strong strike on my first attack. Thrusting my sword into the creature I manage to deal another 10-points of damage. It turns its attention away from Melissa who sticks her tongue out at the monster. With its attention focusing on me the Forgemaster strikes it from behind, dealing another 60-point strike. 

The Forgemaster's hammer breaks Renfield's neck, shattering through the bones that are protecting it. 

Renfield drops, cowering under the Forgemaster. I lift the Sword of Innocence into the air striking downward and thrusting my blade into a soft spot just below its bone. It's a critical strike that causes blood to gush out from Renfield's neck artery. 
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Now, though the Forgemaster and I have caught the attention of the other aberrations in the room, I free Melissa quickly from her chains. She immediately grabs an ancient sword from the ground. It is curved with a thick blade and unlike any I have seen here in this world so far. Most likely it belonged to a servant of a Vampire Lord from the far east. 
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The Lycan falls as the Forgemaster cracks its skull open with his hammer and before I get the chance Melissa has already charged into battle against the other aberration and killed it. 

The last Aberration attacks us like a frenzied animal backed against the corner of its cage. With three quick strikes of the Sword of Innocence the Lycan falls, beheaded on the ground. 

The Lycan’s body transforms back to that of a naked man as its skin flakes and turns to ash. I recognize it as the one that met with Nestor and me at the carriages. 

"You bastard!" Melissa turns her sword on the Forgemaster who blocks it with the grip of his giant hammer. 

"Melissa! Stop!" I shout. 

"This monster tried to kill me!" she shouts, her eyes filled with rage. 

"Past is past. He's on our side now! You also tried to kill me, remember?" 

"You are a mutt, a hybrid. This beast is a traitor," she spits. 

"Enough," I cast a Fire Bolt right onto the ground in-between the two as Melissa strikes at the Forgemaster's hammer once again. She has every intention to kill him. Luckily, the Fire Bolt forces both of them to jump back away from one another. "We need to focus on escaping."

"Fine," Melissa stops. She knows I am right. The only way we are going to get out of this is if we work together. 

"How did you end up here anyway? I transported you to my castle," I ask. 

"You did, and I was there for a moment but then another portal opened and a dozen aberrations came through. All hell broke loose. I saw your warriors in action. They didn't stand a chance, even Elektra, it wasn't until a Reaper appeared with a massive scythe that the creatures began running back into the portal. When they did they grabbed me," she answers. 

I double-checked my link to my castle. I hadn't received any Messages from but what Melissa said was possible. Most likely, Dracula is blocking my communications. If he is able to open a portal right inside my castle it was no wonder he has been able to teleport us here.  

The elevator door clicks. Something is coming down. All three of us turn our attention toward it. When it opens, to our surprise, we see Nestor with three other members of his vampire hunting squad standing with crossbows and silver daggers in hand. On the ground around them lay six, maybe seven, no, eight bodies of aberrations all dead in a heap. 

"You're alive!" I say with surprise. 

Melissa rushes toward him, "Master!" 

"And you're not dead," Nestor smiles. "Thank me later." 


Chapter 37

Children of the Night




The Vampire Hunters look ready to kill me. Their faces scowling at me and the Forgemaster. Standing behind their master, Nestor, they are an intimidating sight. Several have Threat Levels of 17. Nowhere near my own strength but if we all went to war right here I would have no choice but to teleport away. I am stronger than I have ever been but Nestor is still a few levels above me and stronger than when we first met. Currently, the Vampire Lord has a Threat Level of 63 with HP 235 out of 280. Even with the Forgemaster at my side I am sure it would be a struggle taking them. 

"Nice job clearing the level," Nestor smiles. 

"How the hell are you alive?" I ask. 

Nestor laughs, "Good to see you, abomination of mine." 

"Master, I'm so thankful you are alive," Melissa cries. Nestor politely places his arm around her, welcoming her back into his fold. It looks like she's not going to be joining my harem anytime soon which is too bad. I am getting used to fighting side by side with a vampire hunter. 

"It wasn't easy," Nestor starts, "I had to fight my way down the hallway and I was lucky enough to find a room with a balcony. I jumped and fell into the cold depths. Broke both my legs but well… you know how easily we heal. After that I managed to make my way back around and climb up to the air pad. I was going to take Dracula's airship when I saw you and the others taking off. I ran into a few mutations there and that's when Rakka here came to his master's rescue."

Rakka was a large muscular vampire hunter with a steel bolt rifle and a Threat Level of 19. He has three runes tattooed on his face, though he wasn't a magic-user I could feel the runes were infused with a certain power. He wore a similar outfit to the others, more blood on his clothes than color. His skin was also gray, similar to the Torturer. 

"Well done, Rakka," Melissa says smiling.

Rakka nods mutely. 

Nestor continues, "Rakka is the second in command of my vampire hunting squad after Melissa. He would be first but that bitch Ambrosia ripped out his tongue. See, Rakka here used to be one of her blood bags. I'm sure you know what that's like." 

"I'm no blood bag," I growl. 

Nestor smiles, "Anyway, after Rakka saved my life there were five others with him. They had gotten separated when Dracula's death squad attacked us.” Nestor pauses and sighs, “Actually, I'm lying. I sent them to scout the castle, I wanted to get a lead on Dracula's whereabouts so that I could attack him myself. It was only a matter of time before the king turned on all of us." 

"So you knew this would happen and you came anyway?" 

"Of course, just like I knew you weren't a Vampire Lord when we met in the terminal. Blood of mine, you think you could run away from me forever?" Nestor smirks. 

"We have a good chance now of killing Dracula, he is unaware of our presence, even now I doubt he knows of your survival," Melissa adds. 

"You are right, I was thinking of returning to Pedasa but…" 

"Why didn't you run? You had your chance to escape?" I cut Nestor off. 

"Run where? Dracula can Scry the world. There is no going back. We either kill the king or he kills us, there is no other way. Melissa is right," he strikes a smile and continues, “there is no better chance than now. Not to mention I came here for his blood. I want to power up. I will become the strongest vampire this world has ever seen; stronger than Lamia, stronger than Dracula, the progenitor. Even the Demon Queen Lilith will beg to suck me off just for a taste of what I will become." Nestor makes a fist of determination. I can see it in his eyes as he stares at me and the Forgemaster.

He really wants us to team up to take down Dracula. 

He really believes we can…

Nestor is fucking insane. Driven mad by his lust for power. I can relate. It isn't long ago that I felt the same way. Even now I am planning to rob Dracula of his Castle Cores. Killing him if I can. Our goals are no different. Maybe it is his blood that made me but I too desire power. I had never thought of drinking Dracula's blood, gaining his power for my own. Is it even something a hybrid like I could do?

"After our battle with the abominations on the air pad we made our way to the courtyard. I had planned to escape back to Pedasa at this point but then I felt Melissa's presence. I knew I had to come back for her. She is destined to be my bride after all," Nestor clasps Melissa's hand. 

So much of what I thought about Nestor seemed wrong. I could clearly see why Melissa loves him. Still, there is little doubt in my mind that after this alliance the two of us would go back to being enemies. Nestor might have a soft spot for me now, but I am still harboring Ambrosia in my castle, a castle that he believes should be his since I was created by his blood. Nestor ultimately wouldn't be satisfied until I am dead or under his control. 

"You are right, we leave now and the King will hunt us down," I say. 

"Agreed," the Forgemaster adds. 

"So, a truce, brilliant. Let's see how powerful my blood has made you, friend," Nestor grins. 

Friend seems to be going a little too far I think to myself. Allies for now, yes, but unlike most alliances I am sure ours will end in another war.

"Hopefully, this plays out better than the last wager I made," I smile. 

"Fool's errand," Nestor smiles, "I heard about Cnidis. Interesting what happened to their king." 

Rei's voice speaks through to my mind, "I don't trust him." 

I know, I reply to her, we have no choice. We are going to kill Dracula.

"First a plan," Nestor smiles. 

"You have one?" I ask. 

"Did you think Alastor and I killed Lamia without a plan? I've been thinking of this moment since I was turned. I expected to have a lot more men but we'll have to make it work," Nestor says. 

"Ok, what is your plan?" I ask. 

"First we take the elevator back to the air pad and enter the castle under Disguise Self. We set up a kill box in the hallway just outside the throne room. Rakka and Melissa will wait in the rafters above and attack from on high. You and I will wait in the two waiting rooms to the side and the rest of my hunters will use themselves as bait to draw the good king out," Nestor smiles. 

"That's your plan?” I start to laugh. The plan is stupid, overwhelmingly simple, and honestly it just might work. That is until the Forgemaster tells us otherwise. 

"Many have tried and failed to kill the Dark Lord. I have seen a dozen others attempt such a plan as what you say. Always it ends in failure. If we want to kill the Dark Lord we must invade his throne room and attack him head-on. The only time he is vulnerable is when he is feeding," the Forgemaster tells us. 

"Damnit, my plan will work, trust me," Nestor growls. 

"No," I tell him, "it's true. You know it. You are sacrificing your team in an attempt to try and bite Dracula from behind. You know they will be slaughtered and that is why you want Melissa and Rakka to hide in the rafters. You are hoping that if you can manage to get even one bite in, then you will power up enough to take on the King yourself. " 

Nestor grunts but doesn't disagree. The other Vampire Hunters look at him in disbelief. Did they not think their master wouldn't use them as pawns? 

There is silence for a moment, then Nestor turns to us and growls —"Tell me Forgemaster, how should we proceed?" 
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Chapter 38




Master of Undeath




The Forgemaster spends the next twenty minutes telling us the plan, going into detail about what he has seen Dracula do, his supposed weaknesses to wooden stakes, sunlight, and running water. He tells us he has seen other Vampire Lords attack and fight Dracula one on one before and fail miserably. Except one, a Vampire Lord named Castiel. He managed to slit the Dark Lord's throat and nearly decapitate him. 

Castiel was a Vampire Lord from even farther north than we are now. A vampire strong enough to survive the harshest winters. Castiel wasn't enough to kill the Dark Lord, only damage him some. In the end Dracula leaped forty-five feet across the room and impaled Castiel with nothing more than his hand. Another Vampire Lord tried using magic but all of his attacks were deflected. Dracula, once weak to magic had spent years cultivating his abilities and built a tolerance to magical attacks including lightning, ice, and fire. 

Dracula is impervious to cold, fire, necrotic, lighting, bludgeoning, piercing, and slashing attacks as his skin has hardened with every year. We might be able to do some damage but his vampiric healing abilities will protect him from critical strikes, unless we strike him hard and fast multiple times breaking through his skin. 

Dracula is able to polymorph into any animal just like any other vampire. He is also able to levitate, climb like a spider, and Charm or Dominate those weak of mind. Like other vampires he is capable of Misty Escape. We will have to counter that by burning his coffin before killing him. That is Rakka and Melissa's job. While we attack they go after his coffin. 

Dracula is weak to sunlight but like running water and magic he has built a tolerance to it as well. Using Sunburst and siphoning power from my castle is out of the question given the castle's fragile state. It also risks another attack from Dracula. If I have to teleport back to my castle in the middle of a battle I could find myself overwhelmed by hordes of his minions. 

Luckily, according to the Forgemaster we don't have to worry about Dracula summoning familiars. He has already reached his limit sending messengers and spies across entire continents. 

****

We free the rest of the prisoners. Even those still Charmed are set free from their cells to linger in the hallways. They may not go anywhere on their own but once Dracula is dead they will no longer be under his control and can escape on their own. His other abilities, Soul Drain, Finger of Death, etc are all on par with a true Vampire Lord. However, the Forgemaster assures us that because Dracula has spread out his familiars across the continents, he is constantly siphoning power from his castle and will not use magical attacks unless he is backed into a corner. It is part of the reason he never leaves. Dracula himself has become dependent on his Castle Core. 

After telling us as much as he can about Dracula the Forgemaster walks us all back inside the Abyssal Forge. Here he opens a large chest filled with weapons he has been making over the last several months. 

The Forgemaster graciously gives everyone, except me, a melee weapon. Swords, daggers, flails. He even gives Melissa a special whip to make up for the one she lost. I can't help but think of it as a peace offering. It is not an apology and I do not doubt that if he could, he would end her life, but the stakes are too high. The cursed weapons are forged from secondary castle cores, stronger than regular steel. They were meant to be handed out to Dracula's new race of vampires once all of the old bloodlines had been purged. Each of the vampire hunters now carries with them a ranged weapon and a melee weapon. Even Rakka was given a two-handed mace made of black iron, infused with a Castle Core at the center making it as strong as the Forgemaster's own hammer. 

"I used to live in Komana, desert as far as the eyes could see, an entire ancient world buried under the sands. My tribe taught me the old ways, my father a blacksmith, my mother a scavenger. We survived by digging through the metal ruins. My father would take the scrap and forge it into weapons for my tribe. Dungeons, monsters, demons, all lived buried under the dunes. It was my father's weapons that protected the tribe," the Forgemaster tells me as I hand him Rei, the Sword of Innocence. The two of us agree that the Forgemaster could strengthen her steel frame and make her stronger. I was hesitant at first but Rei insisted.

Hearing her demands, she tells me this is her way of leveling up and reluctantly I agree. "It was in the ruins I snapped and discovered my abilities. My mother and father were slain by a demon. Taking my father's hammer and binding my own soulforce, my essence to it. With hammer in hand I beat in the demon's head until the blood of the creature poured over the entire hammer, over my entire soul. As it died it cursed me, cursed my hammer, and my soul," the Forgemaster tells me, continuing to temper the Sword of Innocence into a stronger blade.  

"So, your power is a demon's curse," I say. 

"Yes, but it is also my own. Brought on by my own desire. I wanted to kill the demon believing somehow it would bring my family back. It did. When the demon died my parents rose from their graves. Their bodies mangled, they were in incredible pain. I had created them, my blood and tears having spilled onto their corpses, raising them from the dead. I had no choice but to end them the same way." The Forgemaster hits the Sword of Innocence again, a spark of blue light reflecting across the sharp blade." I left my tribe not long after. The blood of the innocent was used in the creation of this blade," the Forgemaster laments. 

"Yes," I tell him. 

"Poor creature, fed the lives of the innocent, forced to devour their essence, their souls," the Forgemaster continues to temper the blade. 

"The Sword of Innocence was forged by the dragonkin with the help of the gods fusing blood, metal, and magic. It was used to defend the city against a mage named Val'Nor. Unfortunately, even it wasn't enough," I tell him. 

"Not the complete story is it?" the Forgemaster starts. 

"And what is?" I ask. 

"Val'Nor had destroyed the city and retreated back to the surface. He did so with the Sword of Innocence in hand. He cursed the dragonkin and left for the North. Ashamed of what he had done, what he had become, leaving the city to the Kings. Eventually, he too became one of Dark Lord's pawns," the Forgemaster tells me.

“I don't remember this,” Rei tells me. I keep listening. 

"It took many years but Val'Nor escaped the Dark Lord and fled back to the coastal city as an old man. Not one man recognized him despite the statues they erected in the city. He was an outcast. It was there that he descended back into the underground intending to break the curse only to find that as an old man he was not powerful enough. He left the sword in the hands of a noble dragon, the guardian, begging for forgiveness." 

"And how do you know this?" I ask. 

"My father's hammer was forged by dragonkin. A gift from Val'Nor himself when he fled to Komana to die. As an Ice Mage, dying in the desert, it was the only justice he said he deserved."

"Why tell me this?" 

"My father often spoke of how one could strengthen such a sword as this. A sword made of the blood of innocent: the creature, the mimic, given immortality by the gods. My father believed that in the right hands, the hands of one such as myself, cursed, it could be made stronger," the Forgemaster tells me just before cutting the palm of his hand and bleeding across the body of the blade. 

“It burns,” Rei's voice cries in my head. 

"Stop it, what are you doing!" I shout and try to grab the hammer from the Forgemaster only I'm unable to stop him. He brings it down on top of the blade as a fire erupts around the altar. 

"The blood of the innocent, the steel of the gods, the magic of dragons, and now tempered by demons," the Forgemaster cries out. 

“Athan, it’s… it’s ok,” Rei says, “I feel stronger.”

"It worked!" I say with surprise. 

"Of course it worked, I am the Forgemaster," he says, taking the sword and cooling it down. 

The room fills with steam and I can feel every pore in my body opening up. Even my bloodlust feels sated for the moment. 

"Are you ready?" Nestor asks. 

"Ready," I tell him, taking the Sword of Innocence in hand. 

"Rakka, Melissa, you know the plan," Nestor tells them. 

"Yes, find the coffin, burn it," Melissa reiterates and Rakka nods. 

"Do you think Dracula might have a decoy coffin? Or more than one?" 

"No, it is impossible. He prides himself too much and keeps the coffin in a separate room from the throne. They will need to sneak in past us once we start fighting the Dark Lord. If he notices them he will destroy them. If they manage to destroy the coffin but we do not defeat him he may get away and find another coffin and imbuing it with the soil of his castle," the Forgemaster makes it clear that both of our teams must succeed. 

"Are you sure, my bride?" Nestor asks in a worrisome voice. 

"I will fulfill my quest, my master," Melissa assures him. 

"Take these," Nestor says, handing Melissa a belt of magic potions. 

"Healing potions? I can't, you might," she starts. 

"No worry, I have my regeneration to protect me. In any case I will keep four to myself should I need to use them. The rest is for you and the others."

While the Forgemaster is tempering my sword, the vampire hunters head first to clear out the lift and test their new weapons on the bodies of the dead mutants.

Wide as the elevator is, it is still strange getting inside with everyone. Looking at the walls it is easy to piece together what happened, the battle between Nestor, his vampire hunters, and the group of mutants that took place within these four walls. 

I take a deep breath holding Rei, the Sword of Innocence, in hand, ready to strike the moment I exit the elevator if I must.

"Remember, we have to move fast, hit hard, stake, stab, and decapitate him if at all possible," the Forgemaster reminds us. 

The final battle begins… 
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Chapter 39 




Augean




The elevator door opens. 

"Hell!" I shout as I see Dracula standing ready for us. He is holding a claymore sword in his hand. Had he been scrying us the whole time or did we somehow have a spy among us? Certainly, it couldn't have been the Forgemaster or Nestor, and Nestor trusted each of his vampire hunters. It doesn’t matter, he has probably been waiting for this. This is his castle. Why wouldn't he know what we are planning? 

"Melissa, Rakka, hold your position," I hear Nestor whisper. There are two mutants standing behind Dracula. Lycans, just like before. 

"Unlucky creatures," the Forgemaster mumbles.

"Rakka, silver bolt ready to launch?" I hear Nestor ask. 

"Yes, my lord," Melissa says in Rakka's stead, she is holding a rifle just like Rakka that fires a large silver spike. Great for killing werewolves, Lycans, and half-breeds. 

The other vampire hunters are armed with crossbows and each move out in front of us, dropping to their knees and taking aim. One of the Lycans goes down easy as the other charges forward, leaping on top of one of the vampire hunters, tearing his throat as we scatter outside the elevator in a dizzying panic. We are barely thirty seconds into plan A before it all falls apart. 

Rakka is the only one left behind. He lifts his mace into the air and slams it down over the head of the Lycan. The Lycan survives whimpering and claws the vampire hunter's ankle forcing him to fall down on his knees.

Lifting his mace back into the air, Rakka attacks the Lycan again, this time dealing a more serious blow. The Lycan retaliates as he latches onto Rakka's hand with just enough force to make him drop the mace and fall backward. 

The two continue to wrestle as they hit the back wall of the elevator and I hear a snapping sound. In just under a second the elevator collapses and several dozen mutants emerge from the space, crawling down from above like spiders erupting out of a hole in the wall. Rakka is gone, so is the Lycan, yet we're in more danger than ever. 

"Well, Sorcerer, any ideas?" Nestor grins. 

I cast several Fire Bolts into the elevator well, flames pouring out from the palm of my hand. I manage to take several of the mutants off-guard and force them to lose their grip on the walls. I smile as I see them falling to their demise. 

I feel my muscles tensing. Nothing can disrupt my concentration. I raise my hands and cast Slow, a Tier-3 spell that decreases the target’s speed by half. The Mutations move in slow motion as the vampire hunters, Melissa, Nestor, and the Forgemaster begin getting to work by cutting down the beasts as they move around us. Meanwhile, Dracula readies himself.  




[image: Image]Dracula grins and begins to speak, his deep voice echoing around us. 

"Athanasios, Sorcerer, Dhampir. Do you not want your rewards?" Dracula cracks a wicked smile that shakes me to my core.
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The pale-faced bastard has intimidated me. Not even giving me a chance to answer. 

"I will get what I want by force," I tell him. I activate Haste.
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I ready myself to activate my Mage Armor and Primal Savagery when Dracula slices apart one of the vampire hunters, killing him easily, just before his elbow lands against my face. 
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Dracula's knee hits my stomach. 
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The Vampire King lands another blow with the bottom of his claymore, resting the sword against the back of my neck as I fall over on the ground. 
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And at last, he settles spinning in the air and kicks me back against a wall. 
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160 damage right out of the gate. 88 out of 248 HP left. What have I gotten myself into? Even with Haste active I feel like I am 100 times slower than the Vampire King. I curse, thinking I could win against the King of Vampires so easily. Luckily, for the moment Nestor has caught his attention. Standing over a dead mutant, Nestor slices off the head of the creature and tosses it at Dracula. I watch as it lands in front of us, the smell coming from it is a mix between rotten eggs, copper, and soil. 

"Filthy vermin," Dracula growls, looking at the blood spilled on his cape.

"Filthy King," Nestor scowls back, "don't like it when someone messes with your pets?" 

"I thought once of sparing you because of how you killed Lamia. I thought the two of us shared similar ideals. I was wrong. You are nothing but a tumor, one that I need to cut out before you break apart and become a cancer in my new world," Dracula's voice deepens as he runs toward Nestor, holding his sword with both hands pointed outward like a spear. 

Just as Dracula is about to impale Nestor, one of his pawns steps in front of the sword. His health drops immediately but it's enough to make the King relax his guard. Nestor laughs and prepares to rush the King. 

The Forgemaster attacks from above, slamming his hammer down on the claymore. The great sword shatters and Nestor uses this precise moment to attack Dracula head-on, slashing at his opponent with his new, cursed weapon. Dracula's skin lacerates but closes instantly. Nestor's attacks aren't doing any damage. The Dark Lord’s vampiric regeneration abilities are off the charts. 

Dracula grabs and tosses Nestor to the side as the Forgemaster slams his hammer down on another mutant and begins his charge. I start to stand when the sound of the hammer hits against one of Dracula's gauntlets. 

"He's wearing armor too!" I shout, stating the obvious. 

The other vampire hunter holds his ground against the mutants, the one who didn't fall to his death in my fiery bombardment. I turn toward one, throwing a Fire Bolt at the mutant before it can gut one of the hunters with its claws. The creature catches fire and the vampire hunter digs his cursed blade into it, then turns back to me and gives me a thumbs up. 

Melissa is nowhere in sight and I worry that she might have fallen down the elevator shaft, or worst already been slain, eaten, and is now being digested by the Dracula's beasts. 

"Damn you Dark Lord!" the Forgemaster shouts, slamming his hammer down on the ground in front of Dracula, who levitates upward away. The marble floor of the throne room breaks from the Forgemaster's hammer. He hit with enough force he could have broken every bone in an average man's body. And he is swinging it like child's play. 

"Childish, did I not give you a home? Where you not abandoned by your vampiress, the whore of Pedasa? Did I not feed you, give you work? Did you not aspire to remake the world?” Dracula mocks the Forgemaster all while hovering in the air above the rest of us, his cape flowing in the air. If he wasn't so damn evil I would think he looks like some kind of superhero. 

"You made me a slave. My vampiress gave me free will, I served her with my heart, my soul. She knew darkness was an art, that my curse was a gift to be appreciated, not a tool for your genocidal war machine!" the Forgemaster yells, taking his hammer in hand and trying to jump high enough to knock Dracula from the air. Dracula laughs at the Forgemaster's feeble attempts to swat him like a fly. Stepping on top of the hammer, Dracula forces it back to the ground, out of the Forgemaster's hands. 

The Forgemaster jumps backward and lands on his back leg. I can hear him curse as Dracula picks up his hammer. 

"Such a primitive tool, one older than I am. You know, it is believed that even the gods themselves used hammers to carve out the earth, forging the bodies of Titans into the mountains," Dracula says, holding the hammer down by his side, slowly approaching the Forgemaster. 

Nestor only a few yards away has his hands full with another group of mutants. The horde seems to have no end. 

“Rei, I need your help,” I tell her. 

“I am here for you Master,” she tells me. 

I leap forward as my sword transforms into its second form, thickening and growing outward. Rather than attack I grab hold of the edge of the blade and slide in front of the Forgemaster. The hammer beats against my sword but my sword blocks it like a shield. Not a single crack. The Forgemaster did a hell of a job tempering it. Even against Dracula's immense strength, Rei and I hold our own, giving the Forgemaster just enough time to crawl away. 

"Abomination, join me. Together we will purge this world of the purebloods. We will create a new, better caste of vampire," Dracula says, pulling the hammer away as he hovers in the air several steps back. 

I can't help but feel that he is messing with us.

"I've made up my mind," I growl, taking my sword and thrusting it through the air at Dracula. 
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My attacks are back at full strength. My blade jabs Dracula in the arm. 
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I have 52 out of 248 HP left.  Dracula has 350 out of 360 HP left. I'm completely outmatched. Not that I haven't played against the odds before. With Nestor's combined strength and my talents as a sorcerer maybe we actually have a… 
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Fuck. Dracula drops the hammer and uses his fist to punch me in the gut. I let my pride get in the way of my attack. I now have 32 out of 248 HP left, and what’s worse is that my guard is down. The Sword of Innocence may be lighter than it looks but after receiving a blow from Dracula I feel shaken. My body hesitates to move, even though I'm no longer intimidated.

The only one here that deserves my protection is myself, Rei, and maybe the Forgemaster. What do I care if Dracula purges the vampire race? I think to myself. Yet, there’s only one way out of this mess: by pushing forward.

I cast Mage Armor. The ethereal glow of armor appears around my body. 
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Dracula's claw cuts against the bottom of my neck. He is trying to take my head off. I have 22 out of 248 HP left. My Mage Armor's durability is already decreasing. I won't survive another two hits. Maybe even one hit. Dracula still feels like he is holding back. 

"Pitiful fool," Dracula mocks me as I stand beaten, my sword in hand, the tip of my blade weighing on the ground. 

“Run Athan,” Rei's voice tells me. “Run”. 

“I have to hold,” I tell her. “I have to stand my ground.” 

“You won't survive.”

I curse and my sword changes back into its first form. Lifting it back into the air I manage to parry Dracula's claw. 

"I'm not dying, not today," I tell him. I hold the blade with both hands out in front of me, ready to react at a moment's notice. 

I try to remember what Rei taught me, but like she said, thinking about forms just leads to hesitation. I can't focus on getting it right, I have to focus on surviving. 

Dracula grins and attacks me again. I parry his claw, two maybe three times before he stops. Nestor attacks him from behind. Dracula, aware of Nestor's presence, turns and grabs the skinny Vampire Lord by the neck, lifting him into the air. As Nestor struggles to break free, he drops a vile of health potion onto the ground below their feet. It begins to roll toward me. Dracula with his other arm pushes against Nestor's chest. Nestor screams as his sternum begins to break. 

"It is a good thing we don't breathe," Dracula mocks him, pressing harder before winding him up and tossing him against the throne. The throne crumbles, breaking apart at the back. Nestor lays across the armrests, unable to move until his body regenerates.

"I will deal with you later," Dracula says, turning back toward me. 
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I guzzle every drop of health. 42 out of 248 HP left. It’s better than nothing. Dropping the vile on the ground the glass breaks and I step forward, striking the Lord of the Night with my sword in a sideways motion. 
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Dracula is surprised. 

With 330 out of 360 HP left that strike is my best work yet. 




[image: Image]I spoke too soon. Unable to block his speed he takes away half of the health I gain away in an instant. 32 out of 248 HP left. 

"A puppet, that is all you are," Dracula spits.

"An old man with a death wish," I grin. "Your time on the throne has come to an end. You don't deserve to be called a king." 

"I am not king, pathetic sorcerer, I am your God," Dracula grows, rushing toward me but then Nestor jumps in the way. Grabbing Dracula's fist and pushing back against the Dark Lord, the two are almost an even match as the floor trembles and cracks below them. The air heats up around them as Dracula throws his other fist in the air, straight toward Nestor's stomach. Nestor grabs hold of it and the two lock together like a land bridge across an ocean. Two titans both hellbent on destroying the other in order to rule the world. 

Hands held high in unison, the ground trembling below their feet as they circle the room. The floor breaks below them and I see a flash of mist as both vampires turn into bats and begin battling one another in the air. Dracula's form is one bat, bigger, stronger looking than Nestor's form on many. As the two bite and claw one another, they move across the floor of the room below, an empty bed-chamber. The chamber looks like it must have belonged to one of Dracula's vampire brides. 

The two move in and out of their polymorphic forms, turning visible every few seconds, long enough to try and grab hold of the other while they are small. For a moment it looks like Nestor is going to get the upper hand as he manages to morph his body into that of a serpent and grab hold of Dracula's wing. The Vampire King immediately retaliates, turning into a monstrous bear-like creature with gigantic bat-like wings. Its giant claws push Nestor away and both polymorph back into their human form. 

Dracula grabs Nestor by the neck and begins slamming him against the walls. Nestor pushing back does the same until they look like they are teleporting through the rooms of the castle, moving from the room below to the hallway. They move almost too fast to see. 

The Forgemaster looks up toward me, picking himself off the ground and we both nod at one another. He sprints toward his hammer grabbing it and the two of us jump down onto the floor below us. My knees tremble as I hit the ground. There is only one vampire hunter left above us fighting against the mutations. I can't help but feel sorry for him. 

Serving as Nestor's pawns, they serve no purpose other than to distract the enemy. Already dozens have paid with their lives. 

There is still no sign of Melissa. I can only hope that she has snuck away to fulfill her mission to destroy Dracula's coffin. Now though, I worry that might be the most dangerous mission of all. Dracula has shown that he is just as strategic as he is evil. He considers us nothing but a footnote in his plans to change the world. We are a side quest to him. Would he really leave his coffin unattended? Doubtful. 

It doesn't matter. I can't help if I can't find them. Nestor and Dracula go blow to blow, throwing each other around the castle like the walls are made of cardboard. I concentrate on the grunting, the two foes continuously growling at one another as they throw each other around like ragdolls tied together by string. 

"There!" I shout, pointing toward the location of the vampires. The Forgemaster and I charge after them. He with his hammer and I with the Sword of Innocence in its second form, dragging it behind me on the ground as I build up momentum, powering up my attack. I cast a Fire Bolt in front of me burning through a wall, revealing the two locked together, each strangling the other's neck. 

"Turn him toward me!" I order, shouting at Nestor. 

Nestor's eyes lock onto mine. There is blood covering the side of his face where Dracula used his claws. I'm not sure if he can even hear me. 

Particles of dust fill the room, there is debris everywhere as I jump over a broken chair of some kind, my sword continues to drag, leaving a line across the stone floor behind myself and the Forgemaster. The Forgemaster leaps through the air about twenty feet away from Dracula but the Dark Lord is aware of his presence. Dracula lifts his knee and hits Nestor on the bottom of the chin forcing the vampire lord to let go. Dracula dodges the Forgemaster's attack with ease. 

I'm next. I swing my blade down, landing blow after blow into the ground as Dracula side steps my every attack, even going as far as to push my blade away with his hand, smiling as he does. 

I swing maybe six or seven times at him before the palm of his hand hits my wrist. The Sword of Innocence, Rei, drops and slides across the floor like a large hunk of metal. 

I cast Primal Savagery. My fingernails turn into claws, my muscles tense, my fangs grow and I become more beast than man.  With three of my magical abilities active: Haste, Primal Savagery, and Mage Armor, I am no ordinary vampire opponent. 

I move to strike Dracula. He is fast but I am just as fast in this form.

Casting Chill Touch I try to freeze the Vampire King in place to no avail. As I block his fists with my elbows I cast Ice Wall around us, hoping it will have a similar devastating effect as it did in the Mechanical Tower. It does nothing against Dracula, only fills the room with icicles that make it look like the bottom of a pitfall trap. 

The Forgemaster had been right, magical attacks are useless against him. Still, as a defensive measure, magic is my friend. I cast Shield and manage to block a devastating blow from the tyrant's hand. The shield shatters into tiny ethereal vapors and just as Dracula is about to land a Critical Strike I cast another. This time I see him flinch as his hand bashes against the magical shield breaking this one as well. He takes no real damage physically but I have no doubt that he felt the impact. 

As I cast a third Shield he backs away. 

"Had you fought me when I was younger you might have been able to defeat me. Interesting, such arcane talents," he tells me. 

"Talent has nothing to do with it," I scowl. 

Dracula raises his hands into the air. Two dark shadows begin to appear around his hands as if he is preparing to cast something. 

"Now, sorcerer, see what I can do," Dracula snarls. 

Two dark bolts of energy come toward me. I block one with my shield causing it to bounce back toward a wall, destroying it completely. The second bolt nearly hits me as I side-step away from it, watching as it tears through the floor like acid. 

Using his power like that cost Dracula a great deal of power. So much for showing off. Vampires could use all kinds of spells: Soul Drain, Polymorphing, Misty Escape, Finger of Death, etc, but they are not sorcerers, their bodies are not blessed with power like I am. 

Even if they had been in their past lives, it is impossible to know whether a hybrid like me would be created after the vampiric transformation process. 

I laugh off his feeble attempts to amuse me, to show off. Even the Lord of the Night has his failures. That little trick had probably taken him a few hundred years to perfect. 

I can feel his rage, his anger directed at me and of what I could become. He begins cultivating the dark energy around his hands again. Drawing from the ether inside his body, his core, the blood of the villagers, the servants, and runaways that he has devoured. I can almost hear the black orbs screaming as he tosses them at me again, one after another. He isn't holding back this time as I run, dodge, and roll. 

I have to cast Shield several times over and over again as the orbs grow stronger, canceling out both of our magical abilities, each one shattering like a display of fireworks. Nestor attacks from behind but instead takes a hit from one of the black orbs right in his chest. It burns his skin, black flames erupting across his body as he screams in pain. Taking one of the health potions and breaking the glass vile against his chest, the black flames disappear as if dosed with water, and Nestor's wounds begin to heal as steam rises from around his body. Dracula throws another one at him. This time Nestor dodges by turning into a mist as the black orb passes through him. The Lord of the Night growls in frustration and flies nearly thirty feet across the room and slams Nestor through another set of walls. 

We find ourselves fighting on one of the hallways that bridge the main part of the castle to the towers. Still, it's hard to get a sense of where we are, as if just moving through the hallways is disorienting. I grab the Sword of Innocence from the ground and sheathe it back to my belt. Right now I still have Haste, Mage Armor, and Primal Savagery active. Even as I follow behind the two vampires, alongside the Forgemaster, I can't help but feel as if I am moving in the wrong direction. 

"We have to stop him quickly!" the Forgemaster cries.

Several of the mutations have begun making their way down toward us. I'm not sure if that means the rest of the vampire hunting squad are dead or if these are just the ones that have slipped through the cracks. 

"Take care of the monsters," I order the Forgemaster. He nods. Stopping behind me I look back and see him waiting with his hammer. 

He is a wall between the mutants and the rest of us. As one nears he bludgeons it, smashing its skull into the stone floor. Then another, and another, there is no end to his rage, his devotion. He will be a welcome comrade to my castle's army. Should we survive this I will guarantee him all the freedom he desires. I am sure Ambrosia will be more than happy to welcome him to our fold as well. 

I catch up with them inside a Forbidden Library. Similar to my own, it is a long hallway filled with grimoires. The books here are old, their dustcovers turned gray, covered in dust. There are pages torn laying across the floor. Several hundred of them have been thrown across the ground as Dracula and Nestor continue to push and pull away from one another at speeds that border on breaking the sound barrier. 

I pick up one of the books and admire the succulent succubus on the cover for a moment. Tossing it aside I fly forward with my claws spread open and tackle Dracula as he reaches out to grab Nestor. The two of us roll across the ground for several yards until I feel my back hitting against a bookshelf. Dozens of books fall on my head from above as I struggle to find where Dracula lands. I see a bat flying back toward Nestor who is unaware that the Lord of Night is nearly upon him.

"Watch out!" I shout, casting an Ice Wall between Nestor and Dracula just as he polymorphs back into a man. 

The Lord of the Night growls loudly, his hand frozen in ice. Nestor turns to me, seeing what I did, acknowledging that I saved his life and bought the two of us some time. 

Dracula's dark energy radiates heat. It is already boiling the ice away, turning it to steam. I stand myself up and as the ice wall evaporates both Nestor and I attack with everything we have. 

I aim my right claw at Dracula's face while Nestor attacks his right side with a stake in his left hand. 
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Dracula manages to grab us. With our arms in hand he activates his black orbs and as he does, I feel my bones breaking. There is no pain, my body is in zombie mode, complete shock. I might as well be a dying deer, running around with my guts hanging out. The moment I stop I'm dead. 
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I reach out with my left hand trying to grab Dracula, hoping maybe I can attempt Soul Drain or steal some of his life force. It doesn't work. Instead, my instincts kick in and I drag my claws against his face just below his eye, carving away at his skin. 
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Dracula 325 out of 360 HP left. It works. My attack is effective. I claw at him again with my other hand. No thinking, no hesitation. 
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Dracula 320 out of 360 HP left. Rotating between both my hands, Dracula turns toward me and tries to block my attack, only for Nestor to grab him by the wrists. Even with his bone jetting out of his arm, Nestor is pushing through the pain. The two of us attack the Lord of the Night like feral ghouls. ripping and tearing at his skin. 




[image: Image]

And it is working. Dracula's health drops.  315 out of 360 HP left.




It feels like we might actually have a chance until I run out of mana. My body turns in on itself. My NCI starts to automatically siphon power from my castle, something I can't let happen. I feel like I'm being tossed around in a carriage, my heart racing, my bones feel like they are splintering, cutting my muscle with tiny razors. 
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22 out of 260 HP left. Dracula's fist hits my spine and I'm laying with my back against the wall, soaking in my own blood. I can barely move, I feel like I'm being pinned down. Nestor on the other hand is battling it out with Dracula right before my eyes, the two attacking one another by rotating their fists in and out, parrying each other's attacks so fast it creates a gust of wind that blows the books from the shelves around us, turning their pages. 

Dracula steps back and summons his familiars, thousands of bats fly out of the cracks and crevices of the castle. Nestor defends by summoning his own familiars, insects. Roaches, beetles, spiders, and other bugs meet the bats head-on. They are no match. The bats begin devouring them, grabbing them with their mouths as Nestor continues to summon as many familiars as he can.

Portals made entirely of mana emerge as both Dracula and Nestor continue to summon wolves, bats, insects through the dark ether. It doesn't take long before the floor around them is a hot mess of blood and guts. A tidal wave of corruption, of familiars, living and dead. 

“I have to help… Rei, we have to help,” I tell her, unsheathing the sword from my belt. I use it as a crutch to stand. None of my wounds are bleeding out, which is just fine by me, but my body is numb. The only reason I'm alive is because of my supernatural strength. 

I drag the sword across the ground and begin running toward the onslaught of animals, the muscles in my legs tensing more and more as I push forward. Dracula manages to fly forward through the wave of familiars and grabs Nestor by the throat, slamming him against a wall. Nestor in return pushes back against Dracula's chest, curling his body into a ball, keeping the Lord of the Night at bay. 

Dracula's nails drag back, leaving very deep marks across Nestor's throat as the young Vampire Lord begins to gain the upper hand.  We are beginning to drain away Dracula's power, the Dark Lord’s eyes have shifted from a dark purple to red, wisps of energy surrounding his pupils as they widen with rage. He never expected us to be this much of a challenge. 

My walk turns into a sprint as my vampiric healing abilities mend the tension within my legs, arms, and chest. 

Dracula pushes Nestor into the wall. Nestor begins to scream as the stone slab cracks behind him. This isn't like the other walls in the castle. Rather, this wall leads to the outside, and a fall like this will definitely kill Nestor. 

"Back off, bloodsucker!" I shout, lifting the Sword of Innocence in the air and slam it down to the floor right beside the two in a menacing scowl. Both look at me with surprise as Dracula lets go of Nestor just as the wall breaks and the light of a blood-red moon shines in on us. Nestor barely manages to sidestep away without falling backward. He grabs Dracula by the collar and tosses him outside the castle wall. Dracula begins to fall. 

"Now seems like the perfect opportunity to use my Dragon," I say aloud to Rei. I try to summon Nikita but I'm met with an error. My Ring is currently nullified within five miles of the castle center. A protective barrier Dracula has in place specifically to prevent such powerful summons. The source of the power, according to my Global Map, looks like another Castle Core. 

"Damnit," I curse, wishing there is more I can do as Dracula polymorphs into a large bat and begins flying back toward his tower. Nestor and I both nod and begin running back toward the spiral staircase that takes us to the throne room. 

"We can't let him regenerate any of his health," Nestor tells me. 

"I know, I'm moving as fast as I…" before I can finish my sentence we enter inside an art gallery. The gallery is filled with portraits painted in oil, all representing Dracula and his many brides. Others depict the familiar woman I've come across several times before, red hair and eyes, she reminds me of Nikita in a way but a little more mature, much taller, slightly smaller breasts, and inhuman eyes. In one portrait she is completely naked, holding an apple, a serpent wrapped around her body. She is torturing a man on his knees, his heart laying on the ground under her foot. The man has a slight resemblance to Dracula, only younger, shorter hair, and no facial hair. 

I wish I could study it further but Nestor and I don’t have the time. We continue running through the castle floors, passing through the art gallery and sprinting through an old alchemy lab. Various powders of all colors litter the floor. We kick up yellow, green, and purple dust as we run through and start making our way up the spiral stairs. 

Dracula's castle no longer feels like a maze. The confusion, nausea, that seems to endlessly flood my mind now feels shallow, nothing more than a memory, as if I have acclimated to the conditions inside the castle, adapting to the dark magic that surrounds us. That, and Dracula is growing weaker. Having not been in a battle like this for centuries, he has grown as stagnant as the human race. 

There is a loud bashing sound as the walls in front of us crumble. Gusts of dark energy have blown apart parts of the tower. 

"He is aiming for us," Nestor growls. 

The stairwell in front of us is broken and we have to jump up through the air to reach the other end. It might have been easier to polymorph but we are both worn down from using our magic. Nestor's vampiric healing is beginning to slow. The cuts on his neck still haven't healed and neither have the wounds on his chest. I can't believe both he and Dracula are able to toss each other through so many walls this way, tearing through the castle like two hurricanes colliding. 

Nestor grabs me just before another wave of dark energy rips another hole in the stairwell, the wall breaking to pieces, shattering like glass, the stairwell falling apart, leaving only a void below. The way back is destroyed as he stands between two massive fissures in the tower stairwell. 

"Next one is going to hit us for sure," Nestor growls. 

"No choice, Polymorph now!" I command. Both of us transform into bats and begin flying up the spiral stairwell. Behind us Dracula continues to use dark energy to create bursts of wind, strong enough to burst apart the walls. I flap my wings as hard as I can until I can see another hallway. The hallway is a tight corridor that acts as a bridge that leads straight to the throne room, back to where it all began. My puny wings stretch to their limits until I polymorph back into a man and roll out of the ethereal black smoke I leave in my wake. My body thanks me. 

Nestor is several yards ahead of me. No surprise, he is a pureblood after all, but I’ve also been trained by the best: Ambrosia. 

Several mutations block our path. Casting Fire Bolt I blow them out of the way with the snap of my fingers. Even Nestor looks at me impressed. We continue running forward, chasing after the Dark Lord. I can't help but feel like this is some kind of endgame boss fight. 

I should have spent more time doing side quests, leveling up, and come better prepared. Even one Cake Pop of Power right now would be enough to send my power levels through the roof and out of this world.  

I snarl and begin running past Nestor as we make our way down the tight corridor toward the warm glow of the throne room. 

The Sword of Innocence begins to glow yellow, transforming in my hand, resembling that of a giant's dagger. The blade turns gold, then red, then finally cools, looking like it's made of igneous rock. Black with red glowing cracks.  
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“This power, this feels amazing,” Rei moans in my ear, the power surging through my body, pouring into the Sword of Innocence. Her voice continues to cry out in ecstasy as I run inside the throne room and see Dracula facing off against the Forgemaster, Melissa, and the last few remaining vampire hunters. 

Nestor, seeing Melissa fight for her life alongside the rest of his vampire hunters, refuses to come in second to me. He burns through his energy reserves and leaps forward, altering his appearance in a way that looks like he has activated his own version of Primal Savagery. A beast, half-bat. Wings tear through his back giving him more speed. 

Dracula spins and grabs Nestor's arm while he is in the air and tears it from his body just before throwing the vampire lord aside. 
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Nestor screams in anguish. The wings and primal aesthetics that dawned on his body disappear. Dracula looks at him, eyes scowling while his mouth smiles. The Lord of the Night has bested Nestor, tossing the bloodied arm to the side and down the hole in the throne room floor like tossing a coin down a wishing well. 

Nestor has Dracula's complete attention. Now, it is my turn. I slash down across the Vampire King's back. 




[image: Image]

Dracula's health drops. He is now at 305 out of 360 HP.

I had hoped to do more damage with that attack, but at least I've managed to stun him for the moment. Lifting the Sword of Innocence back into the air I feel the power in my body flowing outward into my powerful arms. I drive the sword downward as fast as I can. 

Dracula turns and counters. Ducking, his claw slices my stomach. 




[image: Image]12 out of 260 HP left. I'm fucked. Completely fucked. 




[image: Image]Despite his attack he made no attempt to block me. Dracula's health drops as the Sword of Innocence tears through his hardened skin. 

The Vampire King has 265 out of 360 HP left. I feel like I just rolled 20.  

Nestor tosses me a health potion with his one arm, ripping it from the side of his belt. I catch the vile just seconds before it hits the ground. The Vampire King hunches over in pain. The first real pain he's felt in a long time. The Vampire King bleeds. A reminder that he is not completely immortal. I drink to my victory. 
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32 out of 248 HP left. Second to last of Nestor’s health potions. I jump back as Dracula begins to stand back up. He isn't healing. The Forgemaster and Melissa take this as an opportunity to attack Dracula head-on. Melissa strikes first, her attack parried away by Dracula's arm as he tosses her aside toward me. The Forgemaster is right behind her, his hammer at the ready to drive it into the skull of the Dark Lord as he leaps through the air. 

Dracula reaches up and grabs the hammer just before it hits his face. Both Dracula and the Forgemaster slide backward on the ground as the Forgemaster presses his weight onto the hammer but to no avail. The Vampire King is stronger than any human in every way. 

Dracula's hand slides down slightly over the Forgemaster’s hand and presses his sharp nails into his skin. The Forgemaster tries to let go of the hammer but Dracula refuses to let him. The Dark Lord continues to press inward on the back of the Forgemaster's hand until his nail scrap against the bone. 

"Protect Melissa!" Nestor shouts. He begins to stand up. The last vampire hunter aims his crossbow at Dracula and fire. Dracula blocks the projectiles with his arm and cape with ease as he continues his hold against the Forgemaster who is now screaming, in tears, trying his best to break free of the vampire's hold. 

"Filthy dog," Dracula snarls. 

"Better a dog than a plague," the Forgemaster snarls back. 

"Let him go!" Melissa cries out. She begins to stand to aid the Forgemaster in his fight but I grab her from the side and hold her back. I'm not really one to take orders but Nestor is right. Melissa is strong but not strong enough to survive against a monster like this. All she would be doing is throwing away her life. I pull her back toward me and together we fall to the floor with a thud. The Sword of Innocence falls from my hands as I struggle to keep Melissa from running like a berserker into battle. She hits against me with her back elbows, trying to break free from my arms. 

Dracula lets go of the Forgemaster's back hand. The Forgemaster drops the hammer. Dracula snatches it just before it hits the ground. With one hand Dracula holds the hammer, with the other he grabs the Forgemaster by the wrist and pulls him to the ground, then pounds it with the hammer, repeating the process just as quickly with his other hand. 
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The Forgemaster falls face down on his knees, covering his mangled hands with his chest. His fingers jet out in all the wrong directions. 
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Dracula 235 out of 360 HP left. Nestor continues attacking Dracula from behind, digging his fangs into the Vampire King's neck. 
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Dracula 225 out of 360 HP left. Nestor digs his fingernails into the open wound on Dracula's chest, sliding his hand inside the King's skin as he holds him tight. 
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Nestor's fangs pierce Dracula's neck again, breaking skin. I make my move, letting go of Melissa. I grab the Sword of Innocence from the ground and sprint forward, using the weight of the sword to carry my momentum as I point it forward and penetrate Dracula's stomach. 
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 Dracula 215 out of 360 HP left. Not as much damage as I thought I could inflict but I can see visible damage beneath his cloak. I begin to drag my sword upward toward the Vampire King's heart but he pushes me backward. Dracula throws Nestor off, slamming him on the ground just before he tries to grab the vampire lord by the neck. Failing as he does, Nestor uses his hand to penetrate the wound in the King's stomach I created. 




[image: Image]

Dracula 205 out of 360 HP left. 

Nestor presses forward, planting his feet on the ground, pushing upward. 
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Dracula tries to step back and I attack. 
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Dracula 195 out of 360 HP left. Dracula reacts. 
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The two continue to collide. 
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Dracula 165 out of 360 HP left. Nestor bites down on Dracula's neck a third time. 
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Dracula levitates upward, his hands down by his side. 
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Dracula 205 out of 360 HP left. Nestor takes another nasty hit the last vampire hunter behind us collapses with barely any HP left to the ground. Dracula's attack has no effect on me as I activate my Mage Armor and Shield and manage to protect myself from the waves of dark energy permeating out from Dracula's core. 

I can see his Soul Drain searching for victims, opaque white tentacles fluttering in the air around us. I attack one and dispel it with my sword. Dracula turns toward me and begins levitating back down toward the ground. It’s clear that with his next attack he plans to take me down for good. 

To my luck, Nestor flies forward intercepting the Vampire King, impaling his adversary’s stomach with his entire arm. Pushing forward, dragging his arm upward and through Dracula's body, fingering him as he searches for his heart. 
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Dracula 105 out of 360 HP left. Nestor is completely exposed. 
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Dracula polymorphs into a mist and moves over Nestor's body as Nestor stands there with his one arm stretching outward. Dracula lifts his leg into the air and brings it down, hitting Nestor's right knee. 
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Nestor doesn't move as he hits the ground, his last health potion rolling on the ground toward my feet. I pick it up and strike Dracula. 
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Dracula has 65 out of 360 HP left. Jumping backward, still holding the vile of health in my hand, I chug it down. Another victory strike, another drink. I grin and launch myself at the Vampire King again. 
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52 out of 248 HP left. The last of Nestor’s health potions are gone. 

"I am a god, you can't defeat me!" he growls. 

"I've killed a wannabe god before, you won't be any different," I growl.

Dracula polymorphs into a mist as I attack. My blade goes straight through leaving him undamaged. I almost take Nestor's head off as the injured vampire lord dodges. Dracula reappears behind me, using the same trick on me that he attempted to use on Nestor. I turn the Sword of Innocence around in my hands, grasping the sides of the blade, my palms covered in sweat and blood. I ram it through my body, just below my ribs. 
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Dracula 25 out of 360 HP left. 
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12 out of 248 HP left.

With the sword in my chest I polymorph into a mist and step behind Dracula, biting down against his neck. Learning from the best, I use his trick against him. I feel the Vampire King's blood rush out as my fangs penetrate his skin. It is warm, sweet like nectar as it pours into my throat. I dig in. 

Everything around me freezes. Did I win?


Chapter 40 

Bloodlines
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I'm standing in a field while Dracula's body lays struggling on a patch of grassless earth. There is a massive hole in his chest where I had run him through with the Sword of Innocence. 

There is nothing around me for miles. No trees, no mountains, only green hills. The sun is shining brightly in the sky, covering both of us in light but not hurting either of us. 

A witch stands waiting for me. Red, curly hair, cheerful face, piercing green eyes, and freckles are spread elegantly across her cheeks and forehead. Unlike the red dress she wore when I first met her, she is wearing a black dress that barely comes down past her thighs as it curtails outward. 

"The Sword of Innocence, a nice choice, amazing what such a weapon can do to such a vile creature. Isn't it glorious?" she says, smiling at me. 

"This is a familiar sight," I scowl, trying to piece together what is happening. Dracula and I were just inside his castle, fighting. I had almost no HP left and I impaled both of us with the Sword of Innocence. 

"This is a hallucination," I say. "It has to be." 

"Not quite," the freckled woman smiles. 

"You're the woman from the portraits, the gallery. You also came to me in the dungeon of Cnidis. What kind of demon are you?" 

"The kind vampires worship," she licks her lips. 

"We've played this game before. Send me back, I have to finish that bastard off," I demand. 

"The count? The poor nobleman? Don't worry you've already played your part in his end. Both you and Nestor. Honestly, I don't think I could thank you enough. The old fool was well past his prime,” she points to Dracula, still laying on the ground, "he wanted to rid the world of my children, start a new race. You know he was one of the first. Not the first, mind you, though he wouldn’t deny any of their stories as his own. He wasn't created like the others. He was a poor fool who fell in love. He used black magic to call me to his castle, smaller than the one he has now. He begged me for immortality, to be reunited with his love. I gave it to him. And you know what happened?" she begins to laugh. 

"No, I don't," I say scowling. 

"She dumped him," the red-haired woman laughs. 

I stood there silently watching as the red-haired woman began rubbing her thigh, lifting her dress, and touching herself provocatively. She was getting off on this, watching Dracula die like it was some kind of foreplay. 

"What does that have to do with this? Why am I here?" I demand. 

"Your abilities are still blocked," she says just as I try to pull up my NCI.

"I don't understand, are you a game master?" 

"A what? Don't be so naive. The world may not be what you think it is but I can assure you it is no mere game," she assures me. 

"What happens now?" I ask, waiting, curiouser and curiouser.  

"No worries. I'll return you back to the castle just in time for you to teleport back home. You and Nestor drained the king dry. He's bleeding out now, your fangs are still dug into his neck. I wanted you to see this. To know, I'm watching you. And most important, I have big hopes for you, young one," she smiles again and as she does, she sends shivers down my spine. "I have one last present for you, Vampire Sorcerer." With the wave of her hand she opens a portal and out steps Selene. "Here comes the Reaper." Selene's eyes glow black. She is still wearing her cooking outfit but for the first time since we've met I can see her for what she is: a true reaper, an embodiment of death. 

"Athan?" she says, looking around the grassy plain, "Lilith." 

"Long time, no see, Reaper Selene," the demon smiles.

Selene runs over to me summoning her scythe in hand. She is in full protective mode, ready to defend me from the demon. 

Suddenly, Dracula comes back to his senses. "No, please," he begs. “I can offer you the world. All the human and vampire souls you could ask for, all for you to harvest." 

“Pathetic, he doesn’t even recognize you,” Lilith sighs. 

“Don’t kill me. I am a god, an immortal. I am the apex of…” 

“She's actually a cook now. You think she cares about any of that?” the Demon Lilith tells Dracula, turning back toward Selene. "Still, I thought you might want to take this one yourself."

"What about his coffin?" I ask, thinking it obvious. 

"The one named Melissa took care of that. You and her master were busy flaunting yourselves through the hallways while she burned it to dust. King Dracula has nowhere to run," she walks over to Dracula's body. He is weak but still alive, moving slowly, unable to touch the grass as he moves about the dirt. His skin is solid white in the rays of the sun. He shields himself from it, afraid. Cowering in his own piss. 

"This can't be. I am immortal. I cannot be defeated, not by a half-breed," Dracula laments. 

"Athan is no half-breed," Selene says, walking toward him, scythe in hand. "Athan is my master." She winks at me and raises her scythe into the air, a moment later Dracula is gone. 

"There, that's done. Run home now," the demon says, licking her fingers and lips as she opens another portal for Selene to hop through. 

"See you soon, Master," Selene smiles. 

"And as for you. Remember, I am watching." 

Her eyes glow purple and the world around me begins to disappear until I'm left in a white void. I shut my eyes and when I open them I am back in Dracula's castle. The Vampire King's corpse is nowhere to be found. 

The walls of the castle tremble around us, the power of Dracula that has been sustaining it is no more. Melissa is carrying Nestor alongside another vampire hunter, one I thought was dead. She turns to me with one of the hunter's crossbows in hand as I pick up the Sword of Innocence. 

My health is still low, though my wounds have healed. I'm gaining HP by the minute but I will not survive even the simplest attack. For at least another few minutes I am vulnerable. 

"No," Nestor tells her, using his one arm to lower the crossbow.

"Master, how am I to leave such an insult come to pass. It was my mistake letting him live," she argues. 

Up at one point I thought she might join my warrior women. Now, I fear she might actually kill me. 

"If not for the mistake we would all be dead. It doesn't matter. We have what we came for," Nestor smiles and steps back. Standing on his own, he grabs the top part of his arm and begins to growl. Dark energy forms around his wound as a new arm grows out from it. After a few seconds the arm is fully formed and Nestor is completely healed. 
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"Come, we've already lost more than half of our squad, I'm not going to risk losing you as well as this place falls apart," Nestor tells her. Turning to me he says, "Today we part ways without malice but be warned, abomination, we are not equals. The next time we encounter one another I will kill you." Nestor and the others turn away from me as I smile at his last words. I gladly accept his challenge as we part ways. 




[image: Image]

“Athan,” I hear Rei's voice. 

"Yeah, Rei?" 

“When we get home I am going to fuck the hell out of you,” she moans. 

I can't help but smile. The whole time I had been pouring energy into her it was like one non-stop orgasm for her. 

I pick up the castle core from a slab behind the throne and throw the Forgemaster over my shoulder. Taking one last breath inside Dracula's lair I am thankful the long night is finally over. I open my castle interface and open a portal using Teleport.

Home at last… Leaving Dracula's castle to crumble to ruins. 


Epilogue




Victorious once more I linger on the events of the last few days. The City of Tricula is in an uproar and different groups have turned against each other in an attempt to solidify their rule, but it seems that the Fate of Elysium has the upper hand. Once more, the demihumans that once lived in peace amongst humans are fleeing the city. Some of them even decided to join our cause. Hopefully, these new members will replenish the losses we had from the continuous battles.

What’s best is that the Vampire Castle has nearly self repaired since the Self-Repair Castle Core has been activated. For the first time since my arrival here, everything is as it should be. Even Ambrosia is completely satisfied that I have found her former Forgemaster.

Now it’s about time to head on to the next area: Komana, where a bunch of other Castle Cores awaits to be discovered, and I’m left to wonder what new adventures we are about to face, but I have some clues. Since this morning, the Main Quest notification panel suddenly became red and won’t shut down. That’s the only thing that troubles me…
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The End


<<<<>>>>




Dear Reader, a minute of your time please!




I want to thank you, for coming along on this ride. I hope you had as much fun as we did. If so, please consider writing a review on our Amazon book page  We are truly grateful for all your feedback! If you have any questions, complaints or suggestions, I'm happy to hear them all. Just shoot us a message.




Cheers,




Alex Itsios & Stephen Landry




[image: Image]




Interested to find out more about the world of Hades Online?

CLICK HERE


About Alex Itsios




Alex A. Itsios is an aspiring Dungeon Master, pirate and lord of seven malevolent cats :)




He likes reading and writing killer harem LitRPG / Gamelit adventures, but any sci-fi and fantasy story with gorgeous women, succubus, demons, vampires, werewolves, undead kings and super villains fits the bill.




****JOIN NEWSLETTER****

https://www.alexitsios.com/p/join.html

(You'll receive short reads, release updates, deals, artwork and more!)




When not writing, he travels the Balkans, watches anime, reads manga and plays dark fantasy and old school strategy games.




Author and creator of HADES ONLINE, a series of GameLit and LitRPG harem adventures.




Don't forget to visit his website AlexItsios.com.

Follow him on:

FACEBOOK


About Stephen Landry




Two dogs, a cat, and a dragon. 




Stephen Landry’s writing includes sci-fi, fantasy, horror, LitRPG, post-apocalyptic fiction and harem. Inspired by video games, movies, anime, technology as well as his own life experiences writing has been a deep passion of his since childhood. 




Create. Inspire. Evolve. 




JOIN NEWSLETTER

CLICK HERE




Twitter: @AstralStrikes

Instagram: Stephen.Landry

Facebook: Temple of the Storm




    Support Stephen Landry on Patreon 

(Monsters, Mechs, Short Stories, Full Novels, ARCs, and more)




    See more books by Stephen Landry on Amazon.

 




































































If you have enjoyed Vampire Sorcerer and would like to learn more about GameLit / LitRPG / Harem please consider joining these groups. 




Harem Gamelit




HaremLit




HaremLit Readers 




Dukes of Harem




Fantasy Nation - Urban, Epic, LitRPG




Monster Girl Fiction

READ: LitRPG. Fantasy. Sci-fi

GameLit, LitRPG, Xianxia, and Wuxia -- fun group:

RPG GameLit Adventures: Reviews & Discussions:




LitRPGgroup




LitRPG.books

 

LitRPGForum

 

LitRPGReleases

 

LitRPGsociety




LitRPG & GameLit Readers

 

GameLitSociety




GameLit Survival Horror




Progression Fiction Addicts (Fantasy/Sci-Fi/Gamelit/litRPG/Cultivation)




LitRPGRebels




Temple of the Storm (Stephen Landry’s Group)


"To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group."

images/00187.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor achieved a 10-Point hit!






images/00186.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 10-Point hit!






images/00189.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 10-Point hit!






images/00188.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor receives a 20-Point hit!






images/00183.jpeg
~NCI NOTIFICATION -

The Forgemaster has collapsed from exhaustion!

NCI NOTIFICATION -

Nestor achieved a 30-Point hit! Critical Strike! Stealth Strike!






images/00182.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

The Forgemaster’s hands are broken!

—~ Penalty -
‘Minus 80% Dexterity.
Minus 30% strength.






images/00185.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor received a 20-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor achieved a 10-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

20 points of HP Restored.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 40-Point hit! Critical Strike!
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~NCI NOTIFICATION -
Sword Form 3

New Actions Unlocked. - Symbiosis.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 10-Point hit! Stealth Attack!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor' left arm is gonel

—~Penalty -
Minus 80% speed.
Minus 80% strength.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 5-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Mage Armor, Haste, Shield - Nullified.






images/00174.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 10-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 5-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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= NCI NOTIFICATION —
Nestors left arm has been crippled!
~Penalty -

Minus 20% speed.

Minus 20% strength.

Your right arm has been crippled!
—~ Penalty -
Minus 20% speed.

Minus 20% strength.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 20-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 10-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

20 points of HP Restored.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 40-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 40-Point hit!
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- NCI NOTIFICATION -
Intimidation wore off!
Attack increased by 20%
Defense increased by 20%
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 40-Point hit!
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- TOOLTIP -

Name: Medallion of Horkos

Description: A rare artifact that can bound someone under a great oath and curse them if they are
t0 become oath-breakers. The oath can be broken only if the medallion breaks.
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~ BESTIARY -
Race: Insectkin
Variant: Orchid Mantis
Threat Level: 17

HP: 55
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~TOOLTIP -
Threat Level: 15
Race: Human
Class: Fighter

Subelass: Vampire Hunter
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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- MAIN QUEST -

Bring the Sword of Innocence and the Dragon Egg back to the King of Cnidis.
Expected Diffculty: High

Required Level: Unknown

Environment: Hostile
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 20-Point hit!
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~TOOLTIP -
Race: Golem
HP: 40

Threat Level: 10
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- NCI Notification -
Status: Drunk

You reached intoxication level 2!

Strength temporarily increased by 30%!
Charisma temporarily increased by 30%!
‘Wisdom temporarily decreased by 30%!
Intelligence temporarily decreased by 30%!
Dizziness when getting up!

You need a short rest to cleanse yourself of the toxins.
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -

Reach the Abyssal Forge and Free the Prisoners. - Complete

- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Kill Dracula

Expected Difficuliy: High
Required Level: Unknown

Environment: Hostile
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~BESTIARY -
Dracula

Race: Vampire

Variant: Vampire Lord / Pureblood
HP: 360

Threat Level: 90

Description: Lord of the Night. The progenitor of all Vampires.

‘Weaknesses: Sunlight, Decapitation, Fire, Holy Water

Immunities: Ice, Poison, Most Magical Attacks
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 60-Point hit! Stealth Strike!
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- BESTIARY -
Lycan

HP: 50 out of 50
Threat Level: 15
Race: Shapeshifter

Description: Not to be confused with an actual werewolf! Lycans do transform into wolves at
their own desire.

‘Weaknesses: Silver. Fire, Bludgeoning

Immunities: Poison, Water
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Renfield is defeated! Experience Bonus!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Haste Active
Speed Increased by 40%
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- NCI NOTIFICATION -
You have been intimidated!
Attack Decreased by 20%

Defense Decreased by 20%
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 40-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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-OPTIONAL QUEST-
Find the legendary Sword of Innocence before the Sacred Paladin
Requirements: Threat Level 44

Reward: Sword of Innocence
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~TOOLTIP -
Name: Ezio
Rank: Captain
Race: Human
HP:25

Threat Level: 6
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- NOTIFICATION —
‘Magic Nullification
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~TOOLTIP -
Race: Ghoul
Variant: Genasou
Threat Level: 15
HP: 57
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~ BESTIARY -

Name: Golden Ram

Title: King of the Forest
Race: Legendary Beast
HP: 105 out of 1
Threat Level: 40

5

Description: The last of its kind, the legendary Golden Ram is the protector of the woods.

‘Warning: Its venomous homs and teeth can kill a person instantly.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Children of the Night. Energy Reserve at 45%
Alpha Dire Wolf
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- NCI NOTIFICATION —
Eyebite - Failed

Cirele of Death - Failed
Waves of Exhaustion - Failed
Finger of Death - Failed

Energy Reserve at 55%
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Sunburst. Energy Reserve at 2%
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

One Word, One Kill. Energy Reserve at 15%

Critical Strike
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I NOTIFICATION —

Children of the Night. Energy Reserve at 75%
Bats - 300

Rats - 100

Dire Wolves - 12
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Cirele of Death Energy Reserve at 80%
Flesh Trolls arms Crippled. 60 out of 200 HP.
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~ HERBARIUM —
Name: Comosum
Uncommon

Taste: Sour

Description: Poisonous. Grows only underground.

~ HERBARIUM —
Name: Chlidanthus Briz
Uncommon

Taste: Sour

Description: Known for its egg-shaped truffl. It s believed that this fungus s capable of growing
small thorns when it believes tself to be in danger. They come in many shades but are mostly yellow,
blue, and orange.

- HERBARIUM —
Name: Elymus Hippomanica
Uncommon
Taste: Sour

Description: Poisonous. Grows in tiny groups. Featuring a large lamella found underground like

most fungal species, it uses is gils to release and reproduce via spore dispersal
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Aid the Field Researcher
Expected Difficulty: Medium
Required Level: 25

Environment: Hostile
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~NCI NOTIFICATION -

Your Adventurer's log has been updated!

- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Kill or Knock-Out the Sporemother
Expected Difficuly: High
Required Level: 50

Environment: Hostile

~TOOLTIP -
Race: Ent

Variant: Sporemother
HP: 270

Threat Level: 30

Description: The Sporemother is an elemental and the last of its kind.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved an 8-Point hit!
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -

Find the Underground Prison - COMPLETE

- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Reach the Abyssal Forge and Free the Prisoners.
Expected Difficuly: High
Required Level: Unknown

Environment: Unknown
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved an 8-Point hit!
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Find the Underground Prison
Expected Difficuly: High
Required Level: 60

Environment: Unknown
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NCI Notification -

You achieved a 24-Point Critical Hit!
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~ BESTIARY -
Aberrant Mutation
HP: 220 out of 220
Threat Level: 25
Race: Necro

Description: Created by the Forgemaster. The aberrant is a rare race of monsters that s both alive

and undead. Their souls are infused with the power of a Forgemaster's blood as well as Dark Magic.

‘Weaknesses: Lightning, Ice, Melee

Immuniti

oison, Water, Fire
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 24-Point Critical Hit!
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CASTLE MASTERY GUIDE

Self-Repair Extension Module: Once installed, the Self-Repair module will activate and

continuously make repairs to your castle

No manual labor required
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— Optional Quest—

Chase and kill the remaining reavers (0/12)
Expected Difficuly: High

Required Level: 50

Environment: Hostile
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— Optional Quest -
Kill the Reavers - Failed
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -

‘Wait and pass the Trials of the Temple of Empusa
Expected Difficulty: medium

Required Level: Unknown

Environment: Unknown

Reward: Entrance to the 5th level
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~NCI NOTIFICATION -
You Have Reached Level 80
You Have Reached Level 90
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I NOTIFICATION —
Wave of Exhaustion

Speed Decreased 10%
Attack Decreased 10%

Spellcasting Decreased 10%
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~TOOLTIP -

Race: Vampire
Variant: Vampire Lord
HP: 360

Threat Level: 90

Attention! All innate spellcasting abilities unlocked!

Attention! The vampire Lord can cast at will the following spells within  day unlimited times:
Chill touch, Ice Blast, Lighting Bolt, Fire Bolt, Fire Ball, Darkness, Disguise Self, Levitate, Animate
Dead, Death Warden

Attention! The following spells can be cast fve times within a day: Create Undead, Fear, Eyebite,
Circle of Death, Waves of Exhaustion, Finger of Death, Dominate Monster, Stun.

Attention] The following spell can be used once per day: One Word, One Kill.

Vampire Abilites Unlocked: Soul Drain - The Vampire Lord can drain half the HP damage they
ight - The Vampire Lord can call unlimited times within a

achieve on an opponent; Children of the

day giant bats or rats or direwolves as alles. The creatures remain materialized for one hour:

Legendary Ability Unlocked: Soul Steal - The Vampire Lord can drain life force within a 60-foot
radius of any creature they decide. The Vampire Lord can drain up to 100 HP points with each Soul
Steal
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~NCI NOTIFICATION -
You Have Reached Level 50
You Have Reached Level 60
You Have Reached Level 70






images/00020.jpeg
NCI Notification -

You achieved an 8-Point hit!
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I NOTIFICATION —

Dead Eye Active. Energy Reserve at 83%
Critical Strike 70 Damage
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
COMPLETE!

Defeat the Headless Butler without help
Expected Difficulty: Medium

Required Level: 15

Environment: Hostile
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NCI Notification -

Hands crippled.

You received a 10-Point Hitl
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- NCI Notification -
Status: Drunk

You reached intoxication level 2!

Strength temporarily increased by 30%!
Charisma temporarily increased by 30%!
‘Wisdom temporarily decreased by 30%!
Intelligence temporarily decreased by 30%!
Dizziness when getting up!

You need a short rest to cleanse yourself of the toxins.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Soul Steal - You Achieved a 100 Damage in a 60 f¢ radius
Critical Attack on the Undead

Energy Reserve at 90%






images/00023.jpeg
~TOOLTIP -
Race: Fae
HP: 20

Threat Level: 5

Description: Magical beings that embody nature.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

‘Wave of Exhaustion - Canceled,
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— Optional Quest—

Kill the Reavers (0/20)
Expected Difficulty: Medium
Required Level: 10

Environment: Hostile
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~ BESTIARY -
Race: Golem
Variant: Flesh Troll
HP: 200

Threat Level: 50

Description: Made from mounds of discarded flesh. This rare type of Golem looks like a Troll but
smells far-far worst
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~TOOLTIP -
Reavers

Race: Demonic Constructs

Variant: Reavers (Aberrant Hybrids)
HP: 150

Threat Level: 15

Description: A creature bred from the darkness. Long ago these creatures were the firstline of
offense used by demons. The Reavers are demonic constructs, aberrations of animals. Each is a copy
of the other: They have no sentience, no desire but that of mortal flesh. They possess unique abiliies

and strength such as tough hides, venom, and often travel in packs of twenty or more.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Soul Drain Failed. Energy Reserve at 85%
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~TOOLTIP -
Race: Undead
Variant: Dragonkin
HP: 144

Threat Level: 36

Dragonkin is a rare race and near impossible to beat head-to-head. Having sharp teeth and claws,
they possess few weaknesses as their bodies act like armor, protecting them from the elements. Not
even fire can hurt a pure-blooded Dragonkin.
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NOTIFICATION-

Immune to charm spells
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NCI Notification -

You received a 6-Point Hitl
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -

Defeat the Headless Butler without help
Expected Difficulty: Medium

Required Level: 15

Environment: Hostile
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~TOOLTIP -
Name: The Pride of Dracula

Type: Airship

Speed: 80 mph (100 mph maximum)

Engine: Tesla powered core with Anti-Gravity pads
Weight: 10 tons

‘Weapons: Tesla Turret, 3 Canons

Description: Dracula’s Private Airship
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~BESTIARY -
Grave Keeper
HP: 20 out of 20
Threat Level: §
Race: Undead

Description: They move like a normal human and are stronger than their brethren, but they are
sill completely mindless zombies.

‘Weaknesses: Fire, Lightning, Iee, Melee

Immunities: Poison, Water
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~ BESTIARY -
Possessed Zombie
HP: 8 out of 8
Threat Level: 2
Race: Undead

Description: Undead corpses that neither need sleep or rest. They only want brains. They rise
from the ground and act as mindless slaves to pureblood vampires. Their shambling feet make them
slow and easy to dodge as well as defeat. Their smell on the other hand can nauseate an opponent
into losing consciousness quickly. Decaying, rotting flesh also makes them susceptible to many
attacks. Despite many believing that the only way 10 killa zombie is to destroy their head there are
‘many variants whose entire bodies need to be severed and separated.

‘Weaknesses: Fire, Lightning, Iee, Melee

Immunities: Poison, Water
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~BESTIARY -
Race: Dragonkin
Variant: Undead
HP: 22

Threat Level: 11

Description: Protectors of their realm. Forever and always
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Slay the Dead!

Expected Difficulty: Medium
Environment: Hostile

Required level: 25
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~BESTIARY -

Typhon

Race: Dragon (Legendary)

Variant: Undead

HP: 240

Threat Level: 80

Description: A monstrous dragon with many heads

Dragons, Serpents, Wyverns, Drakes, Gorgons, Dragonkin and many other sub-species trace
their ancestry back to Typhon.

A millennia ago Typhon tried to rule the world, challenging the cosmos itself, consumed by rage.
Typhon lost and fel into the underworld but never really died. Even now, a corpse, holding lttle
‘more than 1/10 of its power, Typhon is no easy target.

Do not confuse Typhon with giants.

‘Weaknesses: Lightning
Immunities: Fire, Water, Necromancy, Earth, and Spiritual attacks

Resistance: Poison
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Essence Core Active
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Kill Eudoxus, the Dragonkin Necromancer
Expected Difficulty: High

Required Level: 30

Environment: Hostile

~BESTIARY -
Race: Dragonkin
Variant: Necromancer
HP: 120

Threat Level: 40

Description: Once an aid to the king, Eudoxus has lived thousands of years sucking the life from
lost adventurers and fae. He is the lord of the dungeon, caretaker of al
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Your abiliies are no longer compromised.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Dominate Monster - FAILED.
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~TOOLTIP -
Race: Human Emissary
Class: Paladin

HP: 210

Threat Level: 70 (up from 55)

~TOOLTIP -
Race: Vampire
Variant: Vampire Lord
HP: 288

Threat Level: 72 (up from 50)

Attention! All innate spellcasting abilities unlocked!

Attention] The vampire Lord can cast at willthe following spells within a day unlimited times
Fire Bolt, Lightning, Mage Shield, Mage Armor, Ice Shield, Chill touch, Darkness, Disguise Self
Levitate, Animate Dead.

Attention! The following spells can be cast five times within a day: Create Undead, lee Wall, Fire
‘Wall, Fear, Eyebite, Circle of Death, Waves of Exhaustion, Finger of Death, Dominate Monster.

Attention! The following spells can be used once per day: One Word, One Kil. Stun, Sunburst.
Vampire abilities unlocked: Soul Drain - The Vampire Lord can drain half the HP damage they

achieve on an opponent,

Legendary Ability Unlocked: Soul Steal - The Vampire Lord can drain life force within a 60-foot
radius of any creature they decide. The Vampire Lord can drain up to 100 HP points with each Soul
Steal
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

‘Waves of Exhaustion - FAILED
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 12-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Finger of Death - FAILED.
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~BESTIARY -
Wight

HP: 52 out of 52
Threat Level: 9
Race: Undead

Description: Fast shambling zombies boosting very large and sharp claws for fingers with pats of
their bodies wrapped in bandages. These were mummified corpses. They were once Mages who
believed themselves immortal who even post-mortem cast the spellof Primal Savagery.

‘Weaknesses: Fire, Lightning, Iee, Melee

Immunities: Poison, Water
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I NOTIFICATION —
You achieved a 10-point hit.
You achieved a 10-point hit,
You achieved a 20-point hit.

You achieved a 20-point hit,
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~ BESTIARY -

Vampire Brides

Rona ‘The Maiden'
HP: 240 out of 240
Threat Level: 60

Race: Vampire

Leena ‘The Devout’
HP: 200 out of 200
Threat Level: 50

Race: Vampire

Arusha ‘The Exotic’
HP: 220 out of 220
Threat Level: 55

Race: Vampire
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I NOTIFICATION —
You achieved a 10-point hit.
You achieved a 10-point hit,
You achieved a 20-point hit.

You achieved a 20-point hit,
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~NCI NOTIFICATION -

You received a 14-Point hit! 20% hearing loss.

NCI NOTIFICATION -

You achieved a 40-Point hit! EXPLOSION!
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~TOOLTIP -
Race: Golem

Variant: Dragonkin Stone Variant

HP: 66
Threat Level: 22

Description: Lost souls torn from the ether. The dragonkin were once some of the world's

strongest warriors. Now they are but remnants of eons passed.
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NCI NOTIFICATION -
You achieved a Critical Hit of 48 Points!
Complete Devastation

Sword of Innocence - Ethereal Form 1 acquired,

Ethereal Form 1 requires a 5-minute cooldown,






images/00112.jpeg
~ BESTIARY -

Name: Cireus Ghoul

HP: 16 out of 16

Threat Level: 4

Race: Ghoul

Variant: Construct, Clown, and Jester

Description: These ghouls have been altered by dark magic to resemble circus performers such as
clowns and jesters. Many of their limbs are mismatched with oher parts of their bodies, having been

grafted together by construct pieces, allowing them to move in various directions.
Languages: None
‘Weakness: Fire, Electricity, Lightning, Melee

Resistance: Poison
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~BESTIARY -
Name: Maxx Mechanof
"Ringleader'

HP: 70 out of 180

Threat Level: 45

Race: Vampire

Description: 900 years old.
Languages: Common
‘Weakness: Fire, Electricity, Iee
Immunities: Poison

Resistance: Hardened Skin
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Lungs infected.

~PENALTY -

Minus 10% speed.

Minus 20% strength.

Minus 5% Health every 10 seconds

5 Point Hit! Danger!
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Escape the Owl's Clasp
Expected Difficuly: High
Required Level: 50

Environment: Hostile

~TOOLTIP -
Race: Owl

Variant: Burrowing Guardian
HP: 251

Threat Level: 77

Description: The Burrowing Guardian is an ancient species of owls that have lived long and
survived by using underground tunnels to create nests and killing grounds. With long legs and small
bodies, these creatures are most commonly found living under dry areas where they nest and roost in
burrows. The Burrowing Guardians have long legs that allow them to sprint fast, dig, and fly when

hunting. Burrowing Guardians typically eat large insects, ras, and lizards.
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Hail to the King - COMPLETE
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- NCI NOTIFICATION -
You have been intimidated!
Attack Decreased by 20%

Defense Decreased by 20%
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NCI NOTIFICATION -
You have been intimidated!
Under the presence of a King.
Attack Decreased by 20%
Defense Decreased by 20%
Speech Decreased by 20%






images/00044.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 4-Point Hit!
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I NOTIFICATION —

Your hearing has been crippled!

~PENALTY-.

Status: Hearing impaired.
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Kill Dracula’s Brides

Expected Difficuly: High
Required Level: Unknown

Environment: Unknown

Rewards: Two Legendary Castle Cores
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~TOOLTIP -
Race: Specter

Variant: Burrowing Guardian Owl
HP:0

Threat Level: 0

Description:

“Advice from a guardian owl: stay focused, be who you are, trust in a wise friend, stay the land,
glide through the dark, be observant

Life's a hoot! Observe and reflect, and become a lttl wiser every day.”
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~BESTIARY -
Flying Medusa Heads
Race: Gorgon

Variant: Undead Head
HP: 52

Threat Level: 8

Description: Born from dark magic, said to be the spavwn of Medusa. These heads usually have
eges able to turn people and creatures into stone. However it is not uncommon for their eyes to be
tom out by forge masters and creature creationists. They levitate and fly in wave-like patterns
‘making them difficult to dodge. A Flying Medusa Head is in constant agony and has no quarrels
screaming and letting it be known.

‘Weaknesses: Lightning, Tce

Immunities: Fire, Poison, Water






images/00045.jpeg
~NCI NOTIFICATION -

Your Adventurer's log has been updated!

- OPTIONAL QUEST -
COMPLETE

Escape the Owl's Clasp
Expected Difficulry: High
Required Level: 30

Environment: Hostile

Rewards:

You have captured a BirdCore, a unique monster production core. A new expansion is available
for your castle: the Aviary.

CASTLE MASTERY GUIDE
Aviary Extension Module: You can produce birds of prey.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

Note: Birds produced by a Monster Production Core cannot leave the premises of the Castle or
move freely around the castle more than a mile.

Captured or Tamed birds are able to leave the castle freely.

Captured or Tamed birds can be used s messengers and spies.

Aviary Extension Module: Allows you to train and keep birds of prey.

Requirements: One full-time caretaker must be assigned.
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Defeat the Cireus of Fools - COMPLETE
Rewards - Ethereal Rank 1 Bonus,

Construct Pieces, Construct Paintings

- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Hail to the King

Expected Difficuliy: High
Required Level: Unknown

Environment: Unknown






images/00048.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 3-Point Hitl
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You have summoned a spirit guide,
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CASTLE MASTERY GUIDE

Mechanical Arachnoid Extension Module: You can produce up to 2 a

day. Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core.

Construct Ghouls Extension Module: You can produce up to 10 day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

Flying Medusa Head Extension Module: You can produce up to § a day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

Blood Skeleton Extension Module: You can produce up to 12 a day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

‘Warg Extension Module:

ou can produce up to 6 2 day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

Bat Extension Module: You can produce up to 30 a day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

Ghost Extension Module: You can produce up to 20a day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

Plate Lord Extension Module: You can produce up to 1 a day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

Axe Knight Extension Module: You can produce up to 22

day. Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core.

Bone Archer Extension Module: You can produce up to 10 a day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

Winged Guard Extension Module: You can produce up to 5 a day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,

Spear Guard Extension Module: You can produce up to 12 a day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Lungs infected.
~PENALTY -
Minus 10% speed.

Minus 20% strength.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

30-Point Critical Hit! Danger!
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Escape the Vampire Hunting Squad - Complete
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -

Escape the Vampire Hunting Squad
Expected Difficulty: High

Required Level: 30

Environment: Hostile
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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images/00073.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

Critical 20-Point hit! Alex has been intimidated!
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~ BESTIARY -
Race: Insectkin
Variant: Orchid Mantis
Threat Level: 17
HP:51

~BESTIARY -
Race: Ragdoll

Variant: Human / Elven hybrid
Threat Level: 15

HP: 45
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~NCI NOTIFICATION -

Critical Strike: 20-Point hit! Alex's torso crippled.

NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a Critical Hit of 10 Points!
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~BESTIARY -
Race: Human

Variant: Artificer / Dungeon Core
Threat Level: 45

HP: 135
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~BESTIARY -
Name: Pig-Man
HP: 60 out of 60
Threat Level: 15
Race: Giant

Variant: Dwarf Giant

Description: Smaller than their regular giant cousins, dwarf giants stil tower over even the
‘mightiest men.

Languages: They understand the common language but do not have a voice of their own.
‘Weakness: Fire, Electricity, Smoke.
Resistance: Hardened Skin makes Melee attacks difficult
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= NCI NOTIFICATION —
Electric Shock applied to Cadmus.
Hand Crippled.

Duration 30 seconds,
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~BESTIARY -

Name: Glitter

HP: 48 out of 48

Threat Level: 12

Race: Giant

Variant: Aberrant Dwarf Giant

Description: Four breasts and a lot of cushion.
Languages: Grunts and moans

‘Weakness: Fire, Electricity, Smoke.

Resistance: Hardened Skin makes Melee attacks difficult
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Kill Cadmus

Save Dianthe and Alex
Expected Difficulry: High
Required Level: 30

Environment: Hostile
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a Critical Hit of 40 Points!

Dwarf Giant is Crippled!
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- NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 5-Point hit!
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Defeat the Circus of Fools
Expected Difficuly: High
Required Level: 40

Environment: Hostile
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Escape Dracula’s Castle
Expected Difficulry: High
Required Level: 40

Environment: Hostile
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- BESTIARY -

Name: Mechanical Arachnoid

HP: 32 out of 32

Threat Level: 6

Type: Construct

Variant: Copper Golem

Description: A robotic construct made of metal. These constructs are made to guard designated
areas or persons.

Languages: They understand the common language but do not have a voice of their own.

‘Weakness: Electricity

Resistance: Magic attacks and magic weapons cause minus 20% to 50% damage.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Your Adventurer's Log has been updated!

~BESTIARY -
Race: Mantis
Variant: Common
HP: 68

Threat Level: 17

Description: Common Insect-kin
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 10-point hit.
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Slay the Dead - COMPLETE
Expected Difficulty: Medium

Environment: Hostile

- OPTIONAL QUEST -

Kill Eudoxus, the Dragonkin Necromancer - COMPLETE
Expected Difficuliy: High

Required Level: 30

Environment: Hostile

- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Reach the Vault First
Expected Difficulty: High

Environment: Hostile






images/00061.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 20-point hit.
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Receive the Sword of Innocence
Expected Difficulty: Legendary

Environment: Unknown






images/00063.jpeg
- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Reach the Vault First - COMPLETE
Expected Difficuly: High

Environment: Hostile

Rewards: Access to the Vault]






images/00066.jpeg
~ BESTIARY -
MIMIC

Description: Not to be confused with shapeshifters. Mimics are able to polymorph into inanimate
objects and shapes. Elder Mimics have been known to pose s people. However, in many cases, they
sill reveal traces of Mimic biology. Usually, these traces can be observed in the form of a slight
breathing, an exposed tongue, o teeth, Mimics lack culture, religion, and morals, however, they do
appear to exhibit primitive tribal ideologies. There are several reported cases of Mimics being taught
t0 blend into human and demihuman society. Mimics are not afraid of hunting and cannibalizing one
another in rare instances to survive. Mimics give birth by splitting apart. The larger a Mimic, the
more aggressive and intelligent they become. Rare Mimics can possess telepathic abilties and can
project their thoughts onto a person's mind.

‘Weaknesses: Fire, Lightning, Melee, Alcohol
Immunities: Water

Resistance: Poison
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1 NOTIFICATION -
You achieved a 10-point hit.
You achieved a 6-point hit.
You achieved a 6-point hit.

You achieved a 6-point hit.
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~BESTIARY -
Race: Dragon

Variant: Fire

HP: 400
Threat Level: 100

Description: Greedy creatures. Fire Dragons are extremely confident, intelligent, and breathe fire.

They despise weakness, especially in their own kind. Fire Dragons can hibernate for thousands of
years.

‘Weaknesses: Lightning, Water, Ice
Immunities: Fire, Necromancy, Earth, and Spiritual attacks.

Resistance: Poison
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-TOOLTIP-
Rare ltem / Ability
Summoner Ring with Absorption

Capable of absorbing dragons or other willing creatures inside so that they can be moved from

dungeon to dungeon.
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Kill Cadmus - COMPLETE

Save Dianthe and Alex - COMPLETE
Expected Difficulry: High

Required Level: 30

Environment: Hostile

Rewards: Contract x 2

NCI NOTIFICATION —

You leveled up!
You leveled up!
You leveled up!
Youleveled up!

You leveled up!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 40-Point hit! Self-Inflicted Damage.

Bleeding Damage - 1 HP every 10 seconds.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Explore the City of Tricula
Expected Difficulty: Medium
Required Level: 15

Environment: Neutral
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—NCI NOTIFICATION —
Vampire, I request we meet on neutral ground. We have affairs that must be deal with,

- The Sacred King, your friend, Aleixo
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~ BESTIARY -
HARPY

Description: Known far and wide for their voices. Harpies have the upper body of a woman and
the lower body that combines both a bird of prey and a Dragonkin. Scaled legs, clawed fect, many
also have talons that they use for their hands. They possess powerful hawk-like wings in which they
use to grab and carry away victims. A Harpy's song is capable of casting Charm and Dominate on
prey. Harpies take great joy in their hunting abilites and are commonly seen as sadistic, malevolent
creatures obsessed with demihuman meat. Their hollow bones make them susceptible to melee
attacks and weapons,

‘Weaknesses: Fire, Lightning, Melee, Bludgeoning, Arrows
Immunities: Water

Resistance: Poison
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -

Explore the City of Tricula - COMPLETE
Expected Difficulty: Medium

Required Level: 15

Environment: Neutral

Rewards: Access to the city and potential modules.

Remember: DO NOT go full murder hobo.
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CASTLE MASTERY GUIDE
Ornithopter Extension Module: You can produce up to 2 a day.

Requirements: Primary Core, Monster Production Core,
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~BESTIARY -
Race: Vampire
Variant: Vampire Lord
HP: 224

Threat Level: 56
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Accept Dracula’s Invitation - Complete

Rewards - A Room in Dracula’s Castle
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Accept Dracula’s Invitation
Expected Difficulty: Unknown
Required Level: Unknown

Environment: Unknown
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Blood of a King

Nestor's Threat Level has increased to 80,
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- OPTIONAL QUEST -
Kill Dracula - Complete
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- MAIN QUEST -
Kill Alastor
Kill Sarpedon
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I NOTIFICATION —

Blood of a King
Your Threat Level has increased to 72

New Abilities Unlocked!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 5-Point hit! Your opponent is Paralyzed.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Dianthe is Stunned!

Duration 10 seconds,
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~ BESTIARY -
Race: Insectkin
Variant: Orchid Mantis
Threat Level: 28

HP: 112
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Dianthe is Stunned!

Duration 10 seconds,

NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 90-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 90-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 90-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Alex is Stunned!

Duration 30 seconds,
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~NCI NOTIFICATION -
You received a 10-Point hit!

Right leg Crippled!

Penalties:

Speed Reduced 50%
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hit!






images/00089.jpeg
NCI NOTIFICATION —

You received a 10-Point hitl.
Crippled!
Penalties:

Speed Reduced 70%
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

20 points of HP Restored.
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 40-Point hit! Critical Strike!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

You achieved a 40-Point hit! Critical Strike!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor achieved a 100-Point hit! Critical Strike!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Dracula uses Soul Drain! Heals 40 points!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor's right leg is crippled!

Nestor is intimidated!

~ Penalty -
Minus 95% speed

Minus 90% strength.
Attack Decreased by 40%
Defense Decreased by 40%
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor received a 30-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor received a 10-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor received a 20-Point hit!
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NCI NOTIFICATION —

Nestor achieved a 30-Point hit! Critical Strike!






